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The things we value make us weak.

Klyssen sat hunched over a desk, examining the message before him, his bad eye watering in the lanternlight. In his hands he held a small brass cylinder made up of five rings of letters which he rotated from time to time. Now and then he scribbled in the margins with a quill, turning innocent words to damning testimony, pleasantries to betrayal.

No one understood betrayal like Marius Klyssen.

Click-click-click. He turned the rings again. A new combination, another piece of the hidden report revealed. It was his own private cipher, known only to himself and his network of spies, each of whom had been drawn into his service through the careful application of threats and promises. Everyone had something they’d give anything for. It was just a matter of finding it and using it against them.

He took off his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose. The effort of decoding the letter was bringing on a headache. More reports of sedition and discontent, people saying things about the Empire they’d never have dared to before. Once he’d have stamped on them. These days he found it hard to care. No point crushing roaches one by one when the house was already infested.

He pushed the letter aside and leaned back in the chair with a creak. The study was quiet and restless with flickering shadows. A cool wind blew against the shutters, bringing with it the smell of charred meat and the faint sound of screaming.

There was a present on the desk, next to the lantern that illuminated the room. A cream-coloured box, gift-wrapped in blue ribbon. He replaced his spectacles, considered it a moment, then reached over and pulled the bow. Whoever it was intended for would have no use for it now, and he was an incurable investigator.

The box fell neatly apart, revealing a silver casket inlaid with a design of bold geometric shapes and rays. Krodan through and through. Just the sort of thing he’d expect to find in the study of an Ossian manor. They loved to ape their betters.

It looked like a cigar box, and he was partial to cigars. The smoke was hard on his stomach, but lighting one would give him a moment’s pleasure, and that was as much as he could hope for these days. Besides, he’d long since stopped caring about his health.

He flipped open the casket. The quiet was pierced by the tinny chimes of a nursery rhyme. A painted princess, one arm aloft, rotated before a mirror.

A music box. Likely a present from the lord to his daughter, a gift he’d meant to give and never would. Klyssen felt his throat thicken as the music played. It was a song from his homeland, sung to him at his mother’s knee, as he’d sung it in turn. When the tune came around again, he began to murmur hoarsely along.

Little star, oh little star,
Lay down your head.
The time’s right for dreaming,
The sun’s gone to bed.

He faltered as he caught sight of himself in the mirror. Even after three years, his reflection never failed to shock him when it caught him unawares. The drooping eye, the red-raw landscape of scar tissue across his cheek and jaw, the burned patches where hair refused to grow. He’d never been a handsome man, but the lanternlight made a ghoul of him, a storybook terror peering hungrily from the darkness into a world of beauty he was forever banished from.

Small wonder she left me, he thought. Small wonder she took my girls away.

His mouth twisted in bitter anger. No, that wasn’t why she’d left him. It was his power she’d loved, not his face. His status and wealth were what bound her to him. Once they were gone, so was she.

He snapped the lid shut, silencing the music, hiding the princess and the ghoul from his sight.

The things we value make us weak, he thought. And I have been made weak indeed.

Rage boiled up in him and he swept the lantern from the desk. Flame raced along the floor where it shattered, climbing curtains and bookshelves. Klyssen watched for a time, the fire reflecting in the round lenses of his spectacles. Then he got to his feet and stalked outside, where the rest of the village was burning, too.

The manor house stood atop a rise overlooking the sluggish river from which Darkwater took its name. As Klyssen stepped onto the porch the town spread out before him, black silhouettes of buildings billowing with fire, hazy in the smoke. Soldiers moved among them, swords drawn, hunting. Thin shrieks sounded over the rumble of flame and the periodic crash of collapsing timber.

Behold the wrath of the Emperor, Klyssen thought scathingly.

Ossia wasn’t the land it had once been. The Krodans had come as conquerors, but they made war to bring peace. Submit to your superiors, they said, and you will be treated well. Most saw the wisdom in that, and for thirty years the compact had held. The Krodans brought order, education and the gift of the Word and the Sword to their backward neighbours. The Ossians prospered, sheltered from their enemies by the Empire’s armies.

But all that came to an end when Hammerholt fell, and the Emperor’s only son was murdered. Then the open hand of the Empire became a fist. If Ossians wouldn’t be ruled like civilised subjects, they’d be chained and beaten like dogs.

So the terror began.

Since Hammerholt, Klyssen had seen towns turned over for the merest suspicion of harbouring a spy. He’d seen mass arrests at festivals and weddings, because there were too many people present and assembly bred conspiracy. He’d seen executions carried out on the thinnest of pretexts, but none thinner than tonight’s. For there was no sedition here, no evidence of rebellion. Darkwater’s only crime was this: over fifty years ago, a boy had been born here, and that boy grew up to kill Prince Ottico. Cadrac of Darkwater, the Dawnwarden later known as Garric, was beyond punishment now; but the Emperor’s grief was only exceeded by his fury, and that fury needed a target. He’d personally ordered the village erased from the map, and every man, woman and child in it executed.

This is not Krodan justice. This is cold-blooded slaughter.

He made his way down the path towards Darkwater, flames licking through the manor behind him. He’d told Gremmler he wanted to investigate the manor for evidence of sedition before they burned it down, but in truth he’d just wanted to absent himself. Executing traitors had never bothered him in the past, because he believed in the superiority of the Krodan way of life. His people were guided by the divine hand of the Primus. Their methods, though harsh, were necessary and effective.

But these were not traitors, and this was nothing more than petty vengeance, the act of a tyrant. The Emperor would see Ossia razed barren if he could. The moderating influence of more sensible heads had prevented something like this from happening before, but their influence had waned, it seemed. How many more Darkwaters would follow now?

By morning, this town and its people would be gone. From this day forth, it wouldn’t appear on any map. But its legacy couldn’t be so easily wiped away. The growing sense of rebellion that had been building since Hammerholt wouldn’t be undone by one childish act of spite. It would only serve to turn this previously insignificant village into a legend. Stories of the atrocity would grow and spread, further uniting the Ossians against their occupiers. This land was ready to explode, and the Emperor had thrown a spark.

But then, perhaps that had been his intention.

He passed the mill on the riverbank just outside the village. Flames reached up into the moonless night, reflected on the black water. A half-dozen villagers knelt facing the fire, praying and whimpering, under guard. A soldier was passing along the line behind them. As he reached each prisoner, he tipped their head to the side and thrust his sword down between neck and shoulder, into their heart.

Nearby was a heap of bodies that were being slung into the blazing mill one by one in lieu of a proper pyre. Klyssen saw two men lift a corpse by its wrists and ankles. They swung it between them and tossed it through the doorway in a tumble of fragile, gangly limbs. The boy couldn’t have been more than nine. After that, he was unable to look any more.

What are we becoming?

There was only one road through the village, a thoroughfare of churned dirt flanked by burning houses. The heat of the flames beat at him as he walked, and he shrank into his black overcoat, pulling it higher up his neck as if he could hide inside it. His skin prickled, and for a moment he was back in that vault in Hammerholt, shrieking and pawing at his face where he’d been splattered by some concoction flung by that Nemesis-damned witch. His heart began to pound as he remembered the agony, how he’d beaten at the flames to no avail because he couldn’t get it off, he couldn’t get it off!

He stopped in the middle of the road, squeezed his eyes shut and took a shuddering breath to quell the rising panic. I am authority, he reminded himself. He was an officer of the Iron Hand and an inquisitor of the Empire. It wouldn’t do to show frailty.

With an effort of will, he summoned the memory again and faced it. This time it didn’t shake him. He made himself recall what had followed: how they’d shut the vault door, sealing him in with the burning husk of a dreadknight and a few terrified soldiers; the frantic search for a way to escape before the flames dwindled and left them in darkness; the glorious relief as his fingers found the door-release lever, put there in case anyone should accidentally shut themselves in. After that there was the explosion, the fortress collapsing around them, the desperate flight to the outside. He dragged each horror out and confronted it, and when he was done, he was in control once more.

I am authority, he told himself again, and this time it felt true. Not quite as authoritative as before, after disgrace and demotion, but thanks to some clever manoeuvring and a little creative blackmail he’d avoided worse punishment. He was still free, at least. For what that was worth.

He found Gremmler on the far side of the village, in conference with Captain Malloch. Both men were towering and broad-shouldered, Gremmler in the black overcoat of the Iron Hand, Malloch formidable in his armour. Gremmler was handsome and aristocratic, Malloch pox-pitted and thuggish. Klyssen loathed them both, but then, he loathed most people to some degree.

Not his daughters, though. Not Lisi and Juna. The rare days that Vanya allowed him to see them were the only bright spots in a world gone to darkness. Their smiles and kisses were the only things that made it all worthwhile.

Malloch saw Klyssen approaching and excused himself to go and check on his men, leaving the inquisitors to their business. He saluted them both as he left – a closed fist raised smartly to his shoulder, arm diagonally across his chest – but Klyssen saw vague disdain in his gaze as their eyes met. The captain had never thought much of Klyssen. Klyssen had never given him much cause to.

‘Watchman Klyssen,’ said Gremmler. He never failed to include Klyssen’s rank when addressing him. Klyssen used to do that to his own subordinates, to assert himself over them. He wasn’t sure Gremmler was that subtle – he was probably just being correct – but it rankled to be reminded of his demotion all the same.

‘Overwatchman Gremmler,’ said Klyssen. Balding, frog-faced and scarred, he was Gremmler’s physical inferior in every way. If he didn’t know better, he’d have suspected Commander Bettren had put them together as a malicious joke.

‘Did your investigations bear fruit?’

‘I found nothing,’ said Klyssen. In truth, he hadn’t bothered to look; it would have been a waste of time. There was no treachery in Darkwater. Not that innocence had saved the villagers.

‘Good,’ said Gremmler. ‘Better that there’s no doubt. Throwing a sop to the Ossians would only have muddied the message.’

‘We still need the Ossian highborns on our side if we want to run this country. Evidence of sedition would give them something to cling to. People will justify anything to themselves if they are handed the means to do it. Deny them that, and they might be forced to question their arrangement with us.’

‘If these nobles whose feelings you value so highly had curbed their countrymen as they were meant to, we wouldn’t be where we are now,’ Gremmler replied. As ever, he was only pretending to entertain Klyssen’s opinion. His thoughts were the thoughts of the Empire. Deviation from the official line was inconceivable. ‘They had their chance. Let them see what rebellion has earned them. For each Krodan life we will take twenty of theirs. Not only traitors, but their families and friends, too. We will see how keen they are to strike at us then.’

‘We should be careful how far we push them,’ Klyssen advised. ‘A man who cannot live with himself is apt to find something to die for.’

‘You should concern yourself less with protecting Ossians and more with following orders,’ said Gremmler, a warning in his voice.

‘My concern is protecting the Empire, as it has ever been,’ Klyssen replied.

‘And you know how to do that better than the Emperor?’ Gremmler asked sharply.

Yes. Because I know Ossians. And if you think you can cow them by murdering their kinfolk, then you’re as much a fool as he.

‘Well?’ Gremmler snapped, when Klyssen’s silence had stretched long enough to be insolent. ‘Do you?’

‘Of course not,’ said Klyssen, with a deferential and insincere smile. ‘Hail to the Emperor.’

Why do I do this? he thought as he stood on the riverbank watching sparks fly up into the night. Darkwater was an inferno. The soldiers had retreated, their killing all done. Klyssen felt nothing but disgust at what had passed tonight.

Why did he carry on? It was no easy question. Everything he’d truly valued had been lost. The Empire, whose ideals had been the blood and breath in his body, was becoming something he didn’t recognise. Perhaps he just kept going because there was nothing else. Nothing but vengeance.

Aren of Shoal Point. Even his name flooded Klyssen with rage. The druidess had burned him, but the boy was the true author of his ruin. To be wounded in battle was no disgrace, but to be humbled? The humiliation was impossible to bear. Aren had betrayed and outwitted him, freed Garric from prison so he could murder the prince and stolen the Ember Blade from under his nose. If not for him, Klyssen would have been Commander of the Iron Hand in Ossia by now, instead of that milquetoast Bettren. If not for him, he’d still have his wife and children.

Aren might have forgotten him, but he hadn’t forgotten Aren. The net was closing on him and he didn’t even know it.

He let out a breath, relaxed his clenched fists. Diligence, temperance, dominance, he reminded himself: the credo of the Krodan Empire. Once he’d been a shining example of all three. Now he was subject to attacks of despondency and rage that he was powerless against, and his insubordination was becoming worse by the season. He was aware that he was sabotaging himself by disrespecting his superiors, but he was unable to stop.

Why couldn’t he just surrender to the tide of things? The fate of the Empire was beyond his control. He just needed to do his job, get by, survive. Where was the profit in making things more difficult for himself?

He didn’t know the answer to that. All he knew was that he was no longer the man he’d been. How could he be? How much could somebody lose and still remain the same? How much could they sacrifice for a cause before it made a hollow puppet of them, a minion to an ideal, jerked mindlessly hither and thither by the strings of their beliefs? Something vital had gone, he sensed it, and all that remained to define him were the tasks he was expected to perform. If he didn’t submit to that drab, complacent future, he’d destroy himself resisting it.

A chill passed through him, interrupting his thoughts. He looked back towards the village with a frown. Emerging from the inferno were three figures on horseback, riding slowly up the road, their thin, stretched shadows bracketed by flame. His drooping eye watered as he fought to make them out against the brightness, but the pressure gathering around his heart told him what his eyes couldn’t.

It had been a long time since he’d seen a dreadknight, but he hadn’t forgotten what it felt like to have them near.

Here at last, he thought, and a malicious smile touched the corner of his mouth. Then it’s only a matter of time, Aren of Shoal Point.
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‘Come on, bumblefoot!’ Fen yelled over her shoulder. ‘You call this a race?’

Aren wiped sweat-damp hair from his eyes and grinned as he laboured up the rocky slope behind her. Small animals scattered into the brush at their approach. It was the grey hour before the dawn, and overhead an eagle cut curves in the sky.

‘Getting tired yet?’ Fen hollered. ‘Hurry, or we’ll miss it!’

Aren didn’t reply. Let her waste her breath. They both knew he was no match for her over long distances. A life spent outdoors had given her a level of stamina he couldn’t compete with.

But racing was about more than stamina; it was also about tactics.

He’d been dragging his feet the whole way up the hill, saving energy while he waited for his chance. Fen had been forced to slow to his pace. There was no fun in thrashing him; she wanted to stay within taunting range. All the time he’d been alert for an opportunity, and now, at last, he saw one.

Ahead, the slope ran up against a low cliff, and the way twisted sharply left behind a rocky outcrop before switching back on itself. At the top of the cliff was an area of open ground leading to a narrow gap between two hunched shoulders of stone. That gap was the choke point. It wasn’t wide enough for both of them. If he could get there first, he’d have a chance of beating her to the top.

Fen ran behind the outcrop, following the folds in the land. The moment she was out of sight, Aren accelerated, sprinting as fast as he could for the cliff. Let Fen go the long way around. He’d take the shortcut: straight up.

He reached the cliff and began to climb. He’d grown up around cliffs, in a coastal town, and scaled dozens as a boy. This one was no challenge, and he took it at a reckless pace. He was halfway up before Fen looked back and spotted him. With an outraged curse, she redoubled her speed. There’d be no slowing down for him now. The real race was on.

Loose scree slid beneath his boots as he clambered over the lip of the cliff and ran for the gap. From the corner of his eye he saw Fen closing the distance, racing towards it from the other direction. He put everything he had into his legs, powering himself forward, but at the last instant she darted in front of him with a yell of triumph.

He grabbed her shoulder and hauled her roughly back, muscling through the gap first. She might be faster, but he was stronger.

‘You cheat!’ she accused, but she was laughing as she said it. She crowded in close behind as they scrambled up the steep gully. Aren made himself big, blocking her, and she all but clambered up his back in her attempts to get by. As they came out of the gully she tripped and stumbled, sliding off him as he broke away. Before him was a clear run over scrub ground to the ridge that was the finish line. Arms pumping, he went for it. If he could get enough of a head start before Fen got up, he could beat her.

A sharp yelp from behind pulled him up short. He looked over his shoulder to see Fen hopping on one leg, clutching at the back of the other. She made it a few feet and went down on her hands and knees, face screwed up in a grimace.

‘Fen?’ He was already starting down the hill.

‘My leg,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘Felt like a cord snapping. Joha, it really hurts.’

He put his arm around her shoulders to help her up. She balanced against him, standing on her good leg, the other held just off the ground, eyes closed as she breathed through the pain.

‘I always did have bad timing,’ she said, in a brave attempt at humour.

‘We should get you back to the camp. Vika can help.’

‘No. I wanted to show you. That’s why we came up here.’

‘Fen, you’re hurt.’

‘Help me up to the ridge. If we’re quick, we can still make it.’

Aren gave her a dubious look. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. Just hurry.’

‘Can you put any weight on it?’

‘I’ll try,’ she said. Gingerly, she lowered her foot to the ground, her mouth in a tight line.

‘Is it alright?’ he asked.

Her expression cleared. ‘It’s fine,’ she said brightly, and bolted away from him.

Aren let out a strangled howl of outrage as he realised he’d been duped, and took to his heels in pursuit. But though he ran as hard as he could manage, he couldn’t catch her now. By the time he caught up she was at the summit, panting and grinning.

‘That,’ he gasped, ‘was dirty.’

‘You nearly pulled me over getting through that gap!’

‘You should have climbed the cliff, then.’

‘You know how I feel about heights.’

‘“To overcome your enemy, you must first understand them,”’ Aren said sagely. It was a favourite quote of his, learned from his tutor in the fighting arts back in Shoal Point.

‘Exactly,’ she replied. ‘Which is how I knew you wouldn’t leave me behind.’ She straightened up, hands on her lower back, and looked off into the distance. ‘Come here. You have to see this.’

They found a spot on a rock and sat side by side, passing a waterskin between them. From their vantage point they could see for leagues in every direction. As the tiredness seeped from his muscles, Aren looked out at the immense, empty world of the Reaches with slowly growing awe.

Lyssa was alone in the west, a bruised pearl in the brightening sky. She was his mother’s moon, with whom she’d shared her name. She hung low over a broken horizon, above a vast land of grass and rock, plateaus and ravines, jigsawed by ancient cataclysm. He heard a piercing call and saw the eagle again, gliding along the line of an escarpment that rose sheer and sudden from the earth. Atop the escarpment was a strange rock formation, like a line of shattered teeth, overgrown and crumbling.

‘What’s that?’ he asked Fen, pointing. She could read the land in a way he found mystifying.

She looked. ‘It was a wall, once,’ she said.

Aren frowned. If it was a wall, it was so old it had been absorbed by the landscape. Either perspective was playing tricks, or it had once been enormous.

Fen caught his thought. ‘Giants lived here, before the Long Ice.’

Aren felt a chill: the shadow of ages passing over him. The ruins of the Second Empire could be found all over Ossia, a constant reminder of his people’s faded glory, but the wild north held memories more ancient still. Here was a relic from a time before recorded history, before the Aspects were ever worshipped, before the Six Races came to be.

‘Here it is!’ Fen said, grabbing his wrist in excitement. ‘Look!’ And she turned her head to the east as dawn spilled light across the sundered land, carved into misty beams by the hills and ridges.

Aren didn’t look. It wasn’t the Reaches that had captured his eye but her face, lit by the sun and a childlike, peaceful wonder he’d never seen before. Her freckles made a map of her skin, clustered so thickly they formed a continent across her cheeks. She was green-eyed and ginger, her hair gathered in a loose ponytail. Entranced by the light, she entranced him in turn, and he couldn’t take his gaze from her.

These past few years had been hard on them all. After the destruction of Hammerholt, they’d become the most wanted people in Ossia. Wherever they went, they brought news of the Ember Blade and left hope in their wake; but the Iron Hand were always close behind them and they never dared stop for long. Their days had been spent in a succession of hideaways and safehouses, dogged by the relentless enemy, worn down by paranoia and fear of betrayal.

The only constant had been each other, those dedicated few who’d taken up the mantle of the Dawnwardens, and until recently Fen had been the only one close to Aren’s age. Though she was still guarded and cold with strangers, time and trust had broken the barriers between them, and there was nobody she laughed with or confided in so readily. She was his best friend and his closest companion.

He also thought he might be in love with her.

‘My da used to call it the daily miracle,’ she said faintly.

Her voice jerked him out of his reverie, and he looked away before she could catch him staring. Now he saw the land painted with the first colours of day, and realised what was happening here. She was sharing it with him. The dawn was hers, had always been hers, but today she was giving it to him.

Warmth bloomed in his chest at the thought. He was seized by the urge to take her hand, to hold it as they watched the sun rise together. If there was any time to do it, surely now? His fingers reached for hers as though drawn there.

‘Just at this moment …’ she murmured. ‘Just this, when there’s only me and the sun …’ A smile touched the edge of her mouth. ‘It’s like there’s no one else in the world.’

Aren felt something sink inside him, and he took his hand back before it could be noticed. No one else in the world. Could there be any clearer signal? There was no one so perfectly equipped to be alone as Fen. He’d misread her, allowed himself to believe that this was something more than it was. He didn’t want to think what might have happened if their hands had touched, if she’d seen what was in his eyes and found it unwelcome. The damage done would have been irreparable. How selfish of him to risk their friendship that way, how foolish.

She sighed to herself in contentment. Whatever sacred touch she felt from the dawn had passed now, and she glanced at him to see if he’d felt something, too. He gave her a smile, but he couldn’t make it real, and he saw a flicker of disappointment in her eyes.

She’s your friend, thought Aren. She’s your best friend. That’s enough.

They sat together in silence watching the sun rise, and as the time passed Aren gradually regained an even keel, enough that he could smile and mean it.

‘It really is beautiful,’ he said at last.

‘They’ll never have it,’ said Fen, venom creeping into her voice. ‘They can walk their boots over it, but it’ll never be theirs.’

‘No,’ said Aren. ‘It never will.’

She handed him a whittling knife, still in its sheath. ‘I made you this,’ she said. ‘For your birthday.’

‘But … it’s my birthday, not yours,’ Aren said in puzzlement.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘But you grew up Krodan, getting gifts instead of giving them.’

‘I’ll admit, I do miss that part,’ he said wryly, and drew the knife. It fitted his palm well, and the blade shone as he held it up to the sun.

‘I made the handle from an antler of that stag you killed,’ she said. ‘The one time you actually hit anything.’

‘I doubt it was my arrow that killed it,’ he said. ‘Since one was in its hindquarters and the other in its heart.’

‘Ah, but who knows whose was whose? Look: it has your name in druidsign on the sheath. Vika helped me.’

‘Treasonous,’ Aren said approvingly, studying the line of strange, crabbed marks.

‘Thought you’d like that. Still, you’re probably safe from the gallows. Vika assures me no Krodan would ever recognise it, even if they saw it.’

‘Well, that’s a relief.’ He sheathed the knife, put it in his pocket and smiled at her. Everything was well between them again. ‘Thank you, Fen. I love it.’

‘Learn to carve something I can recognise. That’ll be thanks enough.’ She got to her feet and dusted the grit off her trousers. ‘Now … race you back? Unless your knees have failed you already, old man?’

‘I’m nineteen, not ninety!’ he complained, but she was already off down the hill. ‘I’m not racing you!’ he called after her.

But of course, he did anyway, and lost.
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Breakfast was waiting for them by the time they got back to camp, although it had taken the combined vigilance of Harod and Ruck to keep Grub from devouring it before they arrived.

‘There! Mudslug and Freckles are here! Now Grub have breakfast!’ Grub barked, thrusting a finger towards them.

‘When we have all been served, you may eat,’ said Harod, stern as ever. ‘Although I believe the tradition is for Aren to give out his presents first?’

Grub let out a moan of anguish and attempted to dart around the fire to get at the roasted meat. Ruck snapped and snarled at him, driving him back.

‘Maybe we should eat first,’ said Aren, who feared Grub’s patience had been taxed too far already. ‘Anyway, I’d likely faint before I finished. Fen just ran me up and down a mountain.’

‘It was barely a hill,’ she said, rolling her eyes.

‘Less talk! More eating!’ Grub demanded.

Vika and Kiri served breakfast while Grub danced about im-patiently in the background. The druidess and the girl from the Canal District had rustled up a feast between them. Aren’s mouth watered as he saw them laying out roasted rabbit, salted bacon, potato and parsnip mash served with gravy and wild leeks that Vika had gathered the day before. The real surprise was saved till last: a pot of Keddish coffee, thick and rich and bitter.

‘How did you get hold of coffee?’ Aren marvelled.

‘Those Carthanian merchants at Westport. I did them a deal,’ said Vika, with a sly look that said to ask no more about it.

‘I hope I brewed it right,’ said Kiri uncertainly as she poured it out.

At last Grub was unleashed upon his breakfast, and the rest of them set to eating as well. They sat in a circle with the wagon at their backs, laughing and joking and with many a compliment to the chefs. The horses cropped grass nearby. Though they were still in the shadow of the hills, the day was already warm, and bees hummed in the gorse and lavender.

Aren sipped at his coffee and found it smoky and strange. He wasn’t sure he liked the actual taste, but he loved the idea of it. That heady, exotic aroma evoked a sense of faraway places, of jungles he’d never seen and nimble Keddish folk, with their curious masks and their obsession with doing everything in threes. He’d had coffee once before, at the house of a rich family who’d sheltered them for a season, and he’d craved another taste ever since. It spoke to him of adventure, and of all the things he’d yet to discover.

He gave Vika a nod of gratitude, and she smiled back. It was a kind thing for her to do, even if he was never quite sure whether her gifts were generosity or tribute. The way she looked at him sometimes made him uneasy, the too-bright zeal in her eyes, and he knew what she was thinking.

Champion. Chosen. Bearer of the bright blade.

He shook off his concerns. Now wasn’t the time for weighty matters. A birthday – an Ossian birthday, at least – was a day to count your blessings and give thanks to your friends and family. He looked fondly around the circle at his companions and took a moment to appreciate their presence.

First was Fen, thin as a willow switch but tough as a reed, his dearest torture. Next to her was Grub, squat and ill-favoured. Half his body was inked with intricate tattoos, but his eyes and cheeks were marked with the rough black swipe of an exile. His plate looked like the site of a massacre, and his chops were slathered with gravy. Noticing Aren’s gaze, he gave him a wide grin, showing the bacon in his teeth.

Sitting at a safe distance was Harod, the Harrish knight, already in his splint mail despite the early hour, his sword near at hand. He was the mightiest warrior among them, but the strength of his body wasn’t matched by the strength of his features. His narrow face blended into his neck with no chin to mark the join, and his hair hung in an unflattering bowl cut around his ears.

Mara and Kiri sat together as they usually did, the teacher and her protégé. Mara was keen-eyed, steel-grey and spare of flesh, ever calculating. Kiri was the youngest of them, only fifteen, hiding a precocious intelligence behind her shyness.

Last were Vika and Ruck, each as shaggy and disordered as the other. Vika wasn’t wearing her face-paint today – it would draw attention they didn’t want – but she still looked like a wild woman, her tangled hair clicking with charms and her patchwork cloak frayed at the edges. Ruck, a rangy wolfhound bitch as long as her mistress was tall, lolled at her feet gnawing on a rabbit.

Sadness and joy washed through him together, a bittersweet contentment he’d come to know well. Everyone who cared for him, everyone he cared about, was right here in this circle, and he felt profoundly fortunate to have them. But there was one missing, one who’d always be missing.

‘Presents!’ he said, before he could become melancholy. He made his way to the wagon and dug out his pack. When he returned, he found Grub holding forth about the absurdity of celebrating birthdays, as he did every time one came around.

‘Making big fuss about day you happen to be born on! Ha! Skarls not celebrate birthdays. Who want to celebrate being born? Better before. Hurt less.’

‘I suppose I might think the same,’ said Harod, ‘if my home were a frozen wasteland roamed by dreadful beasts and my people lived in the tombs of their ancestors.’

‘See! Bowlhead know it make sense,’ Grub declared, missing the scorn in Harod’s voice entirely. ‘Giving away presents! No wonder Krodans invade you. Ossians too soft.’

‘I take it you don’t want yours, then?’ Aren asked wryly.

‘Grub not say that!’

‘You never do,’ said Fen. ‘Not on my birthday, nor Mara’s, nor Vika’s, nor—’

‘Grub not want to give offence. Grub diplomatic like that.’

‘Not diplomatic enough to celebrate your own birthday, though,’ said Fen. ‘You know, so you can give presents.’

‘Grub doesn’t know his own birthday!’ he protested.

‘Alright, alright,’ said Aren. ‘Here, Grub. A little taste of home, since you’re so fond of it.’ He handed Grub a packet of oiled paper, which Grub snatched and tore open to reveal five sticks of cured red meat. Grub’s jaw dropped open.

‘This varanth meat?’ he asked. Aren nodded. ‘Grub not had this since he was a boy in the undermarkets!’

‘Well, make it last, because … it was …’ Aren trailed off as he saw that Grub had already shoved three of them in his mouth. ‘Never mind.’

He passed out the rest of the presents. For Harod, a new whetstone. For Vika, a stick of wax for stoppering the endless array of clay phials she kept her concoctions in. Ruck got a whitewood bone to chew on, which her teeth couldn’t even scratch. In Shoal Point it was said to be bad luck to bring whitewood into a home, but Aren had outgrown that superstition, as he had many others.

To Mara he gave a Boskan figurine carved from black stone, depicting a beetle-headed warrior carrying four swords in his four arms. He’d found it in a market and thought it might interest her. She was more delighted than he’d expected and proceeded to educate them all about the demigod O-Moska, who swam beneath the desert on a great winged lizard as a fish swims through water, and who caused dust devils to form whenever he surfaced to take a breath. When she began to tell them how dust devils were really formed, using words like vortex and axis, she lost everyone but Kiri. The two of them retreated from the group to continue their private lesson, Kiri clutching the chapbook of puzzles that had been Aren’s gift to her.

He’d saved Fen’s present till the end, mostly because he was embarrassed by how much better it was than everyone else’s. It was a magnificent miniature spyglass of silver and brass, which could retract to the length of an open hand. He’d have preferred to give it to her in private, but that wasn’t how Ossian birthdays worked.

Grub spluttered when he saw it. ‘Freckles got that? Why Grub not get spyglass?’

Vika held up a hand to hush him and gave Aren a knowing smile. Aren flushed, feeling exposed.

‘This is too much,’ said Fen softly, turning it around in her hands. ‘You can’t give me this.’

‘Grub will have it!’ Grub offered, reaching out. Ruck snapped at his fingers and he pulled them back sharply, muttering in Skarl.

‘I thought it would be useful,’ said Aren, his cheeks burning. ‘For scouting, finding deer, that sort of thing.’

‘It’s his gift to give,’ Vika told Fen. ‘You must accept it.’

Fen did so, and without any questions, for which he was deeply relieved. He was as embarrassed by how he’d got it as he’d been by giving it away. It had first belonged to a boy called Cedley, the eldest son of the highborn family that had hidden the Dawnwardens throughout the winter. Cedley had been dazzled by Aren, and the night before they left, he’d sought him out.

‘You are the bearer of the Ember Blade,’ he’d said, nervous and excessively formal. ‘On your shoulders rests the hope of freedom for our people. I would give you a gift to remember me by. Anything that is mine should be yours; choose what you will. My small contribution to the cause, until the day I can do more.’

Aren would have liked to refuse – he felt guilty about accepting a gift he didn’t feel he’d earned – but experience had taught him to take admiration with good grace. Like it or not, there were many who thought him a hero, even if he didn’t feel like one. In the end he chose Cedley’s spyglass, because he knew that Fen would love it. It made him feel better to know he was taking it to give to someone else. And it was all worth it for the look she gave him as she dipped her head in thanks.

He was saved any further awkwardness by the arrival of three strangers on horseback. They came over the crest of the slope from the direction of the road, which was out of sight in the valley below. Harod was on his feet immediately, hand on his sword, and Fen snatched up her bow. But neither Vika nor Ruck seemed alarmed, so Aren stayed seated. He checked his weapon was within reach, cast an anxious glance at the wagon with its precious and secret cargo, and waited for the strangers to announce themselves.

They were Fell Folk by their dress, two fierce-eyed women and one brawny man. Their hair was elaborately braided in twists and coils in the fashion of their people, and the man’s beard was twisted in a long queue. They wore light, elaborately spun tunics dyed with bright patterns, and their belts were fashioned with bone clasps carved in the shape of ox skulls, split from forehead to muzzle as if from an axe blow. They had fellhammers – long-handled, one-handed weapons that could shatter bone even through armour – and shortbows, which they held loosely, ready if needed.

‘You keep a poor watch,’ said one of the women. ‘These are not the soft lands you know in the south. There are wargs here, and worse.’

‘My hound smelled you long before you arrived, and heard your horses,’ said Vika. ‘You are not Krodan, so you are no enemies of ours.’

‘Your hound tell you as much, did he?’

Vika met the Fellwoman’s gaze steadily. ‘Aye, she did.’ She got to her feet. ‘It’s said of Clan Sundered Ox that they are slow to anger, but that none are more fierce when roused.’

The Fell Folk exchanged glances. ‘That’s so,’ said the woman.

‘Then I’m sure you’ll give us fair hearing before you decide to use those bows on us.’

‘And I’m sure you’ll hurry to the point and tell us what your business is here,’ came the reply, ‘elsewise you’ll find the limits of our patience soon enough.’

Mara had come over to join them. ‘We are heading to Hallow Cove for the Gathering,’ she said. ‘My name is Mara of Whitherwall, and these are the Dawnwardens. I hope we are expected?’

‘You are,’ said the Fellwoman, and the three riders relaxed a little. ‘Well met, Mara of Whitherwall. I am Karsa of Raggen Crag. Hallen bless.’

‘Hallen’s blessings be on you, too,’ said Mara, though to Aren’s ears it was faintly strained. Mara hated invoking gods she didn’t believe in, even for politeness’s sake. She found it intellectually dishonest.

‘Will you join us?’ Vika asked them.

‘We have Keddish coffee,’ Aren offered.

The Fell Folk looked at one another. ‘Baern will have our hides if we’re late back from patrol again,’ murmured the Fellman.

‘Perhaps,’ said Karsa, ‘but it’s a rare day you meet a southerner who holds to the old ways and knows what hospitality means. Wouldn’t like to discourage them.’

‘Besides,’ said the other woman, ‘I’m minded to try that coffee. I smelled it all the way from the road.’

The Fell Folk dismounted and were made welcome. There were introductions – the other woman was named Dess, and the bearded man was Genn – then Aren shared out what food and drink was left. The Fell Folk offered what small fare they had in return, and though they were already full the Dawnwardens took a little, as was proper. Grub had to be gently discouraged from taking the rest.

It had been years since Aren rejected the Krodan teachings he’d been brought up with, and he found pleasure in the small rituals of his people. In Ossia, generosity was the measure of a person. It had been that way before the Krodans came. Aren liked the idea that it might be so again.

‘You have news from the south?’ asked Karsa.

‘Much news, and little of it good,’ said Vika. ‘There are gallows in every town square, and they are well used. Road patrols have doubled. If you’re caught without a pass, it’s jail, and it’s nigh impossible to get a pass if you’re Ossian. That means only Krodans get to trade between settlements. Ossian craftsmen go out of business and starve.’

‘And the thing is,’ Aren continued, ‘without the Ossians, there aren’t enough Krodans to fill in, even with soldiers and conscripts taking up the slack. In some parts of Ossia you can hardly get bread, or nails.’

‘Rope, however, is always in plentiful supply,’ Harod said grimly.

‘The Iron Hand is everywhere,’ Mara said. ‘Fear hangs over the land. It has become so bad that many ordinary Krodans are leaving for Estria or Ozak, or back to their homeland. They don’t want to see their neighbours hanged in the street, Ossian or no.’

‘Not even Krodans like what Krodans are doing.’ Grub snorted. ‘Stupid squareheads.’

‘Ach! Who could live like that?’ Genn exclaimed. ‘Surely it’s only a matter of time before they fight back?’

‘The day is coming,’ said Vika, but she was more sure than Aren. The disheartening truth was that revolution seemed farther away than ever. People were angry and aggrieved, and many who’d previously admired the Krodans now hated them; but while there was a growing resistance movement there was little sign of open revolt. The Krodans had been sowing division too well, for too long, turning Ossian against Ossian while quietly eroding their culture and removing their freedoms one small piece at a time. Even the rumour that the Ember Blade was back in Ossian hands, and that the Dawnwardens had returned, wasn’t enough to rouse the country.

That was why they’d come north, to these wild and untamed lands where the Emperor’s stranglehold wasn’t so tight. If there was anywhere they could start a revolution, it was here.

‘What of the clans of the Reaches?’ Aren asked. ‘Will you fight back?’

‘Aye, if we could ever agree on any damned thing!’ Genn joked.

‘We heard what happened at Darkwater,’ said Karsa, more seriously. ‘That angered us greatly, but it wasn’t Fell Folk business. Then Clan Tangled Leaf was accused of harbouring fugitives. When they would not produce any, the Krodans wiped them out.’

All the humour had drained out of Genn, and a darkness fell across his face. ‘The tale of Clan Tangled Leaf stretches back centuries,’ he said. ‘It has been ended by foreign hands. The Fell Folk will never forgive that.’

Mara and Aren exchanged a glance. ‘It’s said there is one among you whom the clans might unite behind,’ Aren suggested.

‘Brac Blackfeather of Clan Riven Moon,’ said Karsa. ‘He’s well admired, and between his might and his wisdom he’s ended many old feuds. None bear him grudges, though Clan Shrike Shadow would oppose him if he tried to lead us, and they have allies of their own. Clan Sundered Ox would follow him if he raised his totem in battle, but whether the others would, none can say.’

She put down her empty mug. ‘But we speak of things that are not for us to decide. No doubt Brac will tell you himself what he means to do. You are his guests, after all. Now we must take our leave, if we are to keep our hides.’

They thanked the Dawnwardens for their hospitality, and were mounting their horses when Harod approached them.

‘Before you go, I beg you: have you news of the Sards?’

Dess frowned. ‘Not for many years. Since the Krodans rounded them up, they’ve not been seen in the Reaches, or elsewhere north of the Cut.’

‘And we have looked for them,’ Karsa added. ‘For it has not escaped us that an entire race of people has disappeared from Ossia. They were once as numerous as the Fell Folk.’

She left the implication hanging in the air and put heels to her horse. Harod watched them go, and Aren knew that behind his impassive Harrish façade he was grieving for his lost love.

‘Let’s pack up the camp,’ Aren said. The joyous atmosphere that surrounded his birthday had faded now, and he was keen to leave. ‘We’ve a way yet to Hallow Cove and I’d like to be there before the darkness finds us. This is warg country, after all.’



4

The sun climbed high in a cloudless sky as they made their way across the riven land, their wagon creaking beneath them. Summer had made a canvas of the Reaches, painting the hillsides in purple and gold. They followed clear rocky streams that tumbled through knife-slash valleys, and crossed flat, sweeping uplands where distant plateaus rose vertically from the earth.

Mindful of Karsa’s warning, they ate a cold lunch on the move and kept a keen watch. Before long Fen spotted something moving on a distant ridge and had the first opportunity to use her new spyglass. When she lowered it from her eye, her face was hard.

‘Warg,’ she said, and after that she always had her bow at the ready, and Harod sat on the back step of the wagon, hand never far from his sword.

Mara took her turn at the driver’s bench as the day began to wane, and Kiri joined her. It was a relief to be outside. The wagon had become stifling in the heat, and Grub’s stink had increased throughout the day until it was hard to ignore.

As they bumped along, Mara watched the flights of birds and insects, and how the colours changed in the sky. She noticed how the wind was funnelled by certain features of the landscape, and speculated on the scarcity of trees and the make-up of the soil. She was a relentless observer, her mind never still. When she looked around, she saw systems within systems within systems, all interlocking with spectacular complexity. To be able to grasp even a fraction of those infinite machinations … that was when you saw true beauty.

Dusk was gathering and the moons were up in the east by the time Hallow Cove came into sight. It was a higgledy-piggledy tangle of a town, set in a semicircular bay of a vast, still lake whose limits were too far to see. The bay was tilted so that one side reared abruptly out of the lake and the other was a gentle slope. The town crowded in everywhere, clinging precipitously where the ground was steep. Longhouses, inns, huts and workshops were linked together by steps and small bridges. Rickety piers reached far out into the water, where dozens of boats were moored. Still more were beached on the shore: the curved, swift canoes of the Fell Folk.

Beyond the town was a multitude of yurts, spreading over the slopes and meadowland. Fires had been lit, and smoke from the cooking-pits drifted across the lake. In among the chaos, a large area had been left clear, marked off with ropes. That was where the Gathering would be held.

Kiri eyed the yurts, counting the various totems that had been raised on poles like battle standards. ‘All the clans are here, ain’t they?’

‘Aren’t they,’ Mara corrected automatically.

Kiri mouthed the words angrily, upset at herself for forgetting. She was a quick study in all things but grammar. Her speech patterns, learned growing up in the slums of Morgenholme, were proving hard to shift. Still, it had only been six months. Mara had plenty of time to train Kiri to sound as educated as she hoped to make her.

‘Tell me,’ said Mara, ‘why do you think the clans came here?’

Kiri frowned, suspicious of such an easy question. ‘For the games,’ she said. ‘But the games are just an excuse for the clans to get together every year on neutral ground. So they can work out their, um, issues and compete without bloodletting. Or not too much bloodletting. I mean, not fatal amounts.’

‘Yes, but why Hallow Cove in particular?’

Kiri looked momentarily terrified, the way she got whenever she didn’t have an answer.

‘Use your eyes,’ Mara urged her. ‘All you need is there before you.’

Kiri set to thinking, her gaze flicking urgently from place to place as she sought for a response that would please her teacher. Mara gave her a maternal glance when she wasn’t looking. She tried so hard, this faltering slip of a girl. One day, Mara would make her fierce.

‘I know!’ she blurted suddenly, breathless with excitement. ‘It’s—’

Mara held up a hand. ‘Don’t rush in. Assemble your argument.’

Kiri swallowed, nodded, stared at her knees as she worked out what she wanted to say. When she was ready, she took a breath and began.

‘The Fell Folk’s games are illegal now,’ she said. ‘They can’t gather in those kinds of numbers: the Krodans would arrest the lot of them. But you can’t keep something this big quiet, neither. The Krodans know about the games, alright. It’s just … they can’t do anything about them.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because they’d have to march an army here to arrest everyone, and the Fell Folk know their land. I bet they’ve got lookouts for twenty leagues in every direction, and Hallow Cove is a long way from anywhere. You could escape in any direction. Even across the lake. By the time a Krodan army got here, there’d be no one to arrest. The Krodans would end up looking stupid, so they’d rather just ignore it.’

Mara smiled. ‘Well done. And that is why we’ve come to the Reaches. This could never happen in the south. It’s too populated; everything is too close together. But out here …’ Her eyes went distant as she thought of the possibilities, and she trailed off for a moment. When she came back to herself, she was grave. ‘There will be Krodan agents here, though, be in no doubt of that. We must be on our guard.’ She looked over her shoulder, into the wagon where the others were idling and dozing among the bags and trunks. ‘We have a most important cargo,’ she murmured.

They were met by riders soon after, bearing the totem of Clan Seven Skulls. Most pious of all the clans, they recognised Vika as a druidess even without her face-paint, and insisted on providing an escort while one of their number rode ahead to alert Brac Blackfeather that his guests had arrived. By the time they reached the outskirts of Hallow Cove, a retinue from Clan Riven Moon was waiting for them, headed by a serious-looking young man with his close-cropped hair shaved in a spiral and his face spattered with large dark moles.

‘I’m Athor, second son of Brac Blackfeather,’ he told them. ‘Follow me.’

The warriors of Clan Riven Moon took over as their escort. Now Mara began to get nervous. She’d managed to put the riskiness of their endeavour out of her mind while they’d been on the road, but once in the power of the Fell Folk, the possibility of betrayal felt all too real. The Krodans would be very grateful to whoever delivered them the Dawnwardens, and Mara had seen the most unlikely people turn coat for Krodan gratitude.

Surely not the Fell Folk, though. There are few who hate the Krodans more, and they despise the underhanded.

But even if they wouldn’t give them over to the Krodans, there was the temptation of what they carried, hidden in a compartment in the floor of their wagon. Those who believed in the Aspects considered it the sign of divine favour; whoever held it was chosen by the gods. And nowhere were those gods held in greater respect than here in the Reaches.

If any of the Fell Folk had ambitions to lead, the Ember Blade was the ultimate prize.

For three years the Dawnwardens had kept it in a secret location, bringing it out only when absolutely necessary, and then under such conditions that the enemy would find it impossible to ambush them. They’d never dared anything like this before, never brought it out into the open. Mara was keenly aware that the only thing stopping Brac Blackfeather taking it from them was the strength of his word.

It was a risk, but a calculated one. And Mara had faith in her calculations.

The streets of Hallow Cove were busy with Fell Folk, some already raucously drunk. The locals slid about warily, nervous of these volatile people who’d descended on their town, fearful of retribution from the Empire. They were mostly Ossians, but there were Krodans among them, although none of them soldiers. This town was too small and remote to keep a standing garrison – another reason it had been chosen, no doubt – and if there was a town militia, they were wisely keeping quiet. Mara observed members of rival clans hurling abuse, while others embraced their allies like siblings. The air was charged with tension and a thrilling sense of possibility. If they could harness that potential violence and turn it to something useful, they might start something here. If not, Wilham the Smiler would be waiting when Mara returned, eager to capitalise on her failure.

They followed Athor to the Black Dog Inn at the foot of the steep side of the bay. The innkeeper was bald and gap-toothed, afflicted by some disease that had swollen one foot to grotesque proportions. He welcomed them warmly and told them he’d have baths prepared right away. Aren thanked him, but insisted on unloading the wagon to their rooms first. Their escorts helped with that job, but Aren and Harod insisted on carrying one chest in particular themselves. It was long and thin, beautifully crafted from sablewood and inlaid with gold. That one, they didn’t let out of their sight.

‘Six warriors of Clan Riven Moon will stay to keep watch,’ Athor told them. ‘My father will meet you on the morrow. In the meanwhile, you can avail yourself of the festivities. None will trouble you while you’re under his protection.’

‘Why we need guards then?’ Grub asked, ever tactful.

‘Courtesy,’ Athor replied coldly, and left.

Their rooms were plain but comfortable enough, and they hadn’t expected luxury. Harod searched them carefully before taking a seat, his feet on the sablewood chest and his sword across his lap.

‘I will remain here while you bathe,’ he told them.

‘Grub not want to take a bath!’ said Grub, jigging about excitedly. ‘Ossians always taking baths! Not healthy.’

‘You, of all people, need a bath,’ Fen told him.

‘It Mudslug’s birthday!’ Grub’s eyes and hands were wide in desperate appeal. ‘Time to drink! Time to celebrate!’

Aren shrugged. ‘It wouldn’t do any harm to look around. Might be we can learn something useful.’

‘Yes!’ said Grub, punching him hard in the arm. Aren suppressed a wince.

‘What of the Ember Blade?’ said Vika.

‘We are in the hands of Brac Blackfeather now,’ said Mara. ‘If anyone means to come for the Ember Blade, it will not matter if there is one of us guarding it, or ten.’

‘Well, Ruck and I will stay,’ said Vika, with a stern look at Aren. ‘There is too much at stake here to go carousing.’

Aren looked a little hurt by that, but he just shrugged again.

‘I will stay, too, and rest,’ said Mara. ‘Kiri, you may go if you wish.’

Kiri looked torn, but in the end her shyness won out and she shook her head. The thought of all those strangers was too intimidating.

Aren looked at Fen. ‘How about you?’

‘Of course I’ll come,’ said Fen, ‘but I have one condition.’ She pointed at Grub. ‘He takes a bath first.’
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In the end they all bathed together, as was the Ossian way. They sluiced off the sweat and dust of the road with buckets of cold water before sinking into the same steaming tub. After many days of travel, it was an indescribable delight, and Fen felt muscles loosening that she hadn’t even known were knotted.

Afterwards, she headed for the outskirts of town with Aren and Grub, making for the great field of yurts where hundreds of fires burned. By their light it was possible to pick out the totems raised on poles, indicating which clan had staked out which area. At Aren’s suggestion they searched for the sign of Clan Riven Moon, reasoning that it would be the best place to find welcome. Soon they found it: an emblem depicting the cracked face of Tantera half-hidden by clouds. Its real-life counterpart hung balefully in the dark above, a looming black disc crazed with glowing red lines, with Lyssa remote and high to the north, smaller and brighter than her furious sister.

Most of the clan were feasting around a cluster of fires, along with members of half a dozen other clans and a few foreigners. They sat on woven mats or low folding stools and drank from flagons of horn. The Fell Folk wore woollen tunics, leather and hides, their hair twisted in elaborate plaits and coils or partially shaven. Fen saw many torcs and armlets of copper and iron, and the men had rings in their braided beards.

She fought down her nerves as they approached the gathering. The Fell Folk were Ossian like her, but there was something intimidatingly wild about them, and crowds had always made her uneasy. The atmosphere was raucous, full of laughter, shouting and good-natured shoving. She saw people entwined, kissing hungrily, while others stole away into the smoky dark with pleasure in mind.

Her gaze flicked to Aren for an instant, before she caught herself and looked away. She wondered if he ever had the same thoughts as her, and if he knew any better than she what to do with them. She’d grown up in a cabin in the Auldwood and had little contact with anyone but her parents. Even after she was forced to venture out into the world, the poisonous philosophy instilled in her by her da ensured that she drove away anyone with any inclination to get close. Twenty-two years she’d been alive, and she’d never known the intimate touch of a man, never been kissed in passion. It hadn’t bothered her overmuch before – what fleeting crushes she’d had on passing pedlars’ boys had stayed safely in the realms of fantasy – but of late it had become a growing and distracting pressure.

Aren had taught her to trust, when she felt she’d never trust again. She’d been there for him as he grieved after Cade’s death in Hammerholt and wrestled with his feelings about his father and Garric, now known to the world as Cadrac of Darkwater. They’d leaned on each other through the years of hiding and running, shared hopes and dreams, laughed and cried together.

It wasn’t enough. She wanted more. It seemed like they’d travelled a hard road only to stop in sight of their destination. She wanted to go on, wanted them both to go on, but she didn’t know how. To act on her feelings was too terrifying; an impassable gap yawned between desire and deed. She could find a path in the most hostile wilds, put an arrow in a Krodan’s eye without thinking twice, but in matters of love she was alone in a huge and incomprehensible world.

They were spotted by a burly Fellman and waved over. People shuffled aside to make space, and they were given food and mead and a herbal liquor called sprin that was minty enough to make Fen gasp. The Fell Folk’s reputation for hospitality was no exaggeration, it seemed, and they soon began to feel at home, particularly Grub.

‘See this?’ he spluttered through a mouthful of roast ham, pointing at a spot on his arm covered in intricate pictograms and strange designs. ‘This say Grub once saved his friends from getting mashed flat by a wall! And this one say how he become first Skarl Dawnwarden ever after escaping Hammerholt with Ember Blade! And here, this for when he faced Beast of Skavengard and lived!’

The men and women around him laughed in delight and demanded that he tell the tales, and so he did, with many an exaggeration and embellishment.

Fen and Aren grinned at one another. ‘At least he’s telling the truth this time,’ she said. ‘Though I seem to remember he was a little less heroic in the original.’

‘It’s definitely an improvement,’ Aren agreed. The story written on Grub’s skin had been stolen from a dead man, telling a dead man’s deeds, and it had made him an outcast and an exile. Now Grub had deeds of his own to brag of, he’d made new meaning of the designs, and since none but a Skarl knew how to read them there was nobody to gainsay him.

A cheer went up as a new cooking-pit was opened on the far side of their fire. Fell Folk smoked their food under the earth, on beds of tough, woody bracken that grew freely in the Reaches. The buried food was hauled out in blackened bags woven from fireproof reeds, which were cut open to reveal roasted meats, colourful squashes, baked potatoes and loaves of bread. The air became thick with the rich smells of fresh-cooked food, and a nearby group of bards struck up a tune on lutes and drums. Fen caught Aren’s eye and smiled as she recognised the opening chords, and two men began to sing in harmony.

The king stood at his window in his castle on the shore.
His family were sleeping, his foes were no more.
As he looked o’er the sea, he heard knuckles on the door.
’Twas his seer, white as a ghost.

Orica’s song, and her immortality. A seditious call to arms disguised as an old Ossian legend, about a king too arrogant to heed the warning that those he’d conquered would come back to crush him. A dreadknight’s blade had taken her life, but they couldn’t kill her music. At Harod’s request the Dawnwardens had spread it throughout the land. They’d copied her bloodstained composition and sent it far and wide.

Before long, it was spreading on its own, passing from bard to bard, each playing their own version of her final song. Soon it became so popular that the Krodans banned it, which only made it more popular still. Nowadays you could hear it anywhere Krodans weren’t, each performance a small rebellion, a thumb in the eye of their oppressors.

Orica never had time to give it a title, so somebody else did: ‘The Return’. Fen thought it fitting. Orica was a Sard, and the Krodans had removed her people from Ossia entirely, to what fate nobody knew. Her dream was that they’d one day be able to come back to the land they claimed as their home, but that could never happen till the Krodans were gone. Orica had done more to stir resistance after her death than the rest of them put together.

‘Harod would have liked to be here for this,’ she murmured.

Aren grunted in agreement, but he was only half-listening, his gaze lost in the flames as he took a pull on his flagon of mead.

She studied him in the firelight. No longer was he the gangly boy she’d first met on a chasm’s edge in a storm. He was still of no great height, but he’d thickened out since then, and he fitted better in his skin these days. He’d grown a little stubble, and it suited him. His features were more striking than handsome, his nose long and wide and his jaw broad and angular, but his eyes made up the difference: soft, kind eyes that haunted her when she was alone.

Those eyes looked far away now, and she knew he was thinking of Cade. Stout, true-hearted Cade, who’d been like a brother to him. He should have been here, on Aren’s birthday. It would have thrilled him to break bread with Fell Folk: he’d always dreamed of seeing faraway places and meeting new people.

But Cade was gone. She’d watched his final moments, hanging by his fingertips from a wooden beam over a churning haze of dust and flame. She’d seen Aren crawl out to save him, deaf to his warnings that the beam was too weak. And she’d seen him let go, plummeting out of sight, one last act of friendship to save Aren’s life.

That sacrifice weighed heavy on Aren, as did many other things. There were expectations that came with being hailed as a hero. If Vika’s vision was true, he was their champion, ordained by the Aspects to save them from some unimaginable disaster yet to come. And the druidess had certainly not been shy about telling that tale, going before him like a herald wherever he went. Some clutched his hands and thanked him for coming to save them from the Krodans; the pious just stared in awe. He accepted their praise, but she saw how it wearied him, that need to be what they thought he was, knowing he wasn’t allowed to fail. Vika disapproved of him leaving the Ember Blade to another’s care at this uncertain time, but Fen understood. He needed to be free of the burden, if only for a few hours.

But there was one burden he could never shed. The responsibility of living on, and ensuring his best friend’s sacrifice was worth something. To be anything less than extraordinary wouldn’t be enough in Aren’s eyes. Not now.

The bards finished ‘The Return’ and broke into a lively, tumbling tune, driven by pipes and half a dozen drums playing complex, interlocking rhythms, as was the style of the Fell Folk. Several around the fire got up to dance; others thumped their knees or clapped against their flagons, shouting ‘Hey!’ and ‘Ho!’ in time with the music.

Suddenly Fen was seized, pulled to her feet and spun around. She found herself wheeling in a clumsy dance with a grinning Fellman, his arms around her and his body pressed close. He laughed in rough delight as they turned, mead on his breath and lust plain in his eyes. Others around him laughed along at the sight.

‘Here’s a game little southerner!’ he cried to his audience. ‘See how she—’

He was cut short as Fen pulled herself from his grip, shoving him away hard. His foot tangled with hers and he toppled face-first into a group of his fellows, knocking their platters and flagons everywhere. Now the laughter became uproarious, at the Fellman’s expense.

‘She’s slight but she’s fierce!’ someone called.

The Fellman pulled himself up, hair soaked in wine and gravy. Rage and hatred crossed his face, the spite of a handsome man unaccustomed to rejection; then it was gone, and he laughed along with the others, making a show of what a good sport he was.

Fen stood there, heart hammering and head swimming, hot with anger and embarrassment. Grub grinned and Aren stared at her uselessly, not knowing if he should defend her honour or whether that would demean her further; gods, it drove her mad how hesitant he’d become these days! She wanted to throw some insult at her assailant, to put him in his place, but her mind was jammed up with outrage and she strangled on it.

In the end, she did the only thing she could and stormed away. The fresh burst of laughter that brought made her prickle.

‘Fen!’ It was Aren, stepping through the guy-lines in the dark. She didn’t slow until he caught up with her. ‘Fen, I …’ He sagged. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘For what?’ she snapped. ‘You didn’t do anything.’

‘That’s what I’m sorry about.’

Now he wants me to forgive him, to comfort him. As if it were him and not me who was wronged.

She ran a hand through her hair, agitated. ‘It was just a shock, that’s all.’

Aren stared at her miserably, uncertain what to do. Hold me, you idiot, she thought in exasperation.

‘Do you want to go somewhere else?’ he asked.

That was all she could bear. ‘I’m going home,’ she said. ‘To bed.’

‘I’ll walk back with y—’

‘I’d rather be alone.’

She stalked away, leaving him there, his hurt like a palpable thing between them.

Good, she thought bitterly. Feel something.
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The Dawnwardens met with Brac Blackfeather the next morning, in the great yurt that stood at the heart of Clan Riven Moon’s territory in the meadow outside Hallow Cove. It was hot and dim within, the roof held up by a wooden pillar in the centre, carved with birds and animals and their shattered moon totem. Dyed fabrics and rugs were draped everywhere, busy with pictures and patterns. Several iron-bound trunks stood off to one side, next to a small shrine piled with nuts and seeds and berries, a goblet of wine beside them.

Brac and his wife Bridda sat together on high-backed chairs of hide and bone. To their left, an old woman sat on a mat, weather-beaten and wrinkled, frail beneath her colourful shawl. To their right was a tall man, his face cowled and hidden behind a horse’s skull, the silver mouthpiece of a hookah pipe held in one pale hand. The Sage-Mother and the Smoke-Eater: the voice of the ancestors and the voice of the Aspects.

‘Let’s see it, then,’ said Brac, crooking two fingers at Aren in a beckoning motion.

Aren and Harod carried the sablewood chest forward and placed it on the rug before the clan-chief and his wife. They were watched by Athor and half a dozen warriors. Harod retreated to stand with Mara, Fen, Vika and Ruck as Aren knelt to unlock the chest. He pushed it open and lifted out what was within, holding it flat across his palms.

‘The Ember Blade,’ he said.

Even now, almost three years after he first touched it, it made Aren’s heart soar. The witch-iron hilt, pommel inscribed with the solemn letters of the Old Ossian alphabet; the sinuous quillons bracketing a blade of pure embrium, rarer than a god’s tears, which glinted with the surly red hue of a fire burned low. It was a thing from another age, which had survived the rise and fall of two empires, and it looked as if it had been crafted yesterday. That sword was the most vital thing in the room, and it pulled all eyes to it.

Brac leaned forwards in his chair, his gaze sharp with fascination, and something like hunger. ‘That’s the Ember Blade, no doubt,’ he said. ‘What is it that makes it call to a man so? Some kind of sorcery laid upon it?’

‘Kellid the Wright fashioned the blade around a shard of the Creator itself, which fell from its place in the sky,’ Vika told him. She was in full druidess attire now, her face painted in rough stripes of black and white, her staff of lichwood and lightning-glass clutched in one hand. ‘Its hilt was fashioned from the claw of Ashgrak the draccen, slain by Maggach after he gave his eye to Azra in exchange for the strength of twenty. Forged for Hallec Stormfist, by his hand it laid low the Revenant King, herald of the Outsiders. By provenance, by sacrifice, by deed it calls to you.’

The warriors were visibly stirred, but Aren saw distaste flit across the clan-chief’s face. Grand language didn’t satisfy him; he had little tolerance for wordplay. Aren took note and reminded himself to be honest and straightforward as he replaced the sword in the chest, cushioned by black velvet.

Brac sat back in his chair and studied Aren, weighing him up. Aren weighed him in return. He was lean rather than brawny, his body made for speed over strength, but his voice was deep and belonged to a bigger man. His hair was shaved – though judging by the stubble he was already mostly bald – and his black beard had been braided into two queues side by side, held together by linked rings along its length. He was impressed by the blade but didn’t want to be. Aren suspected this would be no easy negotiation.

‘I saw the Ember Blade once before, when I was a boy, in the hand of Alissandra Even-Tongue,’ Brac said. ‘It was just after her coronation. The clan-chiefs of the Fell Folk – my father among them – were summoned to Morgenholme to pay fealty to our new queen. On the journey south – and it was a long way, when our people should have been working the harvest – I asked him many questions. I asked why we pay taxes we can’t afford for the privilege of living on land that is rightfully ours. I asked why we let the nobles take all the good farmland and forests near the river and the sea, leaving us with bitter soil and dangerous game. I asked why, when famine strikes and we starve, we must go to the Northguard with our begging bowls, so he might impose more ruinous debt in exchange for his meagre help. I asked all this, and do you know what he told me? “Because the Aspects will it so.”’

His lip curled in disgust at the memory, and Aren saw some of his men shuffle in discomfort. Questioning the Aspects didn’t sit well with them.

‘When his time came, he bent his knee before the blade like all the others, as did I,’ Brac went on. ‘But I was a boy then, and I’m a boy no longer.’ He leaned forwards and fixed Aren with an even gaze. ‘The Ember Blade is the sword of kings and queens, they say. Whosoever bears it has been chosen by the Aspects. But no king or queen of Ossia was ever friend to the Fell Folk.’

‘Have the Krodans been any kinder?’ Mara asked.

‘Out here in the Reaches, one master’s the same as another.’ It was Bridda who spoke now. Thick black braids tumbled over broad shoulders, framing features carved out by adversity. ‘Jerdis Cragheart was Northguard at the Fang before the Krodans came, and he was Northguard after.’

‘He’s cruel enough to suit them,’ said Athor.

‘The Ossians never slaughtered an entire clan!’ Mara protested.

‘Not recently,’ Bridda replied.

‘Never in recorded history,’ Mara shot back. Aren had seen it coming but was too slow to stop her. She couldn’t let an argument go, even when it was better to keep silent.

‘Not all histories are recorded, Mara of Whitherwall,’ said Bridda, with a stony calm that sounded like a warning.

Aren raised his hands before Mara could say anything else. Her genius didn’t extend to people; she could appeal to logic, but not to the heart. ‘Let’s not talk of grievances,’ he said loudly. ‘We don’t come here representing the south, or the nobles. We are Dawnwardens, and we fight for Ossia. All of Ossia.’

‘Do you, now?’ Brac gave him a long stare. ‘Speak your piece, then, Dawnwarden.’ His tone said all that needed to be said about Aren’s claim to that title.

And maybe he’s right to be sceptical, Aren thought. But now wasn’t the time for doubts. He put on his confidence like armour, and spoke.

‘Below the Cut, Ossia has been ground under the heel of a Krodan boot, but here in the north you can still gather in number. The Krodans have always been wary of the wild lands. They cling to roads and cities, orderly places that are easy to control. In the south, any attempt at an uprising would be stamped down in its infancy; but here in the Reaches, the Krodans barely maintain a presence at all. If we are to build any kind of force to resist the Krodans, it must begin here. And so we come to you, Brac Blackfeather, to offer you this gift’ – Harod stepped forward, carrying a wooden casket in his hands – ‘and to ask for your help.’

Harod offered the casket to Bridda. She took it with a nod of gratitude and opened it. Puzzlement crossed her face as she looked inside. She dug into it with her hand and brought out a handful of tiny black seeds, which rained through her fingers back into the casket.

‘Let me see,’ said the Sage-Mother. Athor took the casket from his mother and gave it to the bent old woman, who lifted a palmful of seeds to her nose, sniffed and shook her head.

‘It’s called elderwyld,’ said Aren. ‘A grass from the isles of the elaru. It grows tall, like wheat, and its grains make bread such as you’ve never known. Fine and light, and it takes only a little to fill your belly.’

‘That, and it’s hardy enough to weather the worst winter, spreads fast and grows in the most meagre soil,’ Vika added.

Bridda’s brows raised. ‘A great gift indeed, then,’ she said. ‘May I ask how you got it?’

‘Traders from the White Sea smuggled it out of Peth,’ Aren said. ‘The elaru grow it there. No one knows what craft they used to adapt their crops to our climate, where they refused to grow before, but they have a foothold on Embria now.’

The mouthpiece of the Smoke-Eater’s hookah disappeared beneath the horse-skull mask. Thick tendrils of smoke seeped out between the horse’s teeth, smelling sharp and sweet together. He leaned towards Brac and muttered in his ear. Brac listened and nodded.

‘That is ill news,’ said Brac. ‘But the elaru are far away from here, and we’ll take what advantage we can. It’s a rare gift. Now, go on.’

Aren was pleased to see that their gift had won them some goodwill. Their request to petition Brac had been met with a lukewarm response, and he’d shown little interest in anything they had to offer until now. The elderwyld had opened a crack in the shell.

‘We want to establish a base, here in your lands,’ said Aren. ‘A place where the Krodans won’t find us, where we can raise a resistance. They’ve hounded us for nigh on three years, never letting us settle in one place for long enough to organise. Talk of the Ember Blade has inspired the discontented, but it’s not enough, and we’re too few to fight them yet. If it keeps on like this, they’ll catch us sooner or later, and if they get the Ember Blade back, it’s over. They’ve worn this country down near to nothing. A blow like that will be the end of hope.’

‘So we’re to shelter you in our lands?’ said Brac sceptically. ‘And when the Krodans come looking? You’ve heard what became of Clan Tangled Leaf.’

‘Even if they knew where we were, they wouldn’t dare come for us in force,’ said Aren. ‘They know how much manpower it would take to assault the Reaches, and they can scarce afford to pull men away from the south with things as they are.’

‘You’re presuming the clans would work together to stop them.’

‘The Fell Folk are no fools. They know that Tangled Leaf was only the first. Your enemies will pick you off one by one unless you unite against them. After all, that’s what these games are about, isn’t it? That’s what will be decided here?’

Brac grunted. ‘If anything’s decided at all. The Fell Folk haven’t united in anything since the days of the Thief-Queen. What makes you think it’ll happen now?’

‘It’s said that you could make it so,’ Aren said.

Aren was good at reading people. Sometimes he could read them so well it was like looking inside their minds. And so he didn’t miss the quick glance of concern Bridda gave her husband, nor the irritation he tried not to show, nor the way the guards stood straighter in hopeful anticipation.

They want him to call the clans. He doesn’t want to. There’s something here I’m missing; but what?

‘You presume much, southerner, to come here and speak on things you know nothing of.’ His voice was flinty now.

‘I know what will happen if nothing changes: “Those who do not stand united will fall apart.”’

‘That’s a Krodan saying,’ Athor said levelly.

‘It is. You want to hear another one? “Tie two Ossians to a cart and they’ll pull in different directions.” That’s what they think of us. That’s why they keep winning.’

‘Nine, you admire them!’ cried Brac.

‘They killed my father and threw me in a prison camp to rot. I don’t admire them. But I do understand them. I know how little they think of your people; even less than they think of mine. They believe they are superior. They will underestimate us. That’s how we’ll beat them.’

Brac seemed satisfied at that. Aren was young, but he’d stood his ground and shown that he wouldn’t be intimidated. He had the sense that he’d been tested, and passed.

‘If you would call the clans, the Dawnwardens and the Ember Blade would stand with you,’ Aren said. ‘We can be of service, if you’d have us. We ask only that you consider our proposal.’

Brac sniffed and settled back in his chair, stroking his beard-braids thoughtfully. He was tempted, that much was clear. Whatever his own opinion about the Ember Blade, having the support of the Dawnwardens would lend much weight to his claim to lead the Fell Folk.

Aren’s eyes went to the shrine that stood near the edge of the yurt. One side was carved in the likeness of Hallen, the Aspect of Plenty, with a crown of wheat and barley, a cup in one hand and a sickle in the other. The other side showed Ogg, Aspect of Beasts, boar-headed, muscled and virile, with a shaggy mane and a pendulous phallus. A wolf and a ram flanked him.

Worshipping the Nine had been declared illegal not long after Hammerholt, the first sign that the occupation was turning from an unequal partnership to a brutal assimilation. There was outrage, but it didn’t matter. They tore down the House of Aspects in Morgenholme, the oldest and grandest shrine in Ossia, and no one dared argue after that.

But they still kept shrines in the Reaches. The Dawnwardens had passed half a dozen by the roadside. The Nine lived on here, and the Ember Blade was their will made manifest.

But if that’s true, then it was their will that it come to me, thought Aren. It was their will that my father died, and Cade, and Orica and Garric, and all the rest. It’s their will that I’m to save us all.

The responsibility of that was terrifying. If he let himself believe it, he’d break under the weight of it. But how could he know if it was the hand of Joha guiding him, or the force of Vika’s faith? What he’d give to be as certain as she was.

‘Where is the Skarl?’ Brac asked. The subject had been changed. There’d be no immediate answer to their plea, but at least he sounded friendlier than before.

‘His talents do not extend to civilised conversation,’ Mara said.

‘Also, he drank enough mead last night to make a lesser man beg for death,’ Aren added with a smile.

Mara gave him a sharp look, but Brac guffawed in surprise. Aren had judged him right: he liked straight talk, not evasions.

‘A shame,’ said Brac. ‘He sounds like my sort. A man who enjoys a good brag and is not afraid to speak his mind.’

‘It’s his mind that’s the problem,’ said Aren, drawing another laugh, this time from some of the warriors, too. Brac thawed now Aren had dropped the formality. This whole conversation would have gone better over a jug of mead in some smoky corner of a longhouse, but it had taken Aren a while to get the measure of it.

‘I’m glad someone’s in the mood for mirth,’ said a voice from behind them. ‘Gods, my head!’

Aren saw Brac’s face stiffen in anger and turned to see who’d spoken. Entering the yurt, dishevelled and squinting, was the man Fen had left sprawled on the meadow soaked in spilled wine and meat juice. He faltered as he recognised her, before giving her a smirking grin that made Fen turn red and set Aren’s blood boiling.

‘My son and heir, Edéan,’ said Brac. ‘Who’s too damned fond of sprin to get his idle arse here in time to meet our honoured guests!’ His voice had risen to a bellow, and the smirk fell from Edéan’s face. ‘Go stand with your brother, boy, and keep your mouth shut. Maybe you’ll learn something about how to lead a clan.’

Edéan slunk over to Athor’s side, glowering. Aren watched him with loathing. It wasn’t only Fen he’d humiliated, but Aren, too. How long had he wanted to take her in his arms like that? For a man like Edéan, it was easy, an act of no consequence that made Aren look pathetic by comparison. He wasn’t much older than Aren, but he was effortlessly handsome even when sulking, and he had the arrogant air of someone for whom failure was just a delay in getting what he wanted. Aren hated himself for his indecision, but he hated Edéan more for making him look bad. Fen’s disgust had scalded him through the night.

Peace, he told himself. He’s the son of the clan-chief you’re trying to woo to your cause. There are more important things than your feelings here.

But he couldn’t help remembering how Edéan had whirled Fen about, his arm around her waist, holding her close.

‘Vika-Walks-The-Barrows,’ said Bridda, holding out a hand in invitation. Vika approached, staff in hand, her wolfhound padding at her side. ‘There has been much excitement at the news of a druidess attending our games. Many are keen to seek your counsel in matters of the Nine. Few of your kind visit the Reaches now.’

‘There are few of us left,’ said Vika. ‘I would be glad to share what I know, but first I have something for you and your husband, and all those present. I bring word of what is to come, and I beg you pay heed, for it is coming to us all, north and south alike.’

She went on to tell them of her experience in the desecrated ruins of the Dirracombe, which had set her on the path to becoming a Dawnwarden. That night, she’d been visited by the Torments, gatekeepers of the Abyss, who brought her warning. She told of the future they’d showed her, a new Age of Chaos, when the barriers between the living and the dead were gone and humanity was prey to monstrous entities from beyond the Shadowlands. And lastly, she told of the champion she’d met, the blinding figure with a blade that shone like the sun.

‘That sword was the Ember Blade,’ she said, her eyes bright with zeal. ‘I knew then that the one to wield it would be the champion we sought, the one destined to save us from the disaster ahead. I thought at first it was Cadrac of Darkwater; but he was not the one to seize the blade. That was Aren.’

Aren kept his chin up, resisting the urge to shrink as all eyes fell on him. To show his doubts would make them doubt him.

The guards murmured between themselves in amazement. Brac raised an eyebrow but said nothing. The Sage-Mother watched him with narrow eyes, while the Smoke-Eater sucked on his pipe, filling the air with strange fumes. Aren felt sweat trickling down his neck. It was so cursedly hot in here!

‘How will this dark future come to pass?’ Bridda asked gravely.

‘The Krodans will bring it about,’ said Vika. ‘Somehow, they have found a way to meddle with forces they do not understand, and unless they are stopped it will be the end of all of us. If you need proof of my word, you need look no further than the dreadknights that do their bidding. We have faced them. They are not human.’

A ripple of unease spread through the gathering, and one of the warriors muttered a protective oath. Aren wished she hadn’t said that. It would be difficult enough to rouse the Fell Folk to their side without the prospect of facing demons.

‘There is hope,’ Vika said. ‘A Conclave has been called, and the druids are gathering. Aren and I are heading there directly from Hallow Cove, to speak with the elders. Their knowledge dwarfs mine. They will decide what to do.’

The Smoke-Eater leaned in to whisper in Brac’s ear again. Vika waited politely, but Aren knew she was listening: her senses were uncannily sharp. Ruck raised a lip and growled softly, as if she hadn’t liked what she heard.

‘You’ve given us much to think about,’ said Brac, ‘and I’m keen to talk further on it. In the meanwhile, you’re invited to participate in the traditional warg hunt on the morrow. It’s the day we blood our young warriors, their chance to prove themselves to their peers.’ He turned his gaze to Aren. ‘There is no shame in refusing. You are my guests, and it will be perilous.’

Aren felt his heart sink. Another test. Refusing wasn’t an option, if he hoped to win them to the cause.

‘I’d be delighted to join the hunt,’ he lied.
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The Reaches baked beneath the merciless eye of summer. In the gullies and defiles that mazed the uplands, not a breath of wind moved. Insects buzzed and rattled, fitful and angry. Hard shadows cut across the rocks like the line of a crafter’s knife.

Aren crept along the ravine, eyes skipping over the boulders cluttering the way. Steep slopes loomed to either side, hiding caves within their folds. A hundred places to launch an ambush from. A hundred places a warg might hide.

He’d hunted wargs once, back in Shoal Point, before he learned what the world was really about. He and Cade had tracked a great she-warg that had been terrorising the area, and cornered it in a cave. It had been a grand adventure then, though on some level they knew it was make-believe. They’d never have had the courage to go in after it otherwise.

This didn’t feel like a grand adventure.

Fen was to his left, moving on soundless feet with the keen attention of a predator. An arrow was nocked to her bow, ready to draw. Grub was up ahead, knives in his hands. Aren could hear him muttering quietly to himself.

‘Here, doggy, doggy. Come to Grub.’

At least one of them was looking forward to meeting a warg, Aren thought. Even discounting the lurid tales of his childhood, they sounded terrifying. A mass of knotted muscle, fang and claw, they were a nightmare combination of wolf and bear. In fact, it was said they were the ancestors of both, the way the giants were the ancestors of humans. But where the giants had died out, succeeded by the Six Races that sprang from them, the wargs had lived on, monsters from the lost ages before the Long Ice.

And now Aren was supposed to kill one. It hadn’t been said, of course, but he knew that nothing less would do.

Behind them and before them, more hunters moved among the rocks, Fell Folk in groups of three. Most were barely into adulthood and facing their first trial, eager and afraid in equal measure; a few older heads walked among them to keep watch. They carried spears and bows, and though they stalked their quarry with grave focus, they glanced at Aren often. They wanted to see what Vika’s champion could do, the one said to be blessed of the Aspects, who’d stolen the Ember Blade and walked at Cadrac of Darkwater’s side.

Cadrac. Garric, Aren thought angrily. Death had made a legend of him. Nobody knew the brutal, bitter man who’d damned Ossia to its current suffering by killing Prince Ottico. Nobody cared how many had died for his implacable need to atone. Nobody remembered that Cade had been one of them. Instead, they sang of a hero, a rebel, the Dawnwarden who stood alone for thirty years, carrying the flame of freedom when no one else would.

How was Aren supposed to live up to that?

A tumble of pebbles, skittering down the flank of the ravine. Fen had her bow drawn and aimed in an instant. Aren tensed in alarm, heart thumping as he scanned for danger, sweaty hands flexing on the hilt of his sword.

More scrabbling, more stones falling. A goat emerged from a nook in the rock. It picked its way along the cliffside, locating footholds where it seemed they were impossible, until it found a tuft of grass on a ledge.

He exchanged a glance with Fen and was pleased to see a wry smile as she relaxed her bowstring. She’d been distant with him since the night of his birthday. He hoped that smile was a sign that things were all well again. It gave him strength to have her by his side today. She was the only one who understood.

The Fell Folk hunted in groups of three, so Aren had been invited to bring two companions of his own. He’d have picked Harod over Grub, given the choice, but Harod was guarding the Ember Blade, and Grub wouldn’t be denied a chance to do something extraordinary. The Skarl had been starved of opportunity since Hammerholt, and he was desperate for new deeds he might one day have inked on his skin, each a tiny step towards redemption in the eyes of his god.

Mara had another audience with Brac, to iron out the details of their proposal. Vika was visiting with the other clan-chiefs in the hope of turning the faithful to their cause. And Aren was out here, trying to prove to their hosts that the Dawnwardens were more than just a handful of Cadrac’s followers, laying claim to a legacy they had no right to.

But are we? I don’t know.

He fought down the fear in his gut. Harod had been an able sparring partner these past few years, and Aren had learned a thing or two to add to his lessons from Master Orik. He’d even killed men in battle before. But for all that, he was no warrior yet, and wasn’t sure he ever would be.

Still, a warrior was what people expected, when they thought of heroes.

Fen lifted a hand, halting him in his tracks. He blinked sweat from his eyes as he tried to see what had stopped her. A mosquito whined loud in his ear. Ahead, the ravine branched, and a thin waterfall tumbled down into the junction, gathering into a shallow stream. There was no sign of anything moving there except for Grub, who’d gone ranging ahead alone, eager to be the first into a fight.

Fen slipped over to a pile of fallen rocks near the mouth of the stream. Aren followed her. There: a heap of dung, hidden among the stones. She squatted and examined it closely, holding her hand over it.

‘You sure you want to do that?’

It was Edéan, crouched on a boulder above them, a mocking smile on his face.

Fen didn’t acknowledge him, but Aren saw her tense in irritation. ‘Still warm,’ she said to Aren. She straightened and pointed down a branch of the ravine. ‘That way.’ Then she headed off, without looking at Edéan once.

Edéan slid down off the boulder, landing next to Aren. ‘Sour sort, isn’t she?’

‘She has a right to be sour with you.’

‘Ach, not you, too! Don’t you have any fun in the south?’ Then he raised an eyebrow. ‘Ah, wait, I see what’s going on. She’s yours, is that it?’

‘She’s not mine, nor anyone’s!’ Aren said, annoyed.

‘Then why’s she mad at me?’ Edéan asked in bewilderment.

Aren didn’t have the patience or the inclination to explain. ‘What do you want?’

‘I want to talk with you,’ said Edéan, slapping him on the shoulder in an infuriatingly friendly manner. ‘Come on, best not let her go off on her own. There’s wargs about, and they’ll make short work of a skinny thing like that.’

‘She can take care of herself,’ Aren said sullenly, but he went along with Edéan anyway. Though Aren would rather not have had his company, he was the son of Brac Blackfeather, and Aren thought it wise to hear what he had to say.

They followed Fen into a new ravine, narrower and steeper than the last. Aren looked for Grub, but he was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he’d taken the other branch. He was supposed to stay close by, but of course he hadn’t listened. Grub had a habit of getting into trouble, and a talent for getting out of it.

‘You want my father to unite the clans,’ said Edéan. ‘I’ll tell you now, he won’t. He’ll give it due consideration, but he’ll do nothing. He wants his people safe, and Clan Riven Moon are safer than they’ve ever been. Not even Clan Shrike Shadow would dare raise arms against us now. That’s enough for him.’

‘But not for you,’ Aren said.

Edéan gave him a look, irked that Aren had interrupted. He liked to talk and was used to being listened to. Aren noted that.

‘Once, Father made war as easily as peace,’ Edéan continued. ‘He turned enemies into allies, and those who wouldn’t take the hand of friendship he crushed in battle. He was … he is the mightiest of us.’

Aren recognised that mix of pride and anger in Edéan’s voice. He knew what it was to admire and resent someone at the same time.

‘But then Narne was killed. My sister. Died by the blade as we broke the forces of Clan Brown Bear, slew six of the Red Seven. You never saw battle like it …’

He trailed off, lost for a moment in reverie, but whether it was the battle or his sister he was thinking of, Aren couldn’t tell.

‘After that, my father wasn’t the same. With Clan Brown Bear in disarray, we should have dealt with Shrike Shadow; Brown Bear were ever their enforcers. But it was like the fire had gone out of him.’

Brac lost a child, thought Aren. That’s what’s holding him back. Shades, how am I meant to remedy that?

‘Do you know what the Penance Tax is?’ Edéan asked suddenly.

Aren hadn’t until a few days ago, when Mara had educated them all on the history of the Fell Folk. ‘It’s the practice of taking the eldest child of the chief’s family hostage to ensure the clan’s good behaviour.’

‘Aye. Kept as prisoners in the Fang. In cells. Sometimes for their whole lives. Twice in the past they imposed it on us, when we got too unruly. The threat of it hangs over us always.’

‘You’re the eldest?’

‘Now Narne’s dead, I am. But that’s not why I want this fight. This is a chance for us. I won’t see it pass by.’

‘A chance for what?’

Edéan kept a restless eye out as they talked, his spear held ready. ‘When the Thief-Queen led her armies into the Reaches, they called it the Taming of the North. Like we were dogs brought to heel.’ His tone became bitter, and Aren sensed how deep the old grudges ran among the Fell Folk. ‘This is our land. After they drove my ancestors from Harrow, we went south to the empty places and claimed them. Then the southerners came and stole them from us. They built the Fang and sat the first Northguard there, as warden to their new subjects. They’ve been keeping us down ever since.’ His jaw tightened at the thought. ‘It’s been that way for long centuries, but by Joha’s will, it won’t be for ever. This is our moment to change things.’

Aren was impressed despite himself. Feckless as Edéan seemed, there was determination there, a burning drive to fight for his people. He began to wonder if they were more similar than he’d first thought.

‘Tell me how,’ he said.

‘The Ember Blade means more than my father lets on,’ Edéan said. ‘And he’ll not be deaf to the druidess’s warning. But you’re asking the Fell Folk to draw down the wrath of the Northguard and the Krodans both, all to free a country that never loved us. And for what? So we can go back to being dogs, permitted to exist on our own lands as long as we don’t ask for more than the scraps we’re given? You need to understand, southerner: the coming of the Krodans changed little for the Fell Folk, and little will change when they’re gone.’

‘Then what can be done to persuade them to rise up and fight?’

‘Give us our lands back.’

Aren stopped in his tracks and stared at him. Edéan stared back levelly.

‘I’m serious,’ he said.

‘It seems so,’ said Aren in amazement. ‘Now maybe you’ll tell me why you think the Reaches are mine to give?’

‘Because you have the Ember Blade, and whoever you give it to is meant by the Aspects to rule. The Dawnwardens have played kingmaker before, in the days of Danna the Moon-Touched. So tell your king-to-be that our support comes with conditions. Tell them to disband the Northguard, give us the Fang and the coast and the riverlands. Tell them the Reaches belong to the Fell Folk. Elsewise, the blade goes to someone else.’

Aren was so aghast at Edéan’s audacity, he momentarily forgot where he was and the danger that surrounded them.

‘I can’t do that!’ he said. ‘And even if I could, even if I were to reduce the divine mandate of the Aspects to a … a bargaining chip, the nobles would never stand for it. And we need the nobles if we’re ever to win our country back.’

‘Ach, of course, wouldn’t want to upset the order of things, would we?’ Edéan said wearily, waving his excuses away. ‘It’s not like you’re planning a revolution or anything. You’d best think of something, though, because right now you’re not giving us much reason to die for you.’

‘What you’re asking is impossible!’ Aren cried. ‘I don’t get to decide who—’

‘Nothing’s impossible. You just didn’t plan on the cost. Question is, how much are you willing to sacrifice to get what you want?’

Aren found himself at a loss for words. Sacrifice? Hadn’t he lost his best friend to the cause already? Hadn’t he turned down the chance to regain his father’s land and riches, all for the sake of the revolution? He was well versed in sacrifice, unlike this cocksure fool.

He might have said something unwise then, but a shout of alarm sounded behind them, tearing them from their conversation. Edéan cursed and raced off in the direction of the noise; Aren, slower to react, followed.

Further along the ravine, a group of hunters were backing up, spears raised high. A warg came leaping from the rocks, crashing through their wavering spears, knocking two aside and pinning a third to the ground. The hunter screamed as the beast’s jaws closed on his throat. Then it wrenched its head upwards, and he screamed no more.

Aren went cold with shock at the sight. The danger, which till that moment had been vague and unfocused, suddenly became sharply real. The warg was barrel-bodied but swift, its short muzzle crowded with long fangs, tiny eyes glaring blackly. Yet though it resembled both wolf and bear as Aren had been told, there was something primeval and monstrous in its form: a thing twisted from nature’s path, subtly touched by the chaos of the Shadowlands.

The sight of it made him weak. He ran towards it anyway.

The dead hunter’s companions had found their feet, aiming their weapons at the beast. One, seeing the fate of his dead friend, began sobbing hysterically. Others were running to their aid, splashing through the stream to get to them.

‘Watch for the rest! They hunt in packs!’ Edéan yelled, but he went unheard, and it was too late anyway.

A second warg burst from the mouth of a cave, lunging into the flank of a group of hunters as they ran to aid their fellows. It charged into a Fellwoman, sending her flailing through the air to crash against a rock with bone-snapping force. Her companion tried to stumble beyond its reach, but the beast swiped out with one massive claw, tearing bloody furrows down his back.

Now there were two wargs in the ravine, with several Fell Folk trapped between and no older heads among them. Menaced from two sides, the young hunters fell into disorder, yelling confused commands at one another as they fought to stage a counter-attack.

‘Calm!’ Edéan shouted. ‘Remember your training! Flank and brace!’

Aren’s heart pounded in his ears in anticipation of battle, and the world seemed to close in around him until the only thing in it were the wargs. A lone hunter was fending off the nearest beast with a spear, but he was barely able to keep it back. Aren sprinted towards him, overtaking Edéan, thinking only that he had to help.

The warg saw him coming, switched its weight and swung a paw. Aren was unprepared for its speed; he barely managed to check his run in time to avoid being disembowelled. It snapped at him before he could recover, but he got his sword up in time, the flat of the blade bouncing off the beast’s muzzle. He smelled the sour musk of it, the carrion stink of its breath as its teeth clicked together. Then the other hunter jabbed it with his spear, scoring a red path down its haunch, and it pulled back with a roar.

‘Grub is coming! Grub is coming!’ Aren heard the Skarl shouting from somewhere, but it was Edéan who arrived at his side first.

‘Shades, you mudwit, you’re trying to fight it with a sword?’ Edéan cried. ‘It’ll have your arm off! Take the spear!’

Aren glanced down at the spear at his feet, dropped by the fallen huntress. He wavered uncertainly, not sure whether to stick with the weapon he knew or take Edéan’s advice. In that moment he took his eyes from his opponent and the warg went for him, swatting Edéan’s spear aside before it pounced. Aren wasn’t quick enough to dodge. It slammed into him and bore him to the ground, knocking the breath from his lungs.

Panic exploded through him. He was trapped, crushed, unable to breathe. Claws raked his shoulder as it scrabbled atop him, dragging lines of scalding pain. The beast drew back its head to bite, jaws gaping wide, saliva running from the points of its fangs. Time slowed as Aren stared into the wet cavern of its throat, helpless in the face of death.

He didn’t hear himself scream as the beast’s head came down, teeth tearing his throat. He knew only pure fear, strong enough that it felt like it would stop his heart.

But his heart didn’t stop. It was still beating fit to burst through his ribs. The dreadful weight of the warg was still upon him, its jaws around his neck … but the beast hadn’t bitten. It had stopped moving entirely.

‘Get it off him! You, lend your arm!’ It was Edéan, he thought, though he was too dazed to be sure. There was a heave, and the bristly mass rolled off him. He gasped for air, and agony answered him. He was wet with blood and animal stink.

Edéan began shouting at some hunters nearby, directing them towards the battle with the other warg. Aren lay staring at the sky, the sun’s warmth on his skin. He couldn’t understand how he was still alive. At last he turned his head to the side, where the horrific face of the warg lay next to him, slackened by death. An arrow was buried deep in one eye.

So. It had been shot an instant before it lunged, and its head had fallen, open-jawed, onto him, ripping the skin of his throat with its teeth.

There was only one place that arrow could have come from.

‘That was Grub’s kill! Grub wanted to kill it!’ the Skarl yelled in indignation.

Then Fen was there, her face rigid to hold back the fear her eyes showed. She looked him over, frantic, then crouched down to lay a palm against his neck before peeling back his shirt from his shoulder. What she saw there made her suck in her breath.

Grub appeared in his field of vision, his tattooed face scrunched up in a wince. ‘Ooo. That not look too good.’

‘There’s another warg yet to kill,’ Fen told him irritably. ‘Make yourself useful!’

‘Grub will! Come, doggy, Grub has a treat for you!’

Grub scampered away, waving his knives in the air, and was replaced by Edéan. The Fellman seemed confident that things elsewhere were under control now.

‘Here,’ he said, pouring water from a skin over Aren’s shoulder. Once the blood was washed away, they got a look at the wound.

‘It’s shallow,’ said Edéan, straightening. ‘He’ll live.’ Then he looked Fen up and down, impressed. ‘That was neatly done. Right through the eye.’

‘He needs help,’ said Fen sharply, unwinding a bandage from her belt pouch.

Aren stared at the sky while she dressed his wound, a numbing haze on his senses. Knowing he’d been half a heartbeat from extinction made everything else seem unreal. Being crushed by the warg had left his ribs aching, but more crushing still was the burden of shame that lay on him.

‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered as he gazed into the blinding blue. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Save your breath,’ said Fen. She was always terse when she was scared. ‘I’ve staunched the blood, but we need to get you to Vika.’ She put her arm under him and tried to lift him up. The pain made him wince.

An anguished howl of outrage sounded from down the ravine. ‘Looks like your friend missed out on his kill again,’ said Edéan.

‘Are you going to help or not?’ Fen snapped.

Edéan reached down and added his strength to hers, and together they hauled Aren to his feet.

Further down the sunlit ravine, Aren could see the other warg lying dead, its body bristling with spears. Grub was booting the corpse out of pique. Some of the hunters were seeing to the wounded and dead; others watched Aren, witnesses to his failure. Burned by their regard, he shook off first Edéan’s arm, then Fen’s.

‘I can walk,’ he told them angrily.

Edéan held up his hands. ‘Whatever you say, champion. Lead on.’
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The roar of the crowd was loud enough to make Kiri cringe. Mara shouted in her ear over the noise.

‘Borl Hamfist, of Clan Standing Stone!’

Kiri nodded distractedly, eyes darting. They were surrounded by Fell Folk, crammed together around a crude ring of stakes and ropes. The man in the centre was a shaggy slab of meat, stripped to the waist and sporting a huge hairy belly. He lifted his arm in acknowledgement of the applause.

‘Next will be Harrigan the Maul, of Clan Brown Bear!’ Mara yelled. ‘The last of the Red Seven, and now their clan-chief. Clan Brown Bear prize strength and martial prowess above all things!’

The man who stepped into the ring was a giant, near seven feet in height and nothing but muscle on him. His hair had been shaved into patches and stiffened into short spikes like the head of a mace. His nose looked like it had encountered a mace or two in its time as well.

The roar that accompanied his entrance was even louder than the last, so loud that Kiri clung to Mara in fright. Mara put an arm around her, drawing her in. The feel of the girl pressed against her spread calm through her body, and despite the chaos all around, Mara let her eyes drift closed. She could hear the thump of her own heart, and knew that Kiri, with her ear against her chest, could hear it too, and was eased by it. The thought gave her a sense of peace and joy so profound that, had she been alone, she might have wept.

My daughter.

Her eyes flicked open again, and the peace was spoiled. No. It wasn’t right to entertain such fancies. She was Kiri’s teacher, not her mother. The girl was someone else’s, in the end.

Someone who couldn’t give her what she needed. Someone who didn’t deserve her.

‘I want to go,’ said Kiri, her voice muffled by Mara’s clothes.

In answer, Mara led her out of the crowd, making a path through the bodies for Kiri to follow. This was her purpose: to lead the way, to force aside all opposition so others wouldn’t have to. Of the many crimes she could lay at the feet of the Krodan Empire, the worst was what they’d done to women like her. No Ossian female under middle age knew what it was like to live in a world where they might go to university, hold a job of any importance, invent anything, discover anything, do anything extraordinary. The teachings of Tomas and Toven declared that women should breed strong sons and tend the home, so their menfolk might be free to devote themselves to the service of the Empire.

The very thought of it made her sick with rage. Each of her fellow Dawnwardens had their reasons for fighting the Krodans, but this was hers. She didn’t believe in Vika’s vision of the apocalypse – as far as she was concerned, gods were props for weak minds – but she’d give everything to see the Krodans fall and their pestilent ideology erased.

They emerged from the crowd into the sun-yellowed meadow where the Gathering was in full swing. Several events were being staged in various locations, with only the barest of organisation involved. There were races, a club-throwing competition and a game played with a ball made from an inflated sheep’s bladder, which seemed to involve battering the opposing team into submission and ignoring the ball entirely. Nearby, some sort of musical duel was being fought between several groups of bards. Pipes kept up a simple tune while a dozen drums thundered out rhythms of befuddling complexity. Smoke and the smell of the cooking-pits drifted over the meadow from the forest of yurts that encircled it.

Fell Folk, many already drunk in the heat, milled from one event to another. There were Krodans among them, Ossians from the town and several who looked like foreigners. Some of them even joined in the games, though none of them did well.

It was chaos, but for the most part it was all in good humour. The clans mingled, their differences put aside in the camaraderie of competition. Every now and then two clans met whose grudges ran too deep to smooth over, and then harsh words were exchanged and scuffles broke out. But a few bruises were all that came of it; nobody dared break the traditional truce.

Look at these people, Mara thought with faint disgust. Disordered, fractious, ignorant. Are they really our best hope for revolution?

They should have waited. Another year, perhaps. The underground was getting stronger by the season. A few more atrocities and the Krodans would stir a revolution without the Dawnwardens’ help. They didn’t need to risk the Ember Blade like this.

But Wilham the Smiler had kept pushing, pushing. You don’t have the stomach for it, Mara. You can beat anyone on a castles board, but this is no game you’re playing now. And damn him, he’d got under her skin, pricked her pride enough that she’d made a plan.

He was right: she was a better castles player than anyone. And when your forces were locked down, it was best to open a new front to draw the enemy’s strength away. Lure them with expendable pieces to free up the important ones.

Sacrifice the north to liberate the south.

The others didn’t know that, of course. They thought they were here to put down roots and make the Reaches the fortress of the revolution. They weren’t. They were here to stir up the locals enough that the Krodans would be forced to take notice.

Mara read voraciously and remembered everything. She knew the theory of war, if not its practice. Sending an army into the Reaches would siphon off a large portion of Kroda’s forces in Ossia, which were already overstretched. The clans would disappear into the hills and those forces would be locked up for months, if not years, digging them out. Plenty of time to start the revolution in the south, where it was needed.

Her fellow Dawnwardens would have objected. They’d have been uncomfortable with such cold-blooded tactics. But Garric would have understood. He knew what it took to start a revolution. He’d given his life to begin one.

This is no game we’re playing now.

It was a mental sneer, directed at Wilham. But Wilham, in her mind, only smiled. Because for her gambit to work, she needed Brac Blackfeather to stand up and unite the Fell Folk. And despite her best efforts yesterday, she had no idea if he would.

‘What are you thinking about?’ Kiri asked, brushing her fringe out of her eyes.

‘Oh, nothing,’ Mara said.

‘You’re never thinking about nothing,’ Kiri complained.

Mara smiled at her. ‘There’s Grub,’ she said.

The Skarl was lumbering across the meadow towards them. As he approached, a pair of crows that had been scavenging in the trampled grass took flight with a flurry of wings. Grub stopped to watch them warily before continuing.

‘Man in grey jerkin,’ he grunted at Mara. ‘Over there by arrow game. You know him? Don’t look!’ This last was directed at Kiri, who’d immediately turned her head to see.

‘How are we supposed to know who you’re talking about if we don’t—’

‘Too obvious, Mouse!’ Kiri bristled at the nickname, as she always did. It took practice to ignore Grub’s constant belittling of everyone but himself.

Mara pretended to look at something else in that direction, as subtly as she could.

‘Yes, very nonchalant, for sure,’ he grumbled. ‘Maybe yawn and stretch, too? Nobody see through that.’ The Skarl sounded like he was in a foul mood; Mara had no idea why.

A short way off, some children were playing a game that involved throwing an arrow into a tall, narrow-necked pot. Several adults stood nearby, among them two who were not of the Fell Folk. One was a young, serious-looking woman with stark white hair. The man was tall and lean, grizzled and grey though he couldn’t have reached his fiftieth year. Both wore battered travel clothes and carried swords. They were talking among themselves, but Mara fancied she saw the man’s eyes flicker in her direction as they did so.

‘I don’t know him,’ she said. ‘Or her.’

Grub adjusted his own sword, which was strapped to his back in a filthy scabbard, the whole of it bound up in rags. Carrying weapons wrapped, so they couldn’t be easily drawn, used to be commonplace in Ossia under the Krodans, but since they tightened their grip Ossians had been forbidden from owning weapons at all. It had proved almost impossible to enforce beyond the cities – people in the countryside and the wilds needed them for hunting and protection, so they simply hid them away – but it provided a handy excuse for arrest when one was needed. It had certainly been roundly ignored here in the Reaches, where almost everyone carried weapons. Better to be arrested than eaten by a warg.

‘Grub not got a good feeling about that man. Keep seeing him everywhere. Grub think he watching us.’

Mara took the news calmly. Krodan spies were to be expected. Still, if they’d got wind the Dawnwardens were here … Well, Mara intended to be gone long before anyone could arrive with sufficient strength to capture them, but she couldn’t discount assassins or agents looking to steal the Ember Blade. Brac’s protection only extended so far. ‘Can you keep an eye on them?’

Grub sniffed noisily and grunted his agreement. ‘Grub good at following people. Nobody see him. One time, Grub follow someone a whole day without them noticing. Only lost him because Grub needed a piss.’ His face became dark and angry. ‘Man have bladder like steel. Grub seen nothing like it.’

Kiri looked at Mara uncertainly. It was difficult to know how to respond to Grub sometimes. Most of the time, in fact.

‘Follow them, then,’ said Mara. ‘Find out who they are.’ She leaned closer and gave him a pointed stare. ‘But be careful.’

‘Grub always careful! One time, Grub stand still for three hours, just because he …’ The rest of his story was lost to them as he wandered away, still talking.

‘Apparently he’s progressed beyond the need for an audience,’ said Mara. ‘He’s boasting to himself now.’

Kiri snorted and chuckled. ‘Maybe he’ll give the rest of us a break.’

Mara nudged her playfully, and Kiri smiled a smile that broke her heart.

They found Harod where they’d left him, on the edge of the clearing where the clan-chiefs had gathered – those who were not occupied in the wrestling ring, anyway. There, in an open-sided yurt that shaded them from the sun, the clan-chiefs sat on mats in a semicircle and broke bread together, as tradition dictated on the first day of the games. It was a time of enforced contact, when even great enemies were made to share food and drink. In such ways they knocked down barriers that were raised the rest of year, ensuring no one would be alienated in the days to come, when the real business of the clans was conducted.

The tent was crowded with others, too: warriors, wrinkled Sage-Mothers, skull-masked Smoke-Eaters whose hookahs turned the air pungent. Harod stood behind Brac and Bridda, hands resting on the pommel of his sword, held point-down to the earth. The ornate sablewood chest lay at his feet. The Fell Folk did their best to ignore him, but it was hard not to notice the towering knight standing so ostentatiously in Clan Riven Moon’s corner, nor to guess what was in that chest.

‘If anyone didn’t know the Ember Blade was here before, they do now,’ said Mara.

‘Should we really leave it so … exposed?’ Kiri asked. ‘I mean, I understand why we had to show Brac—’

‘Do you?’ Mara interjected sharply, ever alert for an opportunity to test her pupil. ‘Why?’

Kiri was confident of her answers this time. ‘First, to prove we have the blade. Second, to show that we respect him enough to take that risk.’

Mara was satisfied. ‘Go on.’

‘Well … Now we’ve done that, shouldn’t we be getting it away from here? If anyone wants to steal it … I just think we should be taking it back to … wherever you hide it.’

Kiri couldn’t disguise a flicker of annoyance at the last. It was hard for her to have secrets kept from her. She, like Mara, wanted knowledge above all else. She stared unflinching into the light of truth, no matter how much it burned her eyes. But she was no Dawnwarden yet, and only the Dawnwardens knew where the Ember Blade was hidden.

All except Grub, anyway. He wasn’t good at keeping secrets. They’d given him a different location, and he’d never been interested enough to question them.

‘Sometimes it’s best to hide things in plain sight,’ said Mara. ‘They know we have the Ember Blade and that we stand with Brac Blackfeather. They might have taken it by stealth before, but anyone who tries now will be openly offending Clan Riven Moon. They hold to the old ways here, and generosity is important to them, therefore—’

‘They don’t like thieves,’ Kiri finished, nodding gravely in understanding. ‘I still think it’s risky.’

‘It is. But sometimes we have to gamble. Playing safe has won us little.’

‘You sound like Wilham now,’ said Kiri, with as much disapproval as she dared.

‘Just because we don’t like him doesn’t make him wrong.’

‘He wants you to fail. He wants to control the Dawnwardens himself.’

‘Yes.’

‘He don’t respect you—’

‘Doesn’t.’

Kiri swore under her breath, gripped her fingers into a fist. ‘He doesn’t respect you, and you know why,’ she wheezed. She was getting short of breath, throat tight, tears gathering. It was painful for her to force anger through her shyness. Mara knew what it took and was proud of her, even as the truth of the words cut deep. She knew what Wilham thought but never said. She wasn’t strong enough, aggressive enough, decisive enough. Not the way a man would be.

The leader of the Morgenholme underground couldn’t have been more than a baby when the Krodans came. He’d heard tales of women like Jessa Wolf’s-Heart, Dassa of Ley who cured the Grey Rot, Queen Luda the Lawbringer whom the Fell Folk had bitterly dubbed the Thief-Queen; but he’d never encountered one. All the heroes in his lifetime had been men. Small wonder that, in his heart of hearts, he thought of her the way the Krodans did. All her intellect, her inventions, her genius meant nothing stacked up against the overbearing fact of her gender.

In such ways our enemies overwrite our deeds, and remake us in their image.

But as she looked around the circle of clan-chiefs, she saw as many women as men. There was Rilke Thunder’s-Child, ancient matriarch of Clan Standing Stone, who refused to retire and join the Sage-Mothers no matter what tradition dictated. There was Larinda the Atoner, beautiful, serene in her piety. Aelfride Eagle-Marked sat next to her, clan-chief of Shrike Shadow, Brac’s greatest rival. Last was Mudge Hammerbrow, a mountain of a woman who’d earned her name by headbutting an enemy in battle so hard that she killed him dead.

Mara felt a pang of conscience. They were primitive, yes, but the old ways held strong here, and the taint of Krodan teachings had never touched them. To the Fell Folk, age or gender was no barrier. All that would be lost when the wrath of the Empire descended on them. Was it right to sell these women out, to make a better world for others?

She dismissed the thought, hardened her heart, armoured her feelings with logic. There was a popular saying among castles players, which was usually the first principle she taught when explaining the game. Sometimes you have to give up a castle to get a castle.

A castles board had many castles to be won. Novice players often became obsessed with not losing any of the ground they’d gained. But too much focus on defending what you had could lose you the game. That was what had happened to Ossia, when the nobles surrendered in return for keeping their lands and riches; and now look where they were.

It was pointless being sentimental. The Fell Folk had been insignificant to history before the Krodans came, and they’d be insignificant when they were gone. Given that, they were no great loss.

Then she thought of the children throwing arrows into a pot and remembered Wilham’s scornful words. This is no game you’re playing now.

Kiri tugged at her sleeve. Aren was approaching, carrying one arm awkwardly, wincing at the wound in his shoulder. He was accompanied by Fen and an ill-favoured, lumpen man she didn’t know.

The reminder of Aren’s injury rekindled her anger. She’d had harsh words for Vika after she heard about the warg hunt. He wouldn’t have even been there if it weren’t for her ridiculous insistence on hailing him as a champion sent by the Aspects. But Vika, as ever, didn’t listen. You couldn’t argue against faith with reason. Mara knew that, but it never stopped frustrating her.

In the end, things had got heated, and she’d told Vika she enjoyed playing the prophet more than she cared for Aren’s safety. It hadn’t gone down well, and things were frosty between them now.

‘Aren, Fen,’ she said in greeting. ‘Who’s this?’

‘This is Levin,’ said Aren. ‘He insisted on speaking with you.’

‘’Scuse me, eh?’ said Levin, in the thick, clunking accent of the Bitterbracks. ‘I’ve a message for Mara of Whitherwall, to be delivered only to her.’

‘Let’s have it, then,’ said Mara.

Levin dug out a folded piece of paper, foxed at the edges and curled with rough handling and long travel. Mara opened it up. Hundreds of tiny squares had been drawn there in neat rows, each divided into smaller squares and rectangles, with dots scattered inside and out. No language, but a code.

‘He said you’d work it out,’ Levin grunted.

‘Who did?’ Mara stared at the page, mind working furiously. Already she had some letters. It wasn’t tremendously complex for someone of her ability, but it was difficult enough to foil most.

‘The man who gave it me in Ravenspire. Weren’t him that wrote it, though. He was just passing it on, like me.’

‘I see. And do you usually just … pass messages on?’

‘It’s been known. I’m a reliable sort. And now my work’s done, so I’ll be off.’ He gave a little dip of his head and wandered away.

So he was more than just a stranger paid to deliver a message. A part of the underground, maybe, or a low-level operative in some spy ring. Mara’s eyes flickered over the symbols as she processed that.

‘Is it code?’ Kiri asked, trying to peer over the edge of the paper.

Mara ignored her, too intent on the puzzle. She had several letters now, so she skipped to the last word, which was almost certainly the signature.

_ARI_

Her eyes widened. She didn’t need the other two letters to identify the author.

It was just that he was supposed to be dead.



9

‘Yarin?’ Aren barely remembered to keep his voice down.

‘The same,’ said Mara, glancing about as she did so. The streets of Hallow Cove were busy, still warm with the memory of day. Lights glowed in the windows beneath frowning gables, and the air smelled of fish and lamp oil.

‘You said he was dead.’

‘Perhaps we underestimated him. We wouldn’t be the first.’

Aren took a moment to digest that information. Yarin was Mara and Garric’s contact among the Sards, who’d given them the plans and keys that allowed them to infiltrate Hammerholt. They’d last heard of him being packed onto a wagon train when the Krodans emptied the ghetto in Morgenholme. Aren had never met him and had assumed he never would. Once Sards went east, they didn’t come back.

‘And what does he say?’ Vika asked. There was an edge to her voice; she was angry with Mara. Aren guessed he was the cause. It just made him feel worse.

Mara checked again that no one was within earshot, but Athor and the rest of their escort walked at a respectable distance ahead and behind. ‘He says he is being held at a prison camp in a place called Wittermere, on the far side of the Sunders, just inside the Estrian border on the banks of the Pelipon. He claims to have vital information about the Krodans that he will tell us once he’s liberated. To that end, he wants us to send a force of two hundred, ready to fight and with as many supplies as we can carry.’

‘Send two hundred into Krodan territory?’ Vika was sceptical.

‘It’s only just inside,’ said Mara. ‘But yes.’

‘Could he really have survived that long in a prison camp?’ Aren wondered.

‘It is very likely to be a trap,’ Vika said.

‘Very likely,’ Mara agreed. ‘But this is the kind of code he was fond of using.’

‘Have you told Harod?’ Aren asked.

‘Of course not. That’s why I didn’t say anything back at the inn. I know what his response will be.’

So did Aren. He’d demand they set out with all haste, negotiations or no, Ember Blade or no. It had been Orica’s mission to find out what happened to her people and restore them to Ossia. Harod had made that mission his own, and if anyone had answers for him, it would be Yarin.

Aren rubbed his wrist with his thumb, touching the little red symbol there, a puzzling junction of lines and curves. He’d obtained it in another prison camp, when a Sard boy called Eifann had smeared him with his blood. When the scab peeled off, he’d found himself branded. Later he’d learned the boy was ydraal, some kind of mystic, and the mark declared him a Sardfriend, trusted of their people. But Aren hadn’t seen a Sard for years.

Vika noticed his distraction. She noticed everything. ‘This is not your task, Aren,’ she warned. ‘You are coming with me to the Conclave, to present yourself to the elders.’

‘I know,’ he said. ‘But still … we must do something?’

‘If the message is genuine, we’d be fools to ignore it,’ said Mara. ‘Yarin is an asset beyond price.’

‘He could tell us what’s happened to the Sards,’ Aren said.

‘Hmm,’ said Mara noncommitally. It was clear she was more interested in the tactical advantage than the fate of the Landless. ‘Well, let us think on it for now. It is too dangerous to act hastily. We’ll discuss it further once we’ve heard what the clan-chiefs have to say.’

Aren’s mood turned gloomy at the thought. He didn’t relish facing the clan-chiefs after his humiliating performance at the warg hunt. But Athor had assured them it was a great honour for someone not of the Fell Folk to be invited to council, and Aren took some small comfort from that. Brac hadn’t entirely dismissed their proposal, then, despite Vika’s champion falling at the first hurdle.

He felt a hand on his shoulder. Vika gave him an encouraging smile, a maternal fondness in her eyes. He managed a smile back. She didn’t mean to do this to him. She was his friend, and she was kind and wise. But in matters of gods and destiny, she was blind to anything but her faith. Once she’d been riven with doubt; now she was firm as iron in her conviction. Aren preferred her before.

‘Where’s Ruck?’ he asked in surprise. He’d been so wrapped up in himself that he hadn’t noticed her absence till now. To find Vika without her hound was like someone leaving their shadow at home.

‘Keeping an eye on things for me,’ Vika replied with a wink, and said no more.

Aren caught sight of a man ahead of him, fumbling with his key at the door of his house. It was his agitation that drew Aren’s attention, the quiet, increasing panic as he failed again and again to turn the lock. After a few tries, the man realised he’d been using the wrong key and swapped it for the right one on his keyring. Aren found the whole thing inexplicably perturbing, even more so when the man glanced over his shoulder at him, as if aware he was being observed. The look of fright in his eyes before he slipped inside bothered Aren for some time afterwards.

They passed along lamplit streets, down alleys and over low bridges, weather-warped planks creaking beneath their boots. This close to the shore, the buildings were raised up on wooden platforms to keep them safe from flooding. Everywhere they went there were steps and crossings, tight passages squeezing between close-packed houses. Somewhere Aren could hear singing and the syncopated tumble of drums. A Fell Folk song, something about the Long Walk, their exodus out of the north when the Harrish drove the barbarians from their lands on the cusp of the Age of Kings.

He thought of what Edéan had said: Give us our lands back. An impossible dream. The nobles would never stand for it. Besides, the Dawnwardens existed only to guard the Ember Blade until the right person came to claim it. Once Ossia was liberated, a new king or queen would be chosen from among the nobles, and they’d take up the sword. It wasn’t for the Dawnwardens to make that decision.

Yet despite Aren’s dislike of Edéan, he felt a certain connection to the Fellman. Aren’s had been an impossible dream too, before he took the Ember Blade against all odds. He saw the same determination in Edéan. It was hard not to respect that.

And now there was Yarin. Yarin, alive! The old Sard had worked a miracle by getting them the plans to Hammerholt. Aren couldn’t imagine what else he knew, what information he’d been gathering all this time. What possibilities he represented.

If the note was real. If it wasn’t just some Krodan trap.

He rubbed at the mark on his wrist. Sardfriend.

The council of the clan-chiefs was held in a Krodan beer-hall, which was the only structure in town big and open enough to accommodate them. Benches and tables had been pushed to one side and a circle had been set up, each chief in their own chair, and with them their partners and families, their Smoke-Eaters and Sage-Mothers. One chair had been left empty, for Clan Tangled Leaf: it gaped like a void in the crowded room. Beyond the circle were more Fell Folk, a dozen from each clan, from the hulking warriors of Clan Brown Bear to the nimble people of Clan Grey Claw and the wild-eyed berserkers of Clan Hidden Rabbit.

‘And you say a druid gave them that name?’ Aren muttered to Vika in disbelief.

‘It is how all the clans were named, the same way I named myself Vika-Walks-The-Barrows. A druid asked for a vision and was given one.’

‘A hidden rabbit, though?’

‘Ever since they have proved themselves the bravest and most dangerous of all the clans, so that none dare mock them. Perhaps that was Joha’s plan.’ She smiled to herself. ‘Or perhaps it was merely Prinn, the Ragged Mummer, playing her tricks.’

Aren said nothing to that. He’d been brought up believing in the Primus, the Krodans’ god, and though he’d rejected that doctrine, he’d never been able to wholeheartedly accept the Aspects as a replacement. Yet there was no doubt Vika’s power came from somewhere. He’d seen her face down a dreadknight, set him to cowering before her, and her potions and unguents were more potent than any herbalist could muster. Already the claw marks on his shoulder and chest had thinned to brown scars. They hardly even hurt any more. If that wasn’t the Aspects’ work, what was it?

A staff was rapped on the floor, calling for silence.

‘The eldest speaks first,’ Mara muttered as Rilke Thunder’s-Child stirred in her chair. Her hair spilled about her wizened face in thick grey ropes, and her yellowed eyes were sharp as a bird’s.

‘There is much to speak of today, but one thing above all. Clan Tangled Leaf are gone, murdered by the Krodans, their tale brought to an end. What’s to be done about that?’

‘We fight!’ snarled Gordred the Reaver of Clan Hidden Rabbit. He had staring eyes, a tattooed face and many rings through his lips, nose and ears. ‘We avenge!’

‘We’ve fought before,’ Rilke replied. ‘We threw ourselves against the Fang in the days of King Edmen, and were broken by it.’

‘We would have taken it, if not for treachery,’ said Gorin the Palm of Clan Grey Claw, raising an eyebrow at Aelfride Eagle-Marked. The warriors of Clan Shrike Shadow bristled at that, but Aelfride raised a hand.

‘The deeds of our forefathers cast long shadows,’ said Aelfride, ‘and some like to hide in them. Don’t lay the blame at our feet if you don’t have the stomach for battle.’

Harrigan the Maul of Clan Brown Bear barked with laughter. It was clear whose side he’d choose in this debate.

‘And when did Clan Shrike Shadow last take up arms against superior forces?’ said Gorin. ‘Mock if you like, but you’ve never started a fight you couldn’t win, and nor will I.’

‘We can win!’ said Mudge Hammerbrow. ‘The Thief-Queen came a feather’s width from losing her whole army when she took the Reaches. We’d have won at the Fang if our own damned squabbles hadn’t seen to our downfall.’

‘And which of us will be next, elsewise?’ asked Cardell Twiceborn, or perhaps it was Davitt: the twins were near impossible to tell apart. ‘We are committing treason as we speak. How long do you think the Krodans will ignore it?’

‘They defiled the Dirracombe,’ said Larinda the Atoner. ‘They destroyed the House of the Aspects in Morgenholme. They’ve hunted the druids till few are left. Still we defy the Primus with our faith.’ She lowered her head. ‘They will come for us, sooner or later.’

‘Will they?’ asked Brac, raising his voice at last. ‘Or will they continue to ignore the Fell Folk, knowing it’s too costly to tangle with us?’

Aren had been waiting for him to speak, but these were not the words he’d been hoping for. He felt the gathering weight of disappointment as Brac went on.

‘Brunland stirs once more beneath the Krodan yoke. The Harrish are no friends to the Krodans now their alliance has collapsed, and Krodan troops flooding the north will not sit well with them. Durn threatens Krodan borders just by existing, and there are rumours of discontent in Ozak. The armies of the enemy are taxed on many fronts, not least keeping order in the south. We might bring in the harvest and sit out this storm.’

There was silence from the assembly. Aren guessed that many had been waiting for Brac to show his colours before they showed theirs. Aren looked for Edéan, wondering if he might argue with the same passion he’d shown at the hunt; but Edéan wasn’t here. Aren scowled. He hadn’t even bothered to show up at a council that might determine the Fell Folk’s future. Maybe he was full of wind after all.

Then Brac’s eyes fell upon the empty chair in the circle. ‘And yet,’ he said, ‘there sat Yoden Mistwalker, whom many of us called friend. They killed him, and his clan. Men, women …’ A look of terrible sorrow passed across his face. ‘Children.’

‘Such a crime has not been committed for two hundred years,’ Rilke murmured. ‘Not since Clan Fallen Snow.’

Aren looked at Mara. Not all histories are recorded. She studiously ignored his glance.

‘How can we tolerate this and still hold our heads up with pride?’ Brac asked the assembly.

‘We’ll be holding our heads in our laps if we try to take on the Northguard,’ Gorin replied, winning grim laughter for his wit. ‘Old Cragheart knows these lands almost as well as we do. With him on their side, the Krodans will tear us to pieces.’

There was an angry hubbub around the room at that. Jerdis Cragheart was a name held in much loathing here.

‘I would hear from our visitors,’ said Larinda, her slow, clear voice cutting through the noise and bringing calm.

‘Why? Fell Folk business is none of theirs,’ grumbled Harrigan.

‘The druidess speaks with the Aspects, and our business is the will of the Nine.’

‘Are you sure she heard them true, though?’ Aelfride asked slyly. ‘We all know how mighty her fabled champion is.’

There was loud laughter at that, and Aren reddened furiously.

‘Come forward then, Dawnwardens,’ said Rilke. ‘Speak.’

Aren fought down the urge to turn his back and leave. Instead, he swallowed his pride and led the way into the circle, Mara and Vika following. Whatever his feelings, this was his last chance to persuade them. If they couldn’t turn the Fell Folk to their side, their mission would fail, and there’d be no revolution in the north. What that would mean to the Dawnwardens, and to Ossia, he didn’t dare think.

The Fell Folk wanted to avenge their fallen kin. They wanted to be won over.

He had no idea how he was going to do it.
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The Black Dog Inn had fallen quiet as night deepened around it. The presence of Brac’s guards had scared patrons away to other establishments, so apart from one bespectacled man who was writing a letter, Fen had the common room to herself. She sat near the unlit hearth – it was too warm for a fire – and whittled in the lanternlight. Outside, the distant clamour of celebration could be heard, but within there was only the creaking of the guard’s footsteps on the boards overhead, the scratch of the quill, the soft whickering of her knife as it teased form and shape from the wood in her hand.

If the dawn was Da’s gift to her, the art of the small blade was Ma’s. She couldn’t whittle without thinking of Ma doing the same on the porch of their cabin, back in the dreamy days of a childhood that seemed too happy to have ever been real. Da and Ma had been so in love, so unashamedly right for one another. They fit perfectly. That was how it was supposed to be. Not this taut awkwardness she felt whenever Aren was around.

But then, a slip of the knife, an infected cut. Ma had died and Da had been unable to live without her. So maybe these things never lasted. Maybe it was all just wishful thinking.

Aren had asked her to come to the council with them. She knew he wanted her support, but she needed this time to herself, and politics bored her. All that talk. Words meant little; she wanted to do something. Every Krodan soldier killed brought them a step closer to freedom. That was more tangible than the promises of strangers.

Still, she hoped Mara’s plan of establishing a base here came to something. She liked the Reaches. There were few roads and fewer towns. This was the kind of place she might feel at home in, wargs or no.

Her mind went back to the hunt, to the beast rearing over Aren, ready to bite. Gods, that had been close. At the time, she’d been calm as stone. She’d aimed and loosed and hit it in the only place that would kill it fast enough to save him. She’d only felt the terror afterwards, once the thing was dead. Only then had she understood how near she’d come to losing him.

She remembered the look of amazement on Edéan’s face. The admiration in his eye. The memory pleased her. That had shown him.

She heard the latch move and the door to the common room opened. From the corner of her eye, she saw somebody come in. One of the Riven Moon guards. Occupied with her whittling, she didn’t look up. She was on the fine detail now, and it took all her concentration. She’d never attempted the likeness of Sabastra before, the Aspect of Love, laughter and music. She was trying to capture her as she’d seen her in shrines, all ribbons and flowing dresses, always dancing and in motion. There was supposed to be an alien beauty to her, otherworldly, eyes enormous and her tiny features fish-smooth. Fen frowned as she tried to sculpt the lips just so, in an expression of flirtatious, mischievous joy.

‘Is that Sabastra?’

Edéan’s voice at her shoulder made her jump. The tip of her knife slipped, cutting through the swell of her lip and scarring the goddess’s half-formed face. She swore under her breath and gave the Fellman a venomous look.

‘Shouldn’t you be at the council?’

‘Some things are more important,’ he said.

‘Like bothering me?’ She put the figure aside with an angry tut. It was ruined now, but perhaps she could make something else of it later.

‘Apologising,’ he said.

She looked up at him warily, searching for a joke, but she found no mockery there. He sat on a chair on the other side of the hearth, took a moment to assemble his words, and spoke.

‘We’re used to soft sorts from the south,’ he said. ‘Town folk who’d cry for the watch if a wild boar broke cover ten feet from them. I thought that was you, at first. But then I saw you yesterday. You move like a hunter. And that shot you made … not one in a hundred of the Fell Folk could’ve done that.’

Fen tried not to squirm. He seemed in earnest, and it made her uncomfortable. She didn’t know how to take compliments, or apologies.

‘I wronged you that night by the fire,’ he went on. ‘Didn’t give you the respect you’re owed. You’re of the wild, like us. A lioness. So I came to say I’m sorry.’

He reached into his tunic and brought out a pendant which he held out to her, dangling from his fist. Hanging from the leather thong was a long yellow fang.

‘The eye tooth of the beast you killed,’ said Edéan. ‘It’s traditional among the Fell Folk to offer a gift when apologising.’

Fen stared at it, and then at him, confused.

‘It’s also traditional to accept a gift when it’s offered,’ he added gently. ‘Unless my apology isn’t sufficient to make amends?’

She took it from him hesitantly, out of her depth now. She wanted to still be angry at him, remembering the humiliation of that moment by the fire, but it seemed impossible now that he was humbling himself.

She turned the pendant over in her hand, fingering it in the lanternlight. She couldn’t deny it was a fine gift. He could hardly have chosen better.

A lioness. I like that.

‘It was a good shot, wasn’t it?’ she said with a smile.

Crows. Never a good sign when crows were about. Crows were the servants of Urgotha, always on the lookout for stories to bring back to him. They’d peck out the eyes of the dead to see what they saw, peck out their tongues to learn what was said. They liked to read words written on cold skin, although few wore their tales on the outside in this puzzling land.

Grub watched a crow perched on the eaves at the end of the alley. The bird watched him back with one beady, shifting eye. A chill ran through him, and he hunched his shoulders and shrank from the lamplight into the shadows. The Bone God wasn’t interested in the living. He only paid attention when death was at hand.

He couldn’t hold a crow’s gaze these days. Not now he’d seen the darkness. Not now he’d glimpsed the Forgetting.

For a moment he was back in the cold black water, his strength leaking away as he sank down into the abyss, and the emptiness gaped all around him, more profound than any he’d ever known. Mudslug had saved him in the end, but he’d come a snowflake’s width from drowning in Hammerholt. Three years later, it still woke him in the night, sweaty with terror.

That was what awaited him when he died. That was the ultimate destination of the disgraced, the exiles. Not the eternal feast in Vanatuk’s halls, the wild hunt on the ice fields of Quttak. He’d be Unremembered.

Such was his fate. Unless he could change it.

When he looked out again, the crow was gone, and there was only a narrow alleyway of sun-dried planks, busy with old nets and boxes and the scurrying industry of rats. Grub felt them nosing at his boots occasionally, wondering who it was that shared their hiding place, but he paid them no mind. His attention was on the peeling door nearby, which led into a tall wooden building that looked like an office of some kind. Scraggy and White-Hair had gone in there a short while ago, and if they didn’t come out soon, he might have to go in after them.

He’d followed them all day, even since he’d spoken to Bossychops and Mouse at the games. He was good at following people. He’d learned the trick of it as a young thief in Karaqqa, in the underground passageways and tunnels of that vast, snow-lashed necropolis. Tracking marks was a difficult business in those stony, echoing thoroughfares where there was little cover and nowhere to hide. By contrast, today’s work had been child’s play. He was more memorable here in Ossia, with half his body covered in tattoos, but it was so much easier to avoid being seen.

His instincts had been right, of course. Scraggy and White-Hair were up to something. Not just the two of them, either. Other people came and went, trading furtive conversation with Scraggy before heading elsewhere. Some of them were foreigners. There was a flamboyant Carthanian with facial hair so elegant it made Grub want to shove a dagger up his arse just on principle. And he reckoned White-Hair was Durnish. She had the look: wide-set blue eyes, hair the colour of snow. He’d seen enough Durnish to recognise one, albeit mostly dead. It was on a Durnish battlefield that he’d found the man whose skin he stole, all that time ago.

An odd lot, to be sure. But they were after the Ember Blade, he had little doubt of that. As they drifted around the meadow where the games were held, they never let Harod or the chest he guarded out of their sight.

He pegged Scraggy as their leader, so it was Scraggy and White-Hair he stuck with when the games began to wind down and the crowds dispersed. The sablewood chest was loaded onto a cart with Harod and taken to the Black Dog Inn, guarded by a retinue of Riven Moon warriors. Scraggy and White-Hair followed it only as far as the edges of town, where they exchanged glances with a sullen-looking Ossian slouching against a wall, and the other man took up the task. Switching tails, to ensure their faces didn’t get too familiar to the people being followed. This wasn’t the first time they’d done this.

Grub thought them mercenaries, most likely. But who did they work for? The Krodans? Harrow? The Ember Blade would be a potent bargaining chip for any power in Embria. Frustratingly, they wore no sign of their allegiance, and he couldn’t narrow it down based on their nationalities. By the end of the day, Grub was no closer to finding out.

Someone would be watching the Black Dog Inn. Probably had been all this time. He felt he ought to warn Bossychops, but he didn’t have enough to go on yet, and he couldn’t let Scraggy get away. Instead, he followed him and White-Hair into the heart of Hallow Cove.

By then, the crows and the events of the day had combined to make Grub feel paranoid. It wasn’t just Scraggy’s lot that bothered him now. Something was off about the residents of Hallow Cove, the Krodan and Ossian folk who lived here before the Fell Folk descended for their games. Some of the locals just didn’t seem very … local. He saw it in the way they moved, the small uncertainties and indecisions. They’d slow at the turning to a street, as if unsure where it would take them. They dithered while looking at shops, like they were searching for the right one.

At last, Scraggy and White-Hair came to a beer-hall where guards of various clans stood watch. Its angular, stern look, crossed beams and white plaster walls stood incongruously among the shabbier Ossian dwellings to either side, with their flaking paint and sagging dormers. Grub dimly remembered that this was where the council of clan-chiefs was to be held. Mudslug, Bossychops and Painted Lady would be heading there soon. He should have guessed this was their next target, if they were set on spying on the Dawnwardens.

They slipped down an alley opposite the beer-hall and disappeared through a door which they locked behind them. Grub could make short work of the lock, but it would be risky to follow them in, and for once he was mindful of Mara’s emphatic warning: Be careful. Instead, he’d taken station nearby, hidden among the junk, waiting to see if they came out. While he’d been here, the darkness had deepened and dozens of Fell Folk had passed the alley mouth as the beer-hall filled up for the council.

Something was definitely awry here, and Grub was determined to get to the bottom of it. He was still angry at missing out on the chance to kill those wargs. If he could foil this conspiracy, well, maybe that would be important enough to merit another tattoo, when the time came.

And yet even that small hope felt false. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was doing something wrong. Remarkable deeds were all well and good, but he needed something extraordinary if he was to persuade the Sombre Men to undo his exile. Something more than slaying beasts and stealing things. He tried to think of the great heroes he knew – like Qull, who gave his teeth to a blood-witch in exchange for the lives of three babies, and almost starved to death before he could reclaim them – but he didn’t understand what set their acts apart from those of other mighty warriors who were not half so revered. He sensed there was some element he was missing, something that turned great deeds into legendary ones, but he didn’t know what it was.

He could have walked off with the Ember Blade, once upon a time, but he chose instead to stick with Mudslug and the others, to be part of something bigger still. He couldn’t be a bit player, though; he had to be a hero, a hero like Hagga, the only Skarl who’d ever overturned the disgrace of exile. When the skalds sang, it had to be his name on their lips. His eternity depended on it.

He’d been more patient than he’d thought it possible to be, waiting for the revolution to kindle. But still they hid and planned and made deals, and meanwhile time was running on, and the crows were watching.

Spurred by that thought, he decided it was time to act, warning or no warning. Scraggy and White-Hair weren’t showing any signs of leaving, so he needed to find out what they were up to in there. There might be anyone waiting behind that door, but a nearby gutter pipe looked sturdy enough to bear his weight. Climbing had always been a talent of his.

He scaled the pipe with ease, only slightly hampered by the awkward scabbard strapped to his back. There were no windows on the alley side of the house, but he reckoned if he got to the roof, he might find another way in. Upon nearing the top, however, he heard voices and slowed his ascent. He listened for a moment, but they were on the far side of the roof and he couldn’t make out the words. Curious, he risked a peek over the gutter.

There was a squat little bell-tower atop the building, but the roof surrounding it was flat, and Grub could see figures moving on the other side. Satisfied that he was well hidden, he climbed up and pressed himself against the bell-tower, peering around the corner.

There were Scraggy and White-Hair, and half a dozen others, crouched behind the parapets that faced the beer-hall. They were conferring with the look of conspiracy about them, but it wasn’t their words Grub was interested in. It was the crossbows in their hands.

With increasing alarm, he scanned the other roofs nearby. By the light of the moons, he saw a man in a window. There, another pair peering over the crest of a sloped roof. Hard to notice from the street, but easy to spot from up here. They had weapons, too.

They weren’t up here to keep an eye on things. This was an ambush.

Harod sat in an upstairs room of the Black Dog Inn, listening to the ticks and creaks of the building settling as it cooled, the slow tread of the guards patrolling the corridor beyond the door. Brac had afforded them two rooms next to each other, one for the men and one for the women. Ruck was curled up on Aren’s bed, tail over her face, huffing softly in sleep. The sablewood chest was at Harod’s feet, as ever, and his hand was on the hilt of his blade; but his mind was far away, in another place and another time.

As a boy, he’d been taught the ways of the Harrish highborn. Rules and regulations, tradition upon tradition. It was discipline that pulled Harrow out of barbarism after the Second Empire collapsed. Flexibility was weakness. Rigidity meant strength. There were codes of behaviour that were not to be deviated from. That way lay chaos.

But Harod had dreamed of love. Not the courtly, sterile partnerships of his own kind, but the raw, bleeding passion of the Carthanian poems smuggled to him by the smitten daughter of a maid. Perhaps she’d hoped he’d fall in love with her that way, but she’d been disappointed. Those poems set him aflame, but his tutors had made a cold shell for him and trapped him inside, and he didn’t know how to say or do the things his heart demanded.

Not until the day he saw Orica, and heard her sing. After that, nothing else mattered. He’d walked away from his betrothal to follow her, shamed himself and his family, burned his bridges and never looked back. She’d told him they could never be together, that it was forbidden for Sards to have relationships outside of their own kind, and he’d accepted that and gone with her anyway. Just to be near her. Because he’d known, even then, that he wouldn’t be able to bear life in her absence.

A flash of silver and shadow in the dark beneath Hammerholt, and she’d been taken from him. Her voice silenced for ever. He’d found the strength to tell her how he felt, at the last, but too late for it to matter.

I love you, he thought, for it was still a real and present thing. The only thing he could feel. All else – joy, anger, even sorrow – was muted, washed out, surface deep. He felt them at a distance; they didn’t penetrate. He moved in a world of shadow, fogged with loss.

What was left, then, when the heart of a man had burned out? Rules and regulations, codes of behaviour. At least he had that to thank his tutors for. The passion was dead in his breast, but the cold outer shell kept walking. Rigidity was strength.

He’d sworn to defend the Ember Blade. He’d sworn to see Orica’s people returned to Ossia and the Krodans driven from her homeland. These were his rules and regulations now. Oaths were his bones, duty his sinews. Were they not, he wouldn’t be able to stand a moment longer.

Ruck stirred on the bed, lifting her head, cocking an ear. Something in her manner made him take notice. It took him a moment to realise what was wrong.

He could no longer hear the footsteps of the guard outside.

Probably nothing. Probably he was only standing still. And yet a feeling was coming over him, creeping up his scalp like frost. Something was amiss. He knew it, without knowing why he knew. The hound had sensed it, too.

Ruck thumped to the floor and padded over to the door. Harod got to his feet and opened it. The corridor beyond was cramped and shadowy in the light of a single lantern overhead. Fish hooks and oars hung on the walls. At the end, where the stairs were, the glassy-eyed head of a mountain cat was mounted on a shield, frozen in an angry yowl. There was no sign of the guard that Athor had left here to watch them. He listened for the others but heard only an eerie silence.

He blew out a breath and it misted the air. A door handle turned nearby and he whirled, his sword clearing its scabbard in an instant.

Kiri stood in the doorway of the women’s room, a book drooping in her hand, staring at the point of the weapon in terror. A woollen shawl slid from her shoulders and dropped to the ground.

‘I was cold,’ she managed to whisper.

‘Yes. So was I,’ said Harod. ‘Stay close. We are in danger.’

Kiri swallowed and nodded. Harod turned to look down the corridor, where Ruck was nosing at a door. He moved towards it steadily, sword held before him. It was a tight space for combat, but the Harrish fighting style was built around economy of movement; he was grimly confident he’d cope.

He reached out carefully, pushed open the door with his fingertips. When nobody emerged to attack him, he looked inside.

No lamp burned in the room, but the moonlight through the window showed him all he needed to see. The guard was on the bed, staring at the ceiling. There was a rough circle of ice on his tunic, in the middle of his chest. More ice had made jagged rings around his eyes, lips and nostrils; icicles hung from his ears and his mouth was full of it. It was as if it had welled up inside him before spilling out of every place it could.

Ruck began to growl, deep in his throat. Harod felt the horror of the moment brush past, sliding off the sarcophagus of indifference that entombed him. He turned grimly to Kiri.

‘What’s in there?’ she breathed, her eyes swimming with terror.

‘There is a dreadknight here,’ he said, pushing past her as he strode rapidly back towards the room where he’d left the sablewood chest. ‘They’ve come for the Ember Blade.’
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I don’t know who I am any more.

The thought struck Aren like a hammer as he stood in the centre of the circle of clan-chiefs, mouth dry, a hundred pairs of eyes upon him. The silence had already stretched too long, enough that Mara was beginning to look uncomfortable. The Fell Folk watched him by the light of the hanging lanterns, or from the wooden balcony that ringed the hall, some with hope and some with raw scepticism. He needed to inspire them; the revolution might depend upon it. But now he came to it, he had nothing to inspire them with.

What happened to me?

It had all been so simple once. Him and Cade against the world. Snatch the Ember Blade and the whole Krodan Empire would come tumbling down. Only the world was bigger than he imagined. It moved in huge, slow stirrings, and he’d lost his way among the eddies. People like Wilham the Smiler ran the underground. Mara had become the de facto leader of the Dawnwardens by virtue of her towering intelligence. Vika was the authority on all things divine.

Aren? He was just a figurehead.

As a boy, he’d called the shots. The children of Shoal Point had often danced to his tune. Later, that same reckless self-belief had inspired them to a great victory at Hammerholt. But somewhere between then and now the scale had become too great for a young man still in his teens, and it had passed into other hands.

It was Mara’s plan to build a base in the Reaches. Aren had bowed to her superior knowledge, since he didn’t know enough of warfare or economics to come up with anything better. Vika had reluctantly agreed to it, but only because it was on the way to the Conclave, where she meant to parade Aren before the elder druids as proof of her prophecy.

So here he was, the hero of Hammerholt, with everyone waiting for him to rouse them with the kind of passion that had won the Ember Blade from the Krodans.

But when he reached for it, it wasn’t there.

Aelfride had begun to smirk. The Dawnwardens had aligned themselves with Brac; as his biggest rival, their humiliation was her gain. He had to speak, had to say something.

He took a breath to begin; but he never got the chance.

‘Dreadknights!’ Vika cried. Her eyes were wide, and she was seeing something no one else could.

There was a shocked silence. Her warning had come so unexpectedly, no one knew quite how to react. She blinked and seemed to come back to herself, the centre of attention.

‘Don’t stand there staring!’ she barked at them. ‘The Krodans are here! This is a trap! Flee, if you think to keep your lives!’

The crowd murmured uneasily. Some of them edged towards the exit. The clan-chiefs looked from one to another; their first thought was to suspect a trick of some kind.

Then the door burst open and a Fellman rushed in, shouting, ‘Krodans! Hundreds of them!’

At last the message was heard. The hall erupted into pandemonium. The clan-chiefs were on their feet, everyone shouting at once.

‘This is Clan Shrike Shadow’s work! Once traitors, always traitors!’

‘Still your lying tongue! This treachery is no doing of ours!’

‘To arms, damn you all!’

‘Don’t be a fool, they’ll slaughter us!’

In the confusion, Vika seized Aren by the wrist, dragged him out of the circle and into the crowd, where panic was threatening to spill into violence. Mara hustled in their wake.

‘How?’ Aren cried. ‘How did they even get close to Hallow Cove?’

But then he remembered: the man fumbling with the lock of his front door. A man who hadn’t known which key fitted his own house.

Because it wasn’t his house.

‘They were already here,’ he said, aghast. ‘Soldiers hidden all over the town, disguised as locals. They knew!’ He turned to Vika in horror. ‘Are they at the inn?’

Vika’s look was all the answer he needed.

Fen!

Bells had begun clanging, the kind of handbells favoured by road patrols. Aren pulled out of Vika’s grip, suddenly sick of being led, and shoved his way to a window. Armoured men were hurrying up the street, smeared and bent by the bullseye glass, clad in black and white livery and wearing the distinctively angular helmets of Krodan soldiers. An officer was shouting in Krodan: a demand for surrender, perhaps, but even if anyone could have heard it over the din, most of the Fell Folk had never learned the language of their oppressors.

Aren felt hate curdle his stomach. The fig leaf of legality before the punishment began. Such a Krodan thing to do. There was little chance of surrender here, and all concerned knew it. If they only executed the clan-chiefs and their families, the Fell Folk would be getting off lightly.

Brac Blackfeather was shouting for calm, but not even he could quell the chaos. Bitter recriminations flew back and forth; old enemies were at each other’s throats. Aren surveyed the room in despair. Even faced with a clear and immediate danger, they couldn’t help but squabble. What hope was there if they couldn’t bring themselves to work together?

Glass smashed nearby; a window breaking inwards. Fire billowed and a man began screaming, a sound of such wild agony that Aren could hardly bear to hear it. No sooner had the first fire begun than there was another smashing of glass further down, and the walls lit up.

Lanterns. They’re throwing oil lanterns. Evidently the surrender hadn’t come fast enough for the Krodans’ liking.

‘They mean to burn us out!’ someone yelled.

The screaming man blundered into his fellows, aflame from head to foot, a blazing ghoul of melting tallow. Fell Folk knocked over benches and tables to get out of his way, but many couldn’t move fast enough to avoid him.

‘Fight back! We fight our way out!’ someone roared over the din: Harrigan the Maul, of Clan Brown Bear. The enormous warrior shoved his way through the crowd, a dozen of his clan behind him, and threw open the doors. A volley of arrows met them from the ranked soldiers beyond, enough to kill the lot of them and several others, too. Harrigan tumbled back into the beer-hall, shafts jutting from his mighty frame at all angles, turned to lifeless meat in an instant.

Aren shied back from the window a moment before a lantern crashed through it. It bounced along the floor, shattered, somehow failed to ignite. Aren turned to run and crashed into Vika, who’d found him again in the crowd. Her particoloured face was set hard.

‘We have to leave,’ she said.

‘I wasn’t planning on sticking around for a drink!’ Aren was manic.

‘No,’ she said, and her eyes told him of the true danger. ‘We have to leave now.’

Aren felt a cold presentiment of what was to come. If the Krodans had dreadknights with them, they wouldn’t take long to make themselves known.

Beyond the doors, the Krodan archers were ready for another volley. Fell Folk scrambled over one another to escape, knocking stools aside in their disorderly haste. The archers, merciless, drew and aimed again.

‘Fire!’ came the cry from without.

There was the sickening, rapid thump of arrows into flesh, and the Krodan archers collapsed like a house of cards, loosing their own arrows in every direction. Some found their target in a Fellman’s flesh, but most bounced harmlessly off the floor or hammered into a roof beam.

The order to fire hadn’t come from a Krodan officer, but from the rooftops above the street. Through the smashed window Aren saw dark, cloaked figures with crossbows. The soldiers scattered for cover, breaking ranks in their haste to escape the hail of bolts from overhead.

‘Take arms, you bastards!’ roared Brac over the noise. ‘Now’s our chance! Fight for your lives!’

The Fell Folk took little urging. Seeing a way out of the burning building, a mob had already charged the doorway. Clan Hidden Rabbit were in the vanguard, howling and shrieking, some foaming at the mouth. They descended on the terrified Krodans like demons, battering them with their fellhammers, cracking limbs and skulls.

Aren had no idea who their saviours were, but he wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity they’d provided. The Fell Folk counter-attack wouldn’t buy them much time. Mara and Vika had uncertainty written across their faces, not knowing how to escape with soldiers swarming outside and a pitched battle in the street.

‘Upstairs,’ he said, and led the way without waiting for argument, his confidence growing with every step. There was no debate here, no politics or questions of faith. Let them follow him now.

The beer-hall was thick with smoke and the nauseating pork-sweet stench of burning flesh. The Fell Folk were shattering windows and climbing through, or heading towards the kitchens and the back exit. Several huge warriors with hammers had begun smashing through the wooden wall to the neighbouring building, under the direction of Aelfride Eagle-Marked and the Twiceborn twins.

Aren had his own idea. He took them to the other side of the building, up on the balcony. There were more long tables and benches laid out for patrons here, and large windows ran the length of the wall to let in the sunlight during the day. Most of the Fell Folk that had been up here when their clan-chiefs were speaking had gone down to join the others in their escape, but there were still a few who’d yet to descend.

Mara started to cough on the rising smoke as Aren ran to a window, threw it open and looked out. A narrow alley ran by the beer-hall on that side. It was empty of soldiers, but Aren saw the glint of Krodan armour at both ends as soldiers hurried past. They were at the front and the back of the building; there was no way out via the street.

But further down the alley, on the upper floor of the building opposite, he saw a grimy arched window set into the wall.

Aren gulped a lungful of clean air and headed back inside, past his bewildered companions. He ran along the balcony, head low, till he found the right window and pushed it open. The arched window was directly across the alley.

‘You! Give me a hand here!’ he shouted to a Fellman who was heading to the stairs to join the fighting. When the man hesitated, Aren said: ‘We’re making a way out.’

With the Fellman’s help, Aren lifted one of the narrow benches and carried it over. With both of them holding one end, they pushed it out across the alley until it waved in the air just in front of the arched window.

‘Ready? Push!’ Aren said, and they shoved the bench forwards. The glass of the arched window was weak and its frame thankfully rotten; it caved in before their battering ram, and the bench crashed down on the sill. Aren and the Fellman stabilised it, then stepped back, coughing. They’d made a bridge across the alley.

‘This way!’ he urged Mara and Vika. Mara eyed the bench dubiously. ‘It’s better than nothing!’ Aren told her.

A cry of alarm sounded from outside, the voices of many men and women seized by sudden and abject fear. Aren flew to the edge of the balcony and looked down into the beer-hall as several Fell Folk came spilling back in through the door, retreating in terror from whatever they saw in the street. As the last Fellman ran inside, his flight was suddenly arrested by a long chain that snaked in after him, a black lash of interlinked blades that wrapped in coils around his neck. For an instant the Fellman gaped, eyes wide, gargling as he pawed helplessly at it. Then the chain was pulled away violently, shredding his throat as it unwound, and the warrior fell, spraying blood across his companions.

The sight stilled the room. For a moment there was only the crackling of the flames as they licked up the pillars that supported the balcony. An icy terror grew in Aren’s heart, spreading cold tendrils through him, and the very walls seemed to creep at the edge of his vision.

Clanking, the dreadknight lumbered inside, the floorboards creaking beneath his tread. From one hand hung the bladed chain, which was now revealed as a kind of sadistic whip, dripping blood along its length. In the other was a massive, curved billhook, its cruel edge notched and speckled with rust. He was obese and monstrous in proportion, his huge form barely contained inside plates of tarnished armour and ripped chain mail. Where flesh was visible, at the holes and joints in his ill-fitting armour, it was red and oozing, as if he’d been skinned or burned. He wore a helmet fashioned like a boar’s head, a tusked snout for a visor, and the eyes within were yellowed, cracked and huge. The worst of it was the stench, the billowing reek of corruption and rot, carried up on the heat of the fires to the balcony. Aren reeled away from the stink, fighting down the urge to be sick.

The Fell Folk shrank back, cowed. Few had seen a dreadknight before, and none close enough to feel the sinister unease that surrounded them, the taint of the Abyss from whence they came. The room hovered on the edge of panic, and it seemed they might break and flee. But then Gordred the Reaver raised his fellhammer and let out a spittle-flecked bellow of defiance. Six of his fellows did the same, the tattooed maniacs of Clan Hidden Rabbit, and together they rushed the demon in their midst.

The dreadknight stooped and flung out his lash, low and wide. It stretched as it extended, biting into the thigh of one Fellman, whipping around to swing into the calves of another, ensnaring the ankles of a third. The injured men barely had time to cry out in pain before the dreadknight yanked it back with astonishing force, tearing through hamstrings and tendons. They went spinning to the floor, crippled and screaming.

At the same time, the dreadknight swung his great billhook at the others. A blade that size was near impossible to avoid, and it was driven by such inhuman strength that it cut through bone like bread. Limbs flew, bloody and severed. Gordred tried to block the swing with his fellhammer, but it smashed like a twig and he was almost cut in half, ribs and spine splintering before that horrific edge. The last of the warriors managed to score a glancing blow off the dreadknight’s armour before she was caught by the backswing of the billhook, hard enough to send her flying brokenly across the hall.

They’d been taken apart like dolls, opened up so totally that the floor was already awash with blood. The dreadknight stood among them, a bloated mountain of iron and gore. A sinister clicking came from his throat, like the rattling of knucklebones.

The Fell Folk broke then, shouting in terror, piling over one another in their haste to escape. Some ran to the kitchens, while others crammed towards the hole in the wall where Aelfride and the Twiceborns had gone. Others, caught between the demon and the fire, ran blindly upstairs to the balcony. The dreadknight sent out his lash again and again, reaping the slowest, while Krodan soldiers regrouped outside the doors. The mysterious assailants who’d routed them were firing no longer, but whether they’d run off or been killed, Aren didn’t know.

‘By the Nine …’ Vika breathed, looking down on the slaughter. Hatred and fear warred on her face. She despised the dreadknights; their very existence was blasphemous. Aren had no idea if she meant to face this enemy or retreat, but he knew which he intended.

‘The blade!’ said Mara, fighting to keep her composure. ‘We can’t help them now!’

They couldn’t help; any fool could see they were surrounded by Krodan blades. Aelfride had the right idea: the Krodans were watching the entrances to the beer-hall, but perhaps the neighbouring buildings were not so closely guarded. The hole in the wall funnelled the escapees one way; Aren was going the other.

He saw Brac and Bridda among the chaos below, with Athor at their side. Whatever misplaced pride had kept them from running for their lives thus far, they surely saw the error of it now. ‘Up here!’ he shouted at them. ‘Brac Blackfeather! This way!’

Brac heard him, looked up and found him on the balcony. Aren saw recognition in his eyes and then surprise, but he didn’t wait around to see if Brac listened or not. Vika and Mara were already running back through the smoke and heat to the window where they’d made their makeshift bridge, and he followed them. Someone had already gone across and there was a Fellman at each end, holding it steady.

The alley was little more than six feet wide, a few steps at most. Vika dared it without hesitation, clutching her staff in both hands; Mara was less certain. When it was Aren’s turn to climb up on the bench, he looked back over his shoulder, hoping to see Brac through the haze. But there was only smoke and screams and flaming sparks rising to the rafters.

They found us. The Krodans found us.

But had they found the Ember Blade? What of Harod and Kiri and Fen?

Sick to his core with failure, he hurried across the gap to the far side, where hands waited to help him in.
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The sound of smashing glass came from downstairs as Harod stalked along the corridor of the Black Dog Inn. A door was thrown open somewhere, Krodan voices shouting orders. The clash of swords followed.

The Krodans had them surrounded, then. They’d outmanoeuvred them. But Harod had more urgent matters than the battle downstairs.

Ruck barked frantically behind him as he reached the door he wanted, seized the handle, recoiled with a hiss of pain. It was freezing to the touch, so cold it burned his palm.

He stared at the door, fear swarming at the edge of his senses. He knew what was inside. Death awaited there.

He sniffed, then kicked it open.

The room was steeped in shadow. The lamps, which had been lit when he’d left a few moments ago, were dark and rimed with frost. Moonlight glowed faintly through a curtained window, settling on the table, the empty chair, the sablewood chest.

The dreadknight was standing in the corner, thin and spectral, half-seen in the gloom. A tattered cloak hung about his shoulders. Long fingers, nails overgrown and broken, poked through holes in rotten gloves. He wore a blank leather mask with no eyes, a circular grille of dirty metal for a mouth. He flickered uneasily, as if lit by some restless and ever-moving candle flame; shadows crawled and jumped over him. The whole of him shifted and shivered like some fitful image, now here, now half a foot to the left, now a little closer and then back again. There were gaps in his movements, distances skipped in the width of a blink, as if he were not quite fixed in place or time.

Harod gazed into the vacancy where his enemy’s eyes should have been, his breath coming hard all of a sudden, clouding the air around him. He didn’t know how this creature had got into the room without being seen, but it didn’t concern him now. A dreadknight had taken Orica’s life. He’d killed that one. He’d kill this one. He’d kill all of them.

The dull fog enshrouding him burned away in the heat of his hatred, and for the first time in as long as he could remember, he lived.

‘Is this what you’re here for, demon?’ he said, indicating the chest by the table. He stepped into the room and took his stance, the straight-backed, rigid pose of the Harrish swordsman. ‘Then you’ll have to deal with me.’

The dreadknight drew his rapier slowly, the blade scratching against the scabbard until it rang free. The temperature in the room, already cold, dropped further. His cloak was stirred by no natural breeze but some invisible current, as if he was underwater.

‘Come at me, then,’ Harod said.

With an awkward, juddering movement, the dreadknight lunged, crossing the space between them with impossible speed. One moment he was in the corner, the next he was within striking distance, driving his blade towards Harod’s throat. Surprised, Harod only just managed to parry, and got away with a scratch on the jaw that blazed with icy pain.

Again, again, again the dreadknight struck at him, pressing the attack, his rapier flashing and jerking. Harod fell back before the onslaught, barely able to fend him off. He was an expert swordsman, and the Harrish were renowned for their defensive technique, but the dreadknight’s unnatural movements robbed him of the cues he needed to anticipate his opponent. He attacked from strange angles, and wherever Harod expected him to be, he was elsewhere.

A lesser man would have lost their calm under that assault, but Harod was unflappable. The demon was fast, but Sorrow had been faster, and Harod had slain him on that bridge in the endless dark of the underkeep. This one was hard to predict, but imprecise. And it only took one mistake …

There.

The dreadknight thrust and missed by a whisker, leaving himself overextended. Harod tapped the rapier aside with the edge of his blade and struck under the ribs.

His blade met nothing. The dreadknight was gone.

Harod saw movement from the corner of his eye. His enemy was to his right, inside his guard, where he couldn’t possibly have moved without passing through the blade. The dreadknight’s free hand reached towards his chest, long fingers outstretched. Harod pulled away, but not fast enough. The hand found his shoulder instead of his breastbone, and where it touched it entered him, cracked nails sliding inside his skin, then the whole hand up to the wrist, as if his flesh were no more a barrier than smoke.

Time slowed to a crawl, mired in the horror of the dreadknight’s touch. Cold spread from Harod’s shoulder, a cold of such exquisite clarity that he’d never felt the like. His breath left him, pluming from his mouth. Strength flooded from his muscles like liquid from a slashed wineskin and his sword fell from numbed fingers. It was no more than a second or two before the dreadknight pulled his hand back, but to Harod’s mind it might have been ten times that.

Unable to support his own weight, he staggered and fell into the corridor. His vision had gone grey, his body boneless; he gasped like a landed fish. Ruck’s frenetic barking seemed to come from far away. He was vaguely aware of Kiri whimpering, cringing against the wall as the dreadknight loomed in the doorway, his rapier hanging from his hand. That eyeless face tilted down to regard him, curled and helpless.

I failed, he thought, shivering. In his mind he saw Orica, smiling, her black hair tumbling about her shoulders, and her eyes were all kindness, as he always remembered them. She’d never judge him as sternly as he judged himself.

He gasped in half a breath and resigned himself to the end. May we be together in whatever life comes after, he thought, and he wasn’t sure if it was sadness or joy that overwhelmed him then. One was much the same as the other in that moment.

Then, footsteps, running up the stairs. ‘Harod! Kiri!’ Fen called. The dreadknight turned his head that way, then back to Harod, as if to say: Next time. He stepped into the room and slammed the door. Ice swelled in the jamb, blooming through the keyhole, and a moment later Fen appeared in the cramped corridor, her bow aimed down the stairs. She let fly, and someone died. Edéan was behind her, sword in hand.

‘Fen!’ Kiri screamed at her.

Fen saw them there, Harod curled up and fighting for breath. Whatever she felt didn’t show on her face. ‘Pick him up,’ she said to Edéan as she strung another arrow and took position to cover the staircase.

‘Where are the guards?’ Edéan asked, hurrying over.

‘Dead,’ Kiri tried to say, but it came out as a whisper.

Edéan stood over Harod, a dim apparition to the Harrish man’s eyes. His lungs could only draw twitching breaths; his heart stabbed him with every panicked beat. He couldn’t feel his arm, his ribs or his jaw on the side the demon had reached inside him. The violation of that act was almost as terrible as the pain.

‘Shades, what happened?’ Edéan said, his voice barely audible over the din Ruck was making. Without waiting for an answer, he looked at the door. ‘Where’s the Ember Blade?’

Kiri pointed.

‘In there?’

‘Dreadknight,’ she mouthed, but Edéan didn’t hear her. He tried the handle and pulled his hand back as if stung.

‘Pick him up!’ Fen said, her eyes still on the stairs. ‘We don’t have time.’

Edéan was caught. ‘What about the blade?’

Harod had begun to drift into unconsciousness and fought to resist it. He had to say something, something he was meant to tell them, but it was as if he was trapped in a nightmare. Nothing felt real.

‘What good will it do us if we’re dead?’ Fen loosed another arrow down the stairs, then cursed and strung another. ‘How do we get out of here?’ she cried.

Edéan was unwilling to surrender the Ember Blade so easily. He kicked the door hard with the sole of his boot, but the ice had sealed it shut.

‘What are you doing?’ Kiri squeaked.

‘Edéan!’ Fen’s tone was sharp enough to cut.

Edéan swore. ‘The room at the end!’ he said. ‘I’ll bring him.’ With that, he stooped and hauled Harod upright. The effort of standing reduced Harod’s vision to a swarming grey tunnel and he nearly blacked out. Only the shame of being a burden kept him conscious, but it wasn’t enough to give him the strength to stand. In the end, Edéan draped the knight’s arms over his shoulders and half-dragged, half-carried him on his back.

His head lolled as they made their jolting way along the corridor. Harod caught a glimpse of the stairs as they passed. Krodan soldiers lurked at the bottom, their swords useless against Fen’s bow while she commanded the high ground. Moments later he was bundled through a door and into a small guest room. There was a single bunk bed, two chests for possessions, a mirror on one wall and a cheap embroidered rug hanging opposite. Ruck came hustling in after them, with Kiri close behind. Edéan dumped Harod on the bed and hollered down the corridor for Fen.

Harod was left staring blankly at the rug, unable to find the strength to turn his head, struggling even to swallow against the paralysis that had crept into the base of his neck. It showed the Revelation of Tomas, when the Krodans’ most beloved prophet had himself lashed to a mast in a storm to show the sailors how Joha, Aspect of Sea and Sky, was powerless against his god. Toven, in knightly armour as always, was kneeling in horror at the base of the mast as his brother was struck by lightning. But Tomas lived, and when he was brought down, he declared he’d had a vision, and that he was to be the sole herald of the Primus from that day forward. Those sailors became his first disciples.

This will not be the last thing I see, he told himself as unconsciousness reached for him again, and he kept his senses by will alone.

Fen came backing into the room, wary and ready to draw. The Krodans had a healthy fear of her now, and though she was no longer visible at the top the stairs, none of them were keen to be first up. Whoever showed his face at the top was liable to get an arrow in it.

‘Nowhere to hide, eel-eaters!’ they shouted, in lieu of courage.

Fen pulled the door shut and Edéan shoved a heavy chest in front of it. It would slow their pursuers down, but not by much. Fen took in the scene, noticing immediately what was only just dawning on Harod.

There was no way out. No windows, no other doors.

She rounded on Edéan, eyes blazing, bow drawn and aimed. ‘You’re in league with them!’ she said. ‘What did they promise you, traitor?’

Edéan rolled his eyes and pulled back the hanging rug to reveal a concealed handle within the woodwork. He shoved and a narrow doorway appeared in the wall, where it had been invisible before.

‘I think it’s your turn to apologise?’ he said, cocking an eyebrow expectantly.

Fen ignored him. She slung her bow over her shoulder and went to Harod. ‘Help me, then!’ she said acidly. ‘Unless you want to be here when those soldiers break down the door? I’m sure your smugness will provide excellent armour while they’re hacking you to death.’

‘Ogg’s tusks, you’re a hard one to please,’ Edéan grumbled, hurrying over. ‘Grab that lantern,’ he told Kiri.

Kiri took the lantern down from its alcove and held it up to the doorway, peering nervously within. A rough tunnel, barely wider than a man’s shoulders, led away. The air wafting out of it smelled wet.

‘Where does it go?’ she asked. Ruck had already slunk inside to find out.

‘Into the hill,’ said Edéan, grunting as he lifted Harod’s limp weight. ‘Down a stair to a cave, where rowboats are waiting. This inn was a haven for conspirators once, and they needed an escape route in case of ambush. Which is exactly why my father put you here.’ He caught Kiri’s look of surprise. ‘Did you really think yours was the first rebellion that ever happened?’

‘Well … well, of course not,’ Kiri stammered, her pride pricked when her learning was questioned. ‘I mean, in the north alone there was the Foxfoot Uprising, and Geffen Rosefinger’s attempt to usurp the Northguard in—’

‘Get inside!’ Fen shouted. Kiri jumped violently, stared at her in fright for a moment, then bolted through the hidden doorway.

Fen and Edéan manhandled Harod into the tunnel. He tried to help them, to put one foot before the other, but his limbs had become disconnected, pendulous weights dragging against him. He heard a faint hammering on the door of the guest room, but it was drowned out by the growing roar of blood in his ears. As Edéan dropped the rug across the tunnel entrance and pushed the door shut behind them, the last of Harod’s will crumbled and he sank into black oblivion.
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The building across the alley from the beer-hall was a Krodan apothecary, closed and currently unoccupied. Its upper floors had been converted into cramped dormitories, presumably to house soldiers, and its owners had wisely absented themselves.

Aren, Vika and Mara hurried downstairs, accompanied by other Fell Folk who’d taken advantage of Aren’s bridge. They emerged on the shop floor and joined a few other escapees crouching behind the counter. Large rectangular windows looked out onto the street, where soldiers hurried past in dismayingly large numbers.

There was no escape that way. Aren scanned the room for another option.

The apothecary lay in shadow, a landscape of mahogany and glass. Dozens of tiny drawers labelled with ingredients stood in ranks. Cabinets displayed a multitude of tinctures, ointments and remedies. Many listed two prices, one for Krodans and one, much higher, for everyone else. Important medicines were subsidised by the Empire for Krodan citizens. No such courtesy extended to the Ossians.

He spotted a door tucked away in the back and slipped off towards it, keeping the cabinets between himself and the windows. It was unlocked, and he peered inside to find a small consulting area. Beyond, an open door led to a storeroom with shelves full of powders and strange-coloured liquids.

‘Is there a way through?’ said a Fellman at his shoulder. Aren looked back and realised the others had begun to follow him.

‘Let’s find out,’ he said, and went in.

At the end of the storeroom, another door took them into a laboratory. Alembics, scales and a crucible were arranged neatly over a pair of workbenches; glass pipes gleamed coldly in the moonlight. Aren paused to let the others catch up.

Vika came first, her black and white painted face swimming from the dark of the storeroom like an apparition. Mara was close behind, the lines on her forehead drawn tight with worry. Aren didn’t need to ask why. Amid all the fright and turmoil of the attack, there was one thing uppermost in her mind.

‘Mara,’ said Vika gently. ‘Kiri is well. She escaped the inn with Fen and Harod.’

Mara gave her a look of pathetic gratitude. She’d never have asked, because to do so would be to admit that Vika, in some way, knew what Ruck knew, and that meant admitting her powers were supernatural and not merely tricks. That would put her dangerously close to conceding the existence of the Aspects. Aren reckoned she’d die before she did that; she’d rather suffer the agony of not knowing her pupil’s fate.

News of Fen was a blessed relief; one less weight on Aren’s mind. ‘And the Ember Blade?’ he asked. He didn’t dare think of the consequences if it had fallen into enemy hands.

Vika lowered her head. ‘We shall see,’ she said gravely.

Aren had always been skilled at reading people, a legacy from a mother he hardly remembered. Sometimes it was as if he could see right through them. The druidess was withholding something, he was certain of it, but he didn’t have time to argue now. No doubt she had her reasons, and that was good enough for him. He’d always trusted her.

They found the back door through a boot room at the rear of the laboratory, bolted from the inside. Aren could hear soldiers passing in the street beyond, but they were fewer and further between than out front. He looked over his shoulder, where almost a dozen Fell Folk crouched in the gloom, waiting for him to make his move. Somewhere between the bridge and the laboratory they’d all fallen in behind Aren. That realisation lifted him, put steel in his nerve, and something stirred inside him that had long lain dormant.

This was his natural state: the decider, not the decided-for. His determination had always been a beacon to others; it was his inner strength that called to them, not his warrior prowess. Somehow, he’d forgotten himself during these years of hiding and politicking, moving ever further out of his element. It had taken a Krodan ambush to remind him.

‘Once we’re outside, scatter,’ he told them. ‘Run for your lives, to the lake or the meadows.’ He grinned. ‘And if you take a few of them down as we go, that’s fine with me.’

Some of them grinned back at that; others nodded grimly. A little bravado to put fire in their bellies. The sight of the dreadknight had shaken them, but here was an enemy they could kill. He caught Vika’s gaze, and she raised an eyebrow approvingly.

He slid his sword from its sheath and put his hand on the bolt. His heart was pounding, the sickly anticipation of battle gathering in his guts.

Don’t let them see.

He drew back the bolt, pulled the door open a crack. The smell of smoke and burning flesh wafted in; Krodan officers barked orders. This street was tighter than the one out front, rickety buildings shouldering in close around a narrow boardwalk. Further down, Krodan soldiers clashed with Fell Folk who were trying to escape through the back of the beer-hall. The Fell Folk were forced to squeeze through the doorway two or three at a time, where the Krodans cut them down. Yet still they kept coming: the fire pressed them forward. As Aren watched, a flaming man clambered out through a window, shrieking. He made it halfway but got snagged on the sill and ended up dying there.

Aren’s teeth clenched in rage at the inhuman efficiency of the slaughter. We could stop this, he thought. We could save them. Only they couldn’t. They’d dash themselves against the Krodans’ rearguard, which was thirty soldiers strong. He had only a dozen, and the enemy were better armed and likely better trained.

He opened the door further and risked peeping up the street the other way. A few Krodans were organising there, manning barricades in case of a counter-attack from the Fell Folk up in the meadows. Almost directly opposite the back door of the apothecary, steps led upslope, away from the lake. The Krodans were occupied; if they timed it right, they might get across the street without being seen.

And yet his eyes were drawn back to the fight outside the beer-hall. The injustice of it. Those people didn’t have a chance. He couldn’t leave without evening up the odds a little.

‘Vika,’ he said, his voice low and furious. ‘You have fire?’

‘Aren, there are more important things—’

‘Do you have fire?’

A long pause. Then: ‘I have fire. Two phials.’

‘Give me one. Be ready with the other.’

She dug inside her cloak and pressed a bulbous clay phial into his hand. A stark rune was cut into the stopper, a word in Stonespeak, the ancient tongue of the druids.

‘Aren, what are you doing?’ Mara muttered, but her protest had no force. He was used to her being a tower of confidence, but the ambush had made her meek, and he ignored her.

‘There are stairs across the street,’ he told the others. Then, before his nerve could falter, he pulled the door wide and ran out.

His fear fell away as he broke cover. He was committed now. There was no undoing it, no more hiding. All he had to do was what he’d set his mind to; he need think no further than that.

‘You like setting fires, you squareheaded bastards?’ he yelled.

With a wild swing of his arm, he flung the phial, sent it spinning end over end into the soldiers outside the beer-hall. It shattered against a helmet, spraying Vika’s concoction all over them. In quantity it was no more than a cupful, but it flamed with ferocious heat and stuck like glue. An instant later, the phial thrown by Vika smashed over them, too, spreading hungrily, burning skin and igniting clothes. Flame touched off more flame as the Krodans howled and beat at themselves.

Seeing their opportunity, the Fell Folk surged forward, clambering over their own dead to reach the enemy. The Krodan trap collapsed, and what had been murder became mêlée.

Fell Folk flooded out from inside the apothecary. Some went for the stairs, but others, seeing the predicament of their fellows, yelled battle-cries and charged the burning Krodans. Aren couldn’t help but admire their bravery, but he didn’t follow them. He’d given them half a chance, and that was all he could do. Getting mired in a battle here was suicide. Already the soldiers up the street were breaking away from the barricade and running towards them.

‘You should have left them! They were dead anyway!’ Mara accused him, caught up in a fury born of fear.

‘That was Garric’s way. It’s not mine. Get moving.’

Up the steps they went, jouncing and jolting in their haste, the boards thundering under their feet. Aren burst out onto another boardwalk and two soldiers ran at him, swords ready.

His instincts were faster than his thoughts and he parried high, then cut across the body. His blade bit deep into the meat between rib and hip where there was no armour to stop it. The force of his strike pulled the soldier into the path of the other, preventing his swing.

The wounded man belched blood, eyes bulging. Aren planted a foot in his belly and shoved him off, wrenching his blade free. The fallen soldier tangled with the other and both went down. Aren stamped on the second soldier’s sword hand hard enough to shatter his fingers, then inverted his blade to drive it into him where he lay.

The pain-shocked, pleading gaze of the fallen man stopped him. Beneath that polished helmet was the broad, plain face of a farmer. Through the red rage of the moment, he saw someone who had less idea of what was happening than he did. There was a need to live there, the kind of selfless, begging plea that could only be on behalf of another: a child, a lover, a dependent.

Aren spat in frustration and stayed his hand. It was so much harder to kill Krodans when you thought of them as humans. His gift of reading people wasn’t always a gift.

‘Every day from now till you die, I gave you,’ Aren told him, near choking on the bile of mercy. ‘Remember that.’

He wouldn’t remember it. He wasn’t the sort. Skilled Krodan doctors would fix his hand and he’d be back in the ranks within months, and who knew how many Ossian lives he’d take before all this was over? But Aren couldn’t slay a man on the strength of a possibility. To kill in cold blood would be to lose something vital, some fundamental pillar of his soul that would set the rest to slowly crumbling. Garric got hollowed out that way. Wilham was empty behind his smile. He wouldn’t be like them.

‘This way!’ cried Vika, flurrying past him and down another alley. They followed her through the knotted back-ways of Hallow Cove, and with every turn more and more Fell Folk split off until it was only Aren, Mara and Vika again. Aren heard the conflict spreading all over town as outraged Fell Folk came flooding from their yurts to do battle. Others, no doubt, were already fleeing into the uplands, back to the crags and high valleys.

Aren felt despair touch him. Whatever else happened here today, the Krodans had smashed the clans. There was no telling how many clan-chiefs died in that beer-hall. The turmoil of so many successions, and all the renewed squabbles and grudges that would entail, would keep the Fell Folk busy for a decade. Those who’d got off lightly would try to take advantage of the power shift to dominate their neighbours. Brac Blackfeather was likely dead, and with him went any chance of uniting the Fell Folk to their cause.

And then there was the Ember Blade. Shades, where was the Ember Blade now?

Vika hissed suddenly, and they almost collided with her as she stopped dead at the foot of a set of stairs, her staff held out to prevent them from passing. Aren looked about for danger and saw nothing but the steps, squeezing their way between a shoemaker’s and a fishmonger’s, bent by the tread of many feet. A lantern squeaked as it swung on its hook in the breeze. He was about to ask what she’d sensed but before he could, he sensed it himself: a choking fear that gathered fast around him, the premonition of something terrible.

At the top of the stairs, a dreadknight stepped into view.

He was tall and slight, clad in tight-fitting black armour of such exquisite delicacy that it could only be witch-iron. A silken cape hung from his shoulders and an ornate spear was in his hand. The visor of his helmet was a smooth shield over his face, pierced by dozens of holes through which an uneasy, putrescent light leaked. The same light fluttered restlessly through the joints of his armour, brightening and darkening as if its source moved about within, seeking escape.

Aren saw Vika’s gaze harden. She’d been spoiling for the chance to face a dreadknight ever since she brought Plague down in the vaults of Hammerholt. Aren thought it madness, but Vika knew madness better than any of them, and it didn’t trouble her. It was Joha’s work to rid the world of them, she said, and she was Joha’s servant. They’d been forced to flee the one in the beer-hall, but there’d be no fleeing this time.

‘Demon!’ she cried, holding up her staff of lichwood and lightning-glass. ‘I am a vessel of the Aspects; through me, their will is done! In Joha’s name I banish you!’

Did something shine out from her staff as she spoke? Aren fancied he saw it for a moment, but it was only from the corner of his eye. His attention was taken by the dreadknight at the top of the stairs, who unlatched his visor and slid it back over his forehead.

There was no face beneath. There was only light, a foul, pestilent glare that swelled outwards. Aren stared into the blinding core of it, unable to tear his eyes away, until it filled the world and consumed him.

Peace, and the world was white. Feather-soft hush lay all around. He didn’t know where he was and didn’t care. He was no one. He hung in perfect vacancy, his mind a blissful blank, remembering nothing.

Somewhere ahead of him, glowing through the haze like the rising sun on a misty morning, was a slender figure with a spear. The mere sight of him was enough to inspire fawning adoration in Aren. He radiated benevolence, kindness, welcome. With no pride, no will, no cares or shame, Aren was free to worship this new god.

The figure began to come closer, descending an invisible staircase with a dancer’s tread. Aren was captivated with wonder.

But now there was a sound growing nearby, a disturbance, ruining the fragile tranquillity. Shouted words in a harsh and ugly tongue. Annoyance blighted his thoughts. Shapes began forming in the whiteness as he lost hold of his calm: dim shadows, the outlines of things. He became aware of other people nearby, bleared reflections, impressions of life pressing inwards against the skin of this quiet realm. The one with the staff was barking and spitting gibberish, and a dark, swirling taint gathered around her as she did so, distracting him from the beautiful figure with the spear. If he’d had any strength or an ounce of will in him, he might have tried to strike the noisy interloper to silence her; but the effort was insurmountable.

The bright figure ceased his descent, and now he turned the full force of his attention upon the interloper. Aren was left forlorn and adrift, mourning the loss of that beatific regard. The peace and perfection of a moment ago were slipping away from him, and the grim shadows from without were thickening. He wanted with all his heart to reject them, to retreat back into the white world of forgetfulness, but he didn’t know how.

For what felt like an eternity he teetered in that limbo while some half-sensed struggle played out in a world beyond his understanding. At last, the balance shifted. The interloper began to falter and wilt, her power waning, and as it did that bright figure began to advance again, slowly descending step by step through the whiteness. With each step the light became more intense, overwhelming the interloper, shrinking the stain of her cursed influence. Aren heard a cry, and the interloper crumpled and was gone, forgotten, as if she’d never been.

Peace, perfection and the bright figure stood before him, the spear in its hand. He drew it back to thrust, aiming at something Aren couldn’t see to his right. At the point of that spear was quietude eternal, blessed blankness, for ever. He coveted it desperately, yearned for it in his mind.

Me! Kill me!

A dull thud, startling in its clarity. The white world tore apart, blasted away in all directions, so violent and sudden it almost took his wits with it. He stood there dazedly, shocked to find himself back among the cruel planes and angles of Hallow Cove. Vika was on her knees, head bowed, clutching her staff for support as if it were the only thing keeping her from collapsing. The dreadknight, close enough to touch, was emitting a horrific insectile clatter as he thrashed backwards, a crossbow bolt protruding from his elbow. A lance of light beamed from his empty face, swinging here and there as he turned his head.

Aren staggered dizzily backwards, driven away from the dreadknight by instinct. The dreadknight recovered himself and drew back his spear, determined to finish the task of plunging it into Vika’s breast. Another crossbow bolt hit him from behind, punching through his armour and into his shoulder, and he wheeled away again, his spear still unbloodied.

Aren cast around in confusion, too disorientated by his brutal expulsion from paradise to piece together what was happening. There was a cloaked figure at the top of the stairs; another coming up the alley; one on the roof of the fishmonger’s store. Dimly he recalled the strangers who’d attacked the Krodans earlier, but whether they were friends or foes was still difficult to tell.

The dreadknight’s helmeted head turned this way and that, realising he was surrounded. The glow beneath his armour began to swell, stabbing outwards in beams from every crack, building in intensity to some terrifying peak. There was a blast of light, enough to blind Aren with the dazzle for a handful of heartbeats.

When he could see again, the dreadknight was gone.

Aren fell to his hands and knees, drained by relief. Shades, he’d wanted that demon to kill him. Already the peace he had promised was curdling in his memory, and he saw it for the illusion it was. Like a dream, it was slithering away from him, avoiding his recall, leaving only a vague, aching sense of regret in its wake.

He stared at the boardwalk planks beneath his hands. Warped by extreme weather, hard and fraught with splinters: there was reality, not the oblivion the dreadknight promised. He focused on the wood, a point to fix himself by. His mind was too bruised to do otherwise.

‘Grub is here! Grub brought the people! Grub saved you!’ he heard nearby, and he managed a smile at the sound. Fen was safe, Grub was here and all was well. He became aware of people gathering around him, cloaked strangers at the edge of his vision, helping Mara and Vika up. A pair of boots came to a stop before his downturned eyes.

‘You’ve seen better days.’

Aren’s heart kicked in shock. For a moment he was sure his ears had played a trick on him, that he was still somehow in the dreadknight’s thrall.

He raised his head and stared at the young man before him. Small features in a wide, solid face, dirty blond hair grown out in a tangled thatch. Three years had changed him, tipped him over into adulthood; but Aren would have known him if he’d been a hundred.

‘Alright, Aren?’ he said, his eyes beginning to glisten.

Aren could barely manage to force out a disbelieving whisper. ‘Cade?’
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It was a blood-red sunrise over Lake Marna. The pall of smoke from the burning town painted the morning in haunting shades of scarlet and vermilion, thin clouds curling like surgeons’ rags over the uplands.

Klyssen surveyed the scene with barely concealed disgust as the rowboat slid towards the shore. The town of Hallow Cove was a flaming ruin, the fire in the beer-hall having run out of control in the night. The wooden buildings, crowded together with typical Ossian lack of planning, had been tinder-dry in the scorching summer, and any efforts to put it out had been hampered by panicked townspeople and skirmishes with the Fell Folk.

Two separate crowds had been gathered together on a slope nearby, watched over by soldiers. One group were Krodan, the other Ossians and foreigners. One would need resettling at great expense, the others would probably end up in the work camps on trumped-up charges of sedition. If there was any space for them.

Hundreds of Krodan lives ruined. Hundreds of Ossians needlessly imprisoned. This had better be worth it.

Gremmler saw his expression but misread his feelings. ‘Don’t pity them,’ he said. ‘They were knowingly complicit in hosting an illegal gathering. If you lie with bears, expect to get mauled.’

‘I was merely wondering if it was necessary to burn down the entire town,’ Klyssen said. And I’m wondering if you’ll admit it was a calamitous error.

‘Sacrifices are necessary in the pursuit of order, Watchman Klyssen. You know that.’

‘Of course. But I remember when the Iron Hand was a scalpel, not a sledgehammer.’

‘Sometimes a sledgehammer is the right tool for the job,’ said Gremmler. He was in a buoyant mood and impervious to Klyssen’s jabs. ‘We will let the results speak for themselves.’

Klyssen subsided. Gremmler would never take responsibility for a mistake. He was infallibly Krodan that way. In the end, he didn’t care about the cost as long as the job was done. The Emperor was happy to see Ossia burn; therefore so was he. But the Iron Hand was supposed to protect the citizens of Kroda, not raze their homes to the ground. These days he felt less like a guardian of the law and more like a thug in a death squad.

They shared the rowboat with a single soldier, who was working the oars, and an Ossian: Jerdis Cragheart, the Northguard. He sat erect in the stern: tall, grizzled and spare of flesh, his long face might have been carved from granite. He must have passed his seventieth year, but there was no weakness about him. He was tough and entirely without humour. Klyssen had never seen him smile.

‘Force is all the Fell Folk understand,’ he said, his voice phlegmy with age but still strong enough to command respect. ‘There’ll be no more gatherings now, and no more talk of an uprising in the north. This is a small cost, weighed against that.’

‘Watchman Klyssen has a soft spot for the locals,’ Gremmler confided. ‘He doesn’t like to see them inconvenienced.’

Klyssen bit back his retort and let disdain be his answer.

Malloch was waiting on the shore, with a pair of men to help pull the boat in. Behind him, a camp was being hastily assembled to process the refugees from the town. Fell Folk were being led in chains towards prison wagons, which had begun to arrive from the south. Klyssen searched Malloch’s pox-pitted face for signs of success or failure, eager for news of Aren’s capture – by the Primus, how he looked forward to seeing that little bastard again – but the soldier revealed nothing.

‘Your captain?’ Jerdis enquired of Gremmler, eyeing Malloch.

Gremmler made an affirmative noise. ‘A good man. Loyal and efficient. He’d be fine company if only he ever opened a book. As it is … well, the conversation can be limited.’

‘A man of education needs a worthy foil,’ Jerdis agreed, without much interest.

Klyssen raised a sceptical eyebrow and sighed. Gremmler read a lot, but he suspected it was more for show that out of any genuine interest. He read exactly the kind of books a man in his position should read: the Acts of Tomas and Toven, Gurdratt’s Lineage of Kings, plays by Rinther. There was nothing original there, nothing surprising, just as there was never anything original or surprising in his thoughts and deeds. If Gremmler ever had a notion that wasn’t in line with the message of the Empire, he didn’t let it past his lips. Klyssen couldn’t tell if he had any dreams or passions of his own, or if he was empty of anything but the cause. Once, Klyssen might have admired such unthinking devotion. Now he thought it weak.

The men splashed into the lake and hauled the rowboat onto the shore. They avoided looking at Klyssen, discomfited by his burns. Better not to acknowledge him than to be caught staring. Klyssen understood. It was the way of people to turn a blind eye to that which they’d rather not see. Klyssen, Jerdis and Gremmler climbed out and returned Malloch’s salute.

‘Report,’ said Gremmler.

‘We’re still accounting for the dead,’ Malloch told him. ‘Most of the bodies burned in the fire. Witnesses say at least half the clan-chiefs are dead and the others likely died with them, but they will be … difficult to identify now. Krodan casualties were higher than expected due to an ambush by unknown agents—’

‘Unknown agents?’ Gremmler interrupted.

‘We’re investigating, Overwatchman.’

‘And what of the Dawnwardens?’ Klyssen asked.

Malloch addressed his reply to Gremmler. ‘Some of them escaped. We’re not sure how.’

‘And the rest?’ Klyssen persisted. When Malloch took too long to answer, he added: ‘Did any of them not escape?’

Malloch glanced at him hatefully. ‘We can’t confirm that any of them are dead.’

Klyssen let out a bitter laugh and threw up his arms in despair.

‘Watchman Klyssen!’ Gremmler said sharply.

It was childish and unbecoming of an officer of the Iron Hand, but Klyssen couldn’t help himself. He was taken by a kind of hysteria. The whole thing was too ridiculous to credit.

‘Surely this is a farce?’ he cried. ‘We had all the Dawnwardens together, and not only did we fail to capture even one of them, we don’t know if they’re dead or alive! We might continue chasing them for months only to find they were scorched to char in the ruins of Hallow Cove!’

‘We have smashed the clans of the Fell Folk—’ Malloch argued indignantly.

‘Who were scarcely a threat until we made them one with the pointless slaughter of Clan Tangled Leaf!’

‘Watchman Klyssen!’

There was warning enough in Gremmler’s voice to pull him back from the brink. Klyssen was on very thin ice. He knew it was dangerous to act this way, but he was too full of poison for anything else. It was harder every day to contain the scorn, the cynicism, the bile. It leaked from him, tainting his every thought.

‘We have the Ember Blade,’ said Malloch into the taut silence that followed.

‘You see?’ said Gremmler to Klyssen. ‘We have the Ember Blade. Your Dawnwardens, if they even live, are nothing more than bumpkin outlaws now.’ He returned his attention to Malloch. ‘Let us see it.’

Malloch waved at a pair of soldiers nearby, who were standing guard by a cart. Between them they pulled down the long, narrow sablewood chest and began carrying it over.

‘How fare the dreadknights?’ Gremmler asked as he watched them approach.

‘They are well, Overwatchman,’ said Malloch. ‘Lacuna secured the blade with little fuss, it seems. Flay turned the tide against the Fell Folk after we were ambushed. Mercy suffered minor wounds, we’re not certain how, but he appears untroubled by them.’

‘And where are they now?’

‘Hunting for escapees. I thought it best to keep them out of sight of the townsfolk.’

‘A shame. Have you ever seen a dreadknight, Jerdis?’

‘I have not had the honour, Overwatchman.’

‘Magnificent beings,’ said Gremmler. ‘A man can’t help but be humbled by them. How far we have reached into the unknown!’

Klyssen blinked in surprise. He’d never heard Gremmler speak that way before. His tone was somewhere between adoration and wonder; doubly strange, since the dreadknights made most people’s skin crawl. And what did he mean about reaching into the unknown? Did he know something of where they came from? Even Klyssen, who’d worked with several of them in the past, was in the dark about that.

You admire them. They amaze you. I’ll remember that.

The chest was lowered onto the grass before them, and the soldiers undid the clasps and raised the lid. All stared into the chest, where the sword lay cushioned in black velvet inside its elegant scabbard.

‘The Ember Blade,’ said Gremmler proudly.

Klyssen tried to stifle a snigger and couldn’t.

‘Watchman Klyssen …’ Gremmler warned him, but the snigger turned to crazed, lurching laughter, and Klyssen was powerless to stop it.

‘What’s the meaning of this?’ Jerdis asked Gremmler. ‘The man is mad!’

‘It’s not—’ Klyssen whooped breathlessly.

‘Watchman Klyssen, I order you to control yourself!’ Gremmler told him.

‘It’s not … That’s not …’ he howled, and then suddenly his mirth twisted, darkened, plunged him into a pit of fury. How completely life had thwarted him, to put him at the mercy of such incompetence! He lunged forwards, seized the blade and yanked it from its scabbard so violently that he almost struck Malloch.

‘It’s not the Ember Blade!’ he screamed at them, red-faced, spittle flying.

He flung the scabbard away and threw the sword point-down into the earth at Gremmler’s feet. It was an exquisite weapon, enough to fool anyone who’d never seen the real thing. But Klyssen wasn’t fooled. The scabbard was genuine, the chest was suitably impressive, but the Ember Blade was elsewhere. The Dawnwardens had tricked them.

‘I told you! I told you not to underestimate them!’ he raged at Gremmler. ‘You’ve made fools of us all with this joke of an operation! Primus knows how many Krodans lost their lives for this idiocy! What were you thinking?’

He was left panting, choked by anger. Malloch and his soldiers stared at him in horrified amazement. Gremmler’s eyes were flat and deadly.

‘Watchman Klyssen, a word in private?’ he said with ominous calm.

Klyssen stalked away down the lake-shore and Gremmler followed, deliberately unhurried. A short way distant, Klyssen stopped to collect himself while the overwatchman caught up.

He’d done it now. He’d gone too far. Part of him was afraid of the consequences, but most of him didn’t care. This job, this land, this life could all go to the Nemesis. Nothing mattered any more. How could he ever achieve anything when his superiors were such fools? How could he be a good Krodan when his countrymen were sinking into immorality, and the Emperor himself was the worst of them? There was rot at the heart of the Empire and he was powerless to prevent its spread.

He was startled to find he was fighting back tears. Toven’s blood, what’s wrong with me?

‘I asked for you specifically as my second,’ Gremmler said. He was standing next to Klyssen, gazing out over the lake. ‘Commander Bettren wanted to send you somewhere far away – he doesn’t like you, as I’m sure you know – but I argued your case. You almost prevented disaster at Hammerholt. Others called it a failure, but I say it was very nearly a great triumph. I don’t believe we’d have even known they were coming if not for you. Chancellor Draxis agreed with me.’

Klyssen kept his face turned away, his head hung, ashamed by the praise.

‘Nobody knew Cadrac’s people like you did. No one else knew how they thought. When the Chancellor tasked me with handling the Dawnwardens, I chose you to be at my side. It was said you were one of the best.’

I was, thought Klyssen. I was, once.

‘You’ve been a disappointment, Watchman Klyssen,’ Gremmler told him, in the same level, considered tone. ‘You’ve been nothing but surly and rebellious since you came under my command. You’re relentlessly negative, obstructive and insubordinate. Your very presence is disruptive to the aims of the Empire. Commander Bettren was right: you should be sent far from here. Therefore, upon my return to Morgenholme, I’ll be recommending you be assigned to a border fort in Ozak. Given your lack of allies among the Iron Hand, I doubt there will be any opposition. Perhaps the peace of the mountains will give you some time to reassess your priorities. At the very least it will spare the rest of us your malcontent tongue.’

Klyssen felt as if he’d been plunged into ice. Ozak. A mountainous land at the remotest reach of the Empire. It would take a month to get from there to Morgenholme. A month each way if he wanted to visit his daughters. That was an impossible distance. He wouldn’t see them while he was posted there, and that could mean years, or decades. To be sent to Ozak was to be forgotten.

All this time he’d courted punishment, he’d been unable to think or care about the consequences. Now, too late, he realised the gravity of his mistake. Of all the things that could have happened to him, this was the worst. Somehow, in his headlong rush to self-destruction, he hadn’t seen it coming.

Gremmler waited for a reply, but Klyssen had no argument, and couldn’t have spoken even if he wanted to. ‘Go home,’ said Gremmler eventually. ‘Tie up your affairs. You won’t be coming back to Ossia for a very long time.’

Klyssen heard him go, but he didn’t look. His eyes were fixed on the red-streaked sky as the horror of what had just happened sank slowly into him. His mouth was dry, the world a stunned haze. All he knew was that he had to head back to Morgenholme now, to say goodbye to his daughters. He’d probably never see them again.

My girls, he thought. My beautiful girls.

His legs gave out beneath him, and he crumpled and wept there by the lakeside. The others, Gremmler included, pretended not to notice. It was the way of people to turn a blind eye to that which they’d rather not see.
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Aren woke to a fire and the smell of cooking meat. Ruck was curled up against him, her flanks rising and falling as she snored. Vika was tending a rabbit on a spit, her painted face half-hidden behind a fall of tangled black hair that clicked and clacked with charms of stone and bone. She was sitting on her patchwork cloak, using it as a mat; it was too warm to wear it on her shoulders.

It was sunset, and they were outside, camped within the grassy ruin of some ancient building. The thunder of falling water sounded nearby. Crumbled ridges showed where interior walls once stood, bumpy ridges where stairs had been. Broken ribs of stone rose above them, dividing the pastel sky. Time had worn the edges down, but they had an angular, cruel look that was neither Krodan nor Ossian. He saw other fires elsewhere in the ruins, strangers sitting around them.

‘How do you feel?’ Vika asked, without looking up.

Aren wasn’t sure. His thoughts were still sluggish. He remembered a burning building, an escape, a bright, soft light and—

‘Cade!’ He lurched upright, causing Ruck to leap away in alarm. When she saw there was no threat, she gave him a look of admonishment and padded over to the druidess, where she lay down with a long-suffering sigh.

‘Peace, Aren. He is here, and keen to see you,’ said Vika. ‘But you needed to rest first.’

‘How did I sleep this long? How did I sleep at all?’ He frowned as his memory came back piecemeal. He’d still been groggy after his encounter with the dreadknight, reeling with the impossibility of Cade’s presence. Then Vika had appeared, her face full of concern, pressing something to his lips.

‘You gave me a potion,’ he said. ‘I thought it was to strengthen me for the journey ahead.’

Vika shook her head gently. ‘You were touched by a servant of the Outsiders. Such an experience can wound the untrained mind in ways that are hard to see. Sleep was the best cushion I could provide you at the time.’

‘You didn’t tell me what I was drinking,’ he accused.

‘To be fair, Aren, you didn’t ask.’

It annoyed him nonetheless. Had he been given the choice, he’d have stayed awake rather than be a burden during their escape. Better that than to have his best friend see him that way, after all these years apart. Had they carried him? Put him in a cart like cargo?

‘We lashed you to Cade, and he rode with you against his back,’ said Vika, reading his mind. ‘He would allow no other to take you.’

Cade? Aren gaped. Since when had Cade been able to ride a horse?

But Vika only smiled. ‘He’s back, Aren. I could hardly believe it myself. The Red-Eyed Child had other plans for him, it seems.’

‘I want to see him,’ Aren said.

‘Eat first,’ she said. She tore off a leg of rabbit, holding it wrapped in a rag so the grease wouldn’t burn, and handed it to him. ‘Don’t mind the teeth marks. Ruck was a little rough with it.’ When she saw he still wanted to get to his feet, Vika said: ‘He’s not going anywhere, Aren.’

Aren reluctantly did as he was told, although after his first bite he realised he was ravenous, and he wasn’t so reluctant after that. Vika tore a hunk of bread from a loaf, smeared it with butter and handed it to him, before slicing off more meat onto a plate. He ate in a hurry, eager to be on with things.

‘Did you dream?’ she asked him. ‘Any thoughts that seem … unfamiliar?’

He shook his head.

‘You will tell me if anything is wrong, won’t you? Keel … he was never the same after Skavengard.’

Aren was surprised to hear Keel’s name. Vika must have always blamed herself on some level for the Bitterbracker’s betrayal of Garric, believing that she should have seen it coming.

‘That wasn’t your fault, Vika. You’re too hard on yourself.’

‘I might say the same of you.’

Only because of the expectations you put on me, Aren thought, but he didn’t want to have that conversation again. ‘I feel fine,’ he assured her through a mouthful of rabbit. ‘Is Fen here?’

She gave him a look that implied he could have been more subtle about the change of subject. ‘She’s on her way. She is well. And we still have the Ember Blade. All things considered, we got away lightly.’

‘Except for the total ruination of all our plans in the north,’ said Aren dismally. ‘But you’re right, I suppose. At least they fell for the decoy.’

‘Your instincts were good. The idea that we’d let Grub carry it around in plain view was too ridiculous for anyone to contemplate.’

‘The Krodans don’t think we’re smart enough for that kind of thing. As far as they’re concerned, we’re still a backward mob incapable of working together.’

‘Their prejudice is to our advantage. It’s good to be underestimated.’

‘I wondered if anyone would notice, though. I mean, he doesn’t actually know how to use a sword; everyone saw him carrying knives on the hunt. And he was walking about with it wrapped up on his back when all the Fell Folk wear their weapons openly.’

‘People don’t look for what they don’t expect. You spared us from disaster, Aren. And it was your quick thinking that saved us in the beer-hall, and many of the Fell Folk besides. You should be proud of yourself.’

He did feel proud, for a moment. Then he remembered how he’d wanted the dreadknight to kill him, and how Vika had been a heartbeat from death, saved only by the intervention of mysterious strangers.

Vika saw his face fall and guessed its cause. A shadow came over her, and she seemed to shrink into herself. ‘I couldn’t stop him, Aren,’ she said. ‘He was stronger than me. I failed you.’

Aren was shocked by her tone. He wasn’t used to hearing such naked defeat in her voice. Her encounter with the dreadknight had rocked her badly. For years she’d been waiting for the chance to battle one, confident that she couldn’t lose with the power of the Aspects on her side. He could only imagine what a blow this was to her faith.

Once, he might have tried to talk it out with her, ease her mind a little. But her faith had opened a distance between them. He didn’t want to venture into that territory, so he had no choice but to let her suffer alone. It saddened him to do it, but there it was.

He took a drink from a waterskin, looked over their surroundings to distract himself. It was an unsettling place. The skeletal hall where they camped lay at the foot of a looming tower, brutal and jagged in aspect, its upper levels having tumbled beneath the weight of many centuries. It was built into the side of a deep, narrow gorge. Grim walls rose high above them, patched with greenery. Aren could hear the barrage of falling water from somewhere, but he couldn’t see its source.

‘Where are we?’ he asked.

‘In the days of the First Empire, they called it Annach-na-Daan,’ said Vika. ‘The urds did not scorn the north as we did. It’s said there are still cities undiscovered beneath the Reaches, which the Delvers search for to this day. When Jessa Wolf’s-Heart led us to freedom, we tore down the works of our hated masters; but here among the high passes, many were lost and forgotten.’ She lifted her eyes to the tower. ‘This was a fort once, guarding the way across the gorge.’

‘You know a lot about it,’ Aren said.

‘You may thank Mara for that,’ said Vika, wryly. ‘She can read the urdish tongue. The name is carved above the doorway.’

‘Have you looked inside?’

‘That would not be wise. When the urds were driven out they left many unpleasant surprises behind them. They were such peerless engineers that some still work, almost two thousand years later. But you know this from experience.’

Aren cracked a smile at that. ‘I remember. We were nearly crushed, till Grub jammed the Ember Blade into the mechanism. Turned out it really is unbreakable.’

‘I’m happy you can laugh about it. It didn’t feel funny at the time.’

‘I miss those days. We were doing something then. Something real. It felt like we were winning.’

Vika laid a hand on his arm, and he saw a fondness in her eyes that pricked his heart. ‘We haven’t lost yet. We have our lives, and hopes, and the Aspects have delivered your dearest friend from death.’ She smiled. ‘You’ll find him on the bridge.’

He made to get to his feet, but then, impulsively, he reached over and gave her a hug. He wanted to tell her how much he missed her, how he grieved for the gulf between them; but there weren’t words for that, so he let his embrace say it. She sighed at his touch, and he knew that she’d found some comfort in it.

‘Thank you,’ she said, when he let her go. But he couldn’t hold her gaze, so he got up and headed away, his thoughts swinging back to Cade like a compass finding north.

How could he have survived? The ceiling had fallen in on them as Hammerholt collapsed, leaving Cade dangling over a drop of uncertain depth, obscured by a haze of dust and flame. Aren had seen him plunge out of sight. The memory was burned onto his mind.

They had no way of telling how far he’d fallen. He hadn’t responded to their calls, and the rest of the ceiling was threatening to come down on them. So they’d left him behind. The one thing Aren had promised he’d never do.

But he’d been alive down there.

Aren silenced those thoughts. He found that he was as much fearful as joyous at the idea of seeing his friend. What would he say? Who was he now? It was like meeting a ghost. His stomach knotted as he made his way out of the ruin.

Beyond the arched ribs of the hall, a slope led down to the road, which snaked into the gorge through a precipitous pass. Now he could see the bridge Vika had spoken of, running across the top of a sombre grey dam. The pillars along its length had crumbled to nubs, but the dam itself stood strong, a thin triangular lake pushed up behind it. The sound of rushing water came from three vents high up the dam wall, enormous faces through whose mouths the water plunged to a river far below. They were almost unrecognisable now, but Aren saw hints of their features and remembered the leering, lascivious eyes and jutting tongues of the savage, mad gods he’d seen in the underkeep beneath Hammerholt.

There were perhaps fifty people scattered around the ruins, along the road and across the dam. Sentries had been posted where the road entered the gorge, and where it climbed the other side. Horses were being fed, carts fixed, food cooked in pots. These were the men and women who’d ambushed the Krodans at Hallow Cove and saved him from the dreadknight. Most were Ossian, but he saw Brunlanders among them, some Estrians by their clothing, a man who was probably from Trine.

Who are these people?

He headed down to the bridge, searching the faces there. People were loading cargo, itemising weaponry and discussing operations. They seemed well disciplined. He had the sense that this was a temporary stop, a place to recuperate and reorganise before resuming their journey.

‘Aren!’

He turned at the sound of his name, and there was Cade, hailing him from among a group of strangers. Aren had walked right past him. He hadn’t recognised him from the back. His new shape – taller, stronger, more rugged – was unfamiliar.

For a moment they just stared at each other, unsure how to act in one another’s presence. Aren marvelled at the sight of his friend, and yet was disturbed by the differences he saw: the way he held himself, the travel-battered clothes he wore, the strange new shades of adulthood that lay upon him.

Then Cade cried, ‘Come here then, you mudwit!’ and threw his arms around his friend. Aren hugged him back, clutching him close because he was real, he was here, and though his senses told him it was true his heart couldn’t quite believe it.

‘I thought you were dead …’ It was all he could manage.

‘I bet you did! You know how long I’ve been looking for you to tell you otherwise? You ain’t an easy feller to find!’ He pulled back and swatted Aren across the chest with the back of his hand. ‘And what’s this I hear? You all made yourselves Dawnwardens without me?’

‘We … thought you were dead,’ Aren said sheepishly.

‘You said that, Aren, I got it. I thought I was dead too, if that’s any help.’

‘What happened?’

‘What happened? Ha! Do I have a story for you!’

Aren smiled. ‘You always did.’

‘Yes, he never stops. If you have any tips on how to shut him up, they’d be welcome,’ said one of the strangers with a tone of wry amusement. She was a young Durnishwoman, with cloud-white hair, wide-set eyes of startling blue and high cheekbones that gave her a faintly feline look.

‘Nine, where are my manners? My ma would kill me,’ said Cade. ‘Aren of Shoal Point, Kenda Sextonsdottir. And since she’s already butted in to our tender reunion, here’s the rest of this motley lot: Loca lac Vaal, and that’s Stivan of Hawksmoor.’

Aren gave them a general greeting, wondering at Cade’s company. Loca was a Carthanian in flamboyant garb who returned Aren’s greeting with a theatrical bow. Stivan was a serious-looking man with the roughened, craggy look of someone who was rarely indoors. He gave Aren a careful nod, never taking his eyes off him.

‘Who are you all?’ Aren asked, gesturing at the camp in general.

‘We’re the Greycloaks!’ Cade said proudly.

‘There’s no such thing as the Greycloaks,’ Aren replied automatically. It had been his weary response for years every time someone brought them up. They were a hopeful myth to buoy the spirits of those who longed for freedom.

‘There is now,’ Cade replied with a grin. ‘Ask those Krodans in Hallow Cove. Ask that dreadknight who it was that taught him a lesson.’

‘His name was Mercy,’ said Stivan, his voice low and grave. ‘The others were Flay and Lacuna. And if there’s any lesson to be learned from last night, it’s that the dreadknights won’t be caught unawares a second time.’ His gaze went to Cade. ‘Go take your friend and catch up. We can spare you for now. Don’t go far: we’ll be moving out when the rest arrive.’

‘Come on, Aren. Plenty of time to meet this mob later.’

Kenda gave him a little salute as Cade pulled him away, two fingers touched to her forehead. ‘In time, kin,’ she said as he left.

‘They’re a good bunch,’ Cade chattered excitedly as they walked away. ‘Stivan seems pretty grim at first, but he’s got a lot on his plate. He’s our leader, in case you didn’t guess. As for Kenda—’

‘Cade!’ Aren interrupted him in exasperation, grabbing him by the elbow. ‘I spent three years thinking you were dead. What happened?’

‘Aye,’ said Cade, becoming serious. ‘Aye, maybe I should start with that.’
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‘You get a lot of time to think when you’re plummeting towards certain death,’ Cade said, as he leaned on the parapet and looked down the length of the gorge. ‘Really, you’d be surprised how much you can cram in. Most of it I spent calling myself every kind of idiot.’

Aren was next to him, his eyes on the river below, the churning white wash where the three falls mixed at the foot of the dam. It was a long way down. ‘I did say not to let go.’

‘Sage advice, as it turned out. Anyway, I reckon it wasn’t so far. Must’ve dropped one floor, maybe two. I hit rubble and my legs snapped, both of them … and I ain’t exactly sure what happened after. I tumbled some, hit my head I think, and I was out of it for a bit.’

Aren glanced at him, concerned he was making light of things. It was his way to hide his pain under flippancy. But he seemed untroubled by the memories as far as Aren could tell, distanced from them, like it’d happened to someone else. They were a new tale for his hoard, nothing more. He always did have the gift of living in the moment.

‘Next thing I know, there’s dust and smoke and fire all around, and this squarehead feller is pulling me out of there, dragging my broken legs over the rubble as I go. Let me tell you, that ain’t an experience I’d repeat. I blacked out again, and didn’t wake up for a while, but they got me out somehow before the whole keep came down.’ He ran a hand through his sandy hair, bleached lighter by the sun and grown tousled where it had always been short before. ‘Thought I was Krodan, didn’t they? You used to tease me about that sometimes, back in Shoal Point. Said I could pass for one with this hair. I wonder if they’d have bothered rescuing me if they knew.’

‘But they must have realised you were Ossian when you woke up?’

Cade blew out his lips derisively. ‘Who do you think you’re talking to? Master actor, I am. Remember when I pretended to be insane just so they’d keep me in the infirmary at Suller’s Bluff?’

‘You can’t even speak Krodan, though!’

‘That was then, this is now,’ he said, in excellent Krodan. ‘It turns out I only needed a little motivation.’

Aren laughed in delight. ‘Weren’t my lessons good enough?’

‘You were missing the most important element of education,’ said Cade, switching back to Ossian. ‘The threat of horrible punishment if I failed. If I’d thought I’d be sent to a prison camp for not paying attention to your lessons, I’d have studied a lot harder, believe you me.’

Aren was amazed. ‘But how did you do it? You only had a few words of Krodan from me. The moment you opened your mouth …’

Cade tapped himself on the skull. ‘Blow to the head. Lost my memory and the ability to speak. Just like what happened to Jannis the Lost Prince.’

‘You mean Kevik.’

‘Kevik’s just what I called him back when you were too in love with the squareheads to stomach Ossian folktales. It was Jannis. He fell down a well, knocked his head, and when he climbed out he was a blank slate.’

Aren remembered the tale. Jannis was a spoiled and cruel prince before his injury. He was rescued by humble villagers who took him in and treated him kindly, and he in turn learned the value of hard work and fellowship. At last, he was found and restored, but he was ever after kind to the poor, and rewarded his saviours well.

‘That’s where you got the idea?’

Cade shrugged. ‘Krodan doctors loved it. Gave them something to puzzle over. Anyway, you know how the squareheads are with organising. They had folk up from Morgenholme treating the wounded by the end of the day. Gave me a bucketload of draccen tears for the pain and when I woke up, they’d set my legs, and I was in a hospital in the city. They know their stuff better than our herbalists, I’ll give them that.

‘I reckoned that as long as they thought I was Krodan they’d look after me right. So I faked I couldn’t speak or understand, just blurted a couple of nonsense words in Krodan so they’d assume I was one of them. The doctors hummed over me some, then they put me in a wagon and moved me elsewhere. Took us days, and I had no idea where we were heading. Turned out they were taking me to an institution in the middle of Kroda.’

Aren gaped. ‘You were in Kroda all this time?’ The heartland of their enemies was so steeped in threat that it seemed unimaginable any Ossian could have been there and returned.

Cade nodded. ‘Most of it. A good year and a half, I reckon. They had me in an institution where they kept a lot of mad folk, and a few like me who were just a bit cracked. I’ll be honest, it was pretty nice there. Some of the inmates were alright, and the staff were good to me. Once they realised I wasn’t going to “remember” how to speak, they taught me Krodan from scratch. Learning that kind of stuff never was my strong suit, but you pick it up quick when it’s all around you.’ He grinned. ‘I was the pet project of the head doctor. “The boy who lost his memory.” He wrote a study on me and everything.’

Aren could only shake his head and smile at the audacity of it. ‘You sound like you wish you’d stayed.’

Cade cackled. ‘It was a cushy number, aye. But pretty soon I got to feeling like I needed to get back to Ossia. Not least ’cause of you. I didn’t know if you’d made it out of Hammerholt, and if you had … Well, I couldn’t stand you thinking I was dead. Figured you’d be sad or something.’

‘Sad?’ Aren cried. ‘Cade, I …’ He couldn’t find words that seemed adequate, so he flung his arms around his friend again and gave him a crushing hug. ‘Shades, I missed you,’ he murmured.

‘Aye,’ said Cade. He squeezed Aren against him. ‘Missed you too.’

He broke away and clapped his hands on Aren’s upper arms in as manly a fashion as he was able. ‘Let’s walk, eh? Don’t want the others to see me getting teary.’

They began to meander across the dam, the doleful rumble of the falls drifting up from below. The dark was gathering and Tantera was visible overhead, glaring down into the gorge as if it were the eyeball of some titanic entity, and they its tiny prey hiding in a crack. The watchtower, oppressive in the daylight, loured in shadow, its architecture unsettlingly aggressive and alien. Humans had once lived as slaves beneath the urd whip, and the sight of those ancient stones called to some ancestral memory of fear and hatred. Small wonder people were inspired to destroy the work of the First Empire wherever they found it.

‘How did you escape?’ Aren asked Cade, as they wandered past loaded wagons, piled with sacks of supplies.

‘Getting out of the institution was easy enough. The place wasn’t a jail. The problem was the hundred leagues of Krodan land I had to cross to get back home. So I talked to my doctor, and I told him that since I didn’t think I’d ever remember who I used to be, I needed a new identity. He filled in some papers, and guess what?’

He produced a leather wallet which contained a few folded forms on expensive paper. Aren ran his eyes over the spiky calligraphy, the stamped seal at the bottom. Then he folded them up and handed them back, his eyes closed, shaking his head in mock despair.

‘You’re dead to me,’ he said. ‘Again.’

Cade barked with laughter. ‘That’s right! You’re looking at a bona fide citizen of Kroda. Oskin Derth, if you please!’

‘I don’t believe it,’ Aren groaned.

‘It’s true. I’d have picked a better name, but the doctors called me Oskin when they thought I couldn’t speak, and Derth is what they call orphans and unclaimed sorts who don’t have a family. So that’s me!’

‘And they just let you go?’

‘Well, no. I sort of ran away. A rumour started going round that the Knights Vigilant were in the area looking for recruits for the new Purge of the urds. You know they’ve sent troops into the lowlands? It’s official now – the Lord Marshal gave notice to the Barrier Nations to raise banners. The Seventh Purge has begun.’

‘I heard,’ said Aren. ‘Good news for us. The Krodans are stretched thin as it is; now they have to pull away more soldiers and send them east.’

‘Aye, well, one of the inmates told me he’d overheard the doctors talking. I was all healed and they’d studied me enough, so I wasn’t doing much but taking up space. They thought I’d be more use to society if they volunteered me. Krodans are big on that whole serving-the-Empire thing.’

‘That lit a fire under you, I’ll bet,’ said Aren.

‘Could you see me in armour, fighting for the squareheads? No thanks! I was out of there that night. Stole a bunch of food from the scullery and legged it. Far as I know, they didn’t bother coming after me. Like I said, I wasn’t a prisoner, just a good Krodan lad struck by misfortune.

‘After that, I travelled west. Hitched rides. No permits required in Kroda, none of that rubbish. If you’re a citizen, you can go anywhere. Took a bit of a chance on the border, coming through the Madder Pass, but I talked my way through. Then I was back in Ossia. Except Ossia wasn’t how I left it, and I didn’t know anyone, or have any place to go.’

‘So what did you do?’

‘Took what work I could. Asked around. Went to a bathhouse and talked to some folks where I knew no Krodans would be listening. Couldn’t find hide nor hair of you, but for rumours. Dawnwardens, Ember Blade – everyone had heard of you, but no one knew where you were. Then I got wind of some people claiming to be the Greycloaks, working in the north, and I went looking for them. One of them made contact, and I’ve been running with Stivan and his lot ever since.’

Aren couldn’t help but be impressed. The Cade he’d left behind would never have been so resourceful.

Or perhaps he never got the chance to show it, because you were making all the plans.

‘How did you find me in the end?’ he asked, rather than confront that thought.

‘Aye, well, that was Stivan. We knew about the Gathering – that ain’t much of a secret in the north – but somehow he knew the Ember Blade was going there, too. Don’t ask me how. But we reckoned that if he knew it, the Krodans probably knew it as well, so we made plans to keep an eye on things. Stivan wanted to meet with Mara anyway, he was just waiting to see if the Krodans would pull anything before he blew his cover and approached her. Me, I just thought that if the Ember Blade was there, you would be too.’

That was grave news. The fact that the Ember Blade was being brought to Hallow Cove was supposed to be a closely guarded secret, known only to a small circle around the Dawnwardens and a few in the Riven Moon clan. If Stivan knew of it, then somewhere the secret had leaked, although it was difficult to tell whether that came from the Dawnwardens or the Fell Folk. The Krodans might have known about it in advance, or they might have simply intended to ambush the clan-chiefs, and only realised the Ember Blade was there when the Dawnwardens started showing it off. It would certainly explain why they went for the box and not the real blade.

The range of possibilities was too much. He resolved to talk it over with Mara when he could, but for now, they needed to be careful. They were lucky that bringing the Ember Blade to the Reaches hadn’t ended in total disaster.

They’d arrived at the end of the bridge now, where sentries watched the steep road heading east out of the gorge. There didn’t look to be much beyond that, so they stopped, and an uncertain silence came over them. There was so much to say, and Aren didn’t know how to put it into words. Finally, he just said:

‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’

Cade scrunched up his face in bewilderment. ‘What for?’

‘For leaving you behind.’

Cade rolled his eyes. ‘Stop it. Anyone would’ve done the same. That whole place was coming down around us.’

‘Still, I—’

‘Aren,’ he said firmly. ‘I ain’t your responsibility. Never was. Now don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for those times you carried me. But I carried you, too, and I’ve done fine without you these past few years. So don’t make me a burden.’

Aren nodded solemnly. As much as he knew Cade was right, it hurt to be told. He’d always taken pride in protecting him; in some way, it had defined him. But Cade was a different person now. He’d stepped out of Aren’s shadow.

‘You always were smarter than I gave you credit for,’ Aren said.

‘I’ve got my doubts about that,’ said Cade with a grin. ‘But it’s good of you to say.’

They hugged again at the end of the bridge, and this time something fell into place inside Aren, something made complete. Cade was back, here, real, and the empty place he’d left was filled again. The Dawnwardens’ plans might be in tatters, but Aren had never felt such all-encompassing happiness and gratitude as he did right then.
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Fen, Harod and Kiri arrived long after dark, guided to the camp by Ruck, who’d ever known the way back to her mistress. They turned up in a stolen cart, Harod lying in the back, and Edéan was with them.

Aren and Cade came running as soon as they heard the news. They found Harod in the ruined hall, on a bedroll by a fire with Vika at his side. He muttered and groaned as she treated his wound. The sight of him was a shock. He was grey, and his bowl-cut hair was peppered with white. At the junction of his chest and shoulder was an angry, weeping welt, a puckered crater in his flesh that repelled the eye.

‘Shades, is he alright?’ said Cade. ‘And by alright, I mean, er, mostly right.’

‘I do not know,’ Vika murmured, smearing foul-smelling paste across his chest and around the wound. ‘Sometimes he is lucid, sometimes not. The damage is inside him, where I cannot easily reach it. Much will depend on his strength and his will to fight. I will do what I can, but rest will be the best medicine.’

‘Cade!’ screamed Fen, rushing out of the darkness. She crashed into him and they hugged, laughing like children. Aren smiled as they babbled at one another, recognising the same excited disbelief he’d felt only a few hours earlier.

Then his gaze fell on Edéan, standing on the edge of the firelight. He saw the way the Fellman watched Fen, and it stirred something ugly inside him.

Stivan loped over to join them. ‘Time is short,’ he said. ‘We cannot linger long, and there is much to discuss before we leave.’

‘Bring everyone here, then,’ said Vika, not looking up from her patient. ‘I am still working.’

Stivan hesitated a moment; it seemed he wasn’t used to being spoken to so brusquely. Then he bowed. ‘As you say, druidess. I’ll gather them.’

Edéan came swaggering over to Aren. ‘Champion!’ he said. ‘Good to see you made it.’ He clasped Aren’s forearm in greeting.

‘There’s hope yet for the world while I still stand,’ said Aren wryly. Despite his general dislike of the man, Aren felt bad for him. His forced brio was a transparent cover to the pain beneath. No doubt he’d spent a long day wondering at the fate of his family. ‘You brought Fen back safe. Thank you for that.’

‘Aye, I did get her away from that inn, it’s true,’ he said. ‘But I reckon it’s the Krodans that ought to be thanking me, for keeping them safe from her.’

At length, Stivan returned, bringing Mara and Grub with him, who were met with relieved greetings. Also there was Kenda, the white-haired Durnishwoman he’d been speaking with on the bridge. Aren reckoned her his right hand, or at least one of his inner circle. Soon they were all settled around the fire, amid the broken remnants of urdish architecture. The frowning tower of Annach-na-Daan rose above them, bloody in Tantera’s light, and insects made raucous music in the summer heat.

‘Honoured Dawnwardens,’ said Stivan. ‘You are with the Greycloaks, and we are all friends here. Long have we looked to speak with you. Your courage and sacrifice roused the land from its slumber. You are an inspiration to us all.’

Aren was taken aback. He hadn’t expected such praise from their saviours. Grub merely preened.

‘Before we begin, might I see the blade? I’ve heard much of it, and I would lay eyes on that which we all fight for.’

‘Grub had it! Grub kept it safe!’ said Grub. He unstrapped it from his back, still wrapped in rags from pommel to point. But the process of unwinding it was more than he could be bothered with, so he passed it to Aren to do the honours.

At last Aren slid it from the battered sheath, and felt anew a thrill of pride at the sight. How close they’d come to losing it. He presented it to Stivan as he had to Brac Blackfeather, laid flat across his hands. ‘Here it is,’ he said. ‘It might not have been here at all, if not for you and your Greycloaks.’

‘It is all that the legends promised,’ said Stivan, gazing at it with a familiar mix of awe and desire. Kenda leaned in to get a look, then sat back with a small huff of disdain. That surprised Aren – he was used to people being impressed by it – but then, she wasn’t Ossian. She hadn’t grown up with the tales of it, she didn’t feel it in her blood.

Stivan returned the blade with a bow and Aren sheathed it again. Despite his travel-worn appearance, the leader of the Greycloaks had courtly manners and spoke like a highborn. Aren wondered what his story was.

‘We have a decision before us,’ said Stivan. ‘The clans have suffered a grievous blow, and the Reaches are no longer the haven they once were. It’s time to plan our next move, and it may be that our ways lie together, for we share a common cause. Mara, you and I have spoken at length already, but I would know what you all intend.’ His eyes went to Edéan. ‘Fellman. You know your people best. What will happen now?’

Edéan scowled. ‘They’ll return to their fastnesses and lick their wounds,’ he said. ‘There’ll be great anger for a time. Then the arguments will start. “Who’s to lead our clan now?” The stronger clans will cast their eyes over the weaker ones and wonder whether now’s the time to press the advantage.’ He shook his head in disgust. ‘My father might harness that outrage to some useful purpose, if he had the will. Even Clan Shrike Shadow would listen to him now.’ His head lowered, and a shadow covered his eyes. ‘If he lives.’

‘We cannot defeat them alone,’ said Vika, her voice low. She’d finished treating Harod, and he lay quiet. The flames played uneasily over the smeared stripes across her face. ‘Not while the dreadknights walk with them. Yesterday there were three. What will happen when there are ten, or twenty? As soon as we put our heads above the parapet, they will bring all their force to bear. Any uprising is doomed when they can call demons to their side.’

Aren was shocked to hear her speak that way. She’d always been their best weapon against the dreadknights. Last night’s failure still weighed heavy on her.

‘Then who will help us defeat them?’ asked Kenda. Her angular accent and slow way of talking cut through the gliding, rapid Ossian voices.

‘The Communion is our only hope,’ said Vika. ‘For too long the druids have stayed hidden, trusting to the Aspects to guard our land. But I will show them they can hide no longer. I will win the druids to our cause, and with their help we might stand against the dreadknights. A Conclave has been called at last; Aren and I are going.’

‘I’m not going,’ said Aren. He hadn’t known he intended to say it until it had already come out, but now it had, he was sure of it.

‘Aren? We agreed.’

‘You agreed,’ said Aren. ‘Things have changed.’ He pulled back his sleeve to show them the red symbol on his wrist. ‘There’s a prison camp full of Sards on the far side of the Sunders. Among them is the man who made it possible for us to get into Hammerholt. He needs our help, and I won’t let him down.’

The others watched keenly, sensing the sudden tension. Ruck had raised her head and was growling softly.

‘There are more important matters, Aren,’ Vika said, a warning in her words.

‘Not to me,’ he said. He was calm, immovable in his certainty, a different man from yesterday. The ambush had shocked him free of the dull submissiveness that had settled on him. And he was gods-damned if he’d be pushed about in front of Cade. ‘I’ll not be paraded out for inspection, Vika. I’d be no good there, except as an object for you to show. When you see the elders, you can tell them their champion is doing something instead.’

‘He would not go alone,’ Stivan interjected. ‘Mara and I have spoken of the letter she received. If it is genuine, it is too valuable an opportunity to pass up. The letter called for two hundred. We are but a quarter of that. Still, we would go, if you will have us.’

‘I will go, too!’ said Harod as he struggled to raise himself from his bedroll.

‘You are too ill!’ Vika snapped at him. ‘Lie down!’

‘Nay, druidess, I won’t,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘I heard what Aren said. You know where the Sards are?’

‘Where some Sards are. And you are in no state to—’

‘I will go with you, Aren,’ said the knight.

‘And you will likely die doing it!’ Vika shouted, anger blazing in her eyes. Her voice was loud enough to surprise the group into silence, all but Ruck, who leaped to her feet and barked.

Harod gazed at her levelly, uncowed. ‘So be it,’ he said.

Vika glared at him furiously, shoulders heaving as she sought for any response that would drum sense into her patient. She found none.

‘Painted Lady looks mad,’ Grub stage-whispered to Cade, loud enough for everyone to hear.

‘Shut your pie-hole, bumble-brain,’ Cade whispered back.

The Skarl cackled. ‘Grub missed you, Dumbface.’

Vika had switched her ire to Aren, as the instigator of this insubordination. Ruck was tensed, her lip curled as if ready to snap at him. She gave him a steady stare, but at last she sagged, seeing in his eyes that there was no swaying him.

‘As you wish,’ she said, and the hound relaxed, though she still glared at him resentfully from beneath her shaggy brow. ‘I will go alone to the Conclave. We will have to hope the elders will take me at my word. Harod, your wound needs better care than I can give it now, but it needs rest most of all. I will leave you what medicines I can, and a warning: if you go, you may not recover.’

‘I thank you for your concern,’ said Harod. ‘But my mind is made up.’

‘I’m going too, obviously,’ said Cade. He thumbed at Aren. ‘Just spent the best part of a year trying to find this idiot. I’m not letting him get away now.’

‘Grub, too! Grub smells a fight!’

‘And I,’ said Fen.

Edéan looked at her a long moment, searching her freckled face by the light of the fire. ‘Aye. I’ll go, too.’

Her eyes narrowed in puzzlement. ‘What about your … Don’t you have to go back?’

‘Back to what? Skulking in the uplands, waiting for the Northguard to deliver whatever new punishment he has in mind? Reinstate the Penance Tax, perhaps?’ Something caught in his throat and he flushed angrily. ‘My family are alive until I hear elsewise. I’ll keep it that way for now.’

Aren felt the hurt in his voice. He knew how it was to lose family. He couldn’t decide if he liked Edéan or not, but it seemed he was stuck with him for now.

‘What of the Ember Blade?’ said Vika. ‘We’ve already risked too much by bringing it here. Aren cannot carry it on to Estria.’

‘Kiri and I will head back to the coast,’ Mara said. ‘Stivan has promised to send some of his Greycloaks to guide us. From there we will take ship to the safehouse; you know of which I speak. I will see that the Ember Blade is returned to its rightful place.’

‘You and Kiri, and no one to guard it?’ Fen asked, eyeing the Greycloaks suspiciously.

‘Why would they need to waylay us in the wilderness? They could take it right here if they so desired,’ Mara pointed out.

‘My man Kessid knows the Reaches better than anyone,’ said Stivan. ‘He’ll see them safe to the coast, by ways neither warg nor Krodan know. And I’ll send two of my best for security. Do not fear, lady; the safety of the Ember Blade is my highest priority. We are all on the same side here.’

Fen said nothing to that, though she scarcely seemed reassured. Aren was uneasy, too, but short of carrying it himself he saw no better way, and it would be a relief to have it off his hands. They’d all sworn to protect it, and it felt wrong to let it go with such a paltry escort; but it had been exposed ever since they took it from its sanctuary, and one sword or twenty, they couldn’t keep it safe except by returning it there. Hallow Cove had taught them that. Even their greatest warrior hadn’t been able to stand up to the Krodans’ dreadknights this time.

‘It’s decided, then,’ said Stivan. ‘Vika goes to the Conclave. Mara and Kiri go south with three of my men. The rest of us go east, to liberate Yarin.’ He rose. ‘Get some sleep. We leave at dawn.’

Kenda stood with him, but as she passed Aren she leaned down and said into his ear: ‘Don’t worry, kin. You’ll like us.’ Then she was gone, walking with Stivan towards the other fires burning among the ruins.

Once they’d left, Vika rose and wordlessly walked away from the fire, taking her staff and hound with her. Aren knew she was deeply hurt by his choice and Harod’s, that it was a slap in the face to reject her guidance when she’d ever been their guide. It grieved him to offend her, but it had to be done. He’d grown too accustomed to being guided.

‘You’re going separate ways in the morning,’ Cade said, watching her walk into the darkness. ‘Shouldn’t leave it that way. “Bitter partings fester longest”, and all that.’

Aren gave him a sad smile. ‘You remember when I used to hate folksy Ossian proverbs like that?’

‘I do. You were quite the Krodan-lover in those days.’

‘Things change, though, don’t they?’ he said. ‘It sort of creeps up on you. Feels like you can’t stop it sometimes. And one day you realise everything’s different, and you don’t know how you got there, or how to change it back.’

‘Aye. It was like that for us, wasn’t it?’

Aren nodded. ‘But now you’re here again.’

‘Now I’m here again. Ain’t that something?’

Aren grinned and threw his arm around his friend. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s something.’
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Heronshome Park sprawled across the western half of Sovereign’s Isle, a work of mad genius. Within, twisted columns surged from the earth, holding mosaiced roofs that flowed like water overhead. Tunnels led into hidden grottos lit by cunning shafts that cut the light differently according to the time of day. Its mazy, dappled paths hid a folly around every corner: a water-clock that kept track of the complex orbits of Thea’s mismatched moons; a well of coloured stones around which statues of lusty Ogg and beautiful Sabastra chased each other endlessly, a ribbon trailing from Sabastra’s hand; a secret pool inside a hill, surrounded by cliffs but open to the sky, where mischievous shadows stirred beneath the water.

Klyssen had walked these paths often, but he had no time for fancies today. He went with hurried step, heart fluttering, a bag bumping against his back. He’d dressed lightly and brightly for the occasion, forsaking his usual black uniform. Today he wasn’t an inquisitor of the Krodan Empire. Today he was Daddy.

He found his daughters in the Draccen’s Lair, where a great beast of trellis and vine reared above a stony clearing, wings spread wide to shade visitors from the fierce sun. It had always been the first place Lisi and Juna wanted to go on a hot day. They loved to test their bravery, shouting defiance at the monster. Klyssen would play the draccen, roaring if they dared get too close, sending them scattering with squeals of delight.

‘There he is!’ Juna cried, and he dumped his bag and got down on one knee as she raced into his arms. Lisi came after, walking rather than running, and laid her head solemnly against his shoulder as he clutched them both close. The feel of them in his arms threatened to unleash a flood of emotion that might dissolve him, but he held it back. They wouldn’t see him weak. He’d always protect them from that.

‘My girls, my girls. Are you both well?’

‘Daddy! Daddy! Davius says he’s going to buy us both a pony!’ said Juna, near bursting with excitement.

Klyssen looked over his shoulder to where his erstwhile wife stood with her new husband, watching him coldly. He had no doubt that promise had been carefully timed, a message delivered through their children. See how he provides for them! Better than you can.

He kissed Juna on the top of her head. ‘And did you say thank you to Davius?’

Juna nodded frantically.

‘I don’t want a pony,’ said Lisi. ‘Not from him.’

‘Oh, now don’t say that,’ said Klyssen. ‘You always wanted a pony. In fact, do you know the best pony? A Trinish long-haired palomino. Can you remember that?’

‘Trinish long-haired palomino,’ she said, puzzled.

‘That’s right. The most sought-after breed in all of Embria.’

A smile began to spread over Lisi’s face. ‘And the most expensive?’

Klyssen made an innocent face. ‘Don’t ask me. What do I know about ponies?’ He got to his feet. ‘I just need to speak to your mother, then we can go and play. Meanwhile, have a look in that bag.’

‘Did you bring us presents?’ Juna cried.

He ruffled her golden curls. ‘Don’t I always?’

He left his daughters digging into the bag and walked across the clearing to Vanya and Davius. Tall, blond and elegant, they might have been brother and sister, so similar were their features. No wonder Vanya had picked him. She’d always liked looking at herself. Then, of course, there was the entirely incidental fact that he was rich and well connected enough to engineer a divorce, which she couldn’t do on her own under Krodan law.

‘Marius,’ she said, with the same hostile, impatient tone she always used with him nowadays. As if asking to see his own children had been some grand inconvenience, and she’d martyred herself by granting it. He was a bothersome piece of her past that she’d rather be rid of. He still recognised her beauty, but now he saw what lay beneath, and wondered how he’d ever loved her.

‘Vanya. Davius. I hope I find you in good health.’

‘We are well,’ said Davius. ‘And you?’

Davius always looked him straight in the eye, pointedly ignoring his burned face, keen to show how enlightened he was in seeing past the disfigurement. Vanya, to Klyssen’s great satisfaction, could barely hold his gaze.

‘Hale as ever,’ Klyssen replied. He hated Davius, though not one-tenth as much as he hated Vanya, but he was careful to be polite to them both. His access to his daughters depended on their good graces. The last time he’d let his tongue loose, it had been nine months before he was allowed to see them again.

There was an uncomfortable silence as it became evident that nobody cared to keep up the small talk. Klyssen decided he’d be first to end the charade today. ‘I’ll have them back by eighth bell,’ he said.

‘Sixth,’ said Vanya.

‘We agreed eight?’ said Klyssen, with the deferential, querying tone of a servant wondering if his master had made a mistake.

‘I’m taking them to the theatre,’ she replied irritably. ‘Haldegger’s Fallacy, if you need to know. I expect you’ll complain, but it’s a matinee and there was no other time. Primus knows there are few enough opportunities to show them a bit of culture in this barbarian wasteland.’

Another petty power move. Klyssen’s fury was only slightly mollified by the weary look in Davius’s eyes as he gazed into the middle distance. She might have got her handsome man and his money, but she was still stuck in Ossia.

Enjoy her, you unfortunate bastard.

‘Sixth bell will be fine,’ he said, with a pasted-on smile that went to waste since Vanya wasn’t looking at him any more. In the distance, Braw Tam struck the fifth bell o’day.

‘Well, I’d best hurry up, then!’ he said, his jaunty tone fooling nobody. He didn’t wait for their goodbyes to head back to the girls. He’d hoped for an afternoon with them, but an hour was all he’d get.

One hour. Perhaps the last one ever.

Birds cheeped and insects chattered as Klyssen and Lisi walked hand in hand down a shaded colonnade. A roof of rock held off the sun. To their right was a row of pillars fashioned in the shape of trees, beyond which were the sparkling waters of the Cay. On the far side was the wealthier half of Morgenholme, where Consort’s Rise and the Uplanes rose from the river in magnificent disorder to wash around the towering ruins of the Second Empire, eternal reminders that Ossia’s greatest glories were now behind them.

Juna had run off ahead, playing with her new doll, which Klyssen had picked up at the Shacklemarket for a few coins. There was no point buying anything expensive since Vanya would throw out whatever he gave them as soon as she decently could. Besides, he’d always believed the girls couldn’t tell the difference between cheap dolls and the eye-wateringly expensive creations from Kingsgrove Street that Vanya insisted on, and even if they could, they wouldn’t care. Juna was busy proving him right.

Oh, Light, to be a child again, and for the world to be simple once more.

When he was with his daughters, he could forget he was burned and shamed. Juna had been scared of him for a while, but she was over that now, and they didn’t see his disfigurement any more. If they thought of his demotion at all, they framed it as Daddy being unfairly treated by bad people rather than any failing of his. Daddy didn’t fail, as far as they were concerned. It just wasn’t something that happened.

He looked down at Lisi, clutching his hand, her new bracelet around her wrist. Every time he saw her, she was more serious and glum. The bundle of smiles and temper he’d once known was disappearing as the burden of wisdom settled upon her. It hurt to think of the time he’d missed, so many moments that he could never claw back.

‘Did you like the ribbons I sent you?’ he asked.

‘Mmm?’ She stirred from her thoughts.

‘The ribbons for your birthday. I’m sorry I wasn’t there.’

‘I didn’t get your ribbons, Daddy.’

‘Oh, I see. They must have got lost in the post. I’ll get you some more.’

‘I bet Mummy threw them away.’

Klyssen looked at her proudly. She knows. My clever girl. ‘I’m sure your mother would never do that,’ he lied.

‘She would. She says mean things about you, too.’

‘I know she does, my sweet. But you know they aren’t true, don’t you?’

‘Then why does she say them?’

Because she’s evil and cruel and she feels nothing but spite for me now I’m no more use to her. ‘Because she’s upset that Daddy got burned. It … disappointed her.’

‘But that’s not fair!’

‘Many things aren’t fair. But you still need to be a good girl for your mother, whatever she thinks about me.’

‘Why? I hate her!’

He stopped, turned her by the shoulders to face him. ‘No, Lisi. Never say that. Your mother loves you. Be kind to her, obey her, respect her as you should. Will you do that for me?’

Lisi looked away. ‘Yes,’ she murmured resentfully, on the verge of a sulk. It must have been hard for her to understand why her father defended her mother when all she did was talk him down. But perhaps she’d remember this, when she was old enough to grasp it. She’d realise he refused to use his children as weapons, no matter the cost to himself. He’d shield them from everything he could, because all that counted was their happiness, first, last and always.

Maybe one day, long after he was gone, she’d recall this exchange and think on him kindly.

Juna came running back to them with the news that her doll was now a princess, and also a witch who was full of babies. Klyssen laughed and hugged them both. Lisi clutched him fiercely, and he knew by the desperate force of her love that she sensed change was coming and feared it. Her distress almost broke the dam in him, and for one terrifying instant he was profoundly aware that these might be his last moments with his children for the rest of his life. He’d managed to shun the implications for their sakes, because he couldn’t have enjoyed this time with them otherwise. Now he glimpsed the true enormity of it, and he wanted to scream and crush them close in wild grief.

But he couldn’t, so he put a smile on his face instead. ‘Who wants to go to the Sun Garden?’

They went to the Sun Garden, played on the Turtle Stones and went through the Tunnel of Spiders: all the places they used to go, named by the girls during their adventures. Lisi appeared to shake off her gloom and joined in, but Klyssen knew she was putting on a brave face to shelter her little sister, just as Klyssen was doing for her. It warmed him with pride even as it cut him with grief.

One hour. No time at all, really. He should keep them all day and damn the consequences. He should snatch them and run, never to be seen again. But that was fancy; he wouldn’t condemn them to a life on the run, their father a criminal. With Davius, they’d want for nothing. That was what mattered. And as much as he resented it, he wasn’t the kind of man to break the law, nor an agreement. It was important to set an example in these things.

He said he’d be back for sixth bell, and so he would, promptly. The colossal grief that waited to consume him could wait till they were gone.

Diligence. Temperance. Dominance.

Too soon, they were on their way back, having made a circle of the park. Now they were approaching the last rise before the Draccen’s Lair, and Sovereign’s Isle was spread before them, the River Cay to either side. Ships slid by, sails bright in the sun, and fishing hawks hung on the breeze. Nearby was the site where the House of Aspects once stood, now the foundation of a grand new temple planned by the Sanctorum. The House had been designed by the same architect as Heronshome Park, Relf the Stonesinger, whose unhinged brilliance was praised even among the academics of Kroda. It had been his masterpiece. When the Emperor declared it was to be torn down, the loudest opposition came from Krodan architects.

But the Emperor didn’t listen to architects.

Ruin upon ruin. Each civilisation growing like a scab on the last. We were supposed to make this place better, bring them the Word and the Sword, teach them order and wisdom. Instead, we’re destroying everything that was good. We shouldn’t have come here at all.

Juna was hanging back, dragging her doll’s feet on the path, pretending it was walking. Lisi traipsed alongside her father, head down.

‘Daddy, are you going away again?’

That put a spike in his chest. Her tentative tone indicated she’d been building up to it for a while. He stopped, keeping his eyes fixed on the spot where the House of Aspects had once been. He couldn’t meet her pleading stare.

‘Yes,’ he said, his throat tightening dangerously. ‘I have to.’

Have to? What did that mean, though, really? All he’d had to do was be respectful and obedient to Gremmler, but he hadn’t managed it. The spuming, scalding rage inside him had been impossible to contain.

And where was that rage now? It had been extinguished, blown out by the shock of what he’d done to himself, leaving him clear-headed to face the consequences.

‘You’re going away for a long time, aren’t you?’

He made himself face her. In her wide blue eyes was a look of frightened supplication he’d carry to his grave. ‘Yes.’

She lowered her head again as she absorbed that. ‘I wish we could go with you,’ she said. ‘I wish we could be with you all the time.’

‘I want that, too,’ he said. He couldn’t help it. ‘More than anything.’

There were tears of frustration in her eyes. ‘Can’t you just make it happen?’ she begged. ‘You always could before. You could make anything happen.’

Klyssen opened his mouth to offer comfort, but there was none to give. She saw he had no answer, and a tear slipped from her eye. ‘Can’t you, please?’ she asked, her voice cracking.

‘I …’

‘Please!’

Now she was really crying, and Juna was staring at them from down the path, her doll hanging limp in her hand. The sight of it was too much for him; he couldn’t bear to allow her to suffer. To be so powerless appalled him; he’d abide it no longer. If there was anything left of him that counted, it had to count here. He was going to stop this hurt, whatever the cost to himself or others.

A cold wave swept over him, washing away grief and love, consigning them to a void deep within. In that moment, there was only certainty, the knowledge that something could be done, would be done. No humiliation or pain would be too much, no sacrifice too great. He’d crawl through broken glass, murder a hundred innocents, spit in the Emperor’s eye, swear his soul to the Nemesis itself; but he wouldn’t lose his children.

Slowly, with absolute calm, he knelt down on the path before her, placed a hand on both her shoulders and looked into her brimming eyes.

‘For you, my sweet, anything.’

She gasped, not daring to believe. ‘You won’t leave?’

‘I’ll leave for a little while. There are things to be done. But I’ll be back. And then you and your sister are going to come and live with me. I’ll make it happen. I swear by the Light I will.’

She threw her arms around his neck and he held her close, his eyes squeezed tight. Ever since that day at Hammerholt, everything had been spiralling out of control, faster and faster until he’d all but whirled apart. All that ended now.

The things we value make us weak, he thought. Or they can make us unstoppable.

‘Daddy?’ It was Juna, tugging at his shoulder, wondering what was happening here.

Klyssen let Lisi go and put a finger to his lips. She nodded with a smile of pure relief, and he saw the old Lisi there again. It wasn’t over yet. He couldn’t get back the lost time with his children, the hours and minutes robbed from him, but he was damned if he’d give up the rest.

‘What? Secrets? Tell me!’ Juna cried, seeing the conspiracy between them.

‘It’s a secret about my bracelet,’ Lisi said, taking it off her wrist. ‘Do you want to know?’

Juno nodded. Lisi whispered in her ear and she squeaked in delight. ‘Really?’ she asked Klyssen.

He nodded and smiled as he got back to his feet.

‘Here. You can have it,’ said Lisi.

‘Really?’ Juna cried, snatching it before Lisi could change her mind. ‘Thanks!’ She slipped it onto her wrist and danced away, holding it up to catch the sun.

Lisi gave her father a wink and he nodded his approval. My daughter.

He took them to the top of the rise, until they could see Vanya and Davius waiting in the Draccen’s Lair below. There he hugged them both again, and kissed them, and sent them running down the path to their mother. He didn’t accompany them as he had on previous visits; instead, he stayed on the crest of the rise, watching them till they were safely with Vanya. He had no desire to speak to her; he wouldn’t play her games again.

He stared down at her from above, and she met his hard gaze with suspicion. Perhaps she sensed his new defiance and knew that battle was joined. Then he turned his back and walked away.

There was much to be done.
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His arrow took the hare mid-leap, snatching it out of the air. Fen saw it hit from the corner of her eye, but she was focused on tracking her own target as it bolted across the grass towards cover. She loosed and the hare tumbled, rolling and flopping to a stop. The rest of them scattered this way and that, disappearing across the hillside.

‘Nice shot,’ said Edéan.

‘You, too.’

‘Ah, I was lucky.’

She gave him a look and he winked at her. She shook her head. ‘Modesty doesn’t suit you.’

‘A man should try everything once.’

They walked across the meadow to claim their kills. Ahead, the Sunders rose sudden and stern, bursting out of the foothills to wall the horizon. The sun beat on their shoulders and the sky was cloudless and blue, Lyssa waning and ghostly in the north.

She knelt by the hare and offered prayers to Ogg in thanks for the animal’s life. Edéan knelt with her. The first time they’d gone hunting together, he’d just scooped up the kill without thought, but since she always observed the rituals, he’d taken to joining her. Once they were done, he pulled his arrow from the hare, then stood and faced the rolling wilds of Essenmarch, stretching away to the west.

‘Look at this.’ He gestured at the view, the hare dangling from his other hand. ‘Gods, doesn’t it make you feel free?’

She leaned on her bow. ‘Those poor Krodans,’ she said, wryly. ‘They can keep their roads and cities. The wilderness is ours.’

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Let’s never go back. Forget them all. We’ll wander the north for ever!’

She smiled at the thought. His good humour was infectious, even if she worried it was less of a joke than he pretended. He’d avoided speaking of his family ever since the night of the Krodan ambush, and Fen believed he’d avoided thinking of them, too. Whatever he felt about that, he’d packed it all up inside and was in no hurry to face it. She wished she could talk to him about it, but she didn’t really know how.

She scanned the mountains ahead of them, finding Gugg’s Nose looming close. Another day and they’d arrive. Stivan had split them up into groups of ten, the better to travel undetected, and instructed them to rendezvous there. The Krodans’ new laws made it hard to use road or river – permits were near impossible to obtain, and they were getting better at spotting forgeries – so the Greycloaks went cross-country, where Krodan patrols were rare as hen’s teeth. It was slow going, but there were many natives of the north among them, and between the Reaches and the Sunders there were ample places to hide.

‘Must have been a big bastard,’ said Edéan, hand on his hip as he regarded their destination. It jutted from the edge of the range, thin and alone and strange, a lonely bluff kinked near the top where the bridge of a nose might be. At the right time of day, an overhang to the south looked like the hollow of an eye. Legend had it that Gugg lay here, greatest of all the giants, who fought with Ashgrak the draccen, dread ally of the Revenant King, and was cast down from the sky in flames with one arm torn from his body. The force of his landing shattered Embria and threw up the mountains that dominated the centre of the continent; the Whiteways and the Catsclaws to the south were formed by the impact of his outstretched left arm.

Fen ran her fingertips absently over the warg’s-fang pendant at her throat. ‘There’ll be Krodans in the mountains,’ she said. ‘We won’t get into Estria so easily.’

‘I doubt that scares you much,’ said Edéan.

She tried to hide her flush of pleasure at that. She’d never cared much for admiration, yet he always managed to compliment the things she liked most about herself. She was sure he didn’t mean half of what he said, but it didn’t seem to matter: it made her feel good anyway.

‘What are you scared of?’ she asked.

‘Mediocrity.’

‘You’ll never be mediocre,’ she told him, and was amazed at herself. That wasn’t the kind of thing she said. What had come over her lately?

‘Well, I mean, I’m no champion like Aren,’ he said with a grin.

That struck a sour note. She knew how Aren struggled with the weight of expectations, and she didn’t like hearing him mocked.

Edéan realised his misstep immediately. ‘My apologies,’ he said. ‘It was a stupid joke. I know how dear he is to you.’

She waved it away – it was far too easy to forgive him these days – but her restless thoughts couldn’t be so easily dismissed. Aren was dear to her, and she felt deeply for him; but he wasn’t here, and Edéan was. She’d invited him to come with them, to range ahead and hunt, but he’d refused. ‘I’d only slow you down,’ he said, and although that was true there was something pointed in it which annoyed her. Ever since Edéan had joined them he’d seemed less and less keen on spending time with her.

Was he still hurt because she’d brushed him off back at Hallow Cove? Surely not. Then perhaps it was Edéan he didn’t like? That was probably true, but he had Cade now, and the two of them were always together, laughing and reminiscing about Shoal Point. How could she compete with that? It didn’t seem fair that he should be angry at her for spending time with Edéan when he had Cade.

But maybe he wasn’t angry. She couldn’t read him, and that puzzled her. One thing was evident, though: the thought that they might be more than friends had only been a fantasy on her part. As she’d suspected, he wasn’t interested in more. So she gave her days to Edéan, who was.

He nudged her, as if he sensed she was thinking of him. ‘Let’s rest a moment,’ he said.

‘I thought you had a little more stamina than that,’ she said wryly.

‘Just want to take in the beauty that surrounds me,’ he said; but he wasn’t looking at the landscape as he said it.

They headed towards a spot where the rise of the land formed a natural seat, and settled themselves with the mountains at their backs. Fen felt the thrill of something imminent. He made no secret of what he wanted, never had. Just being around him made her feel unsafe in all the right ways. She was scared of what was going to happen, and wanted it all the same.

He drank from an aleskin and handed it to her. She took a swig and fancied she could still feel the touch of his lips there.

‘You think Harod will make it through the mountains?’ he asked.

It wasn’t a question she’d expected. ‘Oh … Yes. He seems better than before, doesn’t he?’

‘Maybe your druidess was wrong about how sick he was.’

‘Maybe,’ Fen said carefully. ‘She’s been wrong before. As have we all.’

Edéan grunted, distracted. Fen wondered why Harod was on his mind now. He was out there in the hills somewhere, with the others. They’d had him ride on a horse at first, but he’d chafed at that and kept getting off. Instead, he walked, staring straight ahead, sweat beading at his temples and his neck taut with effort. Each day he’d made it a little further before he began to sag. Then they bundled him back in his saddle, and when he started to nod, they’d stop to let him rest. The whole while, he hardly said a word.

It was plain he was ashamed of being a burden to them, but none of the Greycloaks begrudged his presence as far as Fen could tell. They recognised and respected his efforts. He was a Dawnwarden who’d been wounded in single combat with a dreadknight, and to their amazement he was walking it off.

‘A man so determined can do anything, I think,’ Edéan said. ‘Small wonder the Harrish drove us out of their land. Would that my own people had half his resolve.’

Fen said nothing to that. She wasn’t sure whether it was bravery, or if Harod simply didn’t care whether he died or not. Either way, his determination was born of his suffering, and she wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

‘My sister was to marry, once,’ Edéan said, out of nowhere. ‘He was a good man, too. I liked him. But she never did. Marry, I mean.’

‘Why not?’ Fen was confused as to where this was going. His sister? The one who died in battle? A moment ago, it seemed inevitable that he’d kiss her. Did he just want to talk, after all? Why was it all so difficult?

‘The Right of First Night,’ he said, hatefully. Seeing her bewildered expression, he explained. ‘The Northguard has the right to spend the first night with a new bride. It’s an old law, like the Penance Tax. For a long time, it wasn’t used, but they never got rid of it. You couldn’t imagine them doing it anywhere else in Ossia, could you? But they do it in the Reaches, to us.’

Fen’s eyes widened in horror as the meaning of that sank in.

‘Cragheart takes it up, sometimes. Once in a while. To remind us that he can, to show us what we are. Anyone who refuses finds a small army on their doorstep. Last time I heard he cut the bride’s throat, as a lesson.’ The loathing in his voice was palpable. ‘Narne didn’t want to risk being chosen. So she didn’t marry. Then she died fighting Clan Brown Bear, so it didn’t matter anyway.’

Fen stared at her hands. She had no idea what to say. At least he was speaking of his family, even if it was one who’d died long before. She just wished he’d picked some other moment than this one.

‘Jerdis Cragheart,’ he said slowly. ‘No doubt Hallow Cove was his idea. He’s had his boot on our throats since before I was born, him and his damned sons. One day I swear I’ll put a sword in his heart.’

‘Sons?’ Fen was confused. ‘I thought … there was only one? Alden, heir to his title.’

‘Alden still stands by his side, but there was another once: the eldest, a bastard. Keddin Starkeye. Ruthless as his father and expected to succeed him. Then one day he disappeared, and now Alden’s next in line. Nothing’s been heard of him since before I was born, but there’s none that claim the kill and no word of where he went. Still, I won’t count him dead till I can spit on his body.’

Suddenly he seized her hand and turned to her with an alarming fierceness in his eyes.

‘Will you help me, Fen? Will you help me free my people, as you free your own? When all this is over, when the Krodans are gone, I’ll raise up the Fell Folk and see the Northguard fall! But I can’t do it alone. I need a woman like you at my side, a woman of the wilds, one strong enough to stand with me. Will you?’

Her heart beat like a frightened deer’s. Her hand seemed to burn in his grip. All she could do was nod, and say, ‘Yes.’

He smiled as if in desperate relief, then his expression turned serious and intent, and he clutched her face in both hands and brought his lips quickly to hers. Suddenly it was happening, gods, it was happening and she didn’t know what to do! But somehow her body knew, and she kissed him in answer, following his rhythm, finding it right. Heat surged through her as fright faded. He pushed against her, and she let him bear her down to the grass, to lay his body on hers as she clutched at him. War and fear and care were forgotten; in Fen’s mind, only the two of them existed in this moment.

No one would miss them for a while.
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Cade clutched his sword to his chest, hands wrapped tight around the hilt, cold stone pressing into his back. His breath came hard and fast, steaming the air. He’d fought before, killed before, but not enough to stop being scared of it. He wasn’t sure he ever would.

Aren was hunkered down with Grub behind another boulder a dozen feet away. He met Cade’s eye, his face set, and nodded grimly. You can do this. Be strong.

Cade took heart from that. Couldn’t help himself. He was his own man now, didn’t need anyone making choices for him; but still Aren could put steel in his spine with little more than a look. He always did have the gift of lending his courage to others.

Cade had missed his friend fiercely. He only realised how much once he’d got him back.

In the heights of the Sunders, the wind blew chill even in summer, and the waters never warmed. Mountains reared close. To their right, a river ran through the pass, wide and shallow and sluggish. Through the splash and tumble, Cade could hear voices. Krodan voices, coming closer.

He risked a peek around the boulder. Five of them, lightly armoured and on foot. A border patrol, out from the old Estrian fort they’d sneaked past yesterday. Unkempt and ill-disciplined, they were hardly Kroda’s finest; but there were five of them to three, and a sword in the guts killed you just as dead whether it was a lord or a peasant that held the other end.

Bad luck, that’s all it was. They’d been scouting ahead of the main group of Greycloaks and got caught out in the open. If not for Grub’s warning, they wouldn’t have had time to scramble into hiding. Now they were stuck here, crouched behind two lonely rocks by the river’s edge, and the patrol was going to walk right past them. Even if they could avoid being seen, the Krodans would come across the rest of the Greycloaks in short order if they kept to the way they were going, and once word got back to the fort, there’d be a hundred on their backs instead of five.

Nothing else for it, then. This lot needed dealing with.

Grub was eager, of course. He was itching to put a knife in someone. Cade, for his part, felt sick at the prospect. Border patrol was no job for real soldiers. These were boys, old men, and lowborns like him. Wrong place, wrong time. They didn’t deserve to die for it.

Aren waved to get his attention, then made a series of hand movements which Cade eventually deciphered. Aren and Grub would leap out of hiding as the patrol passed; Cade was to circle around while they were occupied and strike them in the flank.

He nodded his agreement. It was just like the games they’d played back home, hunting draccens, chasing wargs. It still took him by surprise how hard the memories hit when they were together. All that time in Kroda, he’d forgotten what their friendship felt like, how deep the paths it had worn in them. Shoal Point was another life, and they’d been different people, naïve children who’d seen nothing of the world. Much had passed since then, but being with Aren conjured up old fantasies, dreams of hearth and home and all the things they’d wanted before Hammerholt had changed everything.

He shook himself. Pay attention, mudwit. No time for dreaming now.

It sounded like something his da the carpenter would have said. He’d tried to raise a son to follow him in the trade, but it was his mother he took after: the storyteller, the dreamer, weaver of fictions. He’d sent his da a letter a long time ago, informing him he’d joined the Greycloaks, back when they were just a rumour to give downtrodden Ossians a shred of hope. He’d thought it might make him proud. Now the lie had become truth, and here he was, about to murder someone for the crime of doing their job.

Oh, Da, he thought bitterly. If you could see me now.

Boots crunched on the shingle of the riverbank. He adjusted his grip on his sword and let out a breath.

As the first of the border patrol drew level with Aren and Grub, they sprang from hiding together. Grub took his man unawares, driving one knife into his side and another into his throat. There were shouts of alarm and swords rang free of their scabbards, but not fast enough to stop Aren chopping down another, a scrawny unshaven man whose leather jerkin offered little protection against a blade. The remaining soldiers backed up to put some space between them and their attackers, spitting curses, their weapons raised.

Now.

Cade circled his boulder, keeping it between him and the patrol, who hadn’t spotted him yet. Their attention was fixed on Aren and Grub, who were pressing from the front. Cade sprinted out of hiding, charging their flank, and by the time they saw him it was almost too late to react. The nearest – a spotty young man with a slack-jawed, half-witted look – got his sword in the way of Cade’s swing, but his wrist turned with the force of the blow and his blade was knocked from his hand.

Cade drew back his sword for the kill, but the panicked horror in his opponent’s eyes made him hesitate. In that instant his opponent, quicker of thought than his appearance suggested, bolted away up the pass in the direction they’d come from.

‘Stop him!’ Aren screamed, and Cade took off in pursuit, leaving his friends to deal with the other two. The Krodan was lanky and had the advantage of speed, but Cade ran after him anyway, up the wind-chilled, sun-bright pass, loose stones slipping beneath his feet. The soldier cast fearful glances over his shoulder every few seconds until he stumbled and almost fell. After that, he kept his eyes forward.

The pass kinked ahead, turning a blind corner, which was how they’d been caught by the patrol unawares. The Krodan had started to slow by the time he reached it. He was quick but unfit, and terror had burned up his strength fast. Cade put on a burst of speed, desperate to catch him now it seemed that he could. His breath burned in his lungs and blood pounded in his head as he rounded the corner and the Krodan came back into view.

His target let out a cry of fear as he saw Cade was still after him. He tried to increase his pace, but his muscles failed him and his feet couldn’t keep up with his legs: he tripped and tumbled. By the time Cade reached him he was halfway to getting up again, but Cade crashed into him, knocking him onto his back, and pinned him there with an arm across his chest and a sword to his throat.

‘Stay still!’ he hissed in Krodan. The soldier stopped struggling and gazed at him mutely, paralysed by fear. Cade looked around to be sure no one else was in sight, then, keeping his sword at the soldier’s neck, he dug into his coat, finding the secret pocket hidden in the stitching. From inside, he pulled out a folded letter.

‘Give this to your commander,’ he said, holding it in front of the soldier’s bewildered face. ‘Tell him to send it for me. You hear me? It’s important. Then tell him there are fifty Greycloaks heading for Wittermere to break out a prisoner there.’ He slapped the man’s cheek to focus his attention and stuffed the letter in his collar. ‘What are you going to tell him?’

‘Send the letter … Wittermere …’

Cade hauled him to his feet. ‘Go!’ he snapped. The man just stared at him, so Cade shoved him to set him on his way. ‘Go!’

Wary of a trick, the man stumbled off, looking over his shoulder. He only broke into a sprint when he was far enough away that Cade couldn’t harm him. Cade watched him for a few moments more, then turned and began to trudge exhaustedly back to his friends, where the fight would surely be resolved by now, one way or another. He had little doubt of the outcome, but it wasn’t till he rounded the corner and saw Aren was safe that he relaxed.

Regrettable that those men had to die. He felt the loss of Krodan lives more than the Fell Folk at Hallow Cove, whom he’d hardly thought of at all. If Aren hadn’t pulled that trick with the Ember Blade, switching it for a decoy, none of this would have been necessary; but he hadn’t known about that when he sent his last letter. Now the blade had passed out of his reach, and he doubted this latest message would get to its destination in time to have soldiers intercept Mara and Kiri. Besides, he only had the vaguest idea of their route, and Ossia was a big place.

But he’d found Aren now. That was the important thing. And Aren, in the end, would lead him back to the Ember Blade. It was only a matter of time.

For the Empire. By the grace of the Primus.

His will be done.
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They made haste out of the mountains after that. The fact that one of the patrol had got away was concerning, but Stivan didn’t see any need to change their plans. The scout had seen three men, not fifty, and he had no idea which direction they were coming from, nor where they were headed. It would take him a day to get back to the fort and another day for reinforcements to come, by which time the Greycloaks would be long gone. A mishap, but not a disaster.

They quickened their pace, regardless.

In the weeks they’d travelled together, Aren had become increasingly at ease with the Greycloaks. He knew all their names now – he’d always been good with names – and they were no longer strangers. With the burden of the Ember Blade lifted from him, and with new direction and purpose, he’d found contentment in the rhythm of the journey. Cade’s friends were the ones he knew best – raucous Loca, Kenda with the bone-dry wit – and they often walked together. Stivan was more remote, often alone.

Then there was Fen. The best thing he could do was try to avoid her, which wasn’t hard, since she spent all her time with Edéan anyway. She’d made her choice, then, and it hadn’t taken her long to do it. Almost three years they’d travelled together, through peril and triumph and tragedy, but she’d fallen for Edéan in less than three weeks. He didn’t need a seer to guess what they did when they went off together.

Aren tried to be pleased for her, as a friend should. He had no claim on her, after all, and since she obviously had no feelings for him, he didn’t want to stand in the way of her happiness. But he wasn’t noble enough to choke down the hurt, and he didn’t want to inflict his resentment on her, so he kept out of her way as best he could. Maybe he loved her, he wasn’t entirely sure; but she didn’t love him, and he had to face that. Edéan was the evidence of how quickly she could move when she wanted someone.

But that boorish, arrogant, feckless Fellman, though? The one who’d made his acquaintance by humiliating her? Why did it have to be him?

‘You’re scowling again,’ Kenda told him.

Aren blinked, coming back to himself. ‘Was I?’

‘Yes. Don’t do that. It makes you look constipated.’

Loca slung an arm around his shoulder. ‘Leave him be! He’s thinking deep thoughts. Who knows what stirring new insights may come?’

She raised an eyebrow at him. ‘What do you know of deep thoughts? I’ve seen hummingbirds with a greater attention span.’

‘Can I be blamed if I understand in moments what lesser men take hours to comprehend?’ said Loca, whirling his hand in an airy flourish. He tapped the side of Aren’s head. ‘A truly great thought must ferment, like fine wine in a cask. Only when it is ready can it be uncorked. You’ll see.’

Aren swatted him away good-humouredly. Loca’s theatrical bonhomie rarely failed to cheer him. The Carthanian was so relentlessly positive, and his jaunty lilt made even the most serious matter sound like a jape. Soon Aren forgot all about Fen and Edéan.

The worst of the Sunders were behind them, and they were coming down the other side into Estria. The Greycloaks snaked in a loose line towards a cleft in the mountains, laden mules trudging among them. Steep grassy lands lay beyond, bright beneath the afternoon sun. To their right, a strange building was visible in the distance, between the slopes. A bulbous dome sat atop a cube-shaped base, with a short tubular structure protruding from the dome at an angle. Even at this distance it was possible to see the holes where the dome had partially fallen in, and other signs of neglect.

‘What’s that?’ Aren asked, squinting.

‘It’s an observatory,’ said Kenda. ‘Like a giant spyglass for looking at the stars.’

‘I’ve heard of them,’ said Aren. ‘Never seen one, though.’

‘I have seen several on my journeys through this country,’ said Loca, proud to display his knowledge. He was extremely well travelled, as he never tired of reminding them. ‘After Jedren the Inquirer took the throne, he and his descendants dedicated their efforts to the scholarly arts.’

Aren remembered the rest from his lessons: how the Glass University was founded, and Estria became the land of the learned.

‘Yes,’ said Kenda. ‘Such was their thirst for knowledge that they emptied the country’s coffers to slake it, building follies such as the one you see there. Meanwhile the people starved –’

‘Ah, here we go!’ Loca cried.

‘– and they neglected to maintain a decent standing army –’

‘Any excuse!’

‘– so when the Krodans came, the scholars were shocked to find the people welcomed them in.’ Kenda shrugged. ‘Rich men’s games, played at the expense of the poor.’

‘Is there any subject you can’t turn to the matter of your precious revolution?’ Loca asked.

‘Not my revolution. Yours, too,’ Kenda said with a wink, just to annoy him. ‘It’s coming to Carthania soon enough.’

‘Ha! I think not.’

‘But they discovered two new planets!’ Aren argued. ‘They re-discovered mathematical techniques lost since the Second Empire. Krodan medicine owes its existence to the Glass University. Don’t you think it was worth it?’

‘To give one man power over that many lives, to abuse as he will in pursuit of his own passions? No. Whatever the result, it is never worth it. People must have a say in their own destinies, even the lowliest.’

‘A peasant knows nothing of the machinations of kingdoms!’ Loca cried. ‘That’s why we have leaders.’

‘Yes. Elected by the people to represent them. Not given the right to rule by birth, or by dint of owning a sword –’ here she looked at Aren ‘– or by virtue of their wealth, like your Merchant Princes.’

Loca scoffed, but there was no scorn in it. This was a conversation they’d had many times and was clearly more ritual than debate.

‘The Ember Blade has been in the hand of every king and queen since Taric the Grim!’ said Aren, stirred to Ossia’s defence.

‘How’s that worked out for you?’ said Kenda wryly.

Aren had to give her that, and he wasn’t sure enough of his argument to push it further. It was just the way things had always been.

‘The Age of Kings is ending, kin,’ said Kenda. ‘Only Harrow has a royal family now, and they’re half-dust. Change is coming. Change is already here. You just won’t admit it yet.’

Before they could reply, she caught sight of somebody further down the line. ‘Ah, there’s Tomand. He owes me money. In time, you two!’ She breezed off down the gully to accost him.

‘Is there anyone who doesn’t owe her money?’ Aren asked. ‘You’d think people would learn not to play cards with her.’

Loca looked guilty, and smoothed his moustaches with a knuckle.

‘Do you see this?’ said Kenda. She knelt down and plucked a flower from where they grew wild in the grass.

Aren studied it. It resembled a small sunflower, except that its petals were powder blue and its face ruddy pink. Or rather, its faces. A second was growing out of the first, ruining its symmetry. To see nature so deformed was curiously unsettling.

‘There was a calf born back in Shoal Point when we were young,’ said Aren. ‘It had two heads, two faces. It was as if they’d melted and run into each other, like wax.’

‘I remember that!’ Cade said, taking the flower from him. ‘Didn’t last long, as I recall. Everyone thought it was an omen.’ He looked at it, handed it back to Kenda. ‘It’s just a weird flower.’

She said nothing to that, but the shadow of concern lingered in her eyes.

They walked through hilly country on the east side of the Sunders, a land of lakes and valleys with bones of slate. Enormous cloud-shadows slid up and down the peaks and troughs. There’d been a light misty rain earlier in the day, but the sun was out now and their clothes had dried stiff.

Without the mountains to hide them they were forced to be doubly vigilant, but what held true in Ossia held true here as well: the Krodans kept to roads and cities, and most of them were in the flatter, more fertile lands to the east and south. Estria had been occupied for thirty-eight years and had never been troublesome. They saw no soldiers, only a few shepherds in the high meadows and a sleepy hamlet by a lake.

Though they were in enemy territory, Aren could barely hide a bubbling childlike glee at being here. This was his first time in a foreign country, and though it was little different from Ossia in landscape or climate, the knowledge that it was Estrian soil under his boots thrilled him. By passing into this land, he’d crossed a threshold, expanded his horizons. For a long time now he’d been unable to think past Ossia: the struggle for freedom from within. It had surrounded and consumed him. It never occurred to him that he might one day go elsewhere, or what might happen after they were victorious.

They struck east into Estria until they found the River Pelipon and turned north to follow it upstream. Soon after, Kenda brought them another strange plant, this time a leaf of bracken that appeared to be made out of dead tree bark. They all agreed they’d never seen anything like it before. The flora in this land was strange. Only Kenda, who made a hobby of sketching plants, worried about it overmuch.

The river took them through empty lands in the lee of the mountains, and before long the weather closed in. A blanket of cloud drew over the sky, dimming their surroundings, and the heat became oppressive and close. Biting insects rose whining from the riverbanks, and soon they could be found everywhere, blood-gorged and drowsy. Cade found one that had seven legs.

More strange flowers were found, and not only by Kenda. Some looked tropical and toxic; others boiled with tumorous growths or had petals on their stems or outsize roots clawing up from beneath the soil. The Greycloaks began to mutter among themselves, perturbed, and a sense of unease descended that killed conversation. What settlements they saw were tumbledown and abandoned, and there were no sheep or cattle on the high pastures any more.

‘Did Yarin mention anything of this in his letter?’ Stivan asked Aren as they walked, his voice low.

‘Nothing,’ Aren replied. ‘Have you ever seen the like?’

Stivan gave a single shake of his head. ‘The very land feels ill,’ he murmured. After that, there was no more to be said.

They reached Wittermere on the evening of their fourth day in Estria. It stood on a hill by the banks of a placid tarn, overlooking the land around, walled and strict and upright. Within its rectangular grounds, several large buildings surrounded a central courtyard, solemn against the dusk. From Aren’s vantage point on a ridge to the west, he could see that almost half of the compound had been fenced off and converted into a small prison camp. Within, there were several narrow longhouses for the inmates, which he remembered from his own incarceration.

‘Our man Yarin’s in there?’ Edéan said, crouching by his side.

‘He’d better be,’ Aren replied. He sounded sullen to his own ears, but the Fellman didn’t notice. As far as Aren could tell, Edéan was oblivious to his feelings on any matter.

Fen was hunkered on the far side of Edéan, studying the buildings below through her spyglass. The spyglass he’d given her on his birthday, he noted with a flicker of irritation. She’d invited Aren to come with her to observe the compound, and he’d thought she wanted to get him alone, perhaps to talk. She couldn’t have failed to notice the change in their relationship. But Edéan had intercepted them on the way, so Fen invited him as well, and it was too late then for Aren to change his mind.

Now he was trapped here, stewing, intensely aware of the two of them. He wanted to give vent to his irritation, but anything he said would sound childish, so he hunched his shoulders and held his tongue.

Go on, enjoy each other if you want to, but do it somewhere away from me! he thought. He couldn’t stop imagining Edéan’s hands on her, and it made him seethe.

He focused his attention on Wittermere instead. In the twilight it had a brooding and sinister look about it. Lights shone through the narrow windows; shadow-figures passed before them now and then.

He frowned suddenly. Surely it was his imagination, but it seemed as if one had lurched by, moving with a jerky, unsettling gait. He fixed his eyes on the window, the hairs on his neck prickling, but he didn’t see it again.

Still, the longer he looked, the more worried he became. Firm and orderly though it was, there was something about Wittermere that was uneasy to the eye, some half-sensed threat emanating from within. He knew it without knowing how.

It was past curfew and the prisoners were shut in their longhouses now, but guards patrolled the grounds. Walking here and there between the buildings were men and women in smocks, medical orderlies by the look of them. It was an institution of some kind, not a keep or castle, and it wasn’t heavily protected. The walls were not high and the gate was coiled iron, more ornamental than practical. It was a place for keeping people in, not for keeping them out. Yet for all that, it would take more than fifty to storm it. Small wonder Yarin had called for two hundred.

He scratched at the symbol on his wrist, which had begun to itch furiously. It did that more frequently of late.

‘Look,’ said Fen. The guards were opening the gates to let out a covered cart driven by two orderlies, both wearing hooded smocks and with handkerchiefs over their faces. ‘Where are they going?’

Aren narrowed his eyes, his attention fixed on the progress of the cart. An idea sprang to mind, one so fantastically risky that he’d have dismissed it immediately if Edéan wasn’t at his side. The Fellman had been making edged comments disguised as jests ever since Aren’s embarrassment at the warg hunt, and Aren was done with it. He’d show Edéan why he deserved to be called a Dawnwarden. He’d show them both.

‘I know how to get inside,’ he said.
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The gallow-tree rustled in the dusk, shaggy and dark beneath a ruched red ceiling of cloud. Strange figures twisted and jerked in the low branches. Their heads were fat pods, their bodies the tangles of thick vines beneath; but from a distance they looked like people, and when the wind blew, they swung in uncanny imitation of the hanged. Those who dared come close found bird bones among the vines, and scattered at its base. Their touch was poison, and the tree was carnivorous.

It stood, twisted and huge, on a bare outcrop at the western edge of the Reaches. There, the uplands suddenly collapsed into the flat expanse of the Grey Fens, steamy and drear in the summer heat. At the foot of the outcrop, sheltered from the wind, a fire burned in a hollow. Vika sat next to it, stirring onions in a small pan. A pair of pigeons roasted on a spit and potatoes boiled in a pot. Ruck was curled up against her, nose to tail, drowsing.

Vika turned the onions again. Waiting for their guest to join them. Waiting, and hoping.

These empty days of travel had been a balm to her troubled mind. It had been long indeed since she’d walked the land alone, just her hound for company, and she’d missed it. She’d forgotten the joy that came with solitude, the world passing beneath her boots, moving at her own pace. She’d stopped often on the way, just to breathe in Ossia and dig her fingers into its soil. As she went, she gathered herbs and roots, and one evening she brewed them up with fox blood and drank the concoction. She’d spent that night staring wide-eyed at the sky, pupils like black saucers as she gazed into the cloudy smear of light that was Joha’s River, seeking signs in the patterns she saw there. When she slept, she dreamed she stood on the battlement of a cyclopean fort and saw a giant lumbering in the valley below, driving a herd of massive ruminant beasts before him, the like of which she’d never seen.

I am a vessel, she reminded herself. An instrument of the Aspects’ will. But Nine, it was good to just be Vika for a while.

Aren thought she didn’t understand, but she did. She knew how it felt to have her path decided for her, what a burden it could be. The difference was she’d submitted to it, trusting in the wisdom of those greater than her. So would he, in time. He just needed to believe, as she did. He just needed to see.

Perhaps it was good that he’d defied her wishes and gone to Estria. Perhaps, given a break from the pressures of his destiny, he’d find a way to make peace with it. She should trust in the Aspects that all would be well. He was their champion, after all. They’d guide him in more subtle ways than she could.

She turned the spit, rotating the pigeons, the fat sizzling on their backs. Ruck would eat well tonight, if their dining companion didn’t show.

Maybe she would, maybe she wouldn’t. Maybe she never got the message. There was a time, long ago, when Vika had trusted in the Communion, but the network was broken now. Too many missing links in the chain, not enough druids to pass on word reliably, and more disappeared every year. The wilds were full of dangers, not least the Krodan druid-hunters that had murdered so many of her kind. And the spirits were quick to anger these days, once-gentle allies turned hostile, incensed by the desecration of their sacred places. Many druids who walked the lonely places of Ossia, where spirits had once welcomed them, never returned.

The signs were everywhere. Chaos and madness were coming to consume the world. Vika had seen it; the Torments had shown her. But what they hadn’t shown her was how it would come about. She knew only that the Krodans were involved somehow, for they’d allied themselves with the dreadknights, and the dreadknights were the servants of the Outsiders.

She wondered how that would sound to the elder druids, whether it would be enough to convince them. Come out of hiding! she’d say. Show the people of Ossia the old gods hold strong! Fight with us! Fight with the Dawnwardens!

Her heart sank. Over thirty years had passed since the druids faded into the wilds, fleeing the agents of the Sanctorum. It would take more than stirring words to rouse them now.

But still, she had to try.

A wind blew over the land, setting the hanged marionettes in the gallow-tree to dancing. Vika closed her eyes and listened to the hiss of the leaves. It was old, that tree, a relic from another time. Thousands of years lay upon it. It had seen giants and draccens and unnamed monsters that were known only by the bones they left in the earth. It had survived the Long Ice, safe on its lofty peak above the glaciers, and it had watched the giants scatter and diminish, the millennia moulding them into new forms until the Six Races came to be. It had seen the urds conquer Embria, then fall to plague and the slave rebellion led by Jessa Wolf’s-Heart. It had seen the Second Empire rise and be extinguished by some mysterious cataclysm that no history recalled. It had witnessed the Fell Folk come out of the north and seen them conquered by the Lawbringer. It had been here when the Krodans arrived, and it would be here when they were gone.

The occupation was a mere hiccup in history compared to the things that tree had seen. It had endured unimaginable chaos and upheaval.

Then I shall endure also, Vika thought.

She caught a scent of fur and sweat, leather and hair and herb, and a smile grew on her face as gladness swelled in her heart.

‘There’s no need to sneak up on me, Agalie,’ she said. ‘I have plenty for all.’

She opened her eyes, and there was Agalie-Sings-The-Dark on the far side of the fire. Her silver hair had grown long and lay in a loose ponytail on her shoulder, and her face was painted with two vertical stripes of red. She wore a heavy pack on her back, and in her hand was an oaken staff, split at the tip, the skull of a young goat between the prongs.

‘Vika-Walks-The-Barrows,’ said Agalie, her eyes creasing fondly as she looked upon her former acolyte. ‘You called, and I came.’

Ruck barked and ran to her, and she knelt to let the hound lick her face. ‘And greetings to you, Ruck.’

Vika walked around the fire to her, spreading her arms, and the two of them embraced while Ruck capered joyously around them.

‘It does my heart good to see you, old friend,’ Agalie murmured.

‘And mine,’ said Vika. More than you know.

She took a step back, still holding Agalie’s wrists, so as to study her. ‘Three years, and not a new line on you,’ she marvelled.

‘You always say that,’ Agalie chided. ‘As if you’d notice one among the dozens already there.’

Vika looked over her shoulder. ‘And you’ve brought someone with you,’ she said, surprised. It was unusual to invite guests to a Conclave, and only permitted when the need was pressing. She’d have risked censure by taking Aren, so if Agalie thought fit to bring a guest, they must be important.

The stranger was Keddish. She’d met one before, a long time ago, selling trinkets from their homeland, and they had the same grey-white skin and ice-blue eyes. They came from the twilit depths of the deepest jungles on Panos, where the trees grew so tall and thick that sunlight barely reached the ground. This one was small and lithe, wrapped tight in clothes of dusty beige, travelling garb from warmer lands. Leather goggles with darkened glass hung around her neck – Keddish couldn’t stand bright light. Her pale hair was shaved to the level of her eyebrows, the rest twisted and matted into short ropes. She was near the edge of the hollow, looking at the sky and paying them no attention. As Vika watched, she slid out of her pack with liquid grace, linked her fingers together and stretched, standing up on her toes.

‘That is Pel’ama’kei,’ said Agalie. ‘Pel for short. And she has a story I think you’ll want to hear.’

Ruck barked at her, and she laughed.

‘But not, I suspect, before Ruck has tried some of that pigeon.’

They ate and drank by the light of the fire, passing the wineskin between them as the night closed in all around. Agalie had brought good bread and sharp cheese, so there was plenty for everyone, which was fortunate since Pel’s appetite was entirely at odds with her size.

The Keddishwoman proved to be lively company, quick to laugh and possessed of apparently irrepressible energy. She spoke Ossian in a rapid, percussive babble, swallowing vowels and clicking her tongue with every ‘t’. Her speech was broken by odd pauses when she’d snatch a breath mid-sentence, as if fearing she wouldn’t have enough to make it to the end. Her intelligence was evident, not least in her command of Ossian, yet there was something childlike in her manner: she wore her emotions like a mummer’s apprentice, moving from wide-eyed shock to frowning disapproval to explosive joy with the exaggerated display of someone who’d never learned deceit.

She was a Delver, a member of the society of explorers who dedicated their lives to finding what was lost. From their base in the Carthanian capital of Meriador they travelled the known world, seeking the relics of past ages, rediscovering old lore and forgotten histories. They brought their finds back to their great museum, the Crucible. The Glass University was the most eminent seat of learning in Embria, but it still paled against the splendour of the Delvers’ collections across the Castrian Straits.

Pel spoke excitedly of abandoned cities beneath the sands of Bosk, sightings of unknown beasts in Shang, hidden treasures off the coast of Caragua. As she talked, she got up and sat down, gestured and demonstrated, and at one point did a cartwheel apropos of nothing that Vika could see. She was never still. It was exhausting just to watch her.

‘Perhaps you should tell Vika why you sought me out,’ Agalie suggested, once they were all full and the wine had lent a pleasant haze to the proceedings.

Pel’s eyes went wide, and she slid around the fire with a dancer’s elegance, drawing a scroll case of stained green wood from her belt. From it, she produced a roll of rough parchment that she held out to Vika.

‘The Shadow Casket,’ said Pel.

On the parchment was a crude picture, painted with urgent strokes in faded ink. It showed a sphere of some kind, covered in a labyrinth of lines and circles. Neither the name nor the picture meant anything to Vika.

‘Some sources say, the Sorcerer Kings, this was theirs,’ Pel told her. ‘In their hands, when they conjured. Those sources say, Shadow Casket powerful! Change the weather. Heal the sick.’ She grinned. ‘Command the dead.’

Vika lifted an eyebrow sceptically, and Pel laughed. ‘They’re all stories,’ she said. ‘Relics have stories. Few are true. History is real. Sorcery is not.’ She reached into the scroll case again and drew out another piece of parchment, with more care than the last. ‘I found this. Library in Galt. They couldn’t read, no one can. So I took.’ Her eyes glittered hopefully. ‘You can read?’

‘It’s written in Stonespeak,’ said Agalie, as Pel handed it to Vika. ‘But it’s an ancient dialect, so ancient that neither you nor I can read it.’

There was something pointed in her tone that made Vika pause in the act of taking it. To hear of a message written in Stonespeak was rare enough – it was the druids’ secret tongue and they guarded it closely. But it was also a fixed language, unchanged for centuries. There was no ancient dialect, and Agalie certainly knew that.

She opened it up. It was a page from a journal, written in a messy hand, and there was a sketch of the Shadow Casket in the corner. Presumably that was what had drawn Pel’s attention to it. As Vika suspected, she had no trouble reading it, but she’d caught Agalie’s hint and feigned ignorance. She had only a few moments to get the gist of it – an account of meeting a traveller who had the object in their possession – before she had to hand it back, lest she give the game away.

‘Perhaps one of our Lorekeepers could make sense of it?’ she suggested.

‘I thought the same,’ Agalie said. ‘Hence, I offered to bring Pel to the Conclave, so that we might find someone to help her.’

‘Answer is there, I know it!’ said Pel, jigging up and down. ‘The Shadow Casket. Sorcerer Kings’ treasure, lost for centuries. I’ll find it!’

Vika had never seen anyone fall asleep as fast as Pel did that night. One moment she was brimming with energy, full of her plans to mount an expedition for the Shadow Casket; then suddenly she yawned, announced she was tired, and lay down next to the fire without blanket or pillow. She closed her eyes and her breathing deepened immediately. Vika wasn’t sure if she was play-acting until Agalie assured her that she really was asleep.

‘She burns bright, then burns out,’ Agalie said. Vika detected affection in her tone. The Keddishwoman had obviously grown on her during their time together.

‘Why does she speak that way?’ Vika asked, out of curiosity.

‘Three words at a time? Because she’s Keddish; they do everything in threes. It’s hard for her to shed the speech rhythms she’s grown up with, even in Ossian, so she … well, she forces Ossian to fit them.’

‘Ah,’ said Vika. That explained the snatched breaths and odd pauses whenever she overran her sentences.

‘Let us walk,’ said Agalie. They stood, leaving Pel by the fire with Ruck curled up against her, and walked to the edge of the hollow. There were no moons tonight, and the Grey Fens spread out before them, dark beneath the starlight. Many leagues to the west, among the marshy forests where the Merelings still worshipped foreign gods, a Conclave was gathering. What was decided there might determine the fate of Ossia, and all the world.

‘Tell me,’ said Agalie, once they were out of earshot.

Agalie looked grave. ‘The Shadow Casket is not unknown to me,’ she said. ‘It is older than the Second Empire, if the tales are to be believed. Much older. If it was valued by the Sorcerer Kings, those tales Pel is so quick to dismiss may not be entirely untrue. You and I know that true sorcery was rife once.’

‘Aye, but not since the Fall, and the dark age that followed.’

‘Yet times are changing. You have sensed it. Our potions are more potent than ever before. Slipping into the Shadowlands has become easy as dreaming. The Divide, once so wide, has narrowed till the land of the dead seems but an arm’s length away.’

Vika nodded. ‘That is truth. I have faced dreadknights myself, and cowed them with Joha’s light.’

‘You did what?’ Agalie cried.

‘There is more. Twice now I have done it without potions, without ritual or preparation. I reached for the power, and it came.’

Agalie was agape. ‘But that’s … Not even the elders can do that! Without the concoctions to free our spirits, it’s … Such a thing is more akin to—’

‘Sorcery, aye. And yet it is not. It is more like … channelling. The Aspects abhor the dreadknights and seek to deny them. I merely become a conduit for their will. Only by submitting am I transformed.’ Doubt crept into her voice then, undermining her certainty. ‘At least, that’s how I think it works. It’s hard to explain.’

‘But you must try!’ Agalie urged her. ‘You must tell me everything!’

So Vika spoke of her encounters with the dreadknights: when she held them back at the gates of Skavengard, and when she resisted the foul influence of Plague in the vault at Hammerholt. Lastly, she told of the encounter at Hallow Cove, when her strength of will had failed her.

‘I fought, but that one was stronger than Plague. Too strong for me alone. My faith was not enough …’ She faltered, ashamed. ‘None of it is enough. I can resist them, repel them for a time, but …’ She shook her head angrily. ‘What good am I, if I cannot protect my companions? If I cannot destroy the enemies of Joha?’

‘Ever did you ask too much of yourself, Vika,’ Agalie said. ‘Look at what you have done already. Perhaps the Aspects meant only that you should be a guide.’

‘No.’ Vika gripped her hand into a fist. ‘I need to be a weapon.’

‘That is dangerous talk for a druidess.’

‘It is time for dangerous talk! The dreadknights are unstoppable otherwise. Soldiers’ hearts quail at the sight of them, and each is worth a hundred men for the Krodans. Only the druids can stand in opposition. I will show the elders it can be done.’

‘We are not warriors, Vika.’

‘Then we should be!’ she snapped.

The disappointed look on Agalie’s face made her regret her tone immediately. Friends though they were, they’d once been teacher and pupil, and Vika hadn’t forgotten that.

‘What was in the letter?’ she asked more quietly, keen to change the subject. ‘I only had a moment to see.’

Agalie was content to let the other matter drop for now. ‘It is the account of an itinerant druid from long ago. Likely from the early days of the Fall, when the druids were still scattered and leaderless, else he wouldn’t have written in the secret tongue. He met a Sard, and they travelled together for the day. The Sard was carrying the Shadow Casket to Eshkabel.’

Vika frowned, searching her memory. ‘I do not know that place.’

‘That’s because it no longer exists. It was a city on the island of Yaga in the days of the Second Empire. After the Empire collapsed, it was still occupied for a time, though much diminished and ruled by warlords rather than the Sorcerer Kings of old. But Yaga is where the ogren come from. They’d been enslaved by the Sorcerer Kings for centuries, and had not forgotten it. While the warlords squabbled, they grew in number and in secret, until at last they overran the city walls. By the time the elaru invaded, and the ogren were enslaved anew, Eshkabel had passed from history.’

‘But it is still there, somewhere, in ruins,’ Vika said. ‘And perhaps the Shadow Casket, too.’

‘Indeed. On an island full of dangerous beasts, swarming with ogren and guarded jealously by the forces of the elaru.’

‘From what little I know of Pel, that seems unlikely to stop her.’

‘That is what I fear. If she learns the content of that journal, she will go after her treasure. I would speak with the elders before I allow that, and in the meantime, I will ensure she doesn’t spread the information any further. It may be we would prefer the Shadow Casket to remain unfound. We do not want it falling into the wrong hands.’

‘If it is truly powerful, why would we not want it in our hands?’

‘If it is truly powerful, any hands are the wrong hands,’ said Agalie.

Vika looked out across the fens again, and let the conversation end. She wouldn’t argue with Agalie, not tonight, when the joy of seeing her was still so fresh.

But in her heart, she’d already decided her erstwhile teacher was wrong.



23

‘I’m gonna get you for this,’ Cade muttered angrily through the handkerchief pressed over his mouth. ‘Swear to Vaspis I will.’ He retched. ‘Nine, what have they been eating?’

Aren didn’t trust himself to reply. Opening his mouth would let the stench in. The cart he was driving was empty of the vile slurry it had carried out of Wittermere – the product of a few hundred bowels – but the stink of it remained. When he’d envisioned his daring infiltration, he’d imagined something a little more heroic than this.

They’d ambushed the cart at the cesspit, which was contained inside a low brick building downwind and out of sight of Wittermere. By then, having observed the institution for two full nights and days, they had a sense of the rhythm of things. The cart left in the evening at the same time every day, carrying the compound’s accumulated night soil in its metal-lined rear section. There were different drivers each time. Presumably the orderlies took turns, which was good news for Aren. There’d be a lot of them in a place that size, enough that nobody would know everyone. A couple of new faces might not cause a stir.

Grub had wanted to attack as soon as the cart came into sight, but Stivan had soberly advised waiting till they’d emptied it out first. It would save them a job.

The orderlies surrendered the moment they saw swords, and answered their questions without resistance. They were too frightened for their lives to do otherwise. Through them, the Greycloaks learned a good deal about the workings of Wittermere. What was more revealing was how much they didn’t know. The ultimate purpose of the institution was a mystery to them, and the doings of their superiors were not something they felt entitled to wonder about. They had jobs to do, and they did them, and didn’t consider it further. They were cogs in the mechanism, turning faithfully, with no real idea what the mechanism did.

How perfectly Krodan, Aren thought scornfully.

They left the orderlies with the Greycloaks, after stripping them of their clothes and hooded smocks. The hoods, they learned, were to protect them from the splatter as the cart was filled from a slurry chute; and indeed, they were spotted with stuff Aren would rather not think about. They’d expected some mismatch in size but by blind luck, the clothes fitted perfectly.

‘Prinn is looking out for you tonight,’ Edéan told them as they fastened the handkerchiefs over their faces. By his smirk, he was enjoying their discomfort immensely. ‘You’d fool your own mothers in that garb.’

Aren hoped he was right. If the Ragged Mummer was indeed watching over them, they’d need all the luck she could give them. Grub had complained that he should be allowed to break into the place instead, but they had no idea where Yarin was, and the Skarl was so distinctive that the alarm would be raised the moment he was spotted. Aren’s plan was the best they had.

‘Be safe,’ Fen had said, worry in her eyes.

Aren gripped the reins harder as the horses plodded up the hill and Wittermere came into view. The sight of it rising before him struck sudden dread into his heart. It loomed beneath a roof of racing cloud, the sky tinted bloody by the dusk, and he was seized by the certainty that there was evil here, a wrongness he couldn’t define, antithetical to life. He didn’t want to go in there; he was desperate to turn aside from this path. But it was too late now. It was as if there was an invisible force at his back pushing him onwards, slow and implacable: the need to be something more than he was, to prove it over and over.

He looked at his friend by his side. At least he had Cade. One point of certainty in a world that kept shifting around him.

‘Quit staring at me. I’m still mad at you,’ he said grumpily.

Cade hadn’t been easy to persuade, and Aren wasn’t used to having to work to convince him; he’d always gone along with Aren’s plans before. But he couldn’t do this alone, and Cade was the only one who both looked and sounded the part. The next best alternative, a man called Karden who’d been the group’s quartermaster, looked too Ossian, and his Krodan, while good, marked him as a foreigner. Aren felt unable to pull out now that he’d mooted the plan, and at last Cade had grudgingly agreed. Aren wasn’t entirely sure what had convinced him. Perhaps he realised that, since Aren was going regardless, accompanying him was the best way to keep him safe.

How the tables had turned.

The cart’s wheels creaked as they rolled up the trail to the wrought-iron gate. The guards within had seen them now, and were opening up.

‘Don’t look at them,’ Cade said. ‘We’re meant to be here. Ain’t no question in our minds of that. If you make it seem otherwise, they’ll sniff us out.’

‘There were different people in the cart when it left!’ Aren said, feeling panic threaten.

‘There’s different people every day, this cart stinks and you can only see our eyes. They don’t even notice who’s driving it. Maybe something’ll seem off, but as long as we hold our nerve, they’ll think it’s their mistake. People are like that.’

Aren took a breath to steady himself, inhaled a mouthful of the disgusting vapour from the cart, and retched.

‘Now you look authentic,’ said Cade. Aren heard the wry smile in his voice, and he relaxed a little.

The cart was coming up to the gate now. Aren did his best to look dejected, fixing his watering eyes on the rump of a horse. One of the guards had averted his face and covered his mouth, but the other was studying them as they approached. Aren became self-conscious, terror bubbling up within him. It looked fake to ignore the guard’s stare; he was acting guilty. He had to meet the man’s eyes, but Cade had told him not to and—

He couldn’t stop himself. He lifted his gaze. His heart jolted as he saw that the man was staring right at him, his eyes creased in faint puzzlement. He sees me, he sees me!

Aren gave him a salute, closed fist, arm across the chest the way the Krodans did it. His nerves and the need to be sick made it sloppy and casual; but something in the act reassured the guard that all was well. He scarcely bothered to return the salute before turning his attention to closing the gate.

‘Nice,’ Cade whispered as they rolled through and into the compound.

Aren’s heart was hammering. Now they were inside, there were eyes all around them. Other orderlies, other guards. The gloom concealed them to an extent, and none were near enough for a close look, but Aren felt like they were such obvious intruders they might as well have been glowing.

And yet no one called out. No one stopped them. Gradually, he began to believe they might pass.

They entered the central courtyard, which was surrounded by lawns. The fenced prison section lay to the right, and ominous buildings loomed tall in all directions, stern and austere, windows aglow. Lamp posts were placed here and there, but they hadn’t been lit except where they were close to the fences. There was a hushed busyness in the air and little discipline in evidence; Wittermere was a place of learning, not a military outpost. But the sense of threat that emanated from the buildings felt stronger than ever, and Aren couldn’t help but be on his guard.

If they got out of this one, he might just be persuaded to believe Prinn the Ragged Mummer existed after all, and the other Aspects, too.

They followed the route they’d seen the previous carts take during their observations from the ridge. The horses seemed to expect it, at least. It took them down a ramp, through an open gate and into the basement of an outbuilding. There, by the light of a lantern, they found themselves in a chamber where a metal slurry-chute, still glistening with filth, protruded from high up on one wall. Next to it was a crank that controlled the flow.

‘The sewer system for the whole compound must lead to a tank on the other side of that wall,’ said Aren as they unhitched the horses. ‘Then they drain it into the back of the cart and take it out to dump in the cesspit.’

‘Fascinating,’ said Cade. ‘Truly, Aren. I’m in awe.’ Then he burped loudly and threw up in a corner, which Aren considered fitting recompense for his sarcasm.

They took off their befouled smocks and handkerchiefs, and replaced them with cleaner ones that were hanging on pegs, these without hoods. Then they led the horses back up the ramp to the stables, which were next door. The evening air was a blessed relief from the stink, but Aren hated being out in the open, disguise or not. There was nobody working in the stables, so they left the horses there. When they emerged, the fenced prison section was in front of them, with a long walk across the courtyard in between.

‘There’s a lot of workers here,’ Cade reminded him. ‘Probably all divided into different sections. Nobody knows everyone.’

Aren firmed his resolve and nodded. ‘Let’s do it,’ he said.

‘To be clear, though, if we get caught, it’s still your fault.’

They struck out across the courtyard towards the prison. The Sards were inside for curfew now, but they’d seen them out during the daytime and knew there were a few hundred here. Aren had originally hoped he might get to speak with one through the fence, but the timings of the cesspit visits made that impossible, so they had to come up with another way. With the information from the orderlies they’d captured, they had some idea how to get to the Sards, but the thought of it still made Aren nervous.

In lieu of stealth, they’d just have to ask the guards.

The warder’s hut was the gateway through which everyone had to pass if they wanted to get inside the fence. They headed for that. Aren saw a few archers in a tower, but they were barely interested. The fences were high and spiked, but they were nowhere near the kind of fortifications that Aren, Cade and Grub had faced during their escape from Suller’s Bluff. He wondered if anyone had escaped before – or even attempted to.

‘I’ll do the talking,’ said Cade, and he knocked at the door. Aren was taken aback – he wasn’t used to his friend being so assertive – but he was happy to let Cade lead on this one. Subterfuge wasn’t his strongest suit.

The door opened and a warder looked out. He was hatchet-faced and prematurely balding, blond hair thinning on top.

‘Hail to the Emperor,’ said Cade, giving him a salute. Aren belatedly followed his example. The warder gave one back.

‘You’re new,’ he said.

‘Fresh in from Falconsreach,’ Cade agreed.

‘City boys,’ the warder said. ‘Must have done something wrong to get posted all the way out here.’

‘Just doing our part in service to the Empire,’ Cade told him.

‘You’re after another skulk? I’ll pick one out for you.’

Aren tripped over the word until he realised that skulk was derogatory slang for Sard. He hadn’t heard it before. Cade obviously had, though, for he didn’t miss a beat.

‘Actually, we’re looking for a specific one. Name of Yarin. He’ll be old.’

The warder frowned. ‘Yes, we’ve got one or two old ones. Most that age don’t make it this far, and here at Wittermere, we only take the cream.’ He leered conspiratorially and Cade chuckled, sharing the joke. ‘Come in, I’ll have a look in the ledger.’

They stepped into the hut. There was another warder there, a blue-eyed young man who looked far too handsome to be in this kind of job. He acted like he knew it, too, radiating disinterest in the newcomers as he played a game of One-Up on a large table in the corner.

Aren and Cade were left waiting while the first warder brought out a battered leather book and dumped it on the edge of the table. The downdraught scattered a few of the other man’s cards. He gave his companion a poisonous glance but said nothing as he picked them up. Aren had no doubt it had been done on purpose, and that there was no love lost between these two.

The hatchet-faced man started leafing through the pages, where many names had been noted down. Aren fought his nerves as the agonising seconds passed. It seemed to be taking an inordinately long time. He began to fantasise about some distant alarm ringing, guards already on their way while this man delayed them.

‘Where are you from? You’ve got a strange accent,’ he asked, not looking up from his book.

‘Angloss. Right on the border wall,’ said Cade, without a moment’s hesitation. ‘You can smell the urds from my kitchen.’

‘Huh,’ said the man, losing interest.

Aren marvelled at how good Cade was at this. His friend had always dreamed of being an actor, but Aren had never really seen him in action except when he was playing parts in his own stories. His manner, his gait, how natural he seemed … even Aren would have been convinced if he hadn’t known it was a sham.

The warder shut the ledger with an apologetic shrug. ‘No Yarin,’ he said.

‘He might be hiding under a different name,’ Cade suggested.

‘I suppose it’s possible,’ said the warder, in the manner of someone whose patience was fraying. ‘I’ll haul out a skulk and you can ask them yourself, not that you’ll get a reply. How’s your Ossian?’

‘Actually, it’s pretty good,’ said Cade, straight-faced.

‘Half these degenerates can’t even speak Krodan. Or say they can’t. The Primus knows, they lie as easy as breathing.’

‘Stop one, you stop the other,’ said Cade. ‘Problem solved.’

The joke was so distasteful it was shocking, but the warder cackled as he headed off, so it evidently found its target. Aren told himself again that his friend was playing a role, that he meant none of it. He supposed it was to Cade’s credit that he couldn’t entirely convince himself.

They were left with the other warder, who ignored them, sulkily concentrating on his cards. Neither Aren nor Cade wanted to risk further conversation so they waited in silence, studying their surroundings, feigning boredom. A wooden noticeboard had been set into one wall, and was covered with printed notices and scraps of paper on which notes had been scrawled. Aren drifted over to look at it. Rotas, timetables, a guide to recognising various diseases and what to do if an inmate showed signs. There was a morning prayer to the Primus which Aren found disturbingly comforting, reminding him as it did of the days when he worshipped the Krodan god, his father was alive and all had seemed well. Printed at the bottom was the symbol of the Sanctorum, a vertical sword laid across the pages of an open book.

He stared at the symbol. The Word and the Sword, Tomas and Toven, the twin pillars of the Krodan faith. How much easier everything had been when he just believed what he was told. But his eyes had been opened now: the Krodan god wasn’t for him. The Primus was a sham, dreamed up by a man who thought himself a prophet, whose idea found fertile soil in the minds of a people who needed something to make them feel proud and strong again. Tomas’s ideals had shaped modern Kroda, turning it into the aggressive, disciplined Empire it was today. And yet the Primus, the power behind it all, wasn’t real.

Did it matter, in the end? Wasn’t the most important thing that they believed it was real? If people acted like it was, if they fought and died and dreamed as if it was, then wasn’t the end result the same? A god didn’t have to be real to have a god’s effect.

He felt his fist clenching. No. That wasn’t enough. Not when his destiny was being dictated by a prophecy sent by the Aspects. If they weren’t real then he was a fool, guided by a madwoman’s drug-induced visions. And yet, frustratingly, he couldn’t bring himself to dismiss them. Not when he’d seen Vika stand against the dreadknights and drive them back with the power of her faith. Not when he’d faced the servants of the Outsiders himself. If the Outsiders existed, surely their opposites existed, too? What else was stopping them from running free in the land of the living?

Too many histories were lost, too many tales rewritten, their stories twisted to suit the rulers of the day. They didn’t even know how the Second Empire ended, a thousand years ago. If there were truths still evident from the Age of Chaos – before the worlds of the living and the dead, once one and the same, were made separate – then they’d changed so much that they were unrecognisable now.

All that was left was what people believed. By such spurs did the fate of nations turn.

A key clattered in a lock and the hatchet-faced warder came in, his hand on a prisoner’s shoulder. The Sard was in his thirties, perhaps, though suffering had aged him. He was sallow and scrawny and his hair had been shaved to the skin, giving him a rat-like, naked look. His eyes were weary, yet his irises were a green so bright it was almost luminous. He looked at the floor, and not at Aren or Cade at all.

‘Here’s one,’ said the warder. He pulled over a chair from under the table with a noisy screech and pushed the Sard down onto it. ‘Have at him.’ Then he went over to see how the game of One-Up was going, with the aim of annoying his companion.

The Sard didn’t raise his head, but stared at the ground beneath his feet. He looked empty.

‘We’re trying to find a man named Yarin,’ said Aren, in Ossian. ‘Is he here?’

The prisoner gave no response.

‘He’s an old man. Probably he goes by another name.’

Still the prisoner said nothing. It was as if he hadn’t heard. Aren wondered what he’d been through, for him to be so far past caring.

He checked on the warders, but they were engaged in a war of passive aggression and weren’t interested. Surreptitiously, he pulled back his sleeve and exposed the red mark on his wrist.

‘An ydraal gave me this,’ he said.

The Sard looked up quickly at the word. Aren showed him the mark. Sardfriend. Then he pulled his sleeve down again. He had the man’s attention now.

‘Yarin got a message out,’ Aren said quietly. ‘We’ve come to help you. But you need to help us.’

Mistrust hovered in the prisoner’s eyes. He glanced fearfully at the warders, suspecting a trick.

‘We don’t have much time,’ Aren told him.

‘They took him,’ the man whispered. ‘Three days ago, or four. Into the building, into the North Wing. They took him to the doctor.’

Doctor Kreel. They’d learned his name from the orderlies they’d captured. He ran this place, though they’d never seen him and only knew of him by reputation.

‘Will he be back?’ Aren asked.

‘Nobody comes back,’ said the prisoner, as if confused at the question.

Aren felt his hopes fading. Were they too late? ‘What happens to those who are taken to the doctor?’

‘I don’t know. Nothing good. We were all of us selected, I’ve no idea why. Some quality we have that other Sards don’t. We were picked from different camps, brought here and tested when we arrived.’

‘Tested?’

The prisoner seemed to grasp the situation then, shaking off the fog of despair, and his expression became urgent. ‘Are there many of you? Are you going to get us out of here?’

‘We’re going to try. But first we need to find Yarin, and you need to tell us anything you know that can help us—’

‘Ho! You got him talking,’ said the warder, having noticed their conversation at last. ‘You must have the magic touch. Usually they don’t say a thing.’

‘Not a word about us,’ said Cade in Ossian to the prisoner, his voice threatening. ‘Not to anyone.’

‘What’s the mangy skulk saying?’ the warder asked, standing over the Sard with his hands on his hips.

‘Begging. Bargaining. The usual,’ Cade replied scornfully. ‘But we got what we wanted. Seems our man has already been taken. Someone must have fouled up the records on our end.’

The guard gave him a sympathetic grunt. ‘Can’t rely on anyone these days,’ he commiserated. Then he clouted the prisoner around the head and hauled him to his feet. ‘Come on, you. Back with your festering kin.’

‘Hail to the Emperor,’ Cade said as he led the prisoner away. The prisoner cast a backward glance at Aren, a look of fearful pleading that twisted his gut in a knot, and then he was hustled out of the door. Once they were gone, Cade and Aren left the warder’s hut. The handsome one didn’t acknowledge them, so they ignored him, too.

Out in the warm night, Aren let out a shaky breath. ‘I can’t believe they fell for that.’

‘Told you. As long as you don’t give them a reason to disbelieve, most folk’ll swallow anything. Easier just to accept what’s in front of you.’ He sighed. ‘Right, then. I reckon the best place to scale the wall is over behind those stables. Dark as anything there.’

‘Scale the wall?’

‘To get out. You know, like we said. We can’t very well leave through the gate, can we?’

‘We’re not leaving yet,’ Aren said.

‘You heard the Sard! Three or four days since Yarin was taken. They don’t come back from the doctor. Yarin’s dead. He was dead before we even arrived.’

‘We don’t know that. And we won’t have another chance to find out; they’ll miss those orderlies by tomorrow, and then we’ll never get back in. Cade, the Krodans emptied Ossia of an entire people and we’ve never understood why. The answer could be right here! Even if Yarin’s dead, don’t you want to know what they’re doing?’

A haunted look came into Cade’s eyes as he stared across the courtyard, where the lighted entrance to the main building stood open. ‘Don’t think I do,’ he said.

But Aren wasn’t going back to the Greycloaks empty-handed. He sensed they were on the edge of something, and he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he turned away now. Without another word, he set off across the courtyard.

Cade cursed and followed him. Aren took comfort in that. It was just like old times.
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The entrance to the institution was through a pillared porch atop three steps of polished stone. Inside they found a quiet foyer with chequered tile floors and a semicircular desk. A set of stairs curved upwards to the left of the desk, and there were arched exits to either side. Working hours were over: the desk was unmanned, and no one else was in sight.

Cade eyed the handbell on the desk. ‘Think we should ring for service?’ he asked. Aren couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not.

‘Let’s take a look around,’ he said.

They headed out of the foyer, through one of the arches. Beyond was a corridor with high ceilings and pale cream walls. There was a chill in the air despite the heat of the summer night, and their footsteps echoed on the tiles. Other footsteps sounded from somewhere within the building, cutting through the hush. They passed an eating-hall, where several orderlies were talking in low voices over their meals. Beyond them they found kitchens, which they could smell through the closed door.

Aren’s fear of discovery hadn’t left him, but their encounter in the warder’s hut had emboldened him enough that he thought they might sweep through the building unchallenged. Only when he heard a sharp voice behind them did he realise his mistake.

‘You two! Stop there!’

Aren’s insides turned to water. They turned to see a broad-set woman with the earthy look of an Ozaker bustling up the corridor. She wore an orderly’s smock and a cotton wimple framing a scowling, froglike face.

‘Who are you, then?’ she demanded of them.

‘Oskin Derth,’ said Cade. ‘And this is Barris Mukkel. Just arrived from Falconsreach.’

‘Well, I’m the matron of this building,’ she snapped, ‘and nobody said anything to me about any new orderlies.’

‘You didn’t know? Oh, Light, the message must have been delayed. You know how the post is up here in the hills. No doubt it’ll turn up tomorrow, a day after it would have been useful.’

‘I suppose you’ll be wanting beds and meals today, though, won’t you?’ she said crossly.

‘We don’t need feeding. And we can make do with a corner and a bedroll for tonight, can’t we, Barris?’ said Cade amiably.

‘You might have to,’ the matron warned, but her bad temper was wearing off at the prospect of easy business.

‘We’d be happy with whatever you can provide,’ said Cade.

‘What’s wrong with him? He looks sick,’ said the matron, eyeing Aren. Cade gave him a sharp look, and Aren did his best to smooth the stress from his features.

‘It was a long journey. I’m not very good with horses,’ Aren offered weakly.

‘Madam,’ said Cade, bringing her attention back to him. ‘Might we ask a great favour? As you see, we’ve only just arrived, and we’d be honoured if you’d show us around.’

Aren stared at him in horror. All he wanted to do was get away from this woman. Why was Cade trying to ensnare them further?

‘As if I don’t have enough to do!’ the matron cried. ‘Ask another orderly.’

‘I doubt any of them know this place half as well as you,’ said Cade. ‘And we’d like to know what’s expected of us, so we can do right by you. You’re the one in charge, after all.’

The matron huffed and rolled her eyes, but Cade’s pleasantness and flattery had won her over. They both knew that under the Krodan Empire, women were rarely in charge of anything of much importance; but this was her empire, and she was pleased to be acknowledged.

‘Go on, then,’ she said. ‘Just to your rooms, mind. I’ll show you whatever’s on the way.’ She stumped off down the corridor.

‘What are you doing?’ Aren mouthed at him as soon as her back was turned. Cade waved the question away and headed off after her with a breezy confidence that Aren didn’t share.

Now it was Aren’s turn to follow Cade, cursing under his breath. He wondered if Cade had done this as some sort of revenge, reclaiming the lead after Aren had insisted that they go inside. He wasn’t sure. Hard as it was to accept, their relationship had changed. Cade was no longer content to be told what to do. He demanded some measure of control, and he’d take it if necessary.

The matron led them along the corridor, explaining the mealtime schedule as she went, and then talked at length about hygiene and the importance of washing their hands. She showed them the laundry room and gave them detailed instructions about how to fold their linens, where to stack them and when. Cade took this all in with the attitude of an eager pupil, and Aren could tell the matron was impressed. He always did have a way of making people like him.

‘Down there are the laboratories,’ she told them as they passed a turning.

‘Could we see?’ Cade asked.

‘Your rooms are the other way,’ the matron said.

‘Just a peek? We’re excited to get to work, and Barris and I have talked of little else on our journey. Please?’

The matron gave another long-suffering sigh, then took them down the corridor. She stopped between two doorways, both leading into spacious chambers with ribbed ceilings. One was full of the kind of equipment Aren was used to seeing in apothecaries and infirmaries, complex apparatus made up of glass tubes and beakers. The other was more like a boiler room or a dye manufactory, with large copper vats and tanks studded with rivets. The first room was empty, but in the second there were several orderlies at work, and a portly, bewhiskered man in a jacket and breeches who was inspecting the equipment.

‘Madam Ussel? Who are these two?’ he asked as he saw them.

‘New recruits for you. Here from Falconsreach,’ she replied, bristling at his imperious tone.

‘Nobody told me,’ he said, peering at them from beneath bushy white brows.

‘I’m telling you now,’ she said tersely.

The man ran a critical gaze over them. ‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘Well, the Doctor does as the Doctor does. We can always use a few extra hands.’

Cade gave Aren a sidelong look, and Aren at last saw the method in his madness. Walking with the matron gave them a legitimacy they didn’t have otherwise. Cade had convinced her; she’d convince all the rest. No one would question whether they were meant to be here while she was with them, and they could look around the whole place without fear of discovery.

He gave Cade a tiny smile. It was so brazen, he wished he’d thought of it himself.

‘You’ll want to know what’s what, then,’ the man told them, speaking over the matron, who’d opened her mouth to introduce them. ‘I’m Doctor Vadlen, you’ll be working under me. Here’s where we brew the serums for Doctor Kreel’s experiments. His requirements are very specific, and the serums need constant attention and must be kept to exact temperatures, for some of them can be very volatile. Fatally so, in fact. Over there –’ he gestured over their heads, into the other room ‘– that’s where we bring the blood for testing. But you’re new, you don’t know about that yet, do you?’

Aren and Cade gave him blank looks.

‘The blood we take from the prisoners,’ said the doctor, with increasing impatience. ‘Each one has been selected for their preponderance of what we have come to term reactivity, but within that group there are several discrete subsets of response, and the combination of these with certain reagents are what we select for according to Doctor Kreel’s needs on any given day.’ The words had accelerated into a jabber by now, and he waved his hands in front of his face as if to dash the matter away. ‘I’m busy now, I’ll explain it all tomorrow. You’ll be on the morning shift?’

‘We’re keen to start, Doctor,’ said Cade.

‘That’s what I like to hear,’ he said, already heading back to his vats.

‘The laboratories,’ the matron said with a sniff. ‘You’ll be sick of the sight of them in a week.’ She walked briskly off, annoyed at having this part of the tour stolen from her by the doctor. ‘Don’t drag your heels.’

There were no more detours after that: she was in a bad mood again, and their presence had become a chore. She led them upstairs to where the orderlies bunked. There she found them empty beds in a dormitory room.

‘Where’s your luggage?’ she asked them.

‘Still with the horses. We’ll bring it in directly.’

‘See that you do. I don’t want any noise after fifth bell o’dark. If you turn right and follow the stairs down, you’ll find your way back to the foyer.’

‘Will we get to meet the Doctor tomorrow? Doctor Kreel?’ Cade asked.

‘Ha! You’ll be lucky if you see him at all. He’s in the North Wing, and only his favourites get inside. We leave them food, whatever they ask for from the laboratories, and sometimes we deliver them prisoners. No one goes inside, though. It’s forbidden to the likes of us.’

‘Ah,’ said Cade. ‘Where is the North Wing, though? We wouldn’t want to accidentally go somewhere we shouldn’t.’

She gave him a suspicious look. ‘It’s at the bottom of the stairs. Don’t worry, you can’t miss it. Now, you’ve kept me from my work long enough.’

‘Our apologies,’ said Cade. ‘Thank you for the tour. Hail to the Emperor.’

She muttered a grudging ‘hail’ in return and left. They heard her fussing to herself all down the corridor about how she was supposed to keep up with the linen rota when the powers that be kept dumping new faces on her.

‘Admit it,’ said Cade, once they were alone. ‘I know what I’m doing.’

Aren shrugged. ‘You know what you’re doing.’

‘Did you make head or tail of what that doctor said? Testing their blood?’

Aren’s face darkened at the thought. ‘Not really. I studied Harvik’s Anatomy when I was younger, but it never really sank in. Testing Sard blood, though? What are they looking for?’

‘You’re gonna want to find out, aren’t you?’

‘Why not? Anyone asks who we are, we can point them to the matron.’ Filled with new boldness, they went back out into the corridor again.

The door to the North Wing was, as the matron had promised, at the end of a hall at the bottom of the polished wooden stairs. She’d been right to say it was hard to miss. There was a plaque fixed across it that said ‘DO NOT ENTER’ in large letters. A doorway opposite took them back towards the foyer. A wooden trolley, covered over with a cotton towel, stood unattended there. Aren lifted the corner and saw loaves of bread, apples, cold meats.

‘Food for the North Wing?’ he guessed. It struck him as very odd that they should be so reclusive.

Cade peered around to make sure no one was nearby, then pushed the door gently. It swung inwards a little. ‘It’s not even locked,’ he said.

‘There’s a sign on it,’ said Aren. ‘That’s more effective than any lock to a Krodan. It doesn’t really cross their minds to buck authority.’ He gave Cade a daring look. ‘Lucky we’re not Krodan, isn’t it?’

Cade didn’t look enthusiastic. ‘Our luck will only get us so far. If they catch us in the North Wing, I don’t know if I can talk us out of it.’

‘Then let’s not get caught,’ said Aren. His nerves had been taut for so long that the pull of fear had faded, leaving him feeling reckless. Giving up was inconceivable when the answers might be so close. They’d come this far. Why not further?

Nobody was in the foyer, and they could hear no footsteps nearby. Aren carefully pushed the door open. It groaned on unoiled hinges, making him wince. Beyond there was another corridor, gloomy and dark. Nobody had lit the lamps here, and the only light came from doorways further down. They listened for a moment, heard nothing, and then slipped inside, closing the door behind them.

For a few moments they stood there in the darkness, ready to dart back outside if anyone should come. Aren’s heart thumped with the thrill of trespass. But the silence invited them onwards, and he had no choice but to oblige. He crept up the corridor, rubbing his thumb against the mark on his wrist, which was itching again.

The glass of the lamps was blackened with smoke. As they neared the first doorway, the light cast on the floor showed that it hadn’t been swept in a long time. Scuffed footprints and trolley tracks cut through the patina of grime. There was a faintly rank smell in the air, and odd buzzing noises that came and went, just loud enough for Aren to detect.

Aren felt an increasing unease. The wrongness he sensed from outside was stronger here, and the state of the place unsettled him. On the other side of the door marked ‘DO NOT ENTER’ was an orderly and efficient institution, its floors scrubbed, walls spotless. That was the Krodan way. On this side the corridor was grubby and neglected, as if it belonged to another building entirely. They didn’t tolerate this kind of thing, not in a place like this.

He reached the doorway, from which a dim light spilled out. The buzzing noise came louder now, stopping and starting. Hearing nothing else, he peered in and found a small filing room, with several tall sets of drawers and a small desk. Papers were piled in disarray, dangerously close to a dirty lantern that had almost burned out. Some had spilled to the floor. Next to the lantern, several papers pinned beneath it, was an abandoned plate of food. It had rotted to the point where it was unrecognisable, and writhing with maggots. Flies lifted off and landed restlessly: that was the buzzing Aren had heard.

‘This ain’t right,’ said Cade quietly.

‘It’s like when we were in the mines in Suller’s Bluff,’ said Aren. ‘How they treated us once we were out of sight. They keep up the appearance of this infallible Empire, but look behind the curtain and—’

‘It ain’t the same,’ Cade interrupted. He sounded upset, though Aren couldn’t imagine why.

There was another doorway further along the corridor, with a heavy oak door hanging ajar. Aren peeped through, then waved Cade over. ‘Hoy. Look at this!’

He pushed the door open further to show him. Beyond was a library with groined timber ceilings and a narrow gallery allowing access to the higher shelves. Heavy curtains hung across the far windows, and rugs lay rucked and askew on the wooden floor. The whole room smelled of must and mould. A few lamps burned here, though scarcely enough to illuminate it adequately. A candelabrum flickered on a grand desk in the centre of the room, next to a disorderly pile of books, carelessly laid open and covered with scrawled notes.

There was still nobody in sight, and no one to be heard. The sense of abandonment and neglect was as perturbing as the dirt and rot. And yet, someone had lit those candles. Aren went inside, eyes searching the corners, identifying places to hide. At least here there was cover, if they needed it.

His gaze fell to the desk, where an illustration in one of the open tomes captured his attention. A crude woodcut of a man with his head back, screaming. Hands were reaching out of his mouth from within, fingers gripping his chin, as if there were someone inside him climbing out. He made his way to the desk and looked over the scattered papers with growing horror in his heart. None of the words made any sense to him, but the pictures hinted at disturbing content. He saw arcane symbols, scrawled formulae, anatomical diagrams of organs. A man stared into a mirror where a beast stared back at him with empty eyes. A woman hung from a post, her belly open, a man studying the entrails on the ground.

‘Look how they’re dressed,’ Cade muttered at his shoulder. It took Aren a moment to understand what he meant. The tall headgear and elaborate hairstyles, the flowing robes with wide shoulders or rigid hoods. Though the illustrations were strange, made grotesque as much by the passing of centuries as their subject matter, he recognised their outlines. He’d seen them before, as ghosts, shadows on the walls of Skavengard.

‘This is Old Ossian,’ Aren said, amazed. ‘From the Second Empire. But that’s over a thousand years old! It must be a copy; no book would survive so long in such good condition.’

‘Copy of what, though?’ Cade asked.

Aren didn’t have an answer to that. He stared at the pages. The notes in the margins were in Krodan, but the scrawl was near impossible to read. The solemn letters printed on the page were the ancestors of modern Ossian, but only just recognisable as such. He didn’t dare guess at what they said. Just looking at them made his skin crawl, and after a time they began to cramp together on the page and he started to feel dizzy. He pinched the bridge of his nose. He should take a break, he thought, but there was something compelling about those sentences, something that made him want to keep looking until they twisted themselves into forms he could understand. Lights began to swarm before his eyes, and the page seemed to grow in his vision until he felt like he was falling forwards into the book and—

‘Aren!’ Cade’s sharp whisper, the hard grip on his upper arm, shook him out of it. He looked up, dazed, and immediately knew they were in danger.

Footsteps. Coming closer, towards the doorway at the far end.

Cade tugged him away from the desk. He stumbled, propelled by his friend, and the two of them hurried across the room, their boots hushed by the carpet. They hid in a corner, one behind a pillar, the other behind the edge of a curtain.

Aren’s blood pulsed in his ears as he heard the footsteps coming closer. They walked in an uneven shuffle, as of someone elderly or lame. At least there was that; they could run if they had to. He wished he had a weapon.

The footsteps went dull as they entered the room. It was an orderly, dressed like all the others but stained with food and filth and blood. He was in his thirties by his size and posture, but he was gaunt and sallow. His hair had thinned in uneven patches and his long-fingered hands were speckled with liver spots. He had his face turned away from Aren, and his jaw worked restlessly, as if mumbling or chewing something. His breath wheezed in and out of his chest like someone suffering from the grip.

He shuffled across the room. One of his legs moved jerkily, as if it was heavier than the other, and he had to roll his hip forwards with every step. Aren craned to get a look at his face, but the shadows thwarted him, and after a few steps the orderly was too far into the room to see anything but the back of his head.

What’s wrong with him? Aren thought, alarmed.

The orderly made his way to the desk and stopped, looking down at the papers, contemplating them. He scratched the back of his head idly, and a hank of hair came off beneath his nails, exposing blistered and scabrous skin beneath. He held his fingers up in front of his face, studying the blond strands stuck there.

Slowly, he tilted his head to one side, stretching his neck with an audible popping of muscles and spine. Then, wheezing, he rounded the desk and went onwards, through the door leading towards the entrance to the North Wing.

‘What. In Joha’s name. Was that?’ Cade said slowly.

Aren let out an uneasy breath. ‘How about we find Yarin and get out of here fast?’ he suggested.

‘How about we do the second thing first?’

Aren gave him a look, then slipped out of hiding and through the doorway the orderly had come in by.

‘You’re like a dog after a bone, you know that?’ Cade muttered.

Through the doorway they found another wide corridor, gloomier and dirtier than the last. Only a single lamp burned here, and mice trundled in the angles between wall and floor. A short way along, an iron cage had been built around the entrance to a stairwell, its door hanging open, bars rusty. There was a large key in the lock on the corridor side, as if someone meant to keep whatever was below, below.

‘A cage,’ said Cade. ‘That’s inviting.’

He was resigned enough to be sarcastic. Aren found that re-assuring. ‘Cages mean prisoners,’ he said. ‘If he’s in here, he’s down there.’

‘Let’s just get this over with,’ Cade replied angrily.

They slipped through the door, down the narrow stairs beyond. It was as if the world were tightening around them with every step. Going underground felt like trapping themselves. What if they came back and found that cage door shut? What then?

Cade must have been thinking the same thing, for Aren heard his breathing accelerate sharply. He turned and saw panicked eyes glittering in the gloom.

‘Cade?’ he whispered.

Cade held up a hand, shut his eyes, swallowed. Slowly he calmed. ‘I’m alright,’ he said, though he sounded like he wanted to be sick.

Cade looked so distressed that Aren almost suggested turning back. He’d never seen a reaction like that from him, a look of such wild, primal fear. But Cade had composed himself now, and seeing the concern on Aren’s face, he hardened.

‘I’m alright,’ he insisted, through gritted teeth.

Aren was forced to take him at his word.

At the bottom of the stairs was another cage, and its door was also open. The corridor there was even darker than the one they’d come from. The only light was the glow of a lamp from around a corner, spilling across dingy flagstones. The other doors they could see were wooden, iron-bound and narrow, and the air was warm and cloying and smelled faintly of animal dung. Nearby, a trolley stood abandoned in the shadows, tilted slightly where one of its wheels had broken beneath it.

They waited at the foot of the stairs, watching and listening, but there was no sign of anybody nearby. Aren was beginning to wonder if the place was almost entirely deserted. The orderly they’d seen in the library was the only sign of life they’d encountered thus far. If those outside the North Wing were to be believed, Doctor Kreel never emerged. Maybe he wasn’t even here any more.

He put those questions from his mind. He needed to find Yarin first and foremost, and failing that, he needed to find out what was happening to the Sards. If he could do that, if he could do either of those things, he might score a great victory for the revolution.

No, not the revolution. For the Dawnwardens, and for himself. Let his achievements silence the doubters. Let him show them he’d earned his place.

They crossed the corridor, slipping along the wall to the trolley. Close up, it was filthy, the wood stained deeply with a colour that looked black in the dark. Aren’s nose told him what his eyes couldn’t. It reeked of blood.

A squeal made them both start violently. That was no human noise. It was followed by the sound of movement somewhere up the corridor, the lumbering of fast-moving bodies, a muddle of grunts.

‘Pigs?’ Cade whispered. ‘They’re keeping pigs here? Underground? What kind of place is this?’

Aren listened to the sound of the pigs squabbling somewhere out of sight. Their grunts and squeals sounded horrible to his ears: maddened, malicious and hungry. His skin crawled.

‘Let’s go the other way,’ he muttered.

‘First sensible thing you’ve said all night.’

They rounded a corner into another corridor. At the end was another cage door, with a lamp burning beyond. A door stood open to their right, and the room within was dark. Aren crept up and looked inside, saw only an empty room at first. Then something moved, and with an icy jolt he realised it wasn’t empty after all.

There was an orderly within, sitting quietly in the blackness. Aren couldn’t make out their features, just the shape of their head and shoulders over the back of a chair. They were slouched, facing away from him, towards a blank wall. As Aren watched, they stirred again, a slight adjustment of their posture; then they settled and didn’t move any more.

Aren watched him for a time, afraid of some sort of trick. But the orderly couldn’t possibly have been aware of them. He was simply sitting there in the dark, staring at a wall.

They slipped past the doorway and onwards, through the cage door.

‘You think it was a prison?’ Cade muttered.

‘Maybe,’ said Aren. ‘Maybe it was, once.’

‘But it’s old. Built before the Krodans came, at least. Why did a bunch of scholars need a prison?’

Aren could hear Cade’s need to make sense of it, but he had no answers to give. Neither of them wanted to talk about the man they’d seen staring at the wall, nor the scabrous orderly in the library. Their mission had taken on the aspect of a nightmare, and Aren was beginning to fear what they might find at its end. If they reached the end at all.

They heard muttering up ahead, coming from around the corner. Heavy footsteps, and something being dragged. Aren’s heart leaped in fright. Caught in the middle of the corridor, there was nowhere to go but to retreat to the room with the silent orderly. It was that, or trying a door up ahead, going towards the approaching stranger.

Aren moved, and his instinct, as ever, sent him forwards rather than back. He scampered up the corridor and tried the door. At first it didn’t open, and he felt a stab of panic as he realised it might be locked; but on the second try it gave, and the two of them slipped through the gap into a dark storeroom full of rotting sacks and sagging shelves.

They cut it close. They didn’t even have time to close the door before the stranger rounded the corner. Holding their breath, they crammed in together, staring at the slice of corridor visible through the space between door and jamb.

The man that passed was attired like a prison warder, but his clothes and boots were far too small for him, so much so that they’d split at the seams. He was brawny to the point of being monstrous, his arms bulging, calves ribboned with veins. His head was made small by a bull neck; tiny glittering eyes sat above a too-wide mouth with too-large teeth, a row of tombstones in his face exposed by a rictus grin. The whole of him seemed swollen, a grotesque profusion of muscle skewing his proportions.

He was dragging a hessian sack behind him with one hand, which bumped along the floor, its contents tumbling within. In the lamplight, patches of it glistened red where the blood had soaked through.

They listened in terrified silence as he walked up the corridor, whispering and chuckling to himself. By what Aren could make out, he seemed to be fantasising about visiting some horrific torture on somebody.

‘That’s enough,’ said Cade, when at last the warder was gone. ‘I ain’t joking now. Yarin’s dead. We need to leave before we end up the same.’

He was on his last nerve. Aren wondered how much more he could take of this place. ‘Just a little further,’ he said.

‘You’re cracked, Aren! Did you see that feller? What are you trying to prove?’

‘Don’t you want to know what happened to the Sards?’

‘The Sards ain’t anything to me!’ he hissed.

Aren stared at him, shocked. ‘Orica was a Sard,’ he said.

Cade had the decency to look shamefaced. ‘Yeah, well. She’s dead, ain’t she?’

Aren could hardly believe he’d said that. Disgusted, he pushed past to get out, intending to keep searching whether Cade came with him or not. But he was angry, and it was more violent than he intended. In the dark, Cade bumped into a spade leaned up against the wall, and with a loud screech and clatter it toppled to the ground.

Both of them froze, ears straining for any sound, for the thump of running feet as some dreadful thing came to investigate. Aren’s heart was hammering so hard he could feel his chest jump with every blow.

Eventually, it began to slow. Nobody came for them.

‘I’m going to keep looking,’ Aren said at last, his jaw tight. ‘Leave if you want.’

But when he went out into the corridor, Cade followed, subdued. For once, his friend didn’t have anything to say.

The warder was nowhere to be seen. Only a thin trail of blood marked his passage. Aren and Cade crept onwards, shoulders hunched. Around the next corner they found another door, this one different from the others. It was new, made entirely of metal, and there were bolts on the outside. Moulded into its surface were hundreds of symbols in tightly packed bands. Aren couldn’t read them, but they had the same feel as those he’d seen in the books in the library, and looking at them closely made his head buzz.

They stood before it, not sure what to do, whether to risk it. This had the feel of sorcery about it, or something of that ilk. The very sight of it made Aren cold with foreboding.

At last, he put his hand on one of the bolts. Nothing happened.

‘We shouldn’t look,’ Cade whispered.

Cade was afraid. Really afraid. The way he’d been acting since they entered the North Wing wasn’t like him at all. There was something deeper underneath, something Aren didn’t understand. But that would have to wait. He slid back the bolt and reached for the next.

‘Aren,’ Cade warned him. ‘Whatever’s in there, they want it kept in there.’

But it was too late for doubts now. He had to see. He slid back the second bolt.

He heard the heavy thump of running footsteps but turned to meet it too late. A hulking shadow in the gloom, a too-wide grin, murderous eyes fixed on him, shining. A blackjack swinging at his head.

Lights exploded behind his eyes; a moment of abominable pain.

Blackness.
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It was just past third bell o’dark, but the sun set late in Nonnus and warm light still shone through the trees in the avenues of the Uplanes. A carriage rolled down the shadow-striped street and a pair of young lovers walked arm-in-arm. Here, in one of Morgenholme’s wealthiest districts, there was little sign of the turmoil outside. Beneath the looming ruins of the Second Empire, rich Krodans didn’t have to see the warnings and proclamations posted all over the Canal District, imposing new restrictions, new rules, new punishments on the Ossians. They didn’t have to see the gallows on the south side of the Promise Bridge, or how often it was used.

Klyssen took no little joy in the expressions on the lovers’ faces as he passed them on the pavement. His grotesque burns and the double-barred cross on his jacket were an unwelcome intrusion into their idyll, a reminder of the horror lurking just out of sight. The lady clutched her companion’s arm tightly. He did his best to look brave, and failed.

You can’t protect her. Maybe no one can protect anyone from what’s coming.

Klyssen saw only ruination for Ossia ahead, a long and gruelling occupation beset by rebellions that would sap the Empire’s strength when it could be better used elsewhere. Even Morgenholme wouldn’t be spared the chaos. But the will of fools was an insurmountable force, and he was tired of fighting it. Let the Empire take care of itself.

He marvelled at his newfound indifference and revelled in it. His mind felt clearer than it had for years. Even his ridiculous thirst for vengeance against Aren had dried up with the shock of impending exile. The desire for retribution had been all that kept him going sometimes; but what good was it, in the end? His face was still burned. He was still disgraced. No, he wouldn’t let some Ossian boy control him that way. Aren would be justly rewarded for his treachery one day, or he wouldn’t; Klyssen didn’t care. It wasn’t his responsibility any more. He had to focus on what was important.

He had his girls to think of now. That was everything.

His destination was a tall, elegant townhouse in a terrace of identical buildings, with ornamental railings separating them from the pavement and steps climbing to the front door. It was a little late for visiting without an invitation, but not outside the bounds of acceptability. He’d taken a carriage across the river from his rented apartment in Clockcross as soon as he got the news, but he’d disembarked a few streets away so as to collect his thoughts before arriving. He’d only have one chance at this. He couldn’t afford to get it wrong.

His hand was on his satchel as he ascended the stairs, as if to reassure himself of its contents. He tugged on the iron bell-pull, and the door was opened by a plump-faced lady wearing a dress too fine to be a servant’s. He saw the usual flicker of alarm and suppressed disgust as she registered his disfigurement, before she recovered and gave him a broad and genuine smile.

‘You must be Watchman Klyssen! Ottis has told me so much about you!’

And none of it good, I’ll wager. But he never mentioned you at all. I didn’t even know he had a wife until a few days ago.

‘It’s my pleasure to meet you, madam,’ he said. ‘I heard Overwatchman Gremmler was back, and I hoped I might speak with him. It’s quite urgent.’

‘No trouble at all! Please, come in. I’m Uda.’

She let him into a high-ceilinged foyer dominated by a portrait of a hawk-faced lady wearing an expression of maternal threat. Beneath was a side table, upon which a pair of scented candles burned in elaborate metal holders amid an arrangement of dried fruits and spices. Smaller items – a polished piece of amber, a carved family crest, a silver pendant – lay among the fruits, and there was a pair of frames with miniature portraits inside, one showing the woman in her younger years, the other Gremmler as a boy, gazing stiffly out from beneath a black felt cap.

It looked unsettlingly like a shrine.

‘The overwatchman’s mother?’ Klyssen enquired as Uda closed the door behind him.

‘Oh, yes,’ said Uda. ‘An admirable woman. Her husband lost his life during the invasion of Ossia, when Ottis was but a boy, and she raised him alone. The Empire gave her possession of a launderer’s shop in Gallowcroft in recognition of his sacrifice.’ She came over to stand next to him, looking up at the portrait. ‘From that single shop she built a business of two dozen, all over Ossia, and sold it for a fortune.’ It had the sound of a story often told, dulled by repetition.

‘She sounds admirable indeed,’ said Klyssen. ‘Formidable, even.’

‘Yes, she was that.’

‘The overwatchman was close to her?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Uda, unable to keep a hint of exasperation from her voice. ‘Very close.’

Klyssen gave her an understanding smile.

‘If you’ll wait here, please,’ she said, and went off to find her husband.

Klyssen was left gazing at the portrait. Gremmler’s mother gazed balefully back.

He never mentioned you, either. I knew almost nothing about this man while I worked with him. What have I been doing all this time?

Well, he was learning now. He’d discovered a lot over the past few days from digging into Gremmler’s activities, spinning hope from the tiny shreds of information his superior had unwittingly given out. The contents of his satchel were the result. He was counting on that to save him from exile.

Uda soon returned and bade him follow. She took him to a drawing room where Gremmler waited in a high-backed red leather chair. He wore a plain grey jacket trimmed in black, jarring to Klyssen’s eye: he’d never seen Gremmler out of uniform.

The look on his face wasn’t encouraging. Klyssen had little doubt that such an intensely private man viewed this visit as a transgression, an invasion of his space, but he had no choice. Gremmler would be even less amenable at the Iron Hand’s headquarters, where nothing went unobserved, and he couldn’t risk the overwatchman submitting his report to the Commander before he talked to him. Once that report was filed, he was doomed.

‘Watchman Klyssen,’ said Gremmler. ‘This is quite a surprise.’

‘My apologies for disturbing you,’ Klyssen said. ‘I ask just a few moments of your time.’

The unexpected humility in his voice softened the overwatchman’s tone a little. ‘You’d better sit down, then,’ he said reluctantly, gesturing to the chair opposite. A side table lay between them, upon which was a cigar box and a crystal decanter. ‘Will you have some brandy? A cigar?’

The cigar in particular was tempting. He thought it wise to accept. Uda brought another glass and poured him a measure while Gremmler clipped the cigars. Once their cigars were lit and Klyssen was settled, she left them alone.

‘We don’t have servants.’ Gremmler was searching for something to say. ‘Uda prefers to do everything herself. She likes to keep busy.’

‘A laudable trait,’ said Klyssen.

Gremmler sipped his brandy irritably. Klyssen’s presence in his home discomfited him. ‘Speak your piece,’ he said. He took a pull of his cigar and blew out a disdainful jet of smoke.

‘I’ve shamed myself,’ said Klyssen, hunching forwards in his seat. He let out a long sigh. ‘I’ve shamed the Empire. My behaviour has reflected badly on you, when you were gracious enough to select me as your second, even with the stain of Hammerholt upon me. I’ve been petulant and obstructive, and acted in a way unbecoming of an officer of the Iron Hand.’

Gremmler was intrigued. He hadn’t expected an apology. ‘True,’ he said. ‘Go on.’

Klyssen swallowed back the humiliation. As a Krodan man of authority, admitting he was wrong wasn’t done lightly. It sickened him to abase himself so, but abase himself he must.

‘I have two daughters,’ he said. He wiped the eye on his burned side, which had begun to weep, the way it often did. ‘I love them beyond reason. They are the most precious things in my life.’ He sipped his drink, needing the burn. ‘After Hammerholt …’ He trailed off, searching for the words to convey the towering cruelty of Vanya’s betrayal.

‘I heard about what happened,’ said Gremmler. ‘It was my business to know. But a man must control himself. You failed.’

‘I did,’ said Klyssen. ‘I let my bitterness and frustration rule me. I’m most deeply sorry for that.’

He reached into his satchel and pulled out what was within. It was heavy and rectangular, wrapped in wax paper. He laid it on the table between them.

‘I hope this will go some way to making amends.’

Gremmler took another puff of his cigar, appraising the situation. He didn’t even look at the gift.

‘You want me to reconsider my report,’ he said.

‘I want … I beg you not to send me to Ozak. I’d never see my girls again.’

‘But you brought this upon yourself. Actions have consequences. You ought to bear them.’

‘It’s preferable to make use of an asset rather than waste it. We of the Iron Hand know this better than most.’

‘You are the very opposite of an asset,’ Gremmler told him calmly.

‘Up till now,’ said Klyssen. ‘But I swear by the Primus that henceforth you will find no better second in all the Empire. My mind is clear now, my purpose renewed. I will follow your orders absolutely and without question. You will never again doubt my loyalty to you or the Emperor.’ His moist voice had dropped to a hiss now. ‘No one knows our targets like I do, Overwatchman Gremmler. I can find them. With my help you can crush the Dawnwardens and regain the Ember Blade for Kroda.’

‘You squandered that advantage already,’ Gremmler said.

‘No,’ said Klyssen, with gathering certainty. He couldn’t help himself; his conviction was genuine now, and it overtook him. ‘I have looked into the eyes of Aren of Shoal Point and seen the man he is. No other can say that. And you and I know that people do not change, not at their fundament. They only play different parts.’

Gremmler leaned over the arm of his chair and looked Klyssen in the eyes. ‘Are you playing a part now, Watchman Klyssen?’

Klyssen shook his head, the tiniest movement, his gaze locked with Gremmler’s. ‘I am an officer of the Iron Hand. I was made weak for a time, but no longer. And I ask you for one last chance. There is none better suited. If I step out of line again, throw me to the wolves.’

Gremmler held his eyes for a long moment, then he looked down at the parcel on the table. Klyssen sat back in his chair and took a sip of brandy. His hand was trembling a little. Gremmler was impressed, he could tell. Whether it would be enough to overturn his punishment remained to be seen. Klyssen had rarely known him to go back on a decision, even when it was clearly the wiser path. For Gremmler, the appearance of certainty was the most important element of leadership. The same could be said for most people in power in the Krodan Empire.

Klyssen picked up his cigar and looked out of the window while Gremmler opened the parcel. The trees on the avenue stirred in the balmy breeze. If that present didn’t change Gremmler’s mind, they’d send him to Ozak, and life in the Uplanes would go on as it ever had, oblivious. He’d be damned to a hell of sorrow and regret, and he could count on one hand the people who’d notice. He was chilled by the monstrous indifference of the world to his suffering.

And how many have I condemned to terrible fates, with as little thought? Did it feel like this for them, too?

His future, everything he saw and knew and did from here till the day of his death, rested on one man, a man who didn’t really care overmuch about the consequences to Klyssen. He’d fallen far, to leave himself so vulnerable.

Give me this one chance, he pleaded silently as he took a pull on his cigar. He didn’t even taste the smoke. His stomach would be an aching knot in the morning, but one way or another he was sure he wouldn’t care.

‘This is …’ he heard Gremmler say in amazement. ‘Klyssen, this is unexpected.’

Klyssen felt a bloom of hope in his chest. For the first time ever, Gremmler hadn’t used his rank before his name. He must have been surprised indeed.

Gremmler picked up the tome, lifting it carefully from the paper, turning it over in his hands. It was bound in hardened brown hide, mazed with interlocking Boskan designs fashioned in relief across the cover.

‘This is the Akhma Ket of Ushurkalen!’ Gremmler exclaimed. He opened it greedily, turning the aged pages as fast as he dared.

‘The Krodan translation by Vaan Hoyte. One of only six copies in Embria, they say.’

Gremmler had lost his composure entirely. He was like a child with a new toy on Hearthfire’s Eve. ‘How did you get it?’ he asked.

I broke the law. I used my status as an officer of the Iron Hand to blackmail a rich man into giving up a book worth a fortune. I’ve besmirched the name of the Empire and perverted the cause of justice for my own ends. I’ve never done it before, but I’d do it again in a moment.

‘I have some connections,’ Klyssen said vaguely. ‘I thought of something you said once, back in Hallow Cove, about the dreadknights – “How far we have reached into the unknown.”’ He gestured at the book. ‘Ushurkalen wasn’t afraid to inquire where others wouldn’t dare.’

Or so my victim told me, after I made him explain it.

Gremmler regarded him with new interest. ‘I didn’t know you were versed in the occult.’

‘I didn’t know you were, until then,’ said Klyssen. ‘Esh’kia lo espa, pa kint ka-luz.’

Gremmler lowered his head in approval, recognising the quote. ‘“We work in the shadows, for the light has knives.”’

‘Many would not understand,’ Klyssen said, silently thankful that he’d remembered the quote correctly. ‘But I confess I have come late to this fascinating field of study. I’ve only just begun to uncover the mysteries. In fact, it was working alongside the dreadknights that inspired me.’

‘The dreadknights?’

Klyssen put on an expression of wonderment. ‘Standing in the presence of such awesome power, I knew there had to be more to this world than that which we can see and touch. I resolved to look for it.’

Gremmler had a look of excitement that Klyssen knew well. It was the look people got when you fed their beliefs back to them, when you told them exactly what they wanted to hear. Vanya used to do it to him all the time, and it had practically made him purr. Where Gremmler had once seen him as a wretch, now he saw a kindred spirit, a man who might understand his rarefied passion. Such people, Klyssen suspected, were hard to find indeed.

You seemed faceless once, Gremmler. Nothing but a hollow puppet of the Empire. But I know you now.

Since he last saw his daughters, Klyssen had been working to discover everything about his superior. He’d returned to Morgenholme ahead of Gremmler, who still had to deal with the shambles at Hallow Cove. Knowing he had only a matter of days to act, he began making enquiries, both within the Iron Hand and without, tapping old informants, calling in favours.

In short order, he’d discovered a rare-book seller in South Heights where Gremmler went to indulge his ‘specialist’ interests. He had a long talk with that man, to whom Gremmler’s tastes were well known, and during the course of that conversation he learned of the whereabouts of a particular book that any explorer of the occult would give their eye teeth to peruse. After that, it was just a matter of turning his attention to its owner, and finding something valuable enough to threaten him with.

Gremmler closed the book and drained his glass. ‘You’ve given me much to think about,’ he said. ‘I’ll consider your request.’ He got to his feet. ‘I’ll see you out.’

Taking his cue, Klyssen drained his own glass and stood, leaving his cigar smouldering in the ashtray. Gremmler led him into the foyer and opened the door for him.

‘Thank you for your time, Overwatchman,’ Klyssen said, pausing on the doorstep. ‘Hail to the Emperor.’

‘Hail to the Emperor,’ Gremmler replied. Then, out of nowhere: ‘There’ll be a gathering of like-minded sorts next month, near Morgenholme. People interested in our particular field. You should come.’

‘I’d be honoured,’ said Klyssen. ‘Thank you.’

Gremmler grunted and closed the door. Klyssen descended the steps to the avenue, his face carefully composed, fireworks bursting in his chest.

He’s not going to file the report. He’s not sending me to Ozak.

A smile broke on his lips as soon as he was out of sight of the house. He couldn’t help it.

Daddy’s not going anywhere.
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There were no paths in the deeps of the Grey Fens. Amid the drifting mists, gnarled and morbid trees hung thick with ragged moss and vines. Weed-choked streams wound between innumerable tiny islands that rose or sank with the rains. Only by way of the murky waters could the heart of the forest be reached, and it was by such ways that Vika and her companions travelled to Conclave.

The air was thick and still, busy with dragonflies and blood-warm in the dusk. Vika poled a shallow-bottomed boat in the gloom, forging through the floating scum. To either side, exposed tree roots clawed at the banks, rigid and knuckled like the fingers of dying men. The frogs made a racket in the undergrowth, but her passengers had long ago fallen silent, their conversation smothered by the dank weight of their surroundings. There was a watchful air to this place, and it made them all uneasy.

‘Don’t like this,’ said Pel. ‘Doesn’t feel good.’

Vika said nothing, but privately she agreed. Once she’d walked unafraid in the wild and lonely places, where the Divide wasn’t so wide and the Shadowlands were close. But now the spirits were angry, and where once there was welcome she found glowering disapproval and bitter resentment.

Agalie sensed it, too. She was hunkered in the prow of the punt, her hand on Ruck’s neck, gazing warily into the trees to either side. Druids rarely gathered in number, but when they did it was in places like this, where few but they dared to tread. Agalie had only allowed Pel to accompany them because she couldn’t leave her on her own. The forest would see to her if she tried. Besides, should she intend to betray them, the druids would be long gone before she could reveal their location to their enemies.

‘Know these places,’ Pel murmured, fidgeting restlessly. ‘In the jungle, we have them. Tua’apa’kai. The bridge-places. Spirits live there. We stay away.’

‘You are safe with us,’ said Agalie.

Pel made a glottal click in the back of her throat. Vika had heard it enough to know it signified the Keddish equivalent of a shrug. ‘Warp and weft,’ she said. ‘The weavers weave.’

Pel said that a lot. Keddish religion allowed no space for free will; everything was determined by their triple goddess – child, mother and crone – spinning the story of the world into an endless tapestry atop their sacred mountain. Choice was an illusion; a person’s fate was determined before they were born. Pel regarded misfortune and death with equanimity, confident both were impossible to avoid. Vika thought it a rather irresponsible attitude to life, but part of her wished she could be so carefree.

Ruck raised her head suddenly, ears lifting. Agalie turned around and gave Vika a questioning look.

‘She smells the fires,’ said Vika. ‘We are almost there.’

Agalie held out her hand to Pel. ‘It is time, then. As we agreed.’

Pel took the scroll case from her belt. Her reluctance couldn’t have been clearer if she’d announced it, but at last she handed it to Agalie. ‘Keep it safe,’ she warned.

‘You will have it back soon, I promise you,’ said Agalie.

Pel sulked for a while after that. Vika concentrated on poling. She hadn’t been sure Pel would give up the parchment when it came to it – she was unpredictable at best – but she trusted easily, and Agalie was persuasive. It was a necessary insurance: they couldn’t have Pel showing the journal entry to anyone else. The Conclave would be full of people who could read it, and not all of them would share Agalie’s caution. Vika wasn’t sure she shared it herself.

The Shadow Casket. It had preyed on her thoughts ever since Pel had shown it to her. What if it was the weapon they needed? What if it could somehow be used against the dreadknights? Was this the work of the Aspects, putting this woman in their path right when they needed her? Many still lamented the absence of the gods – as did she, once – but they were sending signs for those wise enough to read them.

They began to catch glimpses of light through the trees ahead, and Pel perked up again, craning her neck to see. They rounded a thicket of shaggy trees and the waterway opened out into a small lake with mist lying low on the water. Ahead of them was an island of tangled and dripping trees. Several other boats were moored there; the lights came from somewhere within.

They tied up the punt and disembarked, feet squelching on the sodden ground. They were about to set off into the trees when Agalie caught Vika’s eye and nodded at something up in the branches. Vika followed her gaze and saw a small, ugly doll of twigs and vine hanging there. Its body was squat and broad, its face a twisted mass of roots that hung down onto its chest. A slow chill settled into her bones as she looked at the ruin of its face.

‘Merelings,’ said Vika. ‘They’ve never dared come so close before.’

‘Merelings?’ Pel had appeared at her side, regarding the doll with fascination.

‘Marsh folk,’ said Vika. ‘After Queen Luda conquered the Reaches, she took the Grey Fens, too. She had an easier job of that: the Merelings melted away before her armies, retreating into the deep fens where no one cared to follow. For centuries they’ve been hidden. They’re rarely seen by most, but we see them now and then.’

‘Keddin Starkeye, bastard son of the Northguard, once journeyed into the Grey Fens in the hope of making an alliance with the Merelings,’ Agalie said. ‘He reported that he never found any. But when he disappeared without trace, thirty years ago … people talked. Said the Merelings had turned him, and he’d run off to join them. That, or they’d cursed him for setting foot in the Fens, and some nameless thing had snatched him away.’

Vika detected a wry note in her voice; it was a tall tale, and she knew it.

‘They worship their own gods, follow their own ways, and keep to themselves for the most part,’ said Vika. ‘Which is just as well, if the rumours are true.’

‘Rumours?’ Pel was eager to hear more.

‘Another time. We have a Conclave to attend.’

Pel made a disappointed noise, then brightened as an idea occurred to her. ‘Can I take?’ she asked, already reaching for the doll.

‘Best leave it al—’ Agalie said, but Pel had already snatched it down.

‘Rare Mereling artifact!’ Pel said with a grin, then jumped as something hooted loudly in the distance, ending in a mad gibbering cackle. Vika frowned and exchanged a glance with Agalie. They were well attuned to the sounds of nature, but neither of them had heard anything like that before.

‘Perhaps we should be on our way,’ said Agalie. ‘Night is almost upon us.’

The croaking of the frogs receded as they pushed through the undergrowth. It was quieter here; the animals stayed away from this island. Most people would have found it hard going in the gloom, but the druids understood the forest and passed unhindered. Tangled vines unknotted at their touch; branches never snagged them. Pel, born to the jungle, followed smoothly and silently in their wake.

At last they emerged from the trees, and Pel’s eyes widened as she breathed an oath in her own tongue.

‘Pel’ama’kei,’ said Agalie. ‘Welcome to the Dwimordyr: the spirit-gate.’

The clearing before them thronged with druids, two hundred and more, shaggy feral figures clad in hide and bone. Their faces were painted, their hair wild and unkempt. Attenuated shadows lurched and swung in the light of a bonfire, and there were a dozen smaller cooking fires besides. The perimeter of the clearing was bright with many lamps, each one holding a handful of glowflies that cast a soft green light.

Beyond the bonfire was a low table like a dolmen, an irregular slab of stone balanced on several mossy rocks. Beyond that stood the spirit-gate.

The Dwimordyr was a thick finger of rock thrusting up from the tufted grass to dominate the clearing. The side facing them had been cloven by some unguessable force, revealing an enormous geode within, a concave maw of blue crystal towering three times the height of a man. It threw back the light of the bonfire from a thousand angles. Row upon row of crystals like jagged teeth receded into a glittering throat where strange colours shifted and swam.

Vika’s sense of awe was scarcely less than Pel’s. It had been two decades and more since she’d been here last, and the force of it had faded from her mind. But the Dwimordyr was a place of power, beautiful and terrible all at once, and the spirit of this glade was old and strong indeed. The very air felt charged to Vika’s senses. Small wonder the superstitious Merelings had always avoided it.

‘Ah!’ cried Agalie, recognising one of the druids nearby. ‘Vika, here is someone you should meet.’

She led them into the gathering, between knots of druids gathered in conference, talking and drinking and eating. Vika felt her heart swell at the sight. It was as if she could feel the Communion stitching itself back together, the holes in the net disappearing as new links were made, new channels of information opened. It gave her hope for unity, and for her cause. Now they were all in one place, she could reveal the gravity of their situation, and maybe they’d act together for once.

Gods, they’d needed this Conclave years ago. She couldn’t understand why the elders had taken so long to call it.

Agalie brought them to a pair of druids on the edge of the bonfire’s light, who were deep in conversation. One was Agalie’s age but looked considerably less vigorous. She was stout and bent, and she gave them a friendly squint as she noticed them. The other was a tall young man, an acolyte with tar-black Zothan skin, his hair a tangled mane busy with trinkets.

‘Vika-Walks-The-Barrows, may I introduce Polla-Calls-The-Waters,’ said Agalie. ‘From what you have told me of your adventures, I believe you owe her a debt of thanks.’

‘Oh? What have I done now, Agalie?’ Polla said, rolling her eyes good-humouredly.

‘Your signs saw us through Skavengard, when all hope seemed lost,’ said Vika, bowing her head in gratitude. ‘It was your trail that led us out.’

‘You’ve been to Skavengard?’ Pel blurted, hitching in a quick breath on the way as she overran her sentence. ‘The Delvers have … We’ve looked for it for centuries …’

Polla’s face was dark. ‘Well, you shan’t find it soon, and better you never do. There’s things that wait there no right-minded person would want to face. Not that Delvers are generally in their right minds.’ She gave Vika a broad smile, and her eyes near disappeared in the folds of her face. ‘But I’m pleased my own trial made yours the easier. This is Cai.’

‘Cai-In-The-Moonlight,’ said the young man, bowing. ‘It’s my honour. I’ve heard much of your exploits, Vika-Walks-The-Barrows. We all have.’ He stood proudly, but there was admiration in his gaze.

Pel was practically dancing with excitement. ‘Stories of Skavengard! You must tell!’

‘All in time,’ said Vika.

Pel whined with frustration. ‘Time, time, time! Conclave started yet? Want to see.’

‘We are still awaiting a few stragglers,’ said Polla. ‘The Conclave proper will begin tomorrow, but we have other business tonight.’ She scratched behind her ear. ‘A new elder must be chosen.’

‘An elder has died?’ Agalie was shocked.

‘Nine, the Communion has truly fallen apart, hasn’t it?’ Polla said in exasperation. ‘Galarad-Under-The-Crag. He went mad during a trance and cut his own throat. Vaspis knows what kind of concoction he must have been drinking, to overcome an elder so. His acolyte was with him, and though he couldn’t save his life, he saved enough of his blood to pass on his wisdom. Whosoever can transmute that blood will inherit great power indeed. Tonight, we will ask the spirits to show us his successor.’

‘Perhaps it will be me,’ said Cai wryly.

‘Ha!’ cried Polla. ‘A pup like you? You’d die screaming before it got past your lips. But you, Agalie …’

Agalie held up her hand. ‘Not I, Polla. Maybe in another thirty years.’ She gave Vika a sidelong look. ‘Maybe in a hundred.’

‘Assuming there are any druids left by then,’ Vika said. It was less of a joke than she’d intended.

‘You’re right,’ said Cai eagerly. ‘We need to act before the Krodans wipe us out!’

Polla chuckled. ‘So speaks the voice of youth.’

‘I’m not alone in thinking it,’ Cai replied. ‘There are many of us who feel the same.’

‘As well I know.’ Polla smiled at Agalie. ‘Did you ever think you’d see the day when we tutted over the impatience of the young?’

‘Perhaps the young have a point,’ Vika interjected.

‘Well, you would say that. What are you, forty? Less? You’re a stripling yourself.’ She cackled as Vika opened her mouth to object. ‘Don’t fret, I’m teasing. As it happens, I agree with Cai here. But nothing’s going to change while the old refuse to make way. They’re too set in their ideas, and to be frank, they’re not dying fast enough.’

‘Have a care, Polla,’ said Agalie. ‘Many of us are dying sooner than we’d like.’

Polla scowled and waved away her warning. ‘The elders listen to no one but themselves. The opinion of one old woman matters less than naught to them.’

Ruck barked, alerting them to the approach of a stranger. He was tall and bald, with a long white beard that further elongated a horselike face.

‘Vika-Walks-The-Barrows?’ he said.

Vika leaned on her staff and shifted the pack on her back. ‘I am.’

‘You are summoned,’ said the druid. ‘Come with me.’

‘Who summons me?’ Vika asked, prickly.

‘Harva-Looks-To-Westward,’ replied the other, with annoyed impatience. ‘The elder.’

Agalie raised an eyebrow at her erstwhile pupil. ‘Your reputation precedes you,’ she said. Polla just smirked.

‘Joha go with you, Dawnwarden,’ Cai said gravely as she left. ‘Aspects guide your tongue.’

Vika nodded her thanks at him, and she and Ruck followed the druid out of the clearing, and out of sight of the glittering mouth of the Dwimordyr. A path through the undergrowth had been marked with lanterns, and they took it. Night had fallen, and there was an eerie hush on the island, a void in the smothering din of the marsh animals. Ruck grumbled softly, uneasy at their absence.

Summoned to the elders, Vika thought. She’d never spoken to an elder before; she’d never been important enough for them to notice. How things have changed.

She caught herself. Hubris had almost been her downfall in the past. The girl who’d spoken to the gods had always thought herself fated for great things. She reminded herself that she wasn’t special, she wasn’t chosen, she was nothing but an instrument of the Aspects’ will. Only through humility, through submission, could she channel their might.

Yet if that was true, what did that make those who opposed her? What did that make the elders, if they should disagree?

There was no time for such questions. This was an opportunity, and she needed to make the best of it. She tried to organise her arguments as the foliage gave way before a low cliff bored through with caves. More lamps glowed there, and she was led inside.

Harva-Looks-To-Westward waited in a small grotto, sitting on a mat of pelts before a fire, his frail body dwarfed by the pile of hides that he wore as a cloak. His grey hair was still long and thick, as was his beard, but his face was gaunt and liver-spotted beneath the black and yellow swipes of paint across his cheeks and brow. He was looking into the flames, and didn’t acknowledge her as she entered.

One wall of the grotto was a cascade of milky stalactites hanging over a sunken pool, and standing nearby was a Lorekeeper, wearing the traditional green robes of his kind, hems stitched with twining patterns of yellow thread. He was clean-shaven and hairless, his eyes made bright by the dark green paint smeared around the sockets.

So this meeting was to be remembered, then. The Lorekeepers forgot nothing: they were the library of the druids, who kept no books. Harva thought this sufficiently important to keep a record of it. That was heartening, in a way.

The druid who’d brought her waited at the mouth of the grotto as Vika entered and sat on a pelt across the fire from Harva. Ruck sat attentively next to her, tongue lolling. Her fur was too thick for this kind of humidity; it tired her out.

‘Vika-Walks-The-Barrows,’ Harva croaked. He lifted his head; straggly hair fell back from a face set in anger. ‘Or should I call you Herald of the Nine? Avatar of Joha?’

So this is how it will be. She wasn’t entirely surprised. ‘I am but a vessel,’ she replied calmly. ‘I ask for no titles.’

‘None but that of Dawnwarden!’ Harva scoffed. ‘And you have not been slow in spreading the word of your champion, a champion you alone have ordained.’

‘I do as the Aspects command.’

‘So you speak for the gods now?’

‘I know what I saw. I know what I have done.’

‘Aye, and so does half of Ossia. You who have seen the world’s end in a vision, when the Divide will fail and the Age of Chaos will come again. You who have defeated dreadknights!’ His tone made it clear how likely he thought that.

‘All this was given me by the Aspects.’

‘Oh, spare me this false humility!’ Harva spat, his face twisted with scorn in the firelight. ‘Do you think you are the only druid who ever had a vision so profound it consumed them? Do you think yourself alone in believing you have powers your brethren do not? Every day we drink poisons that would kill the untrained or send them mad. We journey in places the mind was not meant to go, and that exacts a toll which not all of us can pay. Your … delusion is entirely unremarkable, Vika-Walks-The-Barrows. The only remarkable thing is the enthusiasm with which you have promoted it!’

Vika felt herself becoming angry, despite her best efforts to be reasonable. It was always hard for her to keep her emotions under rein. Most druids were unbalanced to some degree – ingesting mind-altering concoctions made them volatile – and Vika was no exception. Sometimes it was hard to know if her feelings were her own, or the result of the damage done.

‘Somebody needed to let the people know that the Aspects have not forgotten them, that the druids have not abandoned them entirely,’ she argued. ‘Nobody else seemed willing.’

‘The elders guide the Communion, not you!’

‘And where was this guidance while the Krodans strangled our country and erased the Nine from the minds of our people? Why have you taken so long to even call a Conclave? When there are no leaders, we are forced to lead ourselves.’

‘Hold your tongue!’ Harva barked, spittle flying. His eyes bulged and the tendons of his neck stood stark.

‘I will not,’ said Vika. She was aware of the Lorekeeper nearby, watching everything, remembering all, and it made her calm again. ‘I will be heard. When the time comes I will address the Conclave, as is my right, and I will tell them what I tell you now: that we have cowered too long. We must dare to risk ourselves and stand for something! I have faced down dreadknights, I have felt the power of the Aspects flow through me, and I believe that power is within the grasp of all druids—’

‘Sorcery!’ cried Harva.

‘—and that we can harness and use it to aid the revolution if we—’

‘Sorcery and fantasy!’

‘Call it what you will, it is what it is!’ Vika snapped, silencing him with the fury in her voice. ‘What are the druids otherwise? Guardians of the land? No, for we stood by while the Krodans tore down the Dirracombe. Speakers to spirits? No. The spirits have turned on us, perhaps because we have shown ourselves to be no allies in defending the wild places. Messengers of the Aspects? We no longer convey their messages; the shrines go untended, the temples are torn down. The Aspects have been all but wiped from Ossia, and we, their advocates, who have dedicated our lives to the land, still do nothing! We are weak, and we are irrelevant, and unless we change course now, I say we will be lost to history.’

Harva drew his cloak closer around himself and returned his gaze to the fire. ‘You dream of power you cannot have. You sound like an Apostate.’

‘I am the opposite. The Apostates rejected the Nine. I propose to fight for them.’

The elder sighed. The anger had left him; now he just sounded bored. ‘So be it, Vika-Walks-The-Barrows. I wanted to meet you to know your mind. You will have the chance to address the Communion, and if your claim has merit, we will put it to the spirits. Let them show us all what they showed you. Then we will know if your vision is true.’

Vika bowed her head, took up her staff and left, Ruck padding alongside her.

You know my mind, Harva, and now I know yours. The elders are already set against me, it seems. Words alone will not be enough to carry the day.

Her thoughts were dark as she made her way back through the forest to the Dwimordyr. The Conclave she’d long wished for was here at last, but her task wouldn’t be an easy one.

I must make them see, she thought.

But how?
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Wasn’t meant to be this way. Wasn’t supposed to turn out like this.

Cade squeezed his eyes tight shut, fighting back the pain in his skull. Some evil bastard with a hammer was in there, banging on his eye socket. He wanted to be sick. He wanted to stop crying.

In the dark, he sensed the walls sliding closer, the ceiling coming down, boxing him in. Soon he’d feel the cold touch of the stone all around him and he’d be unable to move, trapped by its incalculable tonnage.

Open your eyes, he told himself. Quit blubbering.

He couldn’t. He didn’t dare. He was a little boy again, not the man he’d thought he was.

I’ve got to get out. Got to get out!

But if he opened his eyes, he’d see how close the walls had come.

He was icy cold and his mouth was dry. His heart pounded hard, and the hammer pounded in time with every beat. He began to count them, first to ten, then twenty, then all the way up to a hundred.

The rhythm of the numbers took the edge off his panic. Still the walls hadn’t touched him.

He opened his eyes.

Did the walls seem closer? Maybe. They were still too close for comfort. But they weren’t coming to crush him. Not yet.

He took a wobbling breath and wiped his nose on his sleeve. The cell would have been tight, even for one. It was hardly two paces lengthwise. There was a narrow bed, which Aren was taking up, and an equally narrow space alongside it where Cade sat on the floor. The walls were limewashed stone and there was a heavy iron-bound door with a barred slit at eye-height and a flap at the bottom to push trays of food through. A feeble glow from the corridor crept in through the slit: the only light to see by.

Aren was still unconscious. Cade had tried to wake him up, pleaded with him, but nothing had done any good. There was a lump like a robin’s egg on the back of his head.

The warder had smashed Cade’s own head into the door a moment after he’d clubbed Aren with the blackjack, but Cade had always had a thick skull. Dazed, his vision doubling and his limbs turned to water, he’d been helpless to resist as the monstrous figure dragged them both down dark corridors before throwing them in this cell and slamming the door. The last Cade had seen of him, he’d been staring in through the slot, mad, beady eyes glittering, mouth stretched in a grin that wasn’t a grin. Then he’d stamped away, muttering to himself. Something about cutting their skin off in strips and frying it like bacon.

He fixed his eyes on Aren. No telling when or if he’d wake. Blow to the head, you never knew. Sometimes you were fine, sometimes you were already done for, just your body hadn’t caught up to the fact. Old Reedy, back in Shoal Point, he had a brick land on him, dropped by a careless builder. Knocked him out, but the next day he was fine. Day after that he fell dead.

Light, he was scared. He was so scared of what would happen.

Wasn’t meant to be this way.

If only he’d had more time. Time to talk to Aren, to make him see. He’d thought the way Cade did, once. But it had all happened too fast, and Aren got caught up in this whole affair with the Sards, the Sards of all people, whom he felt he owed something to. Landless, useless folk who left no legacy, who contributed nothing to anyone but themselves. If they were gone, who’d miss them? Who’d notice? They weren’t worth the sacrifice.

But Aren had gone rushing in, headstrong, determined, the way he always did. Cade had gone with him to keep him safe, because he had to, because they were best friends and always would be. And now they were here.

But where was here? This wasn’t a Krodan place. This wasn’t the Empire of order and prosperity and peace that he knew. This place was filthy, chaotic … inhuman.

Then what’s it doing beneath a Krodan building? And what are they doing to the Sards?

He recoiled from that thought. It felt dangerous. Nor did he dare think of Aren, and whether he’d wake again. Instead, his mind went back to another place, another tiny room, long ago.

The room where his true journey began.

Between the moment he dropped into the smoke at Hammerholt and the moment he woke in that pale green room, there was nothing. His last memory was Aren’s horrified face as he fell. He didn’t even remember the impact.

When his eyes fluttered open, he was in a comfortable bed with sheets that smelled fresh, and he was in abominable pain. He looked around wildly, disorientated. His legs were in casts of stiffened bandage, kept straight by splints and held aloft by pulleys and ropes. The room was small, clean and without windows. A single lamp hung from the ceiling. There was a door of polished wood with a brass handle and a lock. That was all.

He cried out. He couldn’t help it. The pain in his legs was too much. Moments later, he heard footsteps and the key turned in the lock. A young woman came in, a nurse by her garb. She had a thin, harried face, blonde hair tied in a bun at the base of her neck. She poured out a spoon of draccen tears. Cade knew it from his days malingering in the infirmary at Suller’s Bluff, and he swallowed it down thirstily.

‘Where am I?’ he gasped through the agony, as he waited for the numbing bliss to set in.

The nurse gave him a sad smile and turned to leave.

‘Wait! Where am I? What happened?’ he cried. She paused in the doorway, shoulders tense, and he thought she was going to say something then. But she stepped out instead and shut the door.

The nurse visited frequently thereafter. She brought him meals – good meals: bloody meat, potatoes and vegetables. It was hefty Krodan fare, and though plain in comparison to Ossian dishes, it was finer than he was used to. Sometimes, when he was well dosed with draccen tears, she adjusted him in bed, and moved the pillows under his buttocks and back. Other times, she bathed him with a damp sponge, which Cade found mortifying, or replaced his bedpan, which was even worse. But through it all, she never spoke.

At first, Cade asked her questions in Ossian. When that didn’t work, he tried Krodan, piecing together a few broken phrases, scraps he remembered from Aren’s lessons back when they were boys. She didn’t acknowledge him. He tried jokes instead. Once he thought he made her smile, but only once. She did her job, and left, and then there was only silence.

It was the silences he dreaded the most. His thoughts would swarm in the emptiness, all the awful possibilities of his situation. He didn’t know if his friends had managed to escape Hammerholt, or if they’d perished there. He didn’t know why he was here, or what lay in store for him. He’d always traded words for attention, making a joke of himself in order to win people over. He’d never imagined how bad it would be to have no one to listen.

Before long, he was begging.

‘Why won’t you talk to me?’ he pleaded. He was ashamed to find tears springing to his eyes, tears of fright and desperation. He was only sixteen then, bewildered and adrift, and he’d reached the limit of his courage. ‘Are you punishing me? What do you think I’ve done?’ He switched to Krodan. ‘Please. Help. Please! Talk!’

She was halfway through his bed bath, cleaning his arm. He saw her face crumple, and her own eyes filled with tears. She let out a sob and ran from the room, leaving the sponge in the pan.

It felt like a long time till the door opened again. When it did, it was a different nurse, with pinched, puckered lips and cheekbones like a corpse. She was less gentle, and ignored his pleas entirely.

He never saw the other nurse again.

He counted days by the lighting and extinguishing of the lamp, but soon he lost track. Every so often, a doctor came to examine him. He was a spare, stern man with a frizz of curly white hair, and he was impervious to Cade’s desperate plays for conversation.

When he was gone, it was back to the silence.

The nights were the worst. In the pitch darkness, he didn’t even have sight to distract him. His ears picked up the tiniest sounds and made them sinister. There were creatures in the room with him, slithering things in the corners, under the bed. The dancing, sparkling lights that writhed across his vision became half-seen movements. He lived in an agony of expectation, waiting for the cold touch of a tentacle or tongue. In that endless void, his mind conjured old terrors from Skavengard: the shadow-people and their fearful king; the beast with many mouths that had dragged Osman to his doom.

As his legs healed and the pain faded, the nurse came less and less. What meagre human contact he had was reduced to a few brisk, efficient visits a day. The paranoia that came with such acute loneliness crept from the dark into the light hours, and after that there was no escape from it. He began to lose hold of what was real and what wasn’t.

One day he noticed the walls were nearer, and he began to suspect they were closing in on him: it became an obsession thereafter, always threatening to spiral into panic if he let himself worry about it too much. He heard whispers outside the door, low voices of dangerous men, discussing how they’d slit his throat after the lamp was put out. The nurse wasn’t interested. Another time he became convinced that his legs had been replaced by wooden pegs between the ankle and the thigh, but since they were in plaster he couldn’t be sure.

He didn’t know how long it went on, that silence, only that he very nearly lost his sanity. Then one day, Predicant Anders arrived.

He was a kindly-looking man, with a scrappy beard and the sour yet comforting smell of the elderly. He wore a gold pendant wrought in the sign of the Sanctorum, the blade and the open book, and he was dressed in robes of beige and red – parchment and blood, the Word and the Sword – emblazoned with Krodan rays across the shoulder and chest. He carried a stool in one hand, a satchel on his shoulder, and under his arm was a thick book.

Cade lifted his head and stared as he came in, eager as a neglected puppy. The mere sight of somebody new was enough to thrill him. When the man spoke, introducing himself in Krodan, the words hit Cade with such momentous weight they were like the utterances of a god, and he burst into helpless tears.

The predicant smiled, put down the stool and sat by the bed. He took Cade’s hand and patted it. The feel of that rough skin, a touch given in kindness after so long without, set Cade off again, and it was some time before he could force words out.

He tried Ossian first, but the predicant didn’t understand. He attempted Krodan, but was too distressed to make sense. The predicant let go of his hand and brought a flask from his satchel. He poured out a drink into the lid, measuring it carefully, and handed it to Cade. Cade drank it, found it hot and sweet and warming. Honey and spice and some other things he didn’t know. He felt calm flowing out from his chest as he drank it, a pleasant leadenness creeping into his limbs, relaxing his body while leaving his mind awake. Probably there was something in it, but he didn’t care.

When he was done, he handed the lid back to Predicant Anders and lay back on his pillow. The predicant put the flask away, opened the book and began to read.

Cade listened, bathing in that mellifluous voice, ready to weep again with joy at the relief of being spoken to. Krodan had always seemed such an ugly language to him, harsh and glottal in comparison to Ossian’s gliding elisions, but the sound of it was beautiful now. He caught only a few words here and there, but he heard two names enough times to guess what the book was. The Acts of Tomas and Toven, the keystone of the Krodan faith. Under any other circumstance, it would have taken a knife to his throat to make him sit still and listen to that squarehead gobbledegook; but he was ready to listen now.

The predicant reached the end of a chapter and closed the book. Then he asked Cade a question. Cade didn’t understand, so he began to ask what he could in Krodan. ‘Where I? Why here?’ Predicant Anders just shook his head, tapped the book and asked his question again. Cade tried a few more times, but the predicant refused to answer, always directing him back to the book.

‘You’re only allowed to talk about the book?’ he guessed. But he’d spoken it in Ossian, and he got a look of polite confusion in return. The predicant asked him again, the same question he didn’t understand. Cade didn’t know what he wanted, he just didn’t want him to leave.

‘More,’ said Cade in Krodan, and pointed at the book. ‘More.’

Predicant Anders smiled. He opened the book and began to read again.

He came every day after that, and every day Cade was pathetically grateful for his arrival, for it meant the end of the silence. They always began with the same drink, which softened Cade after the night’s terrors, and then Anders would continue to read from the Acts of Tomas and Toven. At the end of each chapter, he’d ask questions, and Cade soon realised that he was attempting to discuss what they’d just read. But Cade didn’t understand enough of it. All he could do was ask for more.

With no other stimulation, Cade concentrated desperately on the book, trying to comprehend it. Anders wouldn’t allow interruptions while reading, so Cade took to memorising a handful of unfamiliar words and asking what they meant once the chapter was done. Often Anders managed to make it clear, by using more basic words or by mime. Cade would repeat these new words to himself over and over in the dark, trying to string them together into sentences. He had enough structure and grammar from Aren’s lessons to make a basic framework, and he surprised himself with how fast he learned. He’d never thought himself good at languages, but the complete absence of anything else to do turned out to be a highly effective focus. By the time they were nearing the end of the Acts of Tomas and Toven, he was getting the gist of the stories.

At last, the final chapter was complete, and Predicant Anders closed the book with a finality that alarmed Cade. Instead of asking questions, he stood and made ready to leave. Cade was seized with fear at the thought that he might not return. The terrors that beset him in the night had retreated since the priest had started visiting. He couldn’t face going back to that.

‘Another!’ Cade said. ‘Another book!’

Predicant Anders shook his head sadly.

Cade pointed at the book under his arm. ‘Again!’ he said. ‘Read it again!’

Predicant Anders raised a questioning eyebrow at him. Cade nodded enthusiastically.

He sat back down and opened the book at the beginning.

The second time it began to become clear, and not only because his Krodan had improved. Small wonder the Krodans had come to dominate the continent with Toven’s teachings as their taproot. Cade had never really grasped it before; he’d always switched off when Aren tried to explain. He’d scorned the squareheads as mindless rule-followers, obsessed with organisation but incapable of initiative and imagination. He had it wrong. The core tenet of Krodan philosophy wasn’t obedience but brotherhood.

Each man supported the other, he learned. Each was united by a common goal, the good of the Empire, which meant the good of their fellow man since everyone got the benefit. Individual ambition came second to collective ambition, therefore the greatest honour came from honest toil, because it furthered the aims of the whole. And just as men supported each other, so they were supported by their womenfolk, who stayed home, kept house and raised children. Their work was no less honoured than a soldier’s or a farmer’s. If a man had hearth and home to return to, if his children grew safe and strong, then he had all he could ask for. He was free to work in service of his brothers, knowing his wife and children would reap the rewards.

As their conversation became easier, Predicant Anders told Cade how Tomas’s vision worked in the Empire. Kroda looked after its people. Medical care was mostly free. The poor were given shelter in almshouses and put to useful work. Everyone went to school, everyone had a roof over their heads, everyone got what they needed.

Two hundred years ago, Kroda had been an ailing country. It had lost huge portions of its territory in Ozak and Brunland. The urds raided from the east with impunity and the land was rife with unrest. Then came Tomas and Toven, who brought the word of the Primus to the Emperor, and from there to all of Kroda. The Nine Aspects were swept aside and the Sanctorum spread across the land, bringing their new god to all.

The results were hard to argue with. In two centuries, not only had they reclaimed their old lands and conquered new ones, but their culture was unequalled in Embria. The Krodans were the envy of the continent in the fields of art, music, medicine, philosophy and war, among others. Historians were calling them the Third Empire, and with good cause: they were becoming what the Ossians’ faded empire had once been.

For the first time, Cade began to doubt the rightness of the Ossian way. His people prided themselves on being opinionated and individual, but wasn’t that just another way of saying selfish? Their inability to unite in common cause was the reason they lost to the Krodans. Even now, the greatest threat to any revolution was betrayal from within, just like Keel had betrayed Garric. He’d never heard of a Krodan turning coat like that.

But those doubts scared him. He hadn’t forgotten what had happened to him and Aren. He knew who the enemy were. They were trying to trick him, to make him turn away from the Nine. It began to eat at him, the thought that he was inviting the disfavour of the Aspects with his disloyalty, and at last he was stirred to defend them.

‘Isn’t burning the dead wasteful?’ he asked.

‘It is the way we return to the Primus’s light,’ Predicant Anders replied patiently.

‘Yes, but you just end up as ash. We bury our dead for the Lady of Worms, so we can go back to the soil and join the green circle of life once again, to nourish the trees and—’

He faltered as he saw the predicant’s face grow cold. The book was snapped shut, and Predicant Anders got up and left without a word.

The next day, he didn’t come. Or the next. The terrors grew again, thriving fast in loneliness. The nights were a worse torment than ever before, and during the day he found it hard to think straight. Soon he was craving not only the priest’s words but the hot drink he brought with him, the one that calmed his nerves, which Predicant Anders called humblebrew. Without it, he plunged into a deeper pit than ever before.

In desperation, Cade prayed aloud in the dark. He implored the Aspects to deliver him: Joha, save me! Meshuk, break open the earth and set me free! Ogg, send your beasts! Azra, destroy them!

By the end, he was praying for the Red-Eyed Child to take his life. But even that plea was ignored. Gradually, Cade stopped praying, and fell silent.

Aren, he thought. Aren will save me, somehow.

But that was idiocy. Aren thought he was dead. Aren had left him behind, the way he promised he never would.

Predicant Anders didn’t return for two weeks. Nobody spoke to Cade in all that time. By the time the priest came back, Cade didn’t care what his motives were, and he never mentioned the Aspects again.

For an unknown time, it went on that way. His legs had ceased to hurt, and they stopped giving him draccen tears, but Predicant Anders still came every day. His was the only voice Cade heard; the only topic was the teachings of the Sanctorum. They reread the Acts until Cade could quote from it by heart. They reread it till every word made sense.

He didn’t miss the Nine. They’d never answered him anyway. They had no power over him, just as they’d had no power to save Ossia against the forces of a greater god. They were vague beings, who left it to their followers to decide if and how to honour them. They didn’t give lessons or pronouncements or guidance, except via the druids, of whom Cade had only met a single one in his life.

The Primus, by contrast, was stark and simple. Obey me, he said, and I will bring you to the Light. The Sanctorum were his body and his mouth, real and present, there to touch and hear. The Primus stood beside you and spoke to you often through his priests; the Nine were aloof and silent.

Predicant Anders wasn’t trying to indoctrinate him. He was helping him see. It was kindness that motivated him, and nothing else.

And now my eyes are open at last, Cade thought. By the grace of the Primus. His will be done.

Then one day the door opened, and it wasn’t Predicant Anders, or the nurse, or the doctor. The stranger was dressed in a fine Krodan jacket, his red-blond beard closely trimmed and neat, paternal benevolence in his eyes.

The sight of him shocked Cade. In his time here he’d only seen four other human beings, and only heard the voice of one of them. He’d become so accustomed to his routine that it had begun to feel like all there was. For long periods of time, he forgot that there was an outside. Memories of his past life, and Aren, sometimes seemed uncertain, as if he’d dreamed them. The arrival of a stranger meant change, and he was surprised to find the idea scared him.

‘Well,’ said the man. ‘We meet at last. My name is Marken Dassel.’ He smiled. ‘I think it’s time we got you out of here, don’t you?’

He stepped inside. The doctor followed him in, and the nurse too, pushing a wheeled chair.

‘Easy now,’ the doctor said to him. ‘We’re going to cut you out of those casts.’

‘I’ll let them down,’ the nurse said to the doctor.

The sound of their voices almost sent Cade into full-blown panic. They were speaking! Everyone was speaking! As if that eternity of silence had never happened!

‘Courage, friend,’ said the man who called himself Marken. ‘I know it’s a jolt. But it’s all going to be better now.’

Cade’s mind raced: what was happening now? Where was he going? Where was Predicant Anders and his book? He dared not ask for fear of finding out. Instead he watched mutely as they cut him from his casts, and gasped in horror at the withered, blue-tinged sticks that were revealed, wasted and puny.

‘You haven’t moved them for six months and more,’ the doctor said brusquely. ‘The muscles have atrophied, but you’ll get them back. You just need to exercise them. The important thing is that I’m very satisfied with how the bones have healed.’

Cade barely understood the explanation, and didn’t try. They lowered his bed with a crank – all this time, he never realised it could be lowered – and next thing he knew they had their hands on him, moving him to sit him upright on the edge of the bed. His lower half ached; he was amazed at his own weakness. They adjusted his thin infirmary garment and put a gown over him, then with practised ease they slid him off the bed and into the chair. Cade gritted his teeth against the pain, and sagged in relief when they were finished.

‘Well done,’ said Marken. ‘It’ll get easier, I promise.’

‘Where’s Predicant Anders?’ Cade asked, unable to hold the question back any longer.

‘Don’t worry. He’s waiting for you upstairs.’

‘Upstairs?’

‘This way.’

Marken stepped aside and the nurse pushed him out of the room, into the corridor beyond, which he’d only ever glimpsed through the doorway. The borders of his world yawned terrifyingly wide as he saw a passage of cool smooth stone painted pastel green, with other doorways leading off it, and alcoves with sculptures on pedestals to either side. Through an open doorway he saw a bedroom, immaculately prepared, with plush cushions in a cool blue. Through another there was what looked like a games room, with a castles board and tables for cards and billiards. There were paintings of a family with a dog: it was Marken, with his wife and boy. By its décor and design, this was no infirmary, nor a prison, but somebody’s home.

‘I won’t lie, I’ll be pleased to get back the use of my basement,’ Marken confided. ‘We just didn’t want to disturb your convalescence.’

Cade stared. Disturb him? If he’d only known what Cade would have given to hear another voice laughing in the next room during those infinite nights in the empty dark.

The corridor right-angled and ended at the foot of a flight of stairs. At the top was a door, wide open. Dazzling light blazed there, so bright that it made Cade’s eyes water and he had to shade them. A moment later, he was lowering his hand again, blinking, desperate to see. Daylight! There was daylight up there!

The sight filled him with a joyous awe. His time in that room had long ago stopped feeling like captivity and had become simply the way things were. The nightmare had gone on so long he hadn’t known it was a nightmare any more.

But the light in that doorway was freedom, and he knew then that he’d been imprisoned.

Marken moved to stand before him, a shadow outlined in blinding light. ‘Reach out to me, friend,’ he said. ‘Just one more mountain to climb, and you’re there.’

Cade didn’t know what that meant, but he understood that this man was here to deliver him, to save him, and he held out his hands. Marken bent down towards him, and Cade wrapped his arms around his neck. With a grunt, Marken lifted him from the chair, Cade clinging to him like a child.

‘Hold tight,’ he said, his voice somewhat strained with the effort. ‘We’ll do this together.’

He turned then, and began carrying him up the stairs. It was no little effort, but either Marken was stronger than he looked, or Cade was much lighter than he used to be, for step by step they ascended. Cade stared over his shoulder, eyes blurring, looking at the doctor and the nurse and the wheeled chair at the bottom of the stairs. All of it receding.

He squeezed his eyes shut, tears running down his cheeks, and let Marken carry him away from the darkness and silence, and into the light.

A savage pain pulled him back to the present: the bastard behind his eyes had switched to a pickaxe. He knuckled his forehead, grimacing, and when he looked again the dark had returned, he was back in a cell, and it was like he’d only dreamed he was ever free. This time it was worse. This time, instead of the silence, his best friend was lying there somewhere between life and death. This time the nightmare was real, and he’d seen the monsters.

The walls were closing in again.

It ain’t real. They ain’t moving.

‘Aren!’ he cried, climbing to his feet. He almost fainted as the pain in his head became momentarily unbearable; but if he didn’t move, he knew the terrors would swarm. He’d been unable to rest easy in close spaces ever since his convalescence. ‘Aren!’

He shook his friend, desperate for him to wake. He needed to know he was alright. Needed the company. He almost called out to the Primus for help, but he’d been trained better than that. Kezu-tat, the Xulan master who taught him in the days after he came out of the dark, had warned him to guard against such slips.

Inhabit your character at all times. Even if nobody is watching. Even if it means you do the unthinkable. Fail, and they will find you.

He settled on praying in silence. Light, heed me. Spare him, as you did me. Spare him.

He leaned over his friend, smoothed back the tangled curls from his forehead. By the guttering light through the barred slot in the doors, Aren’s face was serene. Cade shook his head, confused by a conflicting tide of feelings. They’d been apart for so long; so much had happened. Time and change had diluted the intensity of their friendship in his mind, until they met again and it all came rushing back. Yet how could he truly call himself a friend? If Aren knew who he worked for, what he’d done, he’d hate him for it. How could he love this man like a brother and work to betray everything he held dear?

Because this is how it has to be. Because this is how we all win. You don’t see it now, but one day you will.

And if Cade was lucky, if he was very, very clever, Aren would never know who gave the Ember Blade back to the Krodans. Cade could do the right thing by his country and keep his best friend, too.

That was the plan. But now it had come to this. And weren’t the walls a little bit closer again?

‘Wake up!’ he moaned. He patted the side of Aren’s face. ‘Aren! Time to wake up!’

‘I wouldn’t shout so loud, if I were you,’ said a slow, creaking voice from outside the door. There was a sibilant, lilting accent to it that Cade, in his distress, couldn’t place. ‘If that warder comes back, you won’t enjoy the experience.’

Cade bit his lip, shamed into silence. Whoever it was had heard him crying, heard him begging his friend to wake up. ‘Who’s that?’ he called.

‘You’re not a quick study, are you? Quieter, please.’

Cade scowled angrily and went to the slot in the door. ‘Who are you?’ he whispered through it. He couldn’t see the owner of the voice, but there was no one in the corridor. Presumably they were locked in another cell.

‘Who are you? You’re no Sard.’

‘You are, though,’ said Cade, having finally placed the accent. He’d last heard it for any length of time when he was with Orica, and her voice was much younger than this one. ‘My name’s Cade.’

There was a long pause. ‘Cade of Shoal Point,’ said the other man. It was a statement, not a question.

‘Aye,’ said Cade carefully.

‘Then that is Aren of Shoal Point in the cell with you.’

‘Aye, it is. And who might you be, Sard?’

A rusty chuckle in the gloom. ‘I’m the man you’ve come looking for.’
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Wittermere lay quiet in the deep of the night. Scattered, lonely lights burned in the windows, and the guards idled their watch away with talk of home. They were custodians in an empty land; nothing had threatened the institute in living memory.

Nobody was watching when Grub slipped over the wall.

He dropped soundlessly to the turf and hurried through the dark to hunker against the back of the stables. From there he slid to the corner, where he had a view of the courtyard. Lamp posts burned near spiked fences which surrounded the makeshift prison on the far side. The sentries were a little more watchful there, but the rest of the buildings were barely guarded at all.

Grub scanned the area with a clinical eye. Getting inside would be no problem, but sneaking around in the corridors was a different matter. With his tattoos, there’d be no disguising himself, and there were still people awake in there, working despite the hour. If he was seen, the alarm would be raised and it would all be over.

Wait here, Mudslug had said. We’ll be back. But they hadn’t come back, and Grub was tired of waiting. Waiting was all he’d done since Hammerholt. That night, he could have taken the Ember Blade and returned to Skara Thun a hero, but he chose to stay with Mudslug instead, because he saw something in him. Mudslug was going to lead him to an even greater story, one magnificent enough to wipe the sin from his skin.

He’d believed that then. Not so much, now. But Grub was going into Wittermere to get him, all the same.

He’d watched from the ridge with Freckles, taking turns with her spyglass, as Mudslug and Dumbface had gone from building to building in the courtyard, and finally through the main entrance to the institute. They hadn’t come out after that. But the prisoners had talked of a North Wing, where no one was allowed to go. Grub would lay bets Mudslug had tried to do just that. Seemed the best place to start looking.

He slipped around the back of the stables and across to the neighbouring building, where he’d seen Mudslug and Dumbface take the cart. There he found a grate in the base of a wall, and set to pulling out the nails with a small pry bar.

‘Should have just sent Grub in the first place,’ he groused as he levered off the grate. The foul smell of night soil drifted up to meet him. He peered through to check the coast was clear, then squeezed his stocky body through the gap.

The stench in the basement was repellent even to Grub, who was no stranger to bad smells. There, in the glow of a dying lamp, he found the cart waiting beneath the slurry-chute. Grub regarded the chute dubiously, his lip curling in a resentful snarl. Just like the prisoners had said, it was wide enough to admit him.

This was the only way Grub could think of that would get him to the North Wing unseen. But he wasn’t going to enjoy it much.

He pulled on the crank next to the slurry-chute, opening the gate to allow the contents of the tank beyond to slop out into the cart. While he waited for the flow to tail off, he dug out a small lantern and lit the candle from the lamp burning in the chamber. Then he climbed onto the edge of the cart and peered into the chute. Darkness waited inside, but there was a deeper darkness still that drove him forward, the ravenous void that waited on the other side of death.

‘Grub is hero,’ he said to himself, clenching and unclenching one meaty hand. ‘Grub is hero!’ Then he swore a bitter string of oaths in his mother tongue, and clambered into the chute.

Grub had lived a squalid and violent life, and he was well accustomed to situations that would permanently traumatise men of higher birth. He’d seen dying addicts soaking in their own piss in the subterranean slums of Karaqqa. As a child, his mother would disappear for days at a time, and once he’d been so hungry he’d eaten the maggots swarming in a dead cat’s wounds. He’d have eaten the cat, had he known how to cook it. He’d murdered many and watched them die; he’d skinned a man and stolen his story. His was a life of blood and rot and vomit, where death didn’t hide under sheets or in boxes but was all around, always, unremarkable as birdsong.

Still, for all that, this was a new low.

The raw, overwhelming reek invaded him, seeping down to his stomach to curdle his guts. The cold, slippery touch of mingled excrement and piss was on his hands, on his scalp, smearing along his shoulders as he wriggled up through the chute. Grub had an iron stomach, but even he couldn’t hold out against that. Soon his chin was coated with bile, the acid stink wafting into his nostrils.

‘Grub is hero!’ he insisted again, through an avalanche of barely digested rabbit.

The chute was short and shallow, and at the top it opened into a large tank, its ceiling high enough to stand in. By the light of his lantern he saw another pipe, high up, big enough that he could crawl along it without having to squeeze. He went that way.

Having lived his youth more under the ground than over it, his sense of direction was uncanny, and he could navigate without signs to guide him. He passed junctions and ignored them, confident of his route. By good fortune, the North Wing lay close to the building where the slurry-chute emptied, and this pipe was taking him right to it. No doubt somewhere there was a hatch for workers to get in and clean the pipes, though it might be over the other side of the compound and useless to him. Probably he’d end up crawling out of a toilet, assuming he could fit. But he didn’t know unless he tried, so try he would.

A thump and a clank from somewhere in the dark: the sound of a flush-tank tipping to sluice the pipes. Grub closed his eyes and braced himself as a wave of filthy water washed around him, speckling his face as it splashed up against him. His stomach cramped in protest, but he’d emptied it already and all he could manage was a thin rivulet of drool. Panting, he let himself recover; but when he opened his eyes, they opened to complete darkness. Made careless by disgust, he’d let his lantern get doused. With no way to relight it, it was useless now.

He let out a ragged sigh of despair. Was all this even worth it? Grub wasn’t one for introspection, but the question kept coming back, and in this wretched hour he was forced to consider it. Maybe he’d backed the wrong dog. Maybe Aren didn’t have the spark of greatness after all. He certainly hadn’t shown it since Hammerholt. And if that were true, Grub had thrown away his chance at glory for a revolution that was never going to happen.

All he knew for sure was this: almost three years had ticked by, three years closer to whatever end awaited him, and he was scarcely any nearer to his goal than when he’d begun. How was he supposed to make himself a legend when there was no opportunity to do legendary things? Even if he should singlehandedly save Mudslug and Dumbface from certain death, he could imagine the tales the skalds would tell of this one. Brave Grub, crawling to the rescue, up to his elbows in Krodan arse-porridge. The longhalls would ring with such laughter, their ancestors would hear it all the way in Vanatuk.

Whatever it meant to be a hero, he couldn’t shake the thought that he was somehow doing it wrong.

He almost changed his mind in that moment, almost decided to back up the pipe and forget the whole thing. But then, in his misery, he remembered other times. Times when Mudslug had defended him against the mockery he was accustomed to. Times when Mudslug had trusted him, when he generally didn’t deserve trust. He recalled laughing raucously around the fire with the others, drunk and happy and perfectly at ease. He hadn’t felt that kind of companionship since he was a child, running with Nuk’s gang in Karaqqa. He hadn’t felt it again till Mudslug brought him into the group of companions that became the Dawnwardens. Everything in between was lonely exile.

Swallowing against the stench, he crawled onwards blindly. If he’d learned one thing as a young thief, it was that you looked out for your own. Bad bet or not, Mudslug was his friend. That was enough.

Presently he saw light ahead, a dim glow illuminating a vertical pipe that joined to his own. When he reached it, he saw that it connected to a circular grate several feet above him. The glow came from the room beyond, of which he could only see a dull stone ceiling.

He tested the width of the pipe against his shoulders. Tight, but he could do it, and unless he missed his guess it would come out in the basement of the North Wing. He took up his knife and the pry bar and wriggled into the pipe.

It was more of a squeeze than he thought, enough that he wondered if he’d get stuck in it. He pushed on regardless, until he was entirely inside and he could reach the grate. It was fixed in place, but it was rusted and the stone was crumbly enough that he could dig it away. After a few minutes of struggling in the narrow confines of the pipe, he chipped enough free to get the edge of the pry bar under the grate, and with a heave he popped it free.

‘Yes! Grub is the best!’ he whispered. If no one else would celebrate his glories, he’d do it himself.

He shimmied up until he could see over the edge of the grate, and found himself in the centre of a dingy tiled room, strewn with rotten and bloodied hay and stinking of animal dung. Two narrow doorways led from the room, one of them blocked by a chest-high swing gate whose bars were bent and gnawed. Second-hand lamplight came from the corridor beyond, barely enough to see by.

Overhead, metal pipes ran the length of the room, punctured at intervals with clusters of holes. It took Grub, who had only a passing acquaintance with hygiene, a few moments to puzzle them out. When he did, it all made sense. This had once been a communal shower room, and he’d climbed up through the drain.

But that didn’t explain the hay, or the half-eaten hand poking out of the muck.

He heard a low snort, and a hulking shape heaved into sight in the shadows of the far doorway. A vast blind sow, its eyes lopsided and milky, snout crooked, teeth overgrown and sticking out through the gaps in a shredded and flapping lip. It was pallid white, tufted with translucent bristles, and had the look of something that should have died at birth. Instead it was here, bloated and mutant, its features warped as if seen in a carnival mirror.

Grub held his breath, acutely aware of his predicament. He was helpless in a pipe with his arms in the air and half his head protruding. Easy meat. He began to move his hips and shoulders as gently as he could, trying to wriggle back down the pipe.

The sow lifted her head and sniffed at the air with a quizzical grunt. He heard movement behind her, moist chewing sounds, the crunch of bones. More pigs, feasting on something. He struggled harder in his attempt to retreat, but no matter what he did, he made no progress. He was stuck fast.

The sow lumbered into the room and stopped, snuffling, confused by the new stench Grub had brought with him. Desperate, Grub used the only leverage he could, pressing his forearms down on the floor. If he couldn’t go back, he had to go forward. Straining with all his might, he drew his head and shoulders out of the pipe.

The edge of his knife scraped against the tiled floor. At once, the sow turned her head towards him and squealed in rage. She’d heard him.

Grub reacted with panic, flinging the pry bar straight at her. Despite her size, he managed to miss, and it clattered against the far wall. The sow whirled, squealing again, and flung herself in the direction of the sound, snapping and shoving this way and that with furious hunger.

Through the doorway, the other pigs erupted into frenzy, snorting and screeching as they raced in. Two of them crashed into each other as they fought to squeeze their massive bulks through the narrow doorway. Grub caught a glimpse of savage, twisted tusks, mad rolling eyes, sharp trotters scrabbling at the floor as they tussled.

These ones could see, and they were coming for him, and if he didn’t get out of this pipe they were going to eat his face.

The horror of that thought put strength in him. He let out a roar as he made one last, tremendous effort to get free. For a few moments his muscles trembled in vain but then, greased with human excrement, his ribs and hips began to move. The sow heard his cry and charged him, a thundering mass of wobbling flesh. The boars in the doorway had untangled themselves and pushed into the room, mouths wide and salivating with vicious, eager appetite.

Grub yanked his legs out of the pipe with a haste born of terror and rolled aside onto the knees. The sow snapped at him, barely missing his fingers, and he slashed out wildly with his blade, cutting her across the snout. She squealed in outrage, blundering backwards and into the path of one of the boars, who collided with her flank.

Grub was up on his feet in an instant, racing across the room a heartbeat ahead of the second boar, who came steaming and snorting after him like some brute spawn of the Abyss. Its speed belied its bulk and it almost ran him down, but at the last moment Grub launched himself forwards, diving over the gate in a clumsy roll. The boar smashed into the bars as Grub hit the floor on the other side, tumbling across the corridor to finish on his back against the far wall, his legs up in the air.

There he lay, upside down and panting, covered head to toe in unspeakable filth, watching the enraged beasts dashing themselves against the barrier, champing on the bars in their desperation to reach him.

‘Grub is … hero,’ he gasped, and he gave them an obscene gesture that restored his pride somewhat.
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Cade laid his throbbing head against the inside of the cell door, letting the metal cool his forehead. Through the barred slit he saw only an empty corridor, other cells like theirs. Somewhere out there was Yarin, the man they’d come to find, the man Cade had tried to stop them finding.

Aren had found him anyway. Much good it had done him.

‘How do you like your rescue?’ Cade said. It was all he could think to ask.

Yarin chuckled. ‘I’ve seen better.’

‘They’re going to kill us, aren’t they?’

‘Eventually,’ said Yarin. ‘But for you, it will probably be quick. Be thankful you’re not one of us. There was another man in here, a young man called Rocan, a dancer by trade before they took him. He had the blood. They took him to the doctor, over and over, and every time he came back to the cell he was missing something. A finger. An eye. A foot. The last time, he didn’t come back.’

‘What’s happening here?’ Cade didn’t want to know, but he had to ask for Aren’s sake. If there was a way out, he’d find it. Even if it meant blowing his cover and admitting he was working for the Krodans. Better that than seeing his friend die.

‘They’re after some specific quality in our blood. Only some of us have it, and only some in sufficient concentration. That’s what the doctor is looking for.’

‘What’s special about Sard blood?’

A long pause. ‘I don’t know. None of us do. We keep no written histories. All we have are legend and myth, stories upon stories until the truth becomes what we have made it. We don’t even know when we came to Ossia. Perhaps it was meant to be that way. Perhaps our elders wanted our past to be lost to history, but none live now who can say.’

‘But what are they doing with it?’

‘Answering that question will explain why they took my people from Ossia. Everything is in service of that. They have expended such great effort in search of something. We must know why.’

‘And you have it, too? This … special blood?’

‘No,’ said Yarin. ‘But I had someone switch my records with a prisoner who did.’

‘You sent yourself here?’

‘It was the only way to find out. Sards are moved from camp to camp all the time, but no one ever comes back from Wittermere.’

Cade was appalled by Yarin’s daring. He’d been taken from Morgenholme shortly before they burned down Hammerholt. Three years he’d been in Kroda, then. Three years in the camps.

‘You’re wondering what happens there, aren’t you?’ Yarin said. ‘You were at Suller’s Bluff, where they worked your people to death in the mines. So you have some idea. But only some.’

Cade turned away from the door, his head lowered. The thought of Suller’s Bluff conjured up memories he’d rather stay forgotten. How he’d spurned Aren’s help and begged Rapha the pirate to save him. How he’d chosen the narcotic surrender of ragweed rather than choosing to fight. And how Aren had hauled him back onto his feet, saved him from being crushed in the depths of a mine, and ultimately led them to escape. He didn’t recognise that weak-willed, ignorant boy any more, but the shame of it still burned.

‘You survived,’ he said. He sounded accusatory; he wanted to disprove it. An old man shouldn’t have lived through all that, when Cade would have barely lasted a season.

‘I have my ways,’ said Yarin, and said no more.

Cade could imagine his ways. His reputation as a spy had been formidable. He’d worked miracles getting them the information they needed to infiltrate Hammerholt. A man like that could move people around him like pieces on a castles board. He could stay clear of trouble, surround himself with allies, keep out of sight or rule the roost if he wanted, as Rapha had. Yarin had managed to get a letter out of Wittermere, when no Sards ever left: that meant a guard had helped him. Even in prison, he had influence.

And yet, he’d been captured in Morgenholme when they’d needed him the most. And he’d been called to visit Doctor Kreel, probably sooner than he’d have liked. All that reputation meant nothing in that cell. He doubted the warder was open to persuasion.

‘I called for two hundred,’ said Yarin.

Aye, that’s right, you did. Even locked up in a cell, you’re still in the game. Small wonder you lasted so long. I wonder how many other plans you’ve got running.

‘You got fifty, give or take a couple. Greycloaks, in the main.’

‘Ah,’ said Yarin. ‘Stivan of Hawksmoor.’

How did you know that, from in here? Cade thought.

‘Why do you need so many, anyway?’

‘It is not only myself in need of rescue.’

‘You want to break out everyone in the prison?’

‘It is a condition of my cooperation. Do that and I will be your agent until the Krodans are driven from the land and my people returned to it. I do not seek to merely escape this place, I need to understand it. That is why I’m here. And once I have learned all I can … I will end it. And I will take my people with me when I leave.’

Cade tried to picture the man he was talking to. Yarin’s voice was weathered with age, rolling and low. His Ossian was perfect, with only a hint of the sing-song tones of his mother tongue. Cade knew he was elderly; being a Sard his hair would be dark, whitened with age, his skin a shade browner than Cade’s. But try as he might, he could only conjure caricatures, woodcuts from old broadsheets and playbills, where the Sards were portrayed as tricksters and thieves. He saw a bent old man, face sly and wicked, eyes hungry for opportunity and his tongue made limber by deceit.

He’d distrusted Sards ever since he was a boy, as did everyone in Shoal Point. Knowing Orica had gone some way to improving his opinion, but in his mind she was an exception, and one swallow didn’t make a summer. He’d learned the facts from Marken. The Sards were an introverted culture, living off the lands of their betters, giving nothing to anyone but themselves. Like the Fell Folk, they had no will to greatness; and a people who refused to fight for their place in the world couldn’t complain when they were subsumed by the mighty.

If only Aren understood that. If only he knew how futile it was, trying to rouse a people incapable of rousing. Ossia was spent, its strength exhausted, its citizens living in the shadow of monuments built by their towering ancestors. They wanted to be great again. They wanted to have what the Krodans had. If only they would shed their stubborn attachment to the past, they could join their masters in glory.

But some, like Aren, held on.

‘What about—’ he began, but Yarin shushed him urgently. He fell quiet, listening, dread creeping up his spine.

Slow, heavy footsteps nearby. The lumbering warder. As he came closer, Cade could hear him muttering faintly, and he caught a whiff of something foul, like a backed-up drain.

He turned away from the door to check on Aren, and saw with a jolt that his eyes were open, and he was looking at Cade in frightened confusion. He opened his mouth, and Cade put his finger to his lips.

The warder grunted and shuffled, and there was the sound of scraping metal. Cade held his breath. He was somewhere near the end of the corridor where their cells were. Cade didn’t want that thing to come in here, didn’t want to see that grin again. Whatever he was, he wasn’t Krodan. The Empire wouldn’t allow something like him to exist.

Besides, who knew which of them he’d take next?

Ears straining, they awaited their fate. Aren’s eyes were locked with Cade’s, and he was seized by the terrible notion that Aren had been watching the whole time, that he’d seen Cade the way he could sometimes see into people, and that he knew the treachery in his best friend’s heart.

Aye, but if you’d seen that, you’d have seen the love, too. And what would you do then?

The warder barked with laughter at some joke that only he heard, and slowly he walked away, having never come into sight. The sound of his footsteps faded, but the stomach-turning stench remained.

Cade wanted to throw his arms around Aren, such was his relief that he was awake; but his friend looked too fragile, so he settled on helping him sit up on the stone bed. Aren put his hand to the back of his head, felt the lump there and sucked in air through his teeth.

‘Aye, that bastard brained you hard,’ Cade said. ‘Didn’t know if you’d wake again, truth be told.’ His voice wobbled as the thought of that struck him blindside.

‘Oh, gods,’ Aren murmured. He looked about blearily, taking in their situation. ‘This is my fault. I shouldn’t have pushed on.’

‘Hoy, it was my fault, too! I made my choice to be here. It ain’t all about you, remember?’

Aren managed a weary smile at that. ‘I get it, Cade. You’re your own man now. Even in a cell.’ He let his head fall into his hands. ‘Did I hear you talking to someone?’

‘Aye, I was talking to Yarin.’

‘Yarin’s here?’ Aren’s head came up fast at the news, and he winced.

‘I’m here,’ said Yarin. ‘Greetings to you, Dawnwarden.’

Dawnwarden. Cade felt a pang of bitter envy. Once, he’d have given anything to be called Dawnwarden, and he’d earned it as much as Aren.

He caught himself. Why should he care for Ossian titles, even one so legendary? The Dawnwardens were guardians of a blade that was nothing more than a symbol of a backward culture, warriors for an absent god.

Yet still, he did care, a little.

‘Greetings, Yarin,’ Aren croaked. ‘I’m glad we got here in time.’

Cade made an exasperated gesture to encompass their surroundings. ‘You did notice the prison cell, right?’

‘But we found him,’ said Aren. ‘I told you we would.’

Yarin laughed quietly. ‘They said you were an optimist, Aren.’

Aren shifted himself so that his back was against the wall, his legs hanging off the side of the bed. ‘There are others outside,’ he said. ‘They won’t leave us here.’

‘Yes, Cade told me,’ said Yarin. ‘Fifty. Even given how lightly guarded this place is, that will likely not be enough.’

‘They’ll come,’ said Aren, with a confidence that Cade found infuriating. Aren’s despair had lasted only a moment; already his natural determination was returning. Even when things were hopeless, even when there was no sense to it, he just wouldn’t lie down. It made others look weak by comparison. It made Cade look weak.

‘Reckon you got hit harder than I thought,’ Cade grumbled. ‘Stivan ain’t going to risk his people on an assault, and Fen couldn’t get in here even if she wanted to. As for the Skarl … they only look out for their own kind, you know that. Why would he risk his neck for foreigners like us?’

‘Somebody call Grub?’ said Grub, peering in through the bars. Cade jumped back so violently that he tripped and fell over in a heap.

‘How long were you out there?’ Cade accused, shrill with outrage.

‘Grub was waiting for maximum dramatic effect,’ he replied. ‘Being a hero all about timing.’

Aren laughed in delight. ‘It’s good to see you, friend,’ he said.

‘What are you covered in?’ Cade demanded, his nose wrinkling.

‘Never mind,’ said Grub, holding up a set of lockpicks. ‘Dumbface want out, or not?’
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Fires snapped in the misty swelter of the Grey Fens, warding off the dark. Unkempt shadows moved among them, arranging themselves for the ceremony to come. Before the yawning, glittering mouth of the Dwimordyr, acolytes spooned a brew from a cauldron into drinking-pots. Others went among the gathering, handing them out. A shared concoction for a shared experience.

Together they’d walk the Shadowlands and ask the spirits for wisdom.

‘This is as it should be,’ Vika said, surveying the gathering. She stood atop a tufted rise at the edge of the clearing, leaning on her splintered staff of lichwood and lightning-glass, with Ruck sitting upright by her side. ‘Only together can we act in concert. The time is past for wandering; the land is no longer safe for those who walk alone.’

‘There are many who say the same,’ said Agalie, who stood at her side. She tilted her own staff towards a group of young druids and acolytes. Vika saw Cai among them, lean and towering. ‘The young do not venerate the old ways.’

‘And you?’

‘I know the worth of tradition,’ said Agalie carefully. ‘And I know that sometimes an old forest must be razed to allow new growth.’

‘Then I must persuade the elders to burn themselves?’

Agalie gave a little smile at that. ‘Harva does not speak for them all. You may find the others more sympathetic than you think.’

Vika was unconvinced. Agalie laid a hand on her shoulder.

‘I remember a young girl, long ago, who was rumoured to be able to see the Aspects and speak with them. Half the locals worshipped her, the others were afraid. You terrorised them with your certainty. You made them believe their gods walked among them.’ Her eyes were earnest as she looked upon her erstwhile acolyte. ‘No one knows you like I do, Vika. I believe in your visions, even if the elders don’t. And if they will not listen, we will find another way forward. Whatever the Conclave says, I am with you.’

Vika’s smile was broad as she laid her hand on Agalie’s shoulder. ‘Thank you, old friend,’ she murmured. Agalie’s belief in her was a validation she sorely needed. There was no one whose opinion she valued more.

‘Well, now, this is nice!’ said Polla, labouring up the hill. She reached them and stopped, out of breath, round face ruddy and beaming. ‘Aren’t you joining the ceremony?’

‘Aye, shortly,’ said Agalie. ‘What brings you?’

‘Your Keddishwoman has a loose mouth,’ said Polla. ‘Told tell of a parchment she found.’

Agalie let out a little sigh of exasperation. ‘I warned her to keep her silence.’

‘And I warned her afresh, though I doubt it’ll take. Keddish don’t really understand the idea of secrecy. It’s not in their nature.’ She gave Agalie a sly nudge. ‘Still, I’m intrigued. An “ancient dialect of Stonespeak”, you say?’

‘I’m not proud of the deception.’

‘You should be. Might I see this lost language of yours?’

‘By all means. I’d welcome your advice.’ Agalie brought out the scroll case and Polla examined the parchments within. ‘I mean to show them to the elders, assuming I can get an audience. Can you help?’

Polla pulled a face. ‘Shadow Casket, eh? Never heard of it. Well, I’ll do what I can, but likely they’ll dismiss it.’ She put the parchments back in the case and returned it. ‘Save yourself the bother and lie. Tell her you’ve had it translated and it says nothing of use.’

‘That doesn’t sit easy with me.’

‘Better than sending her to Yaga, where she’ll be tortured to death by the elaru, if the ogren don’t rip her limb from limb first. You know what Delvers are like. She’ll go, whatever the danger.’

Vika kept her counsel. Polla’s advice was the sensible path, but part of her wanted Pel to go. The elders would never trouble to investigate, not when the information was uncertain and the destination fraught with danger. But Vika couldn’t so easily dismiss the Shadow Casket. If it was all it was rumoured to be …

If. If. If. Things are not so desperate yet that you’d countenance such a foolish venture.

And yet, they needed something. If the dreadknights couldn’t be stopped by other means, then long shots were all they had left. Otherwise the revolution would fail, and the world would fall in the aftermath.

A blasted plain beneath a poison sky. A city of tendon, sinew and howling mouths. Limbless monstrosities hunting the ragged remnants of humanity.

She forced the vision away. Her skin had gone clammy in the humid air. Something slithered and turned in the hollows of her mind.

‘Vika?’ Ruck had her hackles up and was growling uneasily, and Agalie knew the signs.

She shook her head. ‘Bad memories.’

Agalie let it drop for the moment. ‘Where is Pel now?’ she asked Polla. ‘I told her she cannot be here for the ceremony.’

‘Fear not. I sent her down to wait by the boats, with a pair of acolytes to watch her. Just in case.’

‘Ah, Polla, you shame me. That should have been my task.’

Polla waved it away. ‘It’s hardly a burden. Now, let’s prepare. We have a decision to make, and every druid is expected.’

They headed into the clearing, where their fellow druids were seated around the fires, readying themselves. The acolytes hovered at the edges and looked on enviously. It was too dangerous for them; they wouldn’t be able to stand the strength of that brew. Instead, they’d guard their mentors while they walked in the Shadowlands, and watch, and learn.

‘Odd, isn’t it?’ Polla said cheerily as Agalie and Vika found their places. ‘We shun blood magic as dangerous heresy, yet for centuries we have drunk the blood of our elders to gain their power.’

‘The difference is that it is willingly given,’ said Agalie disapprovingly. ‘As well you know.’

‘Sounds to me like Galarad’s blood wasn’t so much given as salvaged.’

‘Ever the iconoclast, Polla.’

Polla cackled and left them, waving as she went. ‘See you after, Agalie. Vika.’

Ruck barked in farewell as they watched her waddle away, plump hips rolling with every step. Hard to imagine such a genial woman had survived Skavengard alone. Vika looked forward to hearing that story.

They settled themselves by the fire, their staffs by their sides. An acolyte handed each a drinking-pot full of the communal brew, and they deepened their breathing, relaxing themselves mentally and physically, preparing for the trance to come. Ruck lay next to them, her head on her paws, eyes watchful beneath her shaggy brows.

A stir ran through the assembly as the first of the elders emerged from the trees, followed by seven others in procession. Some had never seen an elder in the flesh; the rest saw them so seldom that any appearance was an event. They came shuffling, faces wizened and painted, buried under hides and fabrics clinking and clacking with trinkets and sigils.

Vika watched as they arranged themselves on the far side of the low stone table, with the Dwimordyr at their backs. Once, she’d thought them titanic in their wisdom. The concoctions they made were so potent their effects verged on miraculous. Some of them had steered the druids for over a century. They’d fought off Carlac-Parts-The-Flames and the Apostate insurrection, the greatest threat the druids had ever faced until now.

Yet when Vika looked upon them, they appeared diminished, no longer all-knowing but simply old.

Or perhaps they seem smaller because your arrogance has grown, she chided herself. If she wanted to win over her fellows, she needed to remember the lesson the Aspects had taught her. There was strength in humility. She was an instrument, nothing more. Her desires and opinions were always secondary.

An expectant hush fell as the elders seated themselves. Only one, Elfric-Rides-The-Deer, remained standing. He was frail and gaunt, but his beard was still thick despite his age, and was tied through with small bones and sacred symbols. In his hands he held a hexagonal heartwood box, cut with many runes, which he placed on the table before him.

‘In this hour, we are gathered to decide who among you shall join us,’ he said, his voice rolling across the clearing. ‘It is a heavy burden a druid bears, to turn poison into power, to risk madness and death to bring change, to treat with chaos and create new order. Heavy enough that one lifetime is not sufficient to accrue the necessary power. And so, from the time of the first druids, we have taken of the blood of our ancestors, that we might absorb the strength there distilled, and distil it further. We are vessels, and to be an elder is to be the greatest vessel of all, for each of us holds in our veins a vintage more precious and potent than all those who came before.’

Even the frogs in the distance seemed to have quieted now. Lyssa shone down on them from above, half-hidden by cloud, silvering the warm mists of the Grey Fens.

‘On this night we call upon the spirits to choose a new elder. One strong enough to take up the mantle, wise enough to guard and to guide. Here at the Dwimordyr, the spirits will hear us, and we ask that they speak true.’

Vika’s lips twitched sarcastically at that. When had the spirits ever spoken true? Their visions were equal measures prophecy, riddles and lies. It was a fraught process to interpret them; rarely was the message what it first appeared to be. Vika herself had spent far too long convinced that Garric was the champion she saw wielding the Ember Blade at the Dirracombe, when it had been Aren all along.

But the druids were the servants of the Aspects, and she had faith the Aspects would steer them as best they could. All they had to do was listen.

‘Drink, all of you,’ said Elfric. ‘You know the question. Together, we will find the answer.’

Vika put the cup to her lips and drained the bitter liquid. She tasted herbs familiar and unfamiliar, old elements and new ones. It was ever thus when drinking a brew she hadn’t prepared herself. There was always something that took her by surprise, in taste or effect.

She’d barely swallowed before it began its work. A crackling sensation spreading across her cheeks, pores opening all over her face as if to drink in the air, a band of acid heat across her brow. Her tongue went numb to the root, and her mouth was filled with a sour earthy tang. As the potion hit her stomach, the prickling bite of the poison bloomed out from her chest and through her limbs, until her fingers felt disembodied and foreign. Her pupils ballooned wide, and everything in her peripheral vision came into focus. Her field of view became enormous; she saw and sensed everything with a new and profound clarity.

The heat of the fire washed over her as the wind blew it her way, bringing the scent of burning wood and the dank reek of decay from the marsh. Natural smells, natural sights and sounds, but something else beneath them: the swarming Shadowlands, pressing close against the skin of the world. Ruck growled uneasily as she sensed it also. Vika grinned at the excitement of the moment, at the fear of it too, and she felt the tug of every muscle in her jaw, her skin stretching as her lips parted. Here at the Dwimordyr, it was easy to let chaos in, and the spirits beyond were eager to cross the Divide. Opening a way to the Shadowlands was ever fraught with danger, but with her brothers and sisters acting in concert, she was confident they could hold any breach.

There were thin, darting shadows at the edge of her vision, half-seen movements in the trees. She tried to fix them with her eye, but they stretched into infinity and disappeared. She looked at the back of her hands and saw her skin crawling, lapping in waves against the quick of her fingernails.

She was hit by a surge of agony, creasing her like a punch in the belly. The first real assault of the poison. Her stomach cramped, her shoulders clenched. The brew was potent, more potent than she’d expected. She calmed herself and let the wave pass, until she had it under control again.

She turned and saw Agalie looking at her. The older woman smiled as their gazes met, and Vika was flooded with warmth. The connections between them were almost visible in the air, the love and friendship they shared. In that moment, Vika didn’t ever want to go back to the world she’d left behind, to the secret war against the Krodans. This was her world, here in the deep wilds, surrounded by her brothers and sisters in belief. Here among the spirits.

Again, the pain, sudden enough that she bucked with it. Gods, it was strong. She worried that the younger druids wouldn’t be able to take it.

But now the thoughts of the Conclave were turning to the question at hand. She felt the movement, their minds flocking like the murmurations of starlings. Ways were being opened, breaches in the fabric of the living world, tunnels into the Shadowlands through which some of them would travel, while others remained to guard the gap against anything unwelcome that might come through. Already she felt the spirits clamouring, trying to force their way past, to spend even a moment in the world of the real.

Spirits, show us, Vika thought, readying herself to make her own journey through. Spirits, show us!

Vika was alone in the empty clearing. Everyone was gone, Agalie and Ruck, too. There were no insects, no frogs, nothing but the crack and snap of the fires. The Dwimordyr gaped ahead of her, its colours too vibrant in the shifting light, rippling hypnotically in waves towards its jagged throat, inviting her in.

She took up her staff and rose unsteadily to her feet. A spectral wind rustled the trees around the clearing, carrying the sound of distant chanting. It was the Merelings in praise of their savage marsh-gods, strange and hungry deities left behind by the urds, or perhaps from a time before that. She heard rustling among the branches and saw they were hung with many dolls, dolls of twigs and vines with twisted faces of tangled roots, like the one they’d found near the boats.

Out there in the trees, a threat was gathering, and growing nearer. She sensed it. And while some part of her knew that this was only a vision, it felt absolutely real.

Something is coming, she thought with mounting dread. But she couldn’t dwell on that now. The spirits were trying to show her something. She had to find out what.

She heard sobbing nearby. The sound of abject despair, the kind of grief that verged on madness. She searched among the fires and found the source: a woman, kneeling and huddled with her face in her hands, a silhouette against the bonfire that blazed in the centre of the clearing.

Vika made her way to the woman, slowing only as she neared. The heat of the bonfire was fierce, almost too fierce to bear, and though she was close the woman was still somehow in shadow. She fought to make out any detail against the brightness of the flames, but all she saw was a shaggy, tangled mound of hair and clothes, shoulders heaving with sorrow.

She reached out to touch the woman. She didn’t want to, but she had little choice. The terror in the trees was thickening, becoming palpable, and she knew that time was short. As she reached out, the bonfire billowed heat in her face, scorching her skin, a hurricane wind resisting her. She firmed her will and pushed against it. She was the mistress of this vision; she wouldn’t be denied its wisdom. Clothes flapping around her, hair singeing, she reached through the maelstrom towards the huddled figure.

At her touch, the hurricane blew out and the woman sprang to her feet with a screech, spinning to face her. The sight sent Vika staggering back, and she stared in horror at … herself. Herself, viewed through some hideous lens of change. Her expression was twisted in a rictus of grief, her mouth and chin slick with blood. Her skin was pallid and papery and the veins around her eyes and mouth stood out from her skin, more like the roots of a plant than anything human. Her blind eyes were a weak and sickly shade of green, and her irises had faded till they were barely visible. She clutched something close to her belly, protectively, as if it were a child.

But it was no child. It was the object Vika had seen on Pel’s parchment: a sphere of mirrored metal that shone red in its depths, its surface segmented over and over by golden lines, broken by intricate rondels busy with strange symbols. The Shadow Casket.

As if the sight of it were some kind of trigger, she heard a terrifying roar, and the ominous sense of dread that emanated from the trees increased tenfold, bearing down on her. Vika cried out in fear. There were things from the Abyss out there, things that made the Beast of Skavengard seem a pup in comparison, and they were coming to devour her. She saw huge lumbering shapes at the edge of the clearing, misshapen forms slithering and rolling between the fires, half-glimpsed in the misty dark.

She raised her staff, calling on the Aspects’ power, but where she’d once felt them there was only vacancy, and she despaired as she realised they’d left her world for ever. Her staff dipped; she was too weak to hold it up. The creatures of the dark gibbered and cackled and came closer with every breath. There was nothing now but to be consumed.

Then, a movement at her shoulder. Her ruined counterpart lifted the metal sphere above her head. Vika turned and stared. Small though it was, it was more solid than everything around it, more dense, dragging all attention towards itself. It spun and twisted in her counterpart’s hands, a piece rotating here, a symbol turning there, everything alive with motion.

She heard a heavy footstep behind her, and knew it was an agent of the enemy, now close enough to strike her down. But she could do nothing but stare at the Shadow Casket as her counterpart opened her bloody mouth and screamed. Warm light burst forth from between its segmented parts, bright enough to blind. Vika staggered away, her arm across her eyes, ears ringing with the pained screeches of the creatures that surrounded her. She saw them in the corners of her eyes, malformed shadows against the dazzle, shredded like paper before the casket’s power. And as she screamed, senses battered by the maelstrom, suddenly she heard a voice in her head, clear as a struck bell.

Find me.
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Vika’s eyes flew open to a scene of madness. Where once the clearing had been empty, now it was crowded again, ringing with desperate howls and cries of fear. Druids staggered and lurched in the firelight, holding their heads; some jerked spasmodically in foetal positions. The trees groaned and swayed. Agalie was staring horrified into the night, pupils huge. Ruck barked at her frantically, the sound pounding Vika’s ears like a hammer.

There’s something in the brew.

The concoction was far too strong, wildly poisonous, opening doors into places she hadn’t dared go in her mind. She saw chaos in the air, bleeding into the world of the living. The Shadowlands were leaking through and nobody was stopping it, nobody was closing the breaches.

No, worse. Somebody was making them wider.

Most of the druids were in the grip of panic and mania, but several stood tall against the flames, chanting in some dark argot unfamiliar to her, jagged words tearing at the night. There was blood magic in that brew, blood magic on their lips. Slowly her addled mind pulled the threads together.

We’re under attack.

Her stomach rebelled suddenly, and she doubled over on her knees and threw up onto the grass. She was left gasping, her thoughts scattered again. So hard to tell what was real and what wasn’t. Certainly, the sense of terror emanating from the trees was as strong as it had been in her vision. She raised her head dizzily, forced herself to see. Shadows danced just out of sight; everything stretched and shifted before her eyes. A tongue of flame extended from a campfire, twisted like wrung laundry and lashed out at a nearby druid, igniting her clothes. Another druid, who’d stumbled to the edge of the clearing, was suddenly snatched from sight, disappearing into the trees. Her scream cut through the night with piercing clarity.

Get away. Have to get away.

It was Ruck’s thought as much as her own. The hound tugged at her as she struggled to her feet and seized her staff. Agalie gazed about like a frightened child, still lost in her own visions, seeing who knew what? Vika pulled her up and put her goat-skull staff in her hands.

‘Vika …’ she moaned, her painted face warping into a clownish parody of horror.

‘We’re leaving,’ Vika slurred, tongue flopping clumsily over the words.

Ruck led the way, Vika limping in her wake, her left leg having gone entirely dead. The chanting of the enemy rang in her ears. With her free hand she held on to Agalie, and together they stumbled towards the edge of the clearing, through the hellish landscape of fire and smoke. She saw one woman tackled to the ground by several others, saw her die beneath a rain of knives. A robed young man was dragged upwards into the branches by something unseen. She saw his legs kicking, and then there was a loud crack and they went suddenly still.

The acolytes. They’re killing the acolytes. They drugged us, but they couldn’t drug the young ones.

Druid against druid. It had only ever happened once before. And now Vika knew the authors of this treachery.

Apostates.

A cowled figure rushed towards them through the smoke, dagger in hand and murder on his mind. She lifted her staff in a clumsy attempt to fend him off, though her limbs were so heavy and she knew, even as she tried, that it would be no defence at all. But then Ruck appeared between them, tall as a man as she rose up on her hind legs to snap at the Apostate’s face. She only got a mouthful of cowl, but the weight of her knocked him over, and he fell backwards onto a fire. Ruck bounded away, snarling, as he tried to escape the flames, but his clothes had caught and there was no help for him. He went up like a torch, and they left him screaming and rolling on the damp earth.

Apostates. Vika’s fractured mind fought to make sense of it. Druids who’d declared the Aspects dead, and found new patrons in the Abyss. Vika had thought them wiped out a century ago. Had they been hiding in plain sight all this time?

‘Something in the trees!’ Agalie cried. ‘Something in the trees!’

Vika knew it, but she headed for them anyway, through fire and murder and mayhem, and in the confusion they passed from the clearing unnoticed.

Beneath the trees it was worse. The spirits clustered thick under the sagging canopy, and they were hungry. The sense of oppressive attention was crushing. The trees swayed and reached out as if possessed by a sinister life of their own. Things flitted and crawled among the branches, phantoms from the Shadowlands bulging through the skin of the living world. They fought to manifest themselves, yearning for solid form. Most could manage only a moment before fading away; but a moment was enough to kill.

But it wasn’t only the denizens of the Shadowlands who threatened them here. She heard the crazed babble of other druids who’d scattered in the panic, and the voices of the Apostate acolytes hunting them.

Vika limped through the clutching trees, stomach burning, barely able to see beyond the sparkling after-images left behind whenever she moved her eyes. She trusted Ruck to guide her. Time became meaningless. It might have been hours or seconds later that they blundered into Harva and Polla.

It took a moment of gawping incomprehension before her mind caught up with her senses. Harva was wild-eyed, clutching the phylactery tight to his chest. Polla had her arm on his back, shepherding him away from the clearing. Harva’s eyes widened as he saw them.

‘Apostates!’ the elder spluttered.

‘No. Not these ones,’ Polla said. ‘Vika and Agalie. I’m surprised to see you alive.’

Her face warped and leered in Vika’s vision, and she had to fight down the urge to flee. She swallowed, gathering herself. Control was gradually returning as she transmuted the poison in her body, and with it came a boiling energy that filled her. She’d never felt its like before, and it excited and frightened her at once.

‘The blood! We must preserve the blood!’ Harva said, clawing at the phylactery.

‘Well, now, that was the plan, wasn’t it?’ Polla said. ‘And to preserve yours, too. But now our friends are here, so I’ll have to improvise.’

She drew a dagger from beneath her cloak and plunged it into Harva’s side.

Vika stared, bewildered, as the elder druid silently crumpled to the ground. She looked from Polla to Harva and back again. Connections that should have been made instantly swam into place at last, but it was Agalie who got there first.

‘Apostate,’ she whispered.

Ruck bared her teeth and ran at Polla, but the druidess held out her hand and the hound went skidding to the earth, flattened from above by some invisible force. Vika sank to her hands and knees as she felt the same terrible weight on her own back; a moment later, Agalie quivered and fell next to her.

‘Here’s blood magic,’ said Polla. She loomed in Vika’s vision now, and darkness gathered around her. ‘All these centuries and it was right there in our grasp, if only we’d had the courage to seize it.’

‘Skavengard …’ Vika groaned, her eyes fixed on Ruck, who was struggling and whining in the mud.

‘Aye, Skavengard. I didn’t just pass through. I sought out the shade of Azh Mat Jaal there, and I spoke long with him, learned how to evade the Beast and more besides. For instance—’

She turned her wrist, made her fingers into claws. Vika felt her skull clamped as if by a vice. She fought to move, and couldn’t.

‘The druids’ time is done,’ Polla said. ‘All those potions and remedies, and what did it gain you? You always had real power in your grasp, but you were too set in your ways to take it. Wouldn’t spend a life even to save your own. Well, here’s a lesson, then. If you don’t pick up a weapon, someone else will.’

She began to close her fingers, and the pressure on Vika’s head increased to an unbearable intensity. Her brain throbbed; her eyes bulged as if they’d be forced out of their sockets. Agalie moaned, afflicted by the same agony, and Ruck whimpered and pawed at herself.

The sight of her companions’ suffering cut Vika deeper than her own. It was her role to defend them, her responsibility, but she had nothing to save them with.

I can’t … she thought in despair. I can’t fight this …

She drooled helplessly as the world began to dim in her vision and the pressure climbed and climbed long past the point when she thought her skull would shatter. In that moment she’d have given anything for a way to fight back; but it was too late for that. All she had was pain and bitter regret as the pulsing darkness closed in.

I should have done more.

Something spun from the trees, hit Polla in the face with enough force to send her tumbling backwards. She tripped and crashed in a tangled heap on the sodden earth, dead before she hit the ground. The pressure on Vika’s head disappeared like a burst bubble and she collapsed, gasping in desperate relief, cheek pressed to the mud.

Legs stepped into view, wrapped tight in bands of beige fabric. Their owner crouched down, and her face was that of some strange spirit, mouthless, round-eyed, flowing with colours.

‘Trees are alive,’ said Pel. ‘We should go.’

She hauled Vika to her feet, then Agalie after. Ruck, now recovered, set about snapping at the shadows that were trying to creep closer. Vika stared at Pel, trying to make her stop swaying. Where had that mask come from? It seemed that where Pel stood there was something else too, sharing the same space, a dark after-image that moved with her. She couldn’t make out its shape, only sense its nature. It was ferocious and feral, but not hostile to her. Not like the other spirits here.

As soon as she saw it, it faded from sight again. Maybe just a trick of the mind, then.

Maybe.

Once she’d seen to them, the Keddishwoman went over to Polla and pulled the weapon out of her eye. A Y-shaped throwing knife; with three blades, of course.

‘Whose blood is that?’ Vika asked her. Pel was covered in it.

She motioned at Polla. ‘People she sent, to guard me. Attacked me instead.’ She made a glottal click: a Keddish shrug. ‘Didn’t go well.’

The blood! Vika’s beleaguered mind finally grasped something important. She blundered over to Harva, who was lying in the dirt, eyes glazed, the heartwood phylactery still clutched to his chest.

‘Take it,’ said Agalie, seeing her intent. ‘Of all things, we must keep it safe.’

Clumsily, Vika prised Harva’s fingers open, Agalie’s words ringing in her head as if trapped there. The elders were the repository of the druids’ power, distilled over lifetimes in blood passed from vessel to vessel. If all the elders were dead, then all that would be lost for ever. Galarad’s blood was the last store of it.

As she took the phylactery, there was a crashing in the undergrowth. Pel whirled, a pair of curved daggers appearing in her hand.

‘Hold!’ Agalie cried as Cai hurried out of the gloom. He took in the scene with horrified eyes: Polla dead, the phylactery in Vika’s hands.

‘You?’ he asked, his voice trembling with anger.

Agalie shook her head slowly and pointed at Polla. ‘Her.’

Cai looked from Agalie to Vika, then to Pel, her face hidden behind her wooden spirit-mask.

‘We must get the blood to safety,’ Agalie said. ‘Help us.’

A decision made in his eyes. ‘The boats,’ he said.

‘Not the boats,’ said Pel. ‘They are waiting there. Come with me.’

The foliage tried to hinder them as they pushed through the hot, misty gloom, but druids had ever known the trick of passing easily through nature’s tangles, and Pel – born to the jungle – was almost their equal. Vika’s daze was lifting rapidly now, her senses sharpening with the retreat of the poison, but the burning energy inside her kept growing, energising her, putting strength back into her limbs. Sensation returned to her lame leg and she found her balance again. As she stopped feeling terrible, she began to feel invincible.

What is this? What’s happening to me?

They hurried on, the light from the clearing fading with the cries of the druids who were being murdered there. Vika’s ears rang, but Ruck’s were keen, and he heard no footsteps other than their own. Soon Vika began to believe they’d left the Apostates behind them.

But it wasn’t the Apostates she feared the most. Their enemies had thrown the spirit-gate wide open, rent the veil at the Dwimordyr, and the denizens of the Shadowlands were massing. At first they’d been small, mere motes of chaos, but more were arriving, greater in power and malice, and there was no sign of them stopping.

Now she felt the approach of something more terrible than any before it. It was gathering in the trees all around them, a dreadful presence thickening the dark. She exchanged a glance with Agalie, and saw in her eyes the mirror of her fears.

A servant of the Outsiders. A thing born of the Abyss, spawned in the void beneath Kar Vishnakh, the Citadel of Chains wherein the hideous Torments kept their watch. The Apostates had called it, and it had come.

Vika’s throat went dry at the thought. Nine, what kind of power must they have? Even here at the Dwimordyr, where the Divide was thin, even with all the Apostates working together, she’d have thought this impossible.

Here’s blood magic, she thought coldly, as the treetops around them set to thrashing and a foul wind blew over them. It stank of carrion, and carried with it the sound of distant screams.

‘Something’s out there,’ said Cai. The tall Zothan had his shoulders hunched, as if trying to shrink himself. He sensed what was on its way, even if he didn’t recognise it.

‘Keep going,’ said Vika, her voice tight. ‘And do not look back.’

Boots splashing, heads down, they hurried through the trackless marsh. Vika felt the roaming attention of the newcomer, fingers of ravenous intent riffling through the trees like a librarian through an index, searching, hunting.

Finding them.

Another blast of rancid air; a screeching bellow that shook the boughs and sent ripples through the water.

‘Run!’ shouted Pel, and they ran, crashing and stumbling now, all care abandoned. They fled wildly from the thing in the trees, but still it came closer with every moment. Branches creaked and bent as it passed, the leaves hissed loud and the ground rumbled with its approach. And though Vika felt she could run for ever, such was the strange strength that flooded her, she couldn’t run fast enough.

The hissing in the trees became louder still, and now it was filled with whispers, a bow-wave of unknown tongues driven ahead of the horror that pursued them. At last it overtook them, and then, as if by unspoken agreement, they all slowed to a halt, knowing in their hearts that any hope of escape was gone. They stood panting, trees thrashing all around them, Lyssa looking down from above. The shadows beneath the boughs were alive with movement, hungry stalking shapes that flitted and prowled.

They moved to stand back to back. Ruck retreated up against Vika’s legs, growling. The air stank of death and Vika’s head was buzzing.

Something moved behind the trees, enormous in the dark. A glimpse of teeth and glittering eyes, a sinewy elongated limb, fibrous tentacles slithering through the boughs. It watched them, half-hidden from sight. Not because it was afraid, but because they were afraid, and it relished the taste.

‘Back!’ Cai cried. He stepped forwards and raised his hands. ‘Go back to where you came from!’

Vika admired the young Zothan’s courage, but it was for naught. A creature such as this wouldn’t be turned away with words, no matter how bravely spoken. It bellowed, and the sound pummelled them, and Cai faltered and quailed.

Ruck whined at her feet. She felt Agalie’s hand on her shoulder. ‘It was an honour to know you, my friend,’ Agalie said hoarsely.

It was the way she said it, the finality of it, that spurred Vika to action. To hear her mentor speak so was too much. The scalding energy inside her wouldn’t be contained any longer; it needed release. Driven by a force she didn’t entirely control or understand, she stepped forward next to Cai and lifted her staff.

‘Begone, fiend!’ she thundered, and the branches shook with the sound of her voice. The power inside her burst forth and her staff blazed bright as a sun, white, scouring light carving stark shadows from the trees. The creature screamed as the light hit it, and a rancid hurricane blew around them, sending all but Vika staggering. The wind passed around her, and she didn’t feel it at all.

Among the trees they saw frantic movement: the shifting of a glistening, gristly flank; grotesquely long limbs waving in the air; tendrils curling and flopping. She glimpsed a rectangular mouth stretched wide, one huge fang at each corner, and eyes rolling wildly in maddened hate and fear. Then the creature crashed away through the marsh, sucking the wind after it, and the whispers fled alongside.

The light from Vika’s staff faded, and her strength with it. Her arms trembled as she lowered the staff and leaned wearily upon it. When she raised her head, she saw Agalie and Cai staring at her in wonder.

‘Here’s blood magic,’ she muttered, an exhilarated smile on her lips; and then she tumbled forward into darkness.
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Aren heard the knife all the way down the corridor. The sound of an edge being drawn over a whetstone, once, twice, again.

Then it was silent, and that was worse.

He looked at the others, gauging their courage. When no one said anything, he led the way forward. There was no dissent this time, not even from Cade, who’d plainly worn himself out trying. Having come this far, they were not leaving without learning the secret of Wittermere.

The sound of the knife had come from behind a door, past another barred gate, open and rusted like all the others. The door was slightly ajar; a sliver of lamplight shone from within. They’d have to pass it, if they meant to get where they were going.

It’s him, Aren thought. The warder.

The only weapons they had were Grub’s knives, and he doubted the Skarl would stand a chance against the monstrous guard. But the alternative was going back empty-handed, and he couldn’t live with that.

Mice skittered in the dirty corners. Head still thudding from the blow the warder had given him, he crept onwards.

It wasn’t, as they’d first thought, a prison. Yarin had explained as they released him. Under Estrian rule, it had been a place where scholars studied the mind, and specifically its derangements. Violent inmates too dangerous to remain at liberty were kept in the cells, or confined to small areas of the basement, hence the gates in the corridors.

Locked away in the dark, away from the sun: that would be hell to a healthy mind, Aren thought. But even the history of madness within these walls couldn’t explain what was happening here now.

He thought of the flower with two faces that Kenda had showed him. Nature had been twisted out of true all around this compound, but down here the effects were stronger still. Some dark force had worked on the denizens of the North Wing, gradually turning them into something … other. He’d seen what it was doing to their bodies; there was no telling what it had done to their minds. Small wonder they hid themselves away and let no one else come inside.

But what’s causing it?

That was the question that had to be answered. He rubbed at the mark on his wrist as he neared the doorway. He could hear new sounds now, a wet thudding, as of a butcher hacking meat.

Whoever was inside was busy. They could pass by unnoticed and spare themselves the knowledge of what they were doing. But Aren’s days of wilful ignorance were long past.

He peered around the edge of the door, braced for the sight of the warder. Instead he saw a tall, thin man dressed in a ragged bloody smock, bent over a table with his back to the door. A lantern had been set on the table, casting him in silhouette. Aren couldn’t see what he was working on with his knife.

The room was a makeshift infirmary, and a rack of surgical implements bore witness to the horrors it had seen. Bone saws, blades rusty with blood, hung next to dirty hooks and narrow blades that looked more suited to filleting fish. The flagstones beneath were filthy with dried gore.

Pieces of parchment had been glued to the limewashed walls, hundreds of them overlapping in chaotic layers: pages from books, hand-drawn anatomical diagrams, scribbled observations. Some of them were no more disturbing that the things he’d seen in Harvik’s Anatomy, but others were the works of a lunatic mind. He saw faces without lower jaws, bodies laid open with a single kidney attached to both and suspended between them, a standing man with the back of his ribcage spread open like wings.

Aren hoped – prayed – those ideas had remained concepts, and hadn’t been tried out on real people. The thought that they’d been taking prisoners apart and putting them back together in new combinations was too repugnant to contemplate. But in this place, anything seemed possible.

This, then, was Doctor Kreel. It could be no other. He lifted his knife – huge and curved, slick with blood – and brought it down on whatever was on the table. Aren pulled back out of sight, but not before catching an unsettling glimpse of him. There was something wrong with the outline of his head, some kind of tumorous growth covering one side of his face.

They hurried away. The others didn’t ask what he’d seen. His face told them enough.

Soon after, they found what they were searching for: the door they’d been on the verge of opening when the warder caught them. They’d encountered no more orderlies on the way, and the warder was nowhere to be seen now. The bolts that Aren had slid open were untouched; only one was left to secure it. Yarin peered closely at the mass of tiny symbols covering its metal surface, but he said nothing, and like Aren he couldn’t look at them for long.

Aren met Cade’s eyes. His friend was still desperate not to go in there, but he didn’t protest, merely looked away. Do what you want. Aren wondered what made him so reluctant. The old Cade hadn’t shied from the unknown.

‘Open it,’ said Yarin.

Aren reached for the bolt, but Grub got there first. ‘Grub do it,’ he said. Aren stepped back as he disengaged the bolt and pushed open the door a crack. The smell of him, and the foulness he was smeared in, quelled Aren’s desire to compete.

Grub peered inside, and then shoved the door all the way open. He entered slowly, wide-eyed. The others followed, with no less amazement.

The chamber was spacious and barrel-vaulted, perhaps a wine cellar in other days, or a place of worship for the inmates. Now it was a sanctum of sorts, at least in part. In other ways it re-sembled a workshop, cluttered with strange apparatus of mysterious purpose, some of it hanging from the ceiling on chains, where a system of pulleys was used to transport heavy equipment. Lanterns hung there too, some guttering and others freshly trimmed. There were tubs and tanks linked by pipes and snaking hoses of stitched leather; jars and barrels crowded the walls, full of coloured liquids. A lectern lay on its side, with a heavy tome splayed open beside it, pages crumpled against the filthy floor.

At the centre of the disorder was a spherical iron tank with several hoses entering it from beneath, held off the floor by a low ring that stood on four legs. A small wooden platform had been erected on one side, supported by scaffold, with a short set of stairs for access. Nearby, looking out of place among the dirty metal and chains, lay a finely crafted sarcophagus, its exterior shaped to resemble a mantis-demon, forelegs crossed across its chest.

But it wasn’t these that drew every gaze. A short way beyond the tank, near the back wall of the chamber, a wide circle of silver wards had been set into the flagstones, its span twice a man’s height. Aren had seen its like before, as he’d seen a similar sarcophagus, in the sanctum in Skavengard where they’d sheltered from the creature haunting that place. This one was different, though. This one was broken, and something terrible had happened inside.

At the centre of the circle was a hole in the ground. It wasn’t like the floor had collapsed, but rather as if it had been sucked down, deforming all the flagstones around it. The hole had consumed part of the circle, running close against the back wall, and something like gristle or sinew had grown out of it, stretching glistening fingers up the brickwork and across the floor. They couldn’t see into the hole from across the room, but it radiated cold, and the dread that came with it was almost palpable.

‘This …’ said Grub, wagging his finger at the room. ‘This going to make good story.’

Aren’s senses clamoured, urging him to flee. He stepped further into the room instead. Retreat was out of the question now. He wasn’t sure he had the courage to approach the hole, not yet, so he went towards the sarcophagus first.

‘I’m gonna stay by the door,’ said Cade. ‘Make sure nobody comes. Don’t much fancy getting locked in here if they catch us.’

‘Good idea. Watch backs.’ Grub lobbed one of his knives in Cade’s direction. ‘Catch!’

‘No, no, I don’t want it—’ Cade protested frantically, but it was already spinning through the air towards him, and he had no choice but to catch it by the hilt. He gave a despairing moan as excrement oozed through his fingers.

Yarin took down a lantern and joined Aren at the side of the sarcophagus, while Grub nosed around elsewhere, looking for things to steal. The sarcophagus was ancient and battered, but the ravages of time couldn’t obscure how magnificent it had once been. Here was a relic of the Second Empire, preserved whole, fashioned in bronze and jade. Leather hoses ran into it and out of it, one attached to a kind of bellows, the other to the spherical tank.

Aren and Yarin exchanged a glance. The Sard wasn’t at all what Aren had imagined. He had close-set eyes, a bland, wrinkled and forgettable face, and his white hair had receded to his temples. Even dressed in prison roughspun, even with those lambent green irises, he had the unremarkable air of a tutor or a shopkeeper. Yet now Aren saw something in his face, a quiet fierceness, a rage, and he understood why this plain-looking old man had risked torture and death to come here.

Without a word, they dug their fingers into the recesses under the sarcophagus lid and slid it aside.

Aren had half an idea what he might find within, but he couldn’t suppress a small cry of shock when he did. He took a step back, his arm instinctively across his face as if to hide from the sight; then slowly he lowered it, and looked.

There was a Sard inside, or at least, what was left of them. They were a husk now, skin blackened and shrivelled onto the bone, a single eye crumpled and dim in its socket. The mouth was distended in a scream, tongue shrunken to a nub. Needles had pierced every part of him, stabbing from the sides and the back, hollow tubes that still bore traces of blood. The sarcophagus had drained him dry.

Yarin stared bleakly at the empty socket. ‘Rocan,’ he said. ‘It seems the doctor was finished with him.’

Aren’s gaze followed the leather hose that ran from the sarcophagus to the spherical tank at the centre of the chamber. It had leaked in spots, leaving a line of dark liquid on the flagstones.

He walked over to it, keeping the tank between him and the circle of wards. The hole there repelled him and called to him at the same time. He knew he’d have to investigate it in the end, but he wanted to delay that moment. He sensed the dark inside, as if it were tangible. Not just the absence of light. The absence of everything.

He wished Vika were here now. Vika, or even Garric. Garric wouldn’t have been afraid.

The iron tank was ribbed and riveted all around, and gave no clue as to its contents. Aren carefully climbed the stairs to the wooden platform that had been built alongside it, to allow access to the top. There he found a round hatch, secured by a heavy bolt.

From his vantage point, he checked on the others: Yarin, watching from the bottom of the stairs; Grub, digging through alchemical equipment, sniffing at reagents; Cade, guarding the corridor, nervous, impatient. He knew that time was short, that every moment increased the risk of discovery, but still Aren hesitated with his hand on the bolt.

The Krodans were draining the blood of Sards using the same Second Empire instruments as he’d seen in that grim sanctum in Skavengard. That, and the broken circle of wards, left him in little doubt what was happening. There was blood magic at work here, the same kind their ancestors had used at the height of their power and depravity. The same kind that had unleashed the beast that roamed Skavengard’s hallways still.

Somehow, the Krodans had that knowledge now, and they were using it. Despite all their talk of temperance and reason, they were playing with sorcery. They’d persecuted the druids of Ossia into near-extinction for their blasphemous practices against the Primus, and yet here they were doing something even the druids balked at. As ever, their masters acted as they pleased, and only kept up the appearance of propriety. The hypocrisy of it enraged him.

He slid back the bolt and opened the hatch.

He wasn’t sure what he’d expected to see inside, but he’d expected to see something. Instead, he found only a blank white circle. He reached in gingerly and pulled his hand back in disgust as his fingers touched something membranous.

‘What is it?’ Yarin asked.

‘It’s like … a skin. Like on milk that’s boiled too long.’

‘Grub likes milk,’ Grub volunteered absently, because he hadn’t contributed for a while.

‘Cut it,’ said Yarin.

‘What with?’

‘Grub has a knife!’ said Grub.

‘No!’ Aren and Cade cried together.

‘Here,’ said Yarin. He tapped the lantern against the tank, smashing one of its faces, then took up a rag that was lying nearby. Laying it over his fingers, he carefully picked up a shard of broken glass and handed it to Aren, who took it by the wrapped end and used it to slit the membrane.

A thick, mucous liquid, like bloody yolk, oozed through the cut. The piece of glass was awkward to hold, and he had to slash at the membrane a few times to make a hole big enough to get his fingers inside. He cast away the piece of glass and tore it the rest of the way, until he could see the liquid beneath. It seemed to fill the tank, contained within this grotesque sac, but it was too thick to see very far inside.

‘I still can’t see anything,’ said Aren to Yarin. ‘Maybe I can poke about it there. Can you find something long?’

He turned back to the hatch just in time to see the liquid stir, and a long-fingered hand broke the surface, a red-raw assemblage of muscles and tendons without skin to cover it. He stumbled back with a shout of alarm, pulling the hatch closed with a crash, then his heel found empty air and he fell off the platform. He managed to half-catch himself as he tumbled, bashing his arm but taking some of the sting out of the drop. It still hurt when he hit the floor, but nothing broke, and he was scared enough to be back on his feet in an instant.

‘Nine, will you keep it down?’ Cade said through gritted teeth, his eyes still on the corridor outside. Aren barely heard him.

‘What did you see?’ Yarin demanded. ‘Aren! What did you see?’

Aren gulped air. He remembered that feeling, the crawling fear that still troubled him in the aftermath. He’d felt it before.

‘Dreadknight,’ he said. ‘There’s a dreadknight in there.’

The creature thumped against the inside of the tank. Thumped again. Aren felt his stomach sink.

‘That’s what they’re doing,’ he said weakly. ‘They’re making dreadknights.’

The hatch burst open and the horror within hauled itself into sight, dripping with bloody slime. It was something half-made, interrupted in the process of taking human shape. The thing was falling apart even as it came, flaps of barely knit muscle dropping from it as it opened the wound in its face that passed for a mouth. From its throat they heard a horrifying rattle like the clatter of bones.

‘Yrall eshi ka, demon,’ Yarin said, his voice low with hate. ‘For my people.’ And he flung the lantern.

The lantern shattered over it and the dreadknight burst into flame. The viscous liquid that coated it was combustible as oil. Halfway out of the hatch, the creature flailed as it burned, emitting a frantic rattle that sent Aren stumbling back, his hands over his ears. Yarin watched dispassionately, immune to the sound of its suffering, the fire reflected in his bright green eyes.

From the depths of the hole, as from a great distance away, they heard a terrible cry somewhere between a roar and a screech.

‘Grub think someone not happy we set fire to the dreadknight,’ Grub observed uneasily.

‘Let’s go! Let’s go!’ Cade urged them.

The dreadknight sank back into the tank, retreating under the liquid, and the hatch fell down after. Aren hoped that was the end of it, but a moment later it crashed against the inside of the tank again, attacking the metal in impotent rage. The top of the tank was on fire, but the thing inside was still alive.

‘Burn it,’ said Yarin. ‘Burn this whole place.’ He was already looking for another lantern.

‘Grub help!’ said Grub. He picked up a barrel and flung it into a pile of jars, smashing them apart so that the various liquids within flooded out onto the flagstones.

‘That doctor said some of those reagants are explosive!’ Cade cried. ‘You’ll blow us all up!’

But nobody was listening. Grub was gleefully destroying the place, Yarin looking for another source of fire. Cade was begging them to leave and the dreadknight was pounding at the inside of the tank. Chaos and disorder everywhere, and Aren stood undecided in the middle of it. Surely the warden and the doctor would come soon to investigate the racket. They needed to run, he wanted to run, but they couldn’t leave this sanctum intact. Not now they knew.

Another scream came from the pit, filling the chamber. It was closer now, as if the thing within was approaching at great speed. Panic welled up in Aren’s chest. There was no time, no time to burn this place or even to run, because something was coming, something born of the Abyss. Behind the brutality of the Krodans, here was the true enemy, the one that would bring about the horrors Vika had seen in her vision. And as much as he wished he could flee for his life, he had to stop this somehow. Because when it arrived, it would consume them all, and no matter how fast they fled, it would be faster.

The dreadknight threw itself against the inside of the tank in its rage, hard enough that the tank rocked against its ring-shaped cradle. One of the hoses attached to its underside tore free, spewing milky fluid across the floor.

And suddenly, Aren saw what he had to do.

‘Grub!’ he shouted, his voice almost drowned out by another horrific screech from the hole, which sent an icy blast of wind through the chamber. ‘Grab those poles and get over here!’

Grub obeyed eagerly, snatching up the poles Aren had indicated, at the end of which were hooks for snagging things on the chains overhead. A wind had got up by the time he reached the tank, flowing back towards the hole, sucking at them with steadily increasing force. The flames on top of the tank bent towards it and began to flicker out. Aren’s hair flapped about his face as he wedged the end of the pole underneath the tank as a lever. Grub saw his intention and did the same.

‘Tip it!’ he shouted to Grub, and both of them put their backs into it, pushing against the poles as hard as they could. The tank shifted, rocking a little, but they couldn’t lift the immense weight.

‘Push!’ Aren yelled, and they redoubled their efforts as the wind increased around them. There was the sound of smashing glass to their right, a whoomph of heat and light as Yarin threw a lantern into a table full of alchemical apparatus. ‘Push!’

Another scream, this one so loud and close it seemed to come from everywhere. Cade cried out in terror, and Aren looked around the side of the tank. His mouth went dry as a spiderlike leg, bristly and enormous, reached out of the hole and anchored itself against the edge. Another followed, digging into the flagstones, cracking them apart. Whirling, lashing tendrils waved above the pit as the monstrosity beneath fought to haul itself into the sanctum, and the wind rushing towards it became a gale, threatening to pull Yarin off his feet.

‘Push!’ Aren screamed, and as he did the hatch on top of the tank burst open and the dreadknight emerged again, blackened and charred and blind, lunging at them, clawing the air inches from their heads. Aren and Grub pushed with all their strength, ignoring the danger from above, desperate to stop the thing climbing from the pit. But though they brought the tank to teetering, they couldn’t make it tip.

From behind them they heard a yell of wild rage. Then Cade was there, ducking underneath the belly of the tank to put his shoulder to it. He added his might to theirs, and together they lifted the spherical tank up and out of its cradle, and over the edge.

The tank crashed to the floor, hoses ripping free from its base, and rumbled away in the direction of the hole. The dreadknight was still half in the hatch as the tank rolled over; the lid snapped shut on it, and its upper body was crushed beneath the weight of the tank with a snapping of bones. The tank thundered onwards, drawn by the sucking wind and the curvature of the floor, and just as a third leg emerged from the hole and the thing beneath braced to pull itself up, the tank tumbled in, smashing down upon it. The legs disappeared as it was driven back into the dark with an ear-splitting howl, and a foul and freezing wind blasted out of the hole, sending them all sprawling and rolling away.

From somewhere far below there was a boom like Meshuk the Stone Mother striking her fists together, and the whole chamber began to shake, cracks zigzagging across the stone. Rubble shook loose from the ceiling and crashed all around them as they fled for the doorway. Halfway there, Aren realised that Yarin wasn’t with them, and he looked back to see the Sard struggling to get to his feet on the trembling floor. He ran back, seized him by the arm and hauled him up. They were not leaving without him, not after all of this. Roughly he shoved the old man onwards, too scared to be careful, and they dodged through the falling masonry towards the others.

By the time they reached the doorway where Cade and Grub were sheltering, the quake was easing off. The building shuddered one last time and then stilled, leaving them in silence but for the dusty patter of falling pebbles, and the distant squealing of panicked pigs. The sanctum was in ruin, a tangle of fallen chains and dented tanks, and fires grew eagerly in the debris.

Yarin stared into the room, shock and fear on his face, his thin chest heaving and his pate glistening with sweat. At last he wiped his hand over his eyes, swallowed, and gave Aren a nod to indicate he was satisfied.

‘Now we can go,’ Aren said to Cade.
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Fen watched, as she’d watched all night, from the ridge to the west of Wittermere. With one knee hugged to her chest and the hills at her back, she gazed bleakly through her spyglass at the brooding compound, an island of pale lights on the bank of the moon-streaked tarn. From her vantage point she could see over the walls and into the courtyard, where guards wandered half-asleep, exchanging greetings with the occasional nocturnal orderly who came out to smoke a cheroot. All was peace.

Where are they? she thought.

Aren, Cade and then Grub: all three had been swallowed up by those walls. She supposed she should be grateful there’d been no outcry, no sign of their capture yet; but if they hadn’t been caught, they should have been back by now. Instead, they’d simply … disappeared.

This is how it happens. No goodbyes, no last words. One day they leave you and they don’t come back. Just like Da.

On some level, she expected everyone to disappear without warning. It was the way of the world. Her solution when she was younger was to trust no one, to let nobody close enough to make her care. Aren had battered through her defences with the same mulish persistence he applied to everything he set his mind to, and at last she began to open up to him. But that had brought a new set of troubles.

Once she’d let him in, she’d barely allowed him out of her sight. She’d spent almost every day in his company, as if keeping him close would prevent him from leaving her. But then love had soured the mix, and Cade had returned from the dead to preoccupy his heart. Suddenly, being around him was hard again. These last few weeks they’d been avoiding one another. They’d never done that before.

What if he never returned? Was this how it would end, with bitterness between them, no chance to forgive or be forgiven?

Come back, she thought, as if by will alone she could make it so. Come back to me.

Thunder clapped underground, a dull roar from somewhere deep beneath her. The earth trembled and she put out her hands to steady herself. Distantly, she heard the sound of breaking windows, a cascade of smashed glass. Wittermere shivered, pieces of stone raining down into the courtyard, guards fleeing for cover with their hands over their heads. Those in the watchtowers held on for their lives as their platforms swayed and juddered.

The noise had barely faded before she heard Edéan scrambling up the ridge. He found her on her feet, chest heaving in alarm, staring more fixedly than ever at the compound below.

‘I thought you might be hurt …’

She was vaguely irked that his first thought had been to protect her. She didn’t want protecting, or need it. ‘What was that?’ she asked.

‘The Smoke-Eaters say it’s the turning of the Stone Mother in her slumber.’

She shook her head. ‘I’ve felt that before. This was something else.’

The serenity of the compound had been broken. Faint shouts drifted up into the night. People were running outside, into the light of the lamp posts in the courtyard. Someone was frantically ringing a bell.

An explosion pummelled the night, sharp and hard, making Fen jump. A row of windows on the lower floor of the main building lit up and blew outwards, blasting bystanders flat. The shouts became shrieks, and Fen saw people racing to help the wounded.

‘Nine, what were they making in there?’ Edéan asked in bewilderment.

Fen didn’t waste her breath on speculation. She was already off, back down the ridge to where the Greycloaks were camped, out of sight of the compound. Edéan followed, hurrying down the grassy slope, past twisted trees that struck warped poses, limbs outlined in Lyssa’s light. They met Stivan and Kenda halfway, who were already rushing to see what the commotion was. Harod was labouring up the hill behind them, hampered by the weight of his armour.

‘An earthquake?’ Stivan asked urgently.

‘Something else. And an explosion,’ Fen said. ‘The compound is in disarray. Buildings damaged, people wounded, fire.’ She looked at each of them, waiting for someone to catch on. ‘Now’s the time!’ she said at last.

‘Time for what, kin?’ Kenda asked, one eyebrow raised quizzically.

‘Time to attack! There’ll never be a better moment.’

‘She could be right,’ said Edéan. ‘The Nine have given us an opportunity.’

Harod clanked up alongside them. There was grey in his black hair and his face was wan, but he held himself erect. Despite the rigours of the journey, he was almost entirely recovered from the dreadknight’s touch that had laid him low. Fen wondered at the strength of will it must have taken to come back from that.

‘I agree,’ he said. ‘We must strike while we may.’

‘Still yourself a moment, all,’ said Kenda, holding up her hands. ‘We have barely fifty. Nowhere near enough to assault that place. The guards have the defensive advantage, and some of the staff will fight. Half our number would die, easily. We can’t take those kinds of losses.’

‘They’re barely even paying attention! The place is on fire!’ Fen cried. ‘All we need to do is breach that flimsy gate!’

‘I’m with you,’ said Edéan. ‘Our people are in there, after all. Ach, isn’t this what we came here for?’

She gave him a grateful look. Edéan was decisive, knew what he wanted and wasn’t shy of saying so. It was good to have him at her back.

Fen flinched as another explosion sounded beyond the ridge.

‘No more talk. I go to free the Sards,’ said Harod, his tone flat. ‘Follow if you wish.’ And he began to walk away, his hand on the hilt of his sword.

‘He’s not going to walk up to the gate alone,’ Kenda said sceptically.

‘I wouldn’t bet against it,’ said Fen. She turned her attention to Stivan, who’d been silent throughout the exchange. ‘We need Yarin,’ she said. ‘This is what we came here for. We have to take the risk.’

Stivan held her gaze for a moment, his pale eyes thoughtful. Then he nodded. ‘Very well. Kenda, rouse the Greycloaks. We attack.’

‘Now?’ Kenda seemed surprised.

‘Now.’

The Greycloaks approached at a jog, hoods up, bent low. The foothills had allowed them to get close, but they still had a good deal of open ground to cross before they reached the institute, and the moons rendered them easily visible. Lyssa stood station overhead, small and cool and serene, while Tantera bulged over the western mountains like an angry boil, polluting her sister’s pure light with red.

Fen ran with Edéan at her side, her eyes on Wittermere, surrounded by the hushed breaths of the Greycloaks, the creak of leather, the clink of scabbards. True to her prediction, the guards were all looking inwards, and most had left their posts on the roofs and watchtowers, either driven by fear of another explosion or to help with the disaster. Their concern was the threat of escaping prisoners, not an assault from without. The Greycloaks went boldly, in plain view, and to their collective disbelief nobody noticed them.

Edéan touched her shoulder to get her attention. She met his eyes, and they grinned together. She’d found a kindred spirit in him, one who saw the wildness in her and matched it. She needed to fight, to avenge herself on the enemies that had taken her land and driven her from her home. Aren never understood that. He’d always been disappointed by her lack of empathy, because she refused to see Krodans as people. But detachment had always come easy to her, and the Krodans had never given her cause to love them. When it came to killing them, they were less than animals. Animals at least deserved respect and thanks for their sacrifice. Krodans merely destroyed, and so they deserved to be destroyed in turn.

Edéan, for all his faults, felt the same, and that connection excited her. Here was a man she could hunt with. Here was a man who saw in her all the things she admired about herself. And for all that he could be boorish and feckless, for all his childish sulks, here was a man who lived with passion as his guide. It was dizzying to be the focus of his admiration. Addictive.

They hurried eagerly towards battle, exhilarated by the fear, the excitement, each other.

They made it halfway to the gate before the watchtower bells began to ring. Even then, the guards had scant time to react, for the Greycloaks broke into a run, racing to cover the rest of the ground. Two groups split off from the main pack, heading around the sides of the compound, intending to scale the walls there. Fen heard shouting and saw guards crowding to the gate.

This was no fort. It was a civilian facility, built for scholars. There were no effective positions for the Krodans to take where they could rain down arrows on attackers; the best defensive options they had were a few wooden platforms erected behind the wall, where guards could climb high enough to see over. The most they’d expected were a few bandits.

‘Shields!’ Stivan called as the first scattered arrows came their way. The vanguard of the Greycloaks, those ten who owned shields, brought them to bear. Only Harod, front and centre, went un-protected, face grim and running tall, careless of the danger. A flight thumped into one of the shields; another hit someone in the foot and sent him tumbling; most missed.

‘Archers! Cover us!’ Stivan snapped. There was a military tone to his commands. Even before Aren and the others had gone inside, he’d had a plan ready in case they needed to make a sudden assault, and he’d made certain everyone knew their role. Fen suspected he was accustomed to leading troops. She wondered for a moment how he’d gained such experience, but she had little interest in his past so long as he led them well.

Fen slowed her step, drew her bow, aimed and let fly. An archer fell from their spot on the wall. The Krodans ducked, seeing the danger, as more arrows came their way. Only a few dared poke their heads over the wall after that.

‘They’ve no stomach for it!’ Edéan roared, and there were scattered cries from the Greycloaks, heartened by the sight.

The vanguard reached the gate, crashing against it in a wall of shields. That first charge almost broke it open, and would have if not for the men gathered on the other side. With gritted teeth and furious faces, they thrust their swords through the gaps in the wrought-iron gate. But the Greycloaks had shields to turn the blades, and the guards didn’t. When the Greycloaks thrust back, their swords found bodies, and the guards fell away from the gate as their companions screamed and died.

‘Break it down!’ Stivan cried. The shields parted and Arven came through, a huge, hulking fellow, swinging an axe. He struck at the lock once, twice, before Stivan cried, ‘Back!’ and the shields closed in again, protecting him from the arrows that came from the courtyard.

Fen had caught up with the men at the gate by now, having picked off another archer on her way. Edéan was among them, sword in his hand, dancing on his toes as he waited to get inside. She heard Stivan cry, ‘On my mark! Now!’ and the vanguard slammed their weight against the metal.

‘Again!’ Stivan cried, and this time the buckled lock gave way, and the gate swung wide.

Dust sifted down from the ceiling and cracks raced along the walls as Aren hurried through the corridors under the North Wing, dazed with horror. The memory of the sanctum haunted him: the Sard drained of blood, the half-fleshed dreadknight, the many-legged thing in the pit. After that, these dingy passages seemed hardly real. His senses felt bruised. Even the smell of Grub had faded to insignificance. All he wanted to do was get away, back to air and light and people.

But somewhere down here was the hulking warder. Somewhere was the doctor with his knife, and his disturbing orderlies. Nine, what he’d give to have a sword in his hand.

They went as fast as they could, through the dark that stretched from lamp to half-dead lamp. Some of them, carelessly placed, had tipped over in the quake and the subsequent explosions. Thin smoke seeped along the ceiling. The sanctum was ablaze, and perhaps elsewhere, too. The pigs were in frenzy and sounded louder with every turning they took.

Grub ranged ahead, holding his knives. Yarin’s face was hard, his irises lambent in the black. Cade wore a look of disbelief and wouldn’t meet Aren’s eye. Aren was hardly surprised. What they’d seen here would rattle the stoutest mind.

How could the Krodans do those things?

He put it from his thoughts. There’d be time afterwards to consider what had happened here, what it all meant. For now, they had to escape.

But the warder, for all his great size, could be silent when he wanted. And he was waiting for them.

He lunged from a doorway like a dog from a trap, and even though Grub had been watching for him, he wasn’t quick enough to evade. The Skarl’s blades scored a line down his forearm as he came, a bull-necked mountain of muscle swollen too large for his clothes. The wound slowed him not a bit. He grabbed Grub by the throat, slammed him against the wall so that his blades fell from his grip, and then flung him away up the corridor. Grub crashed to the floor hard enough to break bones, but Skarls were made of tougher stuff than that. He rolled, bounced and was back on his feet again; then he sprinted away into the dark.

‘Hoy!’ Cade yelled after him. Even Aren was taken aback by the speed with which he’d deserted them. ‘I told you Skarls couldn’t be trusted!’ Cade snapped.

Aren wouldn’t believe that. Whatever Grub was up to, he wouldn’t just leave them to die. But there was no time to debate the betrayal, for the warder had turned to them now, his tiny eyes shining madly, that too-wide mouth gaping in a graveyard grin.

‘Prizzzners,’ he gurgled, his voice deep and bubbling with phlegm. ‘Back to yurrr cellzzz.’

Aren’s eyes went to Grub’s knives, which had fallen to the floor. No way he could reach them without the warder grabbing him. He searched for another weapon, and saw only a wheeled trolley, left forgotten against the wall.

They hesitated, caught between an impossible fight and a retreat they were unwilling to make. The warder had no such dilemma. He lunged forwards and seized Cade by the arm, yanking him up in the air.

Cade yelled and kicked at him, but the warder was impervious to his blows. He grinned in Cade’s face, studying him as if he were an insect he was about to crush. Cade pummelled him with his free hand, striking him across the cheek and jaw, but only succeeded in making him blink. The warder grabbed his other arm, arresting his attack, and pulled them so they were stretched wide. Cade yelled as the pain increased, his arms on the verge of ripping away from his body.

‘Let him go!’ Aren screamed, running up the corridor full pelt, the trolley clattering ahead of him. He smashed it into the warden’s side, and it was heavy enough to make him stagger. Cade kneed him in the jaw and the warder dropped him. He scrambled away towards Yarin, who’d retreated down the corridor.

‘Run! Just run!’ Aren shouted at them, turning to run himself. But then he felt the warder’s hand close around his shoulder, and he was pulled back with irresistible force. The warder drew a blackjack from his belt, a dirty leather club dwarfed by his huge fingers, and lifted it high as Aren struggled helplessly to get out of range.

Squeals. Furious, ravenous squeals and snorts. Trotters clattering on stone.

The warden looked over his shoulder with a quizzical grunt, and saw the pigs come stampeding into the corridor behind him, a mutant avalanche of muscle and tusk. Driven as much by fear of the pigs as the warder himself, Aren bit the warder’s hand as hard as he could, sinking his teeth into that dry, sour flesh. The warder roared in outrage and pain and brought the blackjack down; but Aren’s bite had loosened his grip, and he ducked away an instant before the weapon landed.

‘Go!’ Aren yelled, and they ran blindly, not caring which direction they went as long as it was away from what was coming. The warder didn’t follow, but turned to meet the pigs, his blackjack raised to club them back. It was futile; they wouldn’t be stopped. His blow bounced off the forerunner’s flank, then he was knocked to the ground and the pigs fell on him, tearing and gouging at his body. His wild screams echoed down the corridor.

Some of the pigs stayed to ravage the fallen warder, but the rest came on, excited by the chase, jaws wide and slavering. Aren, Cade and Yarin fled, fear pricking their heels, and though Cade and Yarin were not as fast as Aren, the pigs were apt to tumble and skid as they turned, and they managed to keep ahead of them. Just.

‘Over here! Grub has way out!’

They heard his voice before they saw him, beckoning them around a corner. Even in the heat of flight, Aren felt a burst of pride at the sight of him. Cade didn’t know the Skarl like he did. Grub wouldn’t let them down. Who else could have released the pigs?

They took the corner and ran with him, lungs burning, fighting to stay ahead of the pursuing tide of mashing teeth and wobbling flesh. As they passed through one of the many barred gates that divided the corridors, Cade flung it shut behind them; but with no time to lock it, the pigs just smashed through.

The next corner brought them to a corridor Aren knew. Halfway along was the rusted iron cage at the bottom of the stairs, its door wide open. The way out! He heard Cade whimper in relief at the sight, and they redoubled their speed as they ran for it.

They heard a howl of outrage. Ahead of them, at the far end of the corridor, a room was aflame. Standing in front of the doorway, wearing a surgical smock and with a wicked knife dangling from his hand, was Doctor Kreel. The fire cast him mercifully in silhouette, but not enough to entirely hide the boiling, tumorous corruption that had consumed half of his face.

The sight of him didn’t slow them one bit. Grub reached the door first, the rest soon after. Up the stairs they went, as fast as their legs could take them. The doctor let out a maddened, gargling scream and came racing down the corridor. A few moments later his screams changed pitch as he met the pigs coming the other way, and frenzied squeals drowned him out.

‘There’s more right behind us!’ Cade yelled up the stairs, as Grub and Aren reached the floor above. Though it still stank of neglect and rot, it was spacious and light compared to what lay below. Aren positioned himself behind the door, where the key was in the lock, and waited for the others to come through. The moment they did, he shoved the door shut.

The key didn’t move. Stiff with rust, it was stuck. He heard the bellow and squeal of something enormous racing clumsily up the stairs, and turned it harder, to no avail.

‘What Mudslug doing?’ Grub cried impatiently. ‘Tickling it?’ He shoved Aren aside and twisted the key a moment before a slavering boar crammed up the stairway and hurled itself at them. They jumped back in fright as it crashed against the bars, gnashing its teeth in its crazed attempts to reach them, its snout bloody and ripped and its black eyes sharp with animal hate.

Aren leaned against the wall, staring at it, panting. But the bars held. It couldn’t get through.

‘Mudslug has feeble wrists,’ Grub informed him.

Aren wasn’t listening to him. He was listening to the sounds of swords clashing outside, of the cries of dying men. He was listening to a battle.

‘It seems your friends have come for us after all,’ Yarin said.

‘Wasn’t there another one of those orderlies wandering about up here?’ Cade asked uncertainly, looking at the door to the library.

‘Maybe,’ said Aren. ‘That was hours ago. Let’s go.’ His voice was flat, his heart too weary with terror to feel true hope yet. ‘Are you coming, Grub?’ he asked, when the Skarl lingered.

Grub was eyeing the boar, still dashing itself against the bars. Smoke was seeping up the stairs as the fire spread below. Grub held up the key he’d used to lock the door, showed it to the boar, then tossed it all the way down the corridor.

‘You’re bacon,’ he told his adversary with all the petty spite he could muster. Then, satisfied, he followed Aren towards the fight.

The Greycloaks invaded Wittermere in a flood. Arrows came at them, this time from the sides as well, where the shields couldn’t help them. Fen felt one whip past her eyes. A Greycloak fell gasping for air, pierced through the ribs.

The compound was busy with dark figures, some armoured, most not. People fled in panic towards those buildings that were not alight. The wounded crawled for safety. One side of the main building was an inferno and, as Fen watched, the upper stories collapsed onto the lower, bringing down a section of the façade, burying several men and women who’d been helping the survivors of the blast.

She saw a guard in a watchtower sending down arrows. She sent some back. The first one struck a wooden support post; the second took him through the arm. He wouldn’t be firing any more arrows.

While Fen and several other Greycloaks concentrated on dealing with the Krodan archers, more guards came at them with swords. Caught by surprise, bereft of organisation, the Krodans had only two options: defend their home, or surrender. There was nowhere to run in this empty land, and Krodans didn’t surrender easily, held in place by their sense of duty. They attacked from all sides, running into the courtyard, arriving in groups wherever they’d found time to assemble. But the Greycloaks fought together, as a well-drilled unit; and more, they had Harod.

Stivan had seen his value and put him where he was most needed. His stiff Harrish style looked ridiculous, but as a defensive art it had no equal. He placed himself front and centre, and let the guards come at him with their blades. Though he seemed hardly to move, his sword was always in their way, parrying, parrying, parrying. Sooner or later, his opponents became angry or impatient and tried to break through his flickering guard. Then he’d skewer them without missing a beat, and go back to parrying.

She found Edéan among them too, sword in hand, savagery in his eyes: a glimpse of a man who might one day free his people by blood and blade. He’d asked her once if she’d stand with him, and she would. In this moment, in the heat of battle, she felt closer to him than ever.

Her bowstring sang. Another guard dropped, and another, and then an orderly who’d picked up a club and possessed more courage than sense. Swords clashed all around her, sweat and gritted teeth, the hurry and hustle of combat. Her heart beat hard, but she was calm, picking her targets and despatching them. Let the others worry about tactics. She had only one job: eliminate the opposition.

A cry went up from the direction of the stables. Guards came running their way in confusion, retreating fast, and found themselves sandwiched up against Stivan’s formation. The Greycloaks had scaled the wall and flanked them. Some set themselves to fight, but others saw the way the fight was going and ran. The sight dismayed their companions, who weren’t keen to die when their fellows weren’t willing. Soon the retreat had turned to a disorganised rout as the Krodans fled through the gate or sought shelter inside the buildings.

The Greycloaks were content to let them go. They stood watchfully in their formation, panting, scanning for signs of a resurgence. It had been no more than a few minutes since they’d attacked the gate, yet the battle was already over. What had seemed an improbable assault had been achieved with minimal losses, through good fortune and good timing.

‘That wasn’t so bad,’ said Kenda. She raised an eyebrow at Fen. ‘You called it right.’

Edéan slipped an arm around her waist, grinning. ‘My lioness,’ he said.

Fen was flooded with heat at his touch. His lioness, she thought. That I am.

‘Over there!’ called one of the Greycloaks, as they spotted a pair of orderlies emerging from the main entrance. It took Fen only an instant to recognise them, and it turned her weak with relief. Aren and Cade, bloodied and haggard but alive. Grub was with them, and an elderly Sard that could only be Yarin.

Aren met her gaze across the courtyard; a weak smile lifted the corners of his lips. Suddenly Fen was keenly conscious of Edéan’s arm around her, and in that moment it felt awkward and wrong. She slipped out of it gracelessly, ran to Aren and threw herself into his embrace. Head on his shoulder, heart beating hard, she clutched him with desperate affection, beset by feelings she couldn’t name. Tonight, she’d tasted what it might be like to lose him for ever, but she only let herself admit it once she knew she had him back.

‘You came for me,’ Aren murmured into her hair.

There was something in his tone so intimate it scared her, so she pushed herself away from him, brushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. When she could meet his gaze again, she saw plain what she’d never seen before.

He loves me.

That knowledge shocked her. It was too much; she couldn’t hold his eyes. Instead she turned to Cade, embraced him as well, glad of the distraction.

‘Grub is alive too!’ said Grub, holding his arms wide. The excrement that covered him was mostly dry now, but Fen still thought it best to pass.

Stivan arrived next to them with a pair of Greycloaks. ‘Come with me,’ he said. ‘It’s not safe. They’ve been broken, but there may yet be resistance.’

He herded them back to the main group, alert for further trouble. Edéan was waiting there. Though he welcomed Aren and Cade as returning heroes, he didn’t so much as look at Fen, and that promised an argument. Guilt soured her joy. She’d hurt him with her reaction; of course she had. She just hadn’t been thinking about it.

Nine, why did she have to feel this way? Why did she have to feel at all?

If you dance with Sabastra, take care, for her ribbons are apt to tangle. An old Ossian saying Fen’s ma was fond of quoting, when she recalled the troubles she’d got herself into before she met Da. But Fen had never learned to dance with the Aspect of Love, and she’d never realised how confusing and painful it could be.

‘You must be Yarin,’ said Stivan to the Sard.

‘Stivan of Hawksmoor,’ said Yarin.

Stivan was impressed. ‘It seems we are both preceded by our reputations. Well met, friend. We heard your call for rescue.’

‘I’m glad of it. But I’m not the only one in need.’ He looked over at the prison yard, where the Sards had emerged from their longhouses and were clamouring weakly at the fences. Their guards were gone and they sensed liberation. ‘You brought the supplies I asked for?’

‘Not enough for so many,’ said Stivan doubtfully. ‘And we will be hard put to lead your people over the mountains and unseen through Ossia.’

‘Then you’ll abandon them?’ Yarin was staring at him piercingly. Weighing him.

‘We’re not abandoning anyone!’ Aren declared firmly, but Stivan held up a hand to silence him. He was still thinking, his eyes flickering over the multitude of sickly Sards. Chastened, Aren shut his mouth.

‘We’ll raid the stores here before they burn down, if we can,’ he said. ‘Ossia’s unsafe for them, so we’ll head north to Harrow. The border’s close. If we split up into small groups, cross the river at different points, perhaps we can smuggle them through. They’ll be safe there, if not welcomed.’ He gave Yarin a helpless look. ‘We can try.’

‘We’ll take them north,’ agreed Yarin. ‘To Hatcher Bay, where three ships crewed by Harrish mercenaries wait to transport them to safety.’ He gave Stivan a wry little smile. ‘Your letter was not the only one I sent.’

Stivan’s eyes turned cold. ‘You were testing me.’

‘Yes, I was. And you passed. Now let’s—’

He was interrupted by the arrival of one of his Greycloaks, a fleet-footed man named Eldwyn who often served as one of their lookouts. ‘Stivan! Krodan troops approaching from the south! Must be twice our number and more, and well armoured. They’re marching with purpose.’

‘Then they know we’re here,’ said Stivan darkly. He thought a moment. ‘The garrison from the fort. The scout that got away.’ He glanced at Cade, who looked shamefaced.

‘But they only saw three of us. They didn’t even know where we were heading!’ Aren said, stepping in to defend his friend.

‘Evidently they guessed,’ Stivan replied. ‘To get here in such time, they must have mobilised as soon as the scout returned. How far?’ he demanded of Eldwyn.

‘Half a day, at most.’

‘Then we must mobilise as well.’ He began snapping out orders to those around him. ‘You, you and you. Take men and gather supplies! Quickly! Go in threes, and if anyone tries to stop you, kill them. We have a thousand to feed and no time for delays. The rest of us will free the Sards in the camp. Meet at the gate.’

‘They will be in no condition to travel,’ Yarin warned.

‘They will travel nonetheless,’ Stivan replied. ‘Their lives depend upon it.’
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The sun glared high above as the Sards laboured along the flank of a mountain, a ragged exodus shepherded by the Greycloaks. The mountains that fringed the northern border of Estria were not so high as those they’d crossed to get here, nor half so broad, but for these starved and weakened folk they were barrier enough. The land was green and steep, empty and wild, broken by black rock. All the easy ways were closed to them, guarded by forts and watchtowers. That left the hard and narrow paths, picked out by the scouts as they did their best to plot a route to Hatcher Bay before their pursuers overtook them.

Cade stopped to catch his breath, took a swig from his waterskin, wiped his brow with the back of his hand. The line of Sards kept moving past him, a procession of blank faces, eyes distant, numbed by exhaustion.

There’d been no cheering at their liberation. When the gates of their prison were opened, they came warily, blinking and fearful. Only a few of them had any vigour in them; the rest seemed empty, hollowed out by long captivity. They were gaunt, and had certainly suffered long, but still, Cade couldn’t help secretly despising their weakness. A people so passive they couldn’t even stir themselves to joy when given their freedom. No wonder they ended up the way they did.

A woman stumbled in the line in front of him, too tired to lift her feet. He stooped and caught her, lifted her upright and offered her a swig of his water. She gave him a wan smile of gratitude, and he smiled back and nodded.

‘You can make it,’ he told her.

She moved off again. Cade looked up and down the line. Too slow, everybody was too slow. Even the garrison had been too slow. He’d hoped the Greycloaks would dally long enough making plans that the men from the fort would catch them up. After all, Stivan had no chance of storming Wittermere with fifty. The Greycloaks would have been run off and given up on the venture, with no loss of life.

But Aren had put paid to that with his damned foolish plan to get inside, and Cade had been compelled to go with him out of friendship. Then, somehow, the Greycloaks had stormed it anyway. And now here they were.

It was a high wire to walk, playing both sides this way. He didn’t want his companions hurt, but he didn’t want them to succeed, either. Now the garrison were on their tail, they had a horde of half-alive Sards to protect, and there was no way they’d make it over the mountains without bloodshed. One way or another, people were going to die, and some of them might be people he cared about.

He thought about the friends he’d made, old and new. Loca was nearby, the moustachioed Carthanian, laughing uproariously at his own jokes despite the fact he’d walked all night and day. Kenda, the acid-tongued Durnishwoman. He saw Fen up ahead, scouting the peak alone. She’d been avoiding Edéan, and the Fellman was taking it hard. Then there was Stivan, their mysterious leader, whom he respected deeply even though he knew nothing of where he’d come from. Grub and Harod, comrades from another time. They’d been through a lot together. Aren …

Bad to worse, he thought. He’d been fooling himself to think he could make his way to the Ember Blade without hurting somebody. And by the Light, was it even worth it? He’d sensed that whatever was going on in Wittermere was important to the Krodan Empire, which was why he’d tried to stop the Greycloaks finding out; but he hadn’t known how right he was. What he saw there had shaken him to his core.

They were treating with the Abyss to make dreadknights? That wasn’t part of the teachings of Tomas and Toven. That wasn’t the way of the Primus. What they did to the Sards there … no one deserved that, no matter how passive or weak they were. Though it couldn’t have been sanctioned by the high command – surely not – it was still enough to unseat the very foundations of his trust.

But someone must have known, said a treacherous voice in his head. Someone must have approved it.

He dashed the thought away. Diligence, temperance, dominance, he told himself. Remember who you are. Remember who you’re doing this for.

He took an agitated swig from his waterskin, stoppered it again and got moving.

The days after Marken Dassel carried him up from the basement had been a bright, dreamy paradise. He remembered warm spring days, gauzy curtains stirring in the breeze, the light from outside too fierce to look upon with his dark-weakened eyes. Dassel’s house was sprawling and magnificent, its floors swirled marble, with pastel walls of eggshell blue and silver coving where they met the ceiling. He spent his nights in a bedroom where he lay beneath silken sheets, near a patio window that looked out onto a garden. Instead of pitch darkness there was soft moonlight and the glow of the streetlamps; instead of silence there was the restless mutter of the city.

That first night, he was so happy he cried. He cried with relief, and in joyous, blubbering gratitude to the man who’d saved him from the dark.

Suddenly his world was full of people and voices. He was no longer confined to his bed, but transported by wheelchair to sitting rooms and dining tables to join Marken’s family for games and meals. Once his eyes had adjusted, he was brought out into the gardens to feel the fresh air on his skin. He’d closed his eyes and inhaled, and almost wept again.

At first, the barrage of new people was terrifying, and he was awkward, mumbling foreign words that seemed to slip his mind when he needed them most. But the Dassels were unfailingly welcoming and kind, and treated him as one of them. It wasn’t long before Cade found his voice again. He’d always been good at faking confidence.

Marken, the master of the house, was wise and warm, his voice a deep burr, eyes creased with wry amusement. His wife Onna was upright and witty, capable of reducing a room to tears of laughter with a single comment, embroidering all the while. Jannus, the eldest, was a quick young man, bright-eyed and eager, spilling over with enthusiasm.

And then there was Lassa. Dear, kind-eyed, beautiful Lassa. From the first time he saw her, Cade was in love.

Lassa was slender and pale, with tumbling blonde hair and a fragile look about her. She was quieter than the rest of her family, but Cade hung on her every sentence. It was her good-heartedness, even more than her face, that enraptured him. In all the time he’d known her, he’d never heard her say a bad word about anyone, nor to speak in malice.

Cade had a nurse to help him make toilet and see to his hygiene while he was still abed, but it was Lassa who taught him to walk again. She took his care upon herself, as she took care of everyone. She brought him cakes, and sat and read to him, and worked with him every day to strengthen his wasted legs. Cade had always tended to laziness, but for her, he was keen to try. It wasn’t long before he was out of the wheelchair and onto crutches, and not long after that he took his first stumbling steps.

‘You’re doing so very well,’ she told him with a smile. He grinned ear to ear at that.

Soon it was as if his imprisonment in the basement had never happened. He became accustomed to eating with the family, chatting about their daily lives. He learned that Jannus was on leave from the army and was soon to be posted back to Ossia. He heard all about Marken’s work at the bank he oversaw and enjoyed Onna’s hilarious opinions on the society wives she mingled with. But of course it was Lassa’s stories that interested him the most, about the classes she attended, where she was taught womanly arts like homemaking and conversation.

At first, he dared not question the state of affairs, for fear of being sent back into solitude. But at last he could bear it no longer, and he asked how he’d come to be in this house, which he now knew was in Falconsreach, the capital of Kroda.

Marken told him how he’d been pulled unconscious out of the smoke and fire of Hammerholt. He’d been mistaken for a Krodan at first, and the doctors only realised their error after he awoke. A friend of Marken’s had been present, and he took pity. He knew Cade would need long-term care which an Ossian boy wouldn’t get for free, especially with so many Krodans wounded alongside him. So he called in a favour and sent him to Marken’s to recuperate.

‘It was a grave responsibility,’ Marken said. ‘Since Hammerholt, the Emperor’s view of Ossians has been dim. It would have gone poorly for us if it were known we had one in our house. What if you were a spy?’

‘He’s not a spy, Father,’ said Jannus. He nudged Cade. ‘Are you?’

Cade shook his head frantically.

‘Of course you’re not,’ said Marken. ‘But others would talk. Hence, the seclusion. We thought it best if you were kept out of sight during your convalescence. It would help with learning the language, besides. Doctor Aaner – you may not know him, but he’s famous in Kroda – Doctor Aaner has performed many studies that show how isolation and lack of stimulus are the key to quick learning.’

Cade wanted to explain how he’d suffered down there in the dark. He wanted to say how his nights were still haunted by dreams of the walls closing in, and how he’d never sleep again without the windows open, even in the dead of winter. But he dared not be ungracious. He couldn’t bear to see disappointment in Lassa’s eyes if he complained. So he kept his silence.

‘You have to be a Krodan now, you understand?’ said Marken. ‘You have to take a new name. It wouldn’t be safe for you if people knew you were Ossian. Those in our household can be trusted, but those outside …’ He trailed off regretfully, then he leaned in and gave Cade a serious look. ‘Will you do it? For our sake? Will you pretend?’

Cade could hardly believe he was being asked. Of course he would. They’d taken a big risk in saving his life. He’d almost certainly be dead if not for them. If by some miracle he’d lived, he’d never have walked again. So even if all the details didn’t quite make sense, even if he still didn’t understand why they’d done it, he wouldn’t insult them by demanding answers now.

‘I’ve always been pretty good at acting,’ he said.

And so he became Oskin Derth, an orphan boy taken in by the Dassels. Marken employed a tutor, a Xulan master named Kezu-tat, to assist Cade in his transformation. Xulan highborns made expert actors, coming from a society where nuance was everything. Their drama was renowned for its subtlety.

‘Your Ossian mummery would not deceive a blind man,’ Kezu-tat told him upon first meeting him. ‘And you cannot learn the Xulan arts until you have mastered the basics. I think we will begin with something by Rinther. Dialogue at first, since you can barely walk yet. Your Krodan needs improving, besides.’

Cade was thrilled. Acting had been his dream since he was a little boy. When Kezu-tat delivered his first soliloquy from The Passions, he was awed by it, and all but worshipped him thereafter. He’d always thought himself a terrible student after his attempts to learn carpentry from his da, but now he found in himself boundless attention and unflagging energy. Kezu-tat, for all his fey mannerisms and wispy elegance, was a stern and demanding master, but Cade worked as hard at his lessons as he’d ever worked at anything in his life, and never wanted them to end.

When he thanked Marken for his generosity, Marken waved it away. ‘You said you liked to act, and we need you to pass as Krodan. Two birds with one stone. This is Kroda: we like to be efficient. They’d make it the fourth word of the credo, if only it rhymed.’

Diligence, temperance, dominance. For so long it had been the meaningless mantra of their oppressors. But Cade was beginning to understand it now, the joy that came with hard work and application, the sense of achievement as he saw the rewards. Under Kezu-tat’s tutelage, he flourished.

Predicant Anders, who was a guest of the house, had resumed his duties as Cade’s spiritual tutor. He was less strict now, and encouraged Cade to argue with him in matters of theology. Cade was reluctant, remembering what happened last time he questioned the word of the Primus, but the priest assured him that there’d be no punishment now.

So Cade talked about the things that didn’t make sense, the edicts that sounded cruel, his feelings about those people who were crushed under the Krodan will to rule. His people. And for every question, the priest had an answer. Ossian faith was disorganised, with no central authority to dictate its teachings: a religion of the heart and the gut. Krodan faith was logical and ruthlessly thought out, and its rules and regulations were not negotiable. There was no matching it in an argument.

Cade understood what was happening. He’d laid the foundations of his faith; now he was being asked to test it for weaknesses. By the time the Predicant was done, his belief in the Primus was absolute, and the Nine were a children’s tale he’d grown out of, like Old Ganny Gam who conjured presents from the fire-smoke on Hearthfire’s Eve.

He spoke of it to Lassa one evening as they walked in the gardens together. Her hand was on his arm to support him, for he still couldn’t go far before his legs began to ache. Her touch and the smell of her perfume excited him, and he spilled it all in a happy babble.

‘Oh, I’m so glad!’ she said. ‘Truly, I am. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if you could come to convocation with us this Festenday? Jannus is going back to Ossia next week, and we’ll all be praying for the Primus to keep him safe. Yes, you must come!’

That was how Cade found himself travelling by carriage through the streets of the Krodan capital, to attend convocation with the Dassel family.

Though he did his best to hide it, he was sick with nerves, and his leg jittered restlessly as they went. It was the first time he’d left the Dassels’ house in nine months or more. Even shielded by the carriage, the noise and bustle alarmed him. He was terrified that he’d embarrass himself. He thought everyone would see through him, and know him for an Ossian bumpkin.

But Lassa noted his distress, and smiled, and said: ‘Don’t worry, Oskin. The temple is a place of welcome.’

He nodded and looked out of the window while he made an effort to calm himself. It was a hot day in Octus, but the streets were cooled by a light breeze, and it was still early so the temperature was pleasant. The bakeries were busy, serving breakfast to uniformed clerks as they scuttled to work. Ladies sauntered in parks with Lunish parasols on their shoulders – the latest fashion, so Onna had informed them – and builders in sweat-soaked vests worked on wooden scaffolds in what seemed a never-ending process of construction.

Cade had only ever visited one other city. Morgenholme had been a dizzying clutter, overshadowed by the works of Ossia’s forefathers. Falconsreach was shining new, its past erased to make way for the future. Its buildings and monuments all matched, as if created by the same guiding mind; proud avenues and boulevards lay just so. This was a city of rays and geometry, of bold, regular shapes in relief. Every part of it proclaimed the new Krodan ideal, the credo of the Word and the Sword. The more he saw of it, the more it awed him.

But nothing he saw awed him as much as the Prima Sanctus – the grand temple of the Primus and the heart of the Krodan religion.

They were waved through the crowds that had gathered outside its gates, and disembarked in its shadow. Four narrow towers raked the summer sky above them, one at each corner of a square. Between them rose the main edifice, stern and hard-edged and topped with a colossal dome, an architectural marvel that almost rivalled the Second Empire in its ambition. Standing on a low hill, it cast its power and authority across the surrounding city.

Beneath the great arched porch, two enormous doors stood open. One for Tomas, one for Toven: the Word and the Sword. Cade filed meekly inside with the other worshippers, into the cavernous nave where statues stood in high alcoves, carved in the angular, imposing Krodan style. Lassa whispered their names to him, pointing out heroes who’d fought in the Purges against the urds, Archons who’d led the Sanctorum from strength to strength, generals who’d conquered neighbouring lands and brought their people to the light of the Primus.

They found their seats among the faithful, and Cade gazed about in wonder. The temple in Shoal Point, where he’d been dragged every week by his ma, had been a quarter of the size of this chamber. It was cool and airy here, filled with the susurrus of hushed voices. All around him, Krodan families waited for the convocation to begin, the men in their neat Festenday jackets, the women in their modest pastel dresses and hats.

A bell chimed and the chamber fell silent. All eyes turned to the choir.

The first piercing notes of the soprano echoed through the temple, a sound of such clear beauty that Cade felt struck by it, his attention captured entirely. He understood the words now: a call to the Primus to bestow his light and strength upon the soldiers of Kroda. The melody soared and swooped, the purity of that lone voice inspiring a melancholy ache in Cade’s chest. And then the rest of the choir joined in, driven by the basses, an overwhelming swell of sound that pushed tears unbidden to Cade’s eyes, for the joy and glory of it all.

Aren used to drag him to the temple in Shoal Point every so often, just so he could hear the priests sing. Cade had hated it. Ossian music was made to be played around a campfire. He preferred a jaunty, bawdy folk tune he could clap along to, not the complex and confusing harmonies of the Krodans, executed with mathematical precision. He’d always rejected it, just because it was Krodan; he’d never made the effort to understand. But now he saw the beauty Aren had been trying to make him see; now he saw those things in Kroda that Aren had so admired.

In that music he felt – actually felt – what it meant to be Krodan, more than any words could have expressed. Here was what it meant to make righteous conquest, to be a part of the noble work of spreading the message of the Primus to those who refused to believe. To be superior in thought and art and learning, and to take on the duty of offering that gift to others, even if they were sometimes too ignorant to take it.

That was nobility, self-sacrifice, greatness. That was Kroda.

He looked to his left and saw Lassa gazing at him, her eyes shining. He was embarrassed to be caught on the edge of weeping; but then he felt her hand slide into his and grip it secretly.

He’d not known he could fit more happiness in his heart, but it seemed there was always space for more.

In the weeks that followed, Cade went out into the city more and more, always with Lassa at his side. His memory of those times was a jumble of wonder and delight, as she showed him the treasures of Falconsreach: museums, theatres, plazas and palaces. They walked Steppen III Way with its pennants snapping in the breeze; stood on the mighty Draccenbridge and watched ships pass beneath them on the river; climbed Paladin’s Rise and looked down upon the city as dusk took it. That was the day she first kissed him, sitting on that hill, and it was the most perfect moment he’d ever known.

Some time later, she came tiptoeing to his bed in the deep of the night. After that, it was all he could do not to worship her.

He thought of Aren occasionally, and to a lesser extent Fen and Vika, and sometimes even Grub, with a sense of vague disgust. He wondered where they were now, or if they’d died in the fall of Hammerholt. It was widely believed that the Ember Blade was buried under that rubble, irretrievable, as Garric had wanted. That would imply his friends were dead too, but he couldn’t quite believe it. He preferred to imagine they were out there in Ossia somewhere, living their lives, having abandoned their futile dreams of rebellion.

He couldn’t quite believe that, either. Not of Aren.

There were times when he missed Aren sharply, but he felt them less and less. It had been a year since they’d seen each other, but it seemed like ten to Cade. That eternity of silence and darkness, his awakening to new understandings, and now love: true, chest-swelling love that made him feel invincible. He’d changed so much. Aren was more of an idea than a person now, a foggy ghost on the far side of a chasm of experience. He was better now than he’d ever been in Aren’s shadow.

But there was a saying among the dour Bitterbrackers of the Cut, one he’d heard from the traitor Keel on their travels a lifetime ago. Hold happiness tight, for she’s soon to take flight.

So it was to prove.

He found her in the garden, drawn by her sobs. The sound of her sadness struck dread into his heart, and he hurried to her side. She was sitting on a bench beneath a trellis, head in her hands, the sun dappling her back. He sat next to her, feeling lost and helpless. He wasn’t used to grief from her; he’d never seen her truly sad. He didn’t know what to do. Awkwardly, he laid a hand on her shoulder, and she turned and clutched him, crying into his chest.

‘What is it?’ he asked, afraid to know.

‘It’s Jannus,’ she sobbed. ‘It’s Jannus.’

Cade felt his stomach sink. If it was Jannus, it could only mean one thing. But he had to say something, so he said: ‘What happened?’

‘He was part of a road patrol,’ she said. ‘Rebels ambushed them. He’s … he’s not coming back!’ At that, she dissolved into wracking sobs that robbed her of speech, and Cade could do nothing but hold her, cold terror gathering in his gut. The scale of her sorrow frightened him. He was shocked by Jannus’s death, for he’d held him in great affection as he did all the Dassel family, but he didn’t feel any pain for himself. He felt it for her.

‘Oh, I wish …’ she said when she could breathe again, ‘I wish this stupid resistance would be over! I wish your people would see.’ She shook her head, tears dripping from her lashes, and whispered hoarsely, ‘I wish all the killing would stop.’

Cade said nothing, but his face was grim, jaw set as a new resolve crept into his heart and hardened there. He couldn’t bring Jannus back, couldn’t fix this tragedy, but he was compelled to do something. The worth of a man was what service he rendered to his fellows; he’d learned that within these walls. For a year, he’d been taking, taking, taking, enjoying their hospitality and kindness and giving nothing in return.

He put her to bed and stroked her hair till she fell asleep, exhausted from weeping. Then he went downstairs to see Marken. His benefactor was in the drawing room, a glass of Amberlyne in his hand. He was slumped in his chair, a crushed look on his face. The sight of him so reduced sparked anger in Cade’s breast. A man so good, so noble, should never have been brought to this.

‘Oskin,’ he said. He tried and failed to raise a smile.

‘I want to go back to Ossia,’ said Cade. ‘I want to stop this.’

Marken lowered his head wearily in acceptance. He motioned to the chair opposite and poured Cade a glass of wine.

For several days, nothing happened. His conversation with Marken was never mentioned again. The family drifted around the house like ghosts. The servants made themselves invisible. Cade did his best to be there for Lassa, but he couldn’t make it better. His attempts to reassure her sounded clumsy and false. Jannus was dead, and would remain dead. There was no comfort that would undo that fact.

He didn’t tell her what he meant to do. The thought of being apart, especially now, made his guts ache. Nevertheless, it had to be done. He’d serve, because that was what men did in Kroda.

At night, after prayers, he’d lie awake thinking about what he’d committed to. He had no idea how he was to go about it. All he knew was this: if Aren and the others were still alive, he was the only one who could find them. And if they still had the Ember Blade, he was the only one who might take it from them. Rumours of the Ember Blade had given heart to the Ossian resistance, but the Ossian people had always been short on determination. If the blade was in Krodan hands, they’d surely collapse.

Then, perhaps, his people would stop struggling against what was best for them. The Krodans wouldn’t have to rule them so harshly, and there’d be peace and plenty under the Empire.

Aren had known the truth of it once, when they were young. It was Cade who’d been deluded, not him. Since then, Aren had been led astray, but Cade would lead him back. Cade would make him understand, somehow.

Then one morning he went for breakfast and the family were not there. There was only one man in the room, dressed all in black, sitting in Marken’s place at the head of the table. A man he’d last seen screaming in terror as the door of Hammerholt’s great vault slammed closed on him, sealing him inside.

Klyssen.

He tensed, ready to run or attack. His first thought was: What have you done with them? That double-barred cross on his shoulder always sparked fear, even among the Krodans. Had the Dassels been arrested? Were they being punished for harbouring him?

But there was weariness in the watchman’s posture. A calm, almost regretful look on his burned face. He extended a gloved hand, inviting him to sit. Cade did so, but at the far end of the table. If he knew anything about the Iron Hand, it was that there was no point trying to flee.

Klyssen regarded him with a calculating gaze, his small eyes framed by round spectacles. One side of his face was a webwork of ravaged flesh. Cade’s friends had done that to him. It seemed impossible he’d let it go unavenged. Heart beating hard in his chest, Cade waited to hear his fate.

‘Now you see,’ said Klyssen at last. Each word carried a terrible weight. ‘Now you see why I acted as I did. I would have had Aren’s father executed if Harte hadn’t done it for me. I would have tortured Keel’s wife to get her to betray him, had I needed to. I would have done anything to stop Garric. Because I believe in peace. I believe in my country.’ He closed his eyes, as if to blind himself to the memory. ‘How many died that day because I failed? How many have died since?’

Cade said nothing, his mind racing. What does he want? Why is he here?

Klyssen steepled his fingers and peered at Cade down the length of the table. ‘Why do you think I’m here?’ he said, and for one terrifying moment Cade actually believed the man could read his mind.

‘You’re Marken’s friend,’ he said slowly. ‘The one he owed a favour to. You had me brought here from Hammerholt.’

‘That’s correct,’ said Klyssen. ‘I’m the one who saved your life. You’re quick, for a carpenter’s boy from nowhere.’

‘I’m not that boy any more,’ Cade told him.

‘I see that,’ said Klyssen, and there was approval in his tone. ‘It’s true that in the aftermath I recognised you among the wounded. I was among them myself.’ His fingertips went unconsciously towards his face; he drew them back before they touched. ‘If you’d been recognised by anyone else, they’d have tortured you and killed you. I didn’t want that.’

‘Then what did you want?’

‘I wanted you to see things my way,’ Klyssen told him.

Cade battled down the fury rising in him. Klyssen! Klyssen had been behind it all! Klyssen had saved his life, given him his legs back. Klyssen had kept him in the dark and had a priest read the Acts to him over and over. Klyssen had placed him with the Dassels, who’d shown him the glory of Kroda. All these new understandings, his worship of the Primus, his admiration for the Krodan way of life … all of it was sullied by the knowledge that it was part of Klyssen’s plan. He felt used.

‘I understand,’ said Klyssen, reading his face. ‘It is a very hard thing, to change your point of view. Harder still to admit to your adversary that you were wrong. But I am not your adversary now, Cade. You asked Marken for permission to return to Ossia and take back the Ember Blade. I’m here to help you achieve that.’

‘But that’s what you wanted!’ Cade cried. ‘You’re using me!’

‘It’s what I hoped for. But you made the choice yourself.’

‘And the Dassels?’ Cade asked, an edge of desperation creeping into his voice. ‘Were they in on it? Was it all some big act?’

Klyssen shook his head, as one might to reassure a scared child. ‘No,’ he said. ‘They are good Krodans. Marken made a bad mistake, once, and I made that mistake go away. This is how he pays his debt. I sent you to them because I thought they’d show you the best of us. Lassa’s love for you is real. Jessen’s death is real. All of it is real. You just couldn’t see it in Ossia.’ He adjusted his spectacles calmly. ‘Nobody can make you believe what you don’t want to believe, Cade of Shoal Point. You’re merely angry that the truth came from me.’

And yes, he was right, because Light damn it, it didn’t matter that he knew he’d been guided on this path. It didn’t unravel his new beliefs. He still felt the rightness of them.

‘Why show yourself at all, then, if it’s your game to manipulate me?’ he snapped. ‘I would have gone happily, without knowing the truth.’

‘Because I want you to know. I need you to understand what you are doing. If you go to Ossia, you will have second thoughts. It is easy to plot betrayal from afar, but few have the stomach for it close up. There will come a time when the brutal truth hits you, the cost of what you intend. Better that comes now.’ He pushed back his seat and got to his feet, pacing slowly around the table, hands linked behind his back. ‘Let us be clear about what we are discussing. You will return to your friends. You will find out where they are hiding the Ember Blade and tell me. On the way, you will keep me informed of any rebel activity, any plots against the Empire you learn about. You will be my spy. Is this what you want?’

Cade had barely heard the last part of the question. ‘Wait, they’re alive? Do you know that for sure?’

Klyssen nodded. ‘Very much alive. The Ember Blade was stolen from Hammerholt and hidden away, and your friends have been spreading sedition ever since.’

‘But I thought … Everyone says the Ember Blade was lost beneath the rubble!’

‘Everyone says what we tell them to. It is better for morale if they do not know.’

Cade’s face lit up with joy. All this time he’d secretly believed they must have made it out; but here was confirmation at last, and it brought him more happiness and relief than he could have imagined. But then his smile faded as he realised what he would have to do. He was going to find them and take their dreams from them. They’d hate him for it.

‘Are you sure about this?’ Klyssen was watching him narrowly, having read Cade’s reaction. ‘Are you sure you want this path?’

‘They won’t be hurt,’ said Cade, his voice becoming firm. It was a demand, not a request. ‘They won’t even be arrested. I’ve seen what you do to Ossian prisoners.’

Klyssen smiled faintly. ‘You have my word. The Empire doesn’t care about them. They’re nothing without the Ember Blade. Give us that, and Ossia will abandon its struggle. Give us that, and we will bring peace.’ He was standing by Cade now, looking down on him. ‘Do it well, and they’ll never even know it was you. You could return to Kroda a hero, or stay in Ossia and live free. It would be your decision.’

Cade grasped at that idea. Yes, that was the way! He could find the Ember Blade and make sure Aren and the others were elsewhere when it was taken. Then no one would be hurt, and the fighting could end. And after that …

… After that, he’d return to Lassa as a man worthy of her. A man who’d served. He couldn’t imagine any other place he’d rather be. She was where he belonged.

‘I know you, Cade,’ Klyssen said. ‘A poor boy from a poor town. You’ve never been much of anything. Never had much say in your own life. Never made a difference. But all that ended when you fell into the flames at Hammerholt. Kroda will be victorious in Ossia one way or another, but how many lives must be lost on the way? You can save them all: your friends, your people, countless young men like Jannus. You have the chance to change the world; but it will not come without cost.’

Cade was breathing hard, intoxicated by his words and the gravity of what lay before him. Klyssen leaned close.

‘Will you do it?’

Klyssen’s challenge still sounded in his mind as he dragged himself up the mountain, step by weary step. The watchman hadn’t been lying when he spoke of cost. How many Fell Folk had died because he’d told Klyssen that the Ember Blade had come to Hallow Cove? How many Sards would lose their lives to this exhausting march, because he’d warned the garrison?

The strong take what they will of the harvest. The weak fall as wheat before the scythe. One of his favourite lines from the Acts. But it wasn’t so easy to harden his heart when the weak were all around him, when he could hear their laboured breaths, their sobs, the small whispers of encouragement that passed between them. Klyssen had warned him: it was easy to formulate grand intentions from a distance, but it took strength to stand amid the consequences. Their suffering was his doing, and as much as he told himself it was all for the greater good, he couldn’t entirely absolve himself.

Then I’ll bear the burden, if that’s what it takes. I’ll make the sacrifices I have to. I’ll serve.

A commotion up ahead drew his attention. Raised voices, wailing. A woman lay on the ground in a heap of rags. A young girl knelt by her side, plucking and tugging at her, tangle-haired, tear-streaked and snot-faced. She must have been seven, if that. Others had gathered around, some vainly trying to lift the fallen woman, some attempting to coax the girl away.

She wasn’t getting up again. And there was no time for burial, or whatever it was the Sards did. They’d leave her where she lay, as they’d left others. As they’d leave more before the day was done. Cade had been stepping over the dead all morning.

Ain’t right, he thought. None of this is right. They were keeping children there. Were they going to the doctor, too?

Anger flared in his heart. Anger at his own lack of will, at his doubts. What he’d seen in Wittermere didn’t make sense, but it wasn’t his place to question. He had to trust it was necessary. The Empire knew its business, and the Empire was guided by the light of the Primus. That was all he needed to know. The rest was blasphemy and arrogance. He wouldn’t let down his fellow man.

An old woman succeeded in drawing the girl away at last, but the girl didn’t make five steps before her own legs gave out. Cade reached them as she struggled to stand, and without breaking stride, he scooped her up roughly in his arms.

‘I’ll carry her,’ he told the old lady.

She said something to him in her own sing-song language, words of gratitude, a benediction perhaps. How she’d have cursed him if she’d known. He nodded at her grimly and walked on, that frightened child clutched to him, warm and skinny and bird-boned. She cried helplessly in his ear as he carried her away from her mother, and he kept his eyes fixed straight ahead, and hardened himself to the sickening grief that gathered in his belly.

Diligence.

Temperance.

Dominance.
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As dusk approached, Stivan called a halt in a steep-sided valley, grassy and streaked with black rock. The exhausted Sards rested by the stream while the Greycloaks went among them, distributing what food and blankets they’d salvaged from Wittermere before it burned down. There wasn’t enough, but from the state of them it was more than they were used to.

Aren went about in a numbed daze, fetching and carrying, offering comfort where he could. He’d had barely a moment to rest since escaping the North Wing, and his mind had been pummelled by horrors until it wasn’t capable of accepting more. The condition of these Sards might have moved him to tears on other days, but not now. He had a task, and he set himself to it.

When he’d done all he could, he retreated to the makeshift camp where the Greycloaks had gathered. There was no time or need to make fire, for the night was warm and they had cold food, so he picked his way among the bedrolls and found Cade, who was with several others gathered around Stivan. Harod nodded in greeting as he approached, and Kenda gave him a little salute, two fingers touched to her forehead.

Edéan spared him a sour look. Aren guessed the cause of his bad mood. Fen was avoiding them both, and Edéan blamed him. The memory of last night’s embrace warmed him for a moment, but he put it aside. He’d entertained false hope for too long, and it was time to grow up. The Fellman had no need to be jealous. Fen had chosen him.

‘Shades, I’m tired,’ he said as he slumped down among them.

‘What are you complaining about?’ Cade said. ‘None of us have slept. You spent half last night unconscious.’

Aren gingerly touched the lump on his head. ‘Yes. Lucky me.’

Cade was uncharacteristically grim tonight. The events of the day had taxed him hard in mind and body both. He’d carried that little girl since her mother died, and only surrendered her once he was sure she had food and someone to take her in. She wouldn’t want for support, at least: Sards looked after their own.

‘Grub still hungry,’ Grub moaned, before he’d finished chewing the last of his bread. He’d washed off in the stream, at the general insistence of everyone, but the faint stench of the sewers still clung to him.

‘I guarantee they are hungrier,’ said Edéan, motioning down the valley at the Sards.

Grub shrugged. ‘Doesn’t make me less hungry, does it?’

‘They fed us better than in most camps,’ Yarin said. The old Sard was sitting cross-legged by Stivan’s side. ‘Usually it was the bare minimum to keep us alive and working. Krodans don’t like waste. But at Wittermere we were useful. They wanted us alive. They wanted our blood.’

The group went quiet for a moment. The matter-of-fact way he spoke of such mass cruelty was chilling.

At last Aren raised his head and looked at Stivan. ‘What news of the Krodans?’

Stivan was more haggard than usual, and Aren could see the weariness in him. ‘The Krodans march hard on our heels. They’ve gained much ground. We will not make Hatcher Bay before they catch us.’

‘Those people can’t go on,’ said Aren. ‘We lost fifty today. Near a tenth of them. We’ll lose thrice that come dawn if we don’t let them rest.’

‘And we’ll lose them all if the Krodans catch us,’ Kenda said, with a pointed look at Stivan.

Aren had the sense he’d joined a conversation midway through. Harod filled him in.

‘We were discussing what’s to be done. It’s my opinion that this is a good place to stand. The sides of the valley are steep and the neck is narrow. They will not be able to flank us.’

‘No, they’ll simply overwhelm us,’ said Kenda. ‘How many do we think they are? A hundred? They outnumber us two to one.’

‘They’ve been on a forced march,’ said Harod. ‘They’ll be tired. If we stay here, we’ll have time to rest while they catch up. All we need do is delay them long enough for the Sards to reach the ships.’

‘We’re not soldiers, we’re outlaws, and a small band at that!’ Kenda snapped. ‘Four of us died yesterday. Tapper, Magrit, Lussi, Kimmy the Switch. No time to even dig graves for them. We took Wittermere by surprise and had more luck than we had a right to expect, and still we lost people. How many will we lose here, even if we win? Half of us? And for what?’

Aren was surprised that she’d asked. ‘For them,’ he said, pointing down the valley.

Kenda’s expression made clear she pitied his naïvety. ‘You want to save the whole world? You can’t. Fighting for your countryfolk is one thing. Dying on foreign soil to save a bunch of refugees – that’s something else.’ Her eyes turned sharp as she stared at the others. ‘And don’t you look at me like that! You all thought it. I’m the only one who dares to be practical here, while you men dream of heroic deaths.’

‘Grub was thinking it,’ Grub admitted. ‘Grub couldn’t care less about Sards.’

Yarin gazed at him flatly.

‘Not you either, Walnut,’ Grub told him.

Cade snorted a laugh. Grub’s habit of assigning derogatory nicknames to everyone was more annoying than amusing most of the time; but with his tanned, wrinkled skin, this one wasn’t a bad fit for Yarin.

Aren wasn’t done with his argument yet, though. ‘Kenda,’ he said, ‘we are fighting for our countryfolk. Those Sards you call refugees. They’re Ossians. So what if they don’t put down roots? They’ve been in Ossia as long as any of us, as far as we know. You said we should be fighting to free our country. Well, we are. We’re doing it right now.’

‘Nine, here he goes,’ said Cade, recognising Aren’s tone. And he was right: Aren was inspired, the way he sometimes got when things suddenly seemed to snap into place and he saw the rightness of his path, the inarguable certainty of the way ahead.

‘We did nothing while those Sards, those Ossians, were taken from our lands, because we thought it didn’t concern us. Then the Krodans used them as fuel to forge the dreadknights, the very instruments that keep us down. If we’d fought for them then, we might be free now. But we didn’t. We didn’t care enough. We told ourselves we need to pick our battles. And now it’s a hundred times worse.’

He leaned forwards, the fire of his words filling him. It was all so clear now. How had he doubted it before?

‘You ask if I want to save the whole world?’ he said, his voice rising. ‘I say we have no choice! I’ve been inside Wittermere, I’ve seen first-hand what the Krodans are doing there. Vika foresaw the end, with the Divide fallen and chaos roaming free again. I wasn’t sure I believed her before, but I believe her now. If the Krodans aren’t stopped, it will be over for everyone. Not just Ossia. Durn too, and Harrow, and all the lands from Helica to Caragua and beyond. Everyone. We don’t get to pick and choose.

‘So I’ll stand for the Sards. I’ll stand for my country. Because if we don’t fight for all of us, there’s no point fighting for any of us.’

None of them had a reply to that. Yarin and Stivan studied him closely, intrigued by the change in him. Harod gave an approving nod. But it was Kenda’s gaze he held, challenging her.

‘Stivan?’ she asked, not looking away from Aren.

‘We stand here,’ said Stivan.

‘Well, then,’ said Kenda coldly. ‘Do as you will.’

She got to her feet and walked away.

Aren wasn’t sure why he followed her. He had nothing to apologise for. Perhaps he didn’t like the idea that she was angry at him, or maybe he sensed something deeper driving her argument and wanted to know what. In any case, he found himself unable to sleep while the others bedded down, even tired to the bone as he was. His thoughts circled around her till he gave in and got up.

He found her near the neck of the valley, up on a bluff. She was sitting with one leg dangling over the edge, looking down on the twilit pass below, writing in a little book. He’d often seen her hunched over it, quill waggling, but he’d never asked what it was. He’d assumed it was a ledger of gambling debts owed to her. The sheer number of them seemed too great to commit to memory.

She glanced up at him as he approached, her face revealing nothing, and snapped the book closed. Under that cool gaze he suddenly realised he had no idea what he meant to say. She looked away again, back down into the valley.

‘We could put archers here,’ she said. ‘Two or three of us are good enough shots to hit at this range. That would give the Krodans something to think about.’

‘I thought you didn’t agree with the plan.’

‘I don’t. But it’s not my choice. So I’ll make the best of it, and try to keep you fools alive.’

She brushed her hair back behind her ear: the pure white of the Durnish. Aren still couldn’t tell whether she was upset with him or not. Perhaps it was the slow way she talked, or the sharp edges of her accent, but she always sounded dry and faintly aggressive even when she wasn’t trying to be.

‘Do you believe all that?’ she asked. ‘What you said back there?’

‘I do,’ said Aren.

She nodded to herself thoughtfully. ‘I’ve known people like you. People so sure of their convictions it shone out from them like a light. It felt like they couldn’t fail, not with a will like that. But they did. They got reckless, or stupid, or corrupt. And when they died, they took their followers down with them.’

‘I knew a man like that, too,’ said Aren. ‘His name was Garric. Cadrac of Darkwater.’

‘Ah,’ said Kenda. ‘The perfect example, from what I’ve heard.’

‘It seems so,’ said Aren. ‘But I’m not like him.’

Kenda looked him up and down. ‘Give it time. You’re on your way.’

‘We’re not condemned to repeat the mistakes of our forebears. He taught me that, at least.’

She snorted. ‘You’re such an optimist,’ she said in disgust.

‘And you’re such a cynic.’

‘I’ve earned it. You’re trying your best to start a revolution. I’ve lived through one. It’s not pretty.’

There it is, thought Aren. That’s the heart of it.

He sat down on the bluff next to her. She gave him a look of faint surprise.

‘Sit, please,’ she said sarcastically. ‘Join me.’

He ignored her tone. ‘Tell me about it.’

She studied his face, trying to determine if his interest was genuine or merely a way to gather ammunition for an argument.

‘What if I don’t want to?’ she asked him, a wry challenge in her voice.

‘Then I’ll follow you around like a dog till you do.’

She threw back her head, laughed once at the sky. The sound made him smile.

‘When I was a little girl, I always dreamed I would have a dog,’ she said.

‘You never got one?’

She shook her head. ‘We lived in a graveyard. My father thought it would dig for bones.’

‘You lived in a graveyard?’

‘Yes. My father was the gravedigger. We had a little hut in the corner.’ She hit him on the arm. ‘Don’t make fun! It was a peaceful place. I used to play among the gravestones, pretending there were breginya—’ She struggled for a translation. ‘Little folk? They have wings and live amid the plants?’

‘Flitterwisps,’ said Aren.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Flitterwisps. A whole village of them.’ She made a grand gesture, spreading her arms in the air. ‘They worshipped me as their goddess.’

‘Modest child, were you?’

‘Ha! No. And I had an active imagination. I would tell all kinds of stories to strangers, even when they didn’t care to hear them. Such outrageous lies! My father would beat me, but I didn’t stop.’ The humour drained from her then. ‘The day I heard the revolution had begun was the last day I spoke to the flitterwisps. There was no time for fancy after that.’

‘How old were you?’

‘Ten, I think. Ten or eleven. It’s hard to remember now. There was before, and there was after.’ She shrugged. ‘I’d heard talk of it in the town, and it frightened me a little, but I never thought anything would happen. My father wasn’t political. I knew people were angry, and many were starving, but that was the way it was. How could you change the way things were? That was the domain of kings, not of common folk. We had to trust that the gods would provide. And if they didn’t, well, it was our fault for not worshipping hard enough.’

She was sardonic and mordant again, the Kenda he’d come to know. But just for a moment there he’d seen that little girl she spoke of, that wide-eyed dreamer who talked to flitterwisps among the mossy graves. That’s the real you, Aren thought. Knowing that made him feel closer to her, as if she’d shown him a secret.

‘The falkamen came calling – it means people’s army – and told us there’d been a rising in Bavesk; the nobles and priests had been unseated. They called for aid. All across the country the common folk were joining them. My father was to put down his spade and take up a sword. It was made clear that refusing wouldn’t be wise.’

‘And what about you?’

‘I went with him, of course.’

‘You fought?’

‘I was too young for that. At first, they had me scrubbing pots and pans and the like. Later, I was a scout. They’d send me crawling through the enemy fortifications to count their numbers. I scavenged the battlefields, collecting what I could from the dead to bring back for our armies. I never fought on the front line, but I killed my share. There’d be many wounded among the dead, and no hope of treating them. For nobles and commoners both, death was a mercy.’

Aren could only imagine the horror of being forced to steal from the dead and murder the dying. Not for the first time, he was thankful for his privileged upbringing, even wrapped in lies as it had been.

‘You’re feeling sorry for me,’ she said, reading his face. ‘Don’t. I was glad to do it.’

‘Glad to? Why?’

‘Because I was part of something great. Something meaningful. And we were all in it together.’ Her eyes shone as she thought of it. ‘You know that feeling, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ said Aren, gazing down into the valley, where the huddled Sards slept by the stream. ‘I know.’

‘In the beginning, it’s … pure. We were throwing off the yoke of our greedy masters. We were just, and we knew it.’ She shook her head. ‘But it’s easy to be righteous when you’re the underdog. Easy to fight for an ideal when you don’t have to make it work. There was blood and death in the beginning, but still it felt glorious. It was only when we started winning that things went wrong.’

‘What happened?’

‘Suddenly there were no gods or kings to guide us. Together, we’d overturned the order, and we were all equal now. But we didn’t know how to be equal, so we looked to our heroes instead. The bravest of us, those who’d earned a name in the revolution. The idealists. People like you.’

Aren wasn’t sure he liked the look she gave him then.

‘They began to believe they were invincible. We all did. As if righteousness was enough to win against an army of nobles who were better trained, better fed, better equipped. I’d made many friends in the revolution, brothers and sisters in arms, closer than blood. When the tide turned, and it did turn, I saw them slaughtered. They ran to their deaths, led by fools, drunk on the songs of the rebellion.’ Her face darkened. ‘We triumphed in the end, but it wasn’t so glorious after that.’

‘You still believe, though,’ said Aren. ‘You scorn gods and kings. You sneer at the Ember Blade.’

‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘I believe in what we stood for. I believe in what we became. But I would spare you the mistakes we made on the way.’ She got to her feet with a groan. ‘But I’m too tired for that now. We should rest. We’ll need it.’

‘Why are you here?’ Aren asked. ‘Why fight for our cause? Do you hope to convert us?’

‘That’s part of it,’ she said. ‘Also, I’m a spy for Durn.’

Aren laughed in surprise, then realised she wasn’t joking. ‘You’re serious.’

‘I am. I report to my superiors about what is going on in Ossia.’

‘Are you supposed to admit that?’

‘Stivan would have figured it out eventually. This way, he trusts me. We’re allies, your people and mine. We want to see you win. One revolution is a curiosity. Two is an inspiration.’

‘You’re after the whole of Embria, aren’t you?’ Aren said in amazement.

‘You think too small, kin.’ She grinned. ‘We’re after the world. Till every god is dead, and every king fallen.’

‘And they say Carthanians are mad,’ Aren said.

‘Now who’s the cynic?’ said Kenda with a wink as she headed off down the bluff. ‘In time, Aren. Don’t die tomorrow, if you can help it. I think I’d miss you.’

Aren watched her go. All of a sudden he wasn’t in the least bit sleepy.

Yes, he thought. I think I’d miss you, too.
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The day was growing in the east when the Krodans entered the valley. Harod watched them with dispassionate eyes. He stood among the Greycloaks on the riverbank, the slope at their backs leading up to the narrow, steep-sided pass where they’d make their stand. The Sards had departed before the dawn, led by Yarin and a few of Stivan’s people who were no use in a fight. A day’s travel would see them to Hatcher Bay, and the ships Yarin had promised.

But for that to happen, their pursuers had to be stopped.

He’d slept, but there was no respite in sleep; it was merely an unwelcome necessity of his continued existence. He breathed in and out because he had to. His heart beat because it couldn’t do otherwise.

Perhaps this will be the day I die, he thought to himself. It wouldn’t be an unwelcome ending. Laying down his life for her people, that would please her. And if there was any kind of world after this, as some said there was, then maybe they’d be together in that.

The thought was a spark in the numbing fog that filled him, and it faded as fast. There was no hope, only purpose. It would never be better than this. To have such a love and to have it taken from him … how could any man recover from that? She’d been meant for him, and he’d failed to protect her. He’d never find her equal. So he was condemned to this limbo, till death released him.

It would be the easiest thing to let it happen. To drop his guard for a moment, to invite the blade. But even with all else taken from him, his sense of duty kept him upright. He wouldn’t allow himself to fight one whit below his abilities. That would shame him, and he wouldn’t die ashamed. For the Dawnwardens, for the Sards, for Orica, he’d continue, until he couldn’t.

There was rain in the air this morning. Pillowed blue clouds made a roof for the rising sun. Old companions stood with him: Aren, Cade and Grub. He saw their uncertainty, the deep-down fear of the battle to come. Newer faces were among them: Edéan, eager to wet his sword; Loca, raucous and blustering; Stivan, calm and thoughtful as he surveyed the enemy. Fen and Kenda were elsewhere.

Once, he’d have found joy in this. These men and women, united in the defence of the defenceless, ready to give their lives to thwart the unjust. Once, it would have made his chest swell.

Why can’t I feel that now?

But of course, he knew the answer. His dreams had been formed by the Carthanian poets, whose tales of torrid love and wild passion had inspired a stifled youth. He’d wanted to feel as deeply as they felt, and for a time he thought he had. He’d even craved the heartbreak, thinking it a noble kind of suffering. But there was nothing noble about this endless emptiness. The poets had lied.

‘They are greater in number than us, that is true.’ Stivan’s voice rose suddenly, loud enough to be heard by all assembled. He walked out in front of them, a lean grey wolf stalking the line. ‘But numbers are only half the story. Think on the legends, the heroes who beat odds ten times worse than ours! Think on Asiril at Gabbet’s Rise, Len and Ferra holding Sculler’s Bank, the defence of the Vallerhorn! Some call such tales fanciful, but I believe them. I believe, because I have seen. Three hundred peasants are not worth fifty soldiers when swords are joined on the battlefield. And though we are fewer than half their number, a hundred border guards, exhausted from chasing a quarry they hardly care to catch, will not stand long in the face of committed men and women!’

He came to a halt before Harod, who stood at the centre of the line, five shieldmen to either side of him.

‘I tell you now, battles are not won by bodies, but by will! And our will is the greater! Because we fight for a cause! We fight for each other!’

Harod met his eye, and even in the mire of his grief he saw how those around him took heart at Stivan’s words. This man is a leader, he thought. He has led before, and a greater company than this. I’d stake my sword on it.

His wound twinged, a chill needle pricking at his breast. He ignored it. The dreadknight’s blade still pained him, long after the cut had healed, but at least it was tolerable now. Not like before.

The memory of their journey here shamed him. At first, it had felt like his lungs were frozen, as if his heart were gripped, and it had trembled and stuttered like a little bird’s. He was hardly able to walk more than a few minutes at a time. He’d become a burden to his fellows, and that was a worse agony than any dreadknight could deliver.

But he wouldn’t permit himself to die, not then, not while there was still a chance to fulfil the oath he’d made over Orica’s grave. So he’d fought that cruel ice each day, driving it further and further into retreat, until his strength returned to him. Yet even now, he sensed it was only in abeyance. It was gathering, consolidating, rooting itself deeper in his fibre. It would be back, and he knew with bleak certainty that it would claim him in the end, unless Vika could find some art to heal him.

They watched the Krodans advancing steadily along the west bank of the stream. Among the Greycloaks, the jokers joked and the grim stayed grim, each man and woman finding their own ways to fill the yawning chasm of moments before the bloodshed to come.

Harod studied the battlefield, such as it was. They stood downslope of the valley’s neck, where steep inclines formed a natural choke point. The slopes were scored with thin black bluffs, and the eastern side ran with trickling waterfalls, feeding the stream from a tarn high above. Here at the head of the stream, the ground was sodden and marshy. Harod felt the earth sucking at his boots. Strange ground to hold, but Stivan had a plan, and Harod trusted him well enough. His own knowledge of war was all theory. He’d learned the fighting arts in a time of peace, and he’d never fought in a battle of this size before.

Quietly, he began to sing in a high, thin voice. Orica’s song. The only song he ever sang now.

Let the Krodans come. He’d hold the centre, as he ever had.

There are times you’ll be tested, Klyssen had said once. The path you walk is fraught with divided loyalties. You’ll shed the blood of those you fight for; you’ll betray those you love the most. But you must hold your purpose above all, no matter who or what you sacrifice to do so. You must keep your cover, whatever the cost, until the Ember Blade is back in Krodan hands.

Cade heard those words again as he looked over the faces of the soldiers ranked before them, a hundred feet of soil in between. For the most part, they were the same kind as those they’d encountered in the Sunders: too elderly, too young or too stupid for a place in Kroda’s armies. But there were real soldiers among them too, hard-eyed in the black and white livery of the Empire, carrying shields that bore the sign of the falcon. Those were men of discipline.

Men I’d stand with, if I could. Instead, I’m supposed to fight them.

He swallowed and tasted fear. Once, those soldiers would have been faceless, made alien by the colours they wore. Now he saw people inside those shells, as individual as the Ossians at his side; and while he’d never had Aren’s gift for comprehending people, killing them wouldn’t come easy.

Well, he’d likely never live to regret it anyway. He took wry comfort in that. By the looks of it, they’d picked up the surviving guards from Wittermere on the way. If they’d been a hundred before, they were more now. Those weren’t good odds.

He caught Aren’s eye, and Aren nodded at him. Strength, he said with that look. Aren believed – he always believed – and Light burn him, it was infectious.

In that instant, looking into his friend’s eyes, his heart thumping from terror and the taint of Wittermere still clinging to his mind, his world teetered. What was he doing? Why had he come here? How could he be in the right, when none of this felt right? How could he play his truest friend false?

Fear ballooned into panic. In doubting the Empire, he doubted the Primus who’d chosen them, and what unknown punishments would such blasphemy bring? To question any part was to question all of it, and that was too much to dare. It was disloyal, despicable, profoundly threatening to consider.

Hold your purpose. Don’t forget who you are. Who you’ve become.

He pressed his eyes shut and saw Lassa. The world righted itself at her smile and the panic receded, leaving the blessed ease of certainty. He’d make it back to her somehow, as a man worthy of her love. And while he could never ease the loss of her brother, not completely, he could save others that grief, if only he could help stop this senseless war.

The Krodan captain had sharp, thin features and a square jaw, giving him a haughty and shrewd look. He eyed the assembled Greycloaks coldly.

‘By order of the Empire, you are all under arrest!’ he said. ‘Put down your weapons and surrender!’

‘We do not recognise your authority,’ Stivan called back. ‘We will not yield.’

‘There’s no sense in throwing away your lives. Return the prisoners to us and surrender.’

‘We have seen what you do to Sards, Krodan. No civilised people could allow anyone, friend or foe, to go back to that.’

The disdain in his voice struck deep in Cade. He saw discomfort on the faces of some of the guards from Wittermere. They knew, or at least suspected. So why didn’t they do anything? Why didn’t they report it?

But of course, he knew the answer to that. It wasn’t their place to second-guess their superiors. Start doing that, and everything would fall apart.

The captain bristled; his voice took on a harsh and angry edge. ‘You are outnumbered!’ he snapped. ‘Surrender now, or you will all be killed.’

‘We have the high ground and are rested. You have marched through the night. Many of you will die today, and for what? Sards? A people you despise?’

Some of the Krodans shifted their gazes uneasily. Cade saw the exhaustion on their faces. Their morale was fragile, and Stivan was undermining it further. He knew where to dig, that was for sure. He knew how they thought.

The captain saw it too, and decided to cut short any further negotiation. ‘You have made your choice, then. There will be no quarter. Advance!’

The front rank, ready and waiting for his command, stepped forward smartly, raised their shields and locked them together, walling the captain off. Cade felt a flood of dread, his hand flexing on the grip of his sword. No more waiting now. The battle was upon them.

The Krodan shield wall was thirty men across, which was as wide as the valley would permit. On one side, a slope rose steeply, too steep to fight on; on the other was the stream. The Greycloaks had ten shields between them, and thirty fighters in total.

On the Krodans came, step by step. When they’d crossed half the distance, Stivan raised a hand and cried, ‘Back!’

Blades at the ready, the Greycloaks began to walk backwards, up the slope.

Cade saw confusion on the Krodans’ faces. Retreat wasn’t something they’d expected. But the front ranks were too disciplined to hesitate. They kept their steady rhythm, faces hard, focused on the fight to come.

The edges of the Krodan shield wall were being pushed together as the valley narrowed towards the neck. Cade felt the earth firming beneath his feet as the land rose. As the Krodans moved into the space they vacated, they found their feet being sucked down by the sodden land.

Cade knew Stivan’s plan. There was no way to warn the Krodans of the trap they were walking into, and he wasn’t sure he’d have done so anyway. He didn’t want to die any more than they did.

‘Volley!’ Stivan barked, and they heard the hard flit of arrows, the thump of shafts into flesh. Krodans cried out and collapsed; men swore in surprise, searching wildly for the source of the attack. Stivan didn’t give them the chance. ‘Forward!’ he cried, and they ran downhill to meet the enemy.

It took the Krodans a few moments to find the archers. There were ten of them, up on the high bluffs to either side. Kenda was there, crossbow in hand, and Fen with her bow. They’d been lying down, hidden by the land, waiting for the Krodan shield wall to pass them. Now they fired into enemy from the side, safely out of their reach, and the Krodans were defenceless against them. From that angle, with the Krodans packed tight together, they could hardly miss.

The shield wall was already wavering by the time they reached it. Half a dozen of the front ranks had been killed or wounded in the first volley, and the archers had time for a second before the Greycloaks arrived. Locked shields unlocked as men turned to defend themselves from the arrows; dying soldiers pulled down the shields of those around them as they fell. The Greycloak shieldmen slammed up against the crumbling barrier, and the Krodans, feet slipping on the muddy earth, were not set to resist it. Their defences fell apart, and the Greycloaks went in with their blades.

Cade was there with them, heart in his throat, carried on the tide of combat. There was no thought for sympathy now, only the taut necessity of survival. He plunged his sword into the mass of bodies, felt it cut deep and stop against bone. He didn’t even see who he stabbed; someone was waving a shield in the way. The edge of it struck him on the face and knocked him back dizzily. Instinct wouldn’t let him release his sword, and he pulled it out as he staggered back.

A disorientating moment passed before his senses sharpened again. No time for weakness. He gritted his teeth and went in again, stepping over a fallen man who lay stark-eyed under his shield. The blow had angered him, and he let fury carry him onwards. Krodans were still coming uphill at them, but their front line had been broken now.

He’d had some training in the Ossian fighting style in Kroda as preparation for his departure, but the lessons flew from his head as soon as the battle began. Only the basics remained: keep your guard up, hold the blade lightly, strike there and there.

Sword met sword, jolting his arm. It was gone before he saw who held it. He cut and swiped as the fight surged around him, barely knowing who he was striking at. Arrows thumped down into the Krodans; the archers had switched their aim to the rearguard, panicking the inexperienced soldiers there. Cade stumbled forwards, tripping over a dead man. Someone pulled him back, told him to hold the line. Let them come to us, that was the plan. Let them fight uphill in the mud, weighed down by their armour.

For each Krodan that fell, another one appeared. But they were pressed in too tight to overwhelm the Greycloaks with numbers, and the bodies of their fallen hampered them. Some of them had spilled into the stream and were attempting to get around the Greycloaks’ flank, but they were slowed by knee-deep water, and the archers targeted them as soon as they tried. Exposed, they were easy pickings.

Cade was hardly aware of anything beyond the enemy he was engaged with. It seemed like an age had passed, but it had only been moments, and his sword was already getting heavy, his body aching with the effort. He struck at a man, caught him across the face, opened his cheek and jaw. As he dropped to the dirt another soldier tripped over him, shoved by his fellows from behind. His sword spilled from his hand as he fell to his hands and knees, and he looked up helplessly at Cade as he realised the predicament he was in.

The shock of recognition brought Cade out of his battle-daze. The soldier wore the same look of panicked horror as the last time they’d met, his jaw hanging slack, face pocked with angry red spots. The young soldier he’d fought in the Sunders, to whom he’d entrusted his message to Klyssen.

The soldier recognised him, too. Cade saw it in his eyes and drew back his blade to strike.

‘No, wait! I did what you said!’ the soldier wailed in Krodan, before Cade drove his sword into his throat, desperate to silence him. The look of puzzled betrayal on the soldier’s face was a sight he’d take to his grave.

He pulled his blade free, and the young man fell dead. He stepped back, panting: a momentary respite. Fear took him. Light, that idiot’s words had been as good as a confession. He looked to his left, to his right.

Aren was there. Cade hadn’t realised. Aren was fighting at his side, of course. But he was locked in combat with another man, and showed no sign of having noticed anything.

Did he hear?

The terror of that thought hit hard. The terror of his friend knowing. In that moment he came face to face with the consequences of what he was trying to do, and he caught a glimpse of how it would feel to see that same puzzled betrayal on Aren’s face. He wasn’t sure he could endure it.

Did he hear?

How did Grub get into this?

He had no good answer to that. The first thing they taught Skarls was that only Skarls were important. You never lied to your own, never cheated your own, never killed your own. Such was the decree of Tharl Iqqba; they were too few in number to fight among themselves. Foreigners, however, could be lied to and betrayed with impunity. They were not Skarls, after all.

Yet somehow Grub was going to end up dying in a foreign land among foreigners, in defence of a bunch of foreigners even the foreigners didn’t like very much. Somewhere along the line, things had gone badly wrong.

He pulled his blade from the eye of a dead man and retreated a step behind his fellows, letting them shield him. He’d made it his business to stick next to Bowlhead, who defended everyone around him, darting out only when he saw an opportunity to stick a knife up someone’s arse. Hardly glorious, but effective enough, and it meant he hadn’t got killed yet.

That might not be the case much longer, though. Even a strong man tired quickly when swinging a sword, and the Greycloaks were becoming leaden. The Krodans had started off exhausted, but there were so many of them, and they kept refreshing their front lines. Two of the Greycloak shieldmen had fallen, and the rest were losing ground. If the Krodans pushed their way up out of the mud, he didn’t like their chances.

When the line failed, they were all dead. Dead and Unremembered, shunned by the Bone God, becoming nothing, leaving nothing. Not even a story.

He saw Mudslug through the chaos, teeth gritted as he battled. Resentment curdled his guts. Mudslug had dragged him into this. Mudslug was going to get him killed. He didn’t mind the danger – in fact he sought it out – but somehow it was always everyone else who ended up being the hero. And it wasn’t worth dying for other people’s glory.

The Fellman with fire in his eyes was nearby, swinging hard. Grub had dubbed him Meatbrain, for no better reason than he found it funny. There was Scraggy, tall and grim, striking down a soldier. The Carthanian was laughing madly as he killed, dancing between the enemy blades, flamboyant whatever the odds. Even Bowlhead, who fought like a constipated marionette, looked towering and regal compared to him.

Who’d get the credit when all this was over? Not Grub, anyway.

So run, he thought. Run now. They wouldn’t care enough to hunt you.

And why shouldn’t he? He didn’t care about the Sards. He only cared about Ossia insofar as saving it would make him famous, and that was looking less likely by the day. He did care about Mudslug, not that he’d admit it, but enough to die with him? No.

But still, he didn’t go. Something kept him here. Something Scraggy had said, something about will. It struck a chord in him.

Will.

Dimly he grasped that this was important. He felt on the edge of a revelation, but couldn’t quite form it.

Too late. Run now, before you can’t.

A crow flew overhead, cutting through the sky. The Bone God, watching. Waiting for his decision.

In that moment, the press of bodies flexed apart, and through the frantic struggle he saw the face of the Krodan captain, directing things from just behind the front line. It was so perfect in its timing that he felt he’d been shown, as if some force had parted a path just to put the answer in front of him. And so he saw his chance.

He sheathed one of his knives as he surged forwards, grabbing up the shield of a dead man as he went. All their eyes were on Harod; he drew their attacks. They hardly noticed Grub until he crashed into them. He stabbed with his knife, hit flesh, then shoved his opponent aside, penetrating the Krodan mass. Someone cried out in support – Meatbrain, maybe – and they pressed in after him, keeping the Krodan swords occupied as he ploughed forward behind his shield, low and squat and strong. Stronger than all of them, driven by purpose. Driven by will.

The captain turned to him in surprise, eyebrows arched and nostrils flared, like he’d caught a whiff of something repugnant. Alarmed by the sight of the tattooed thug that had suddenly appeared before him, he raised his sword, expecting a strike to the chest. Grub stabbed him in the balls instead and backed away immediately, leaving his dagger hilt-deep between the captain’s legs. He heard the Krodan trilling in agony as he retreated towards the relative safety of the front lines, fending off blows with his shield.

The Krodans began yelling in his wake. He didn’t know the words, but he could guess by the tone. The captain’s down. Fall back! Fall back!

When they crumbled, it was a rout. Exhausted, terrorised by archers, low on morale, they’d been straining at the seams anyway. Losing their captain was the final straw. The front ranks kept some semblance of a defensive line as they disengaged, but the Greycloaks weren’t interested in following. They watched, panting and sweaty and bloodied, as their enemies collapsed into disorder and fled back down the valley; and then a savage, ragged cheer went up as it became clear the battle was won.

‘Grub did it! Grub did it!’ Grub cried, jigging about in a horrible parody of a dance. ‘Grub stabbed captain in the plums!’ He thrust a finger at the crow circling overhead. ‘See that? You see that?’

Grub had expected at least a clap on the back, some words of congratulation. But his moment was ruined by an agonised scream, forced through gritted teeth, from among the fallen all around him. Those nearby hurried to the wounded man.

It was Meatbrain, clutching his guts. His face was white, and blood slid out from between his fingers in waves. He was gasping, and there was fear in his eyes.

‘Bring bandages!’ someone cried. ‘A needle and thread!’

Mudslug was first to him. He knelt down by his side, laid his palm over Meatbrain’s crossed hands. What he murmured then was too quiet to be heard, but Meatbrain held his eyes and nodded desperately. Then his gaze went up to the bluffs high above, where Freckles was standing, looking down.
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Turnday, Tanteris 15, 13th Year of the Republic

Edéan is screaming. They put him on a ship, but you can still hear him. Belly wound, and a deep one. It’s only a matter of time. They should kill him now, spare him the pain, but they won’t. They aren’t in deep enough yet. They haven’t gone numb to it. Maybe that’s why I like them.

I’d do it, though.

Erinna. Rojer. Dog-ear. Prina. All dead. Sour Ged, that rancid old soak. Loren, who loved her cards but never had a shred of luck. That’s one gold half-falcon I’ll never see. Scudder Mell. Ratsy. Hal … I’ll miss that giant idiot.

When Edéan goes, that’ll be ten of us dead in the battle. Four more at Wittermere. Stivan was clever, he’s always clever, and when they sing of this they’ll say it was a miracle we lost so few. But fourteen isn’t few. Not to me, not these folk.

You understand.

The last of the Sards are getting on board now. Three ships are moored up in the bay, flying the colours of High House Carador. The Krodans won’t dare to stop and search the vessels of a Harrish noble. On the other side of the river is Harrow, and safety, but we’re not going to drop them in the hills. We’re sailing west, through the Godsgorge. The Godsgorge, Lilia! We’ll let them off downriver on the north side of the Cassin, where Yarin has someone else waiting for them. They’ll find a place there. The Harrish don’t have anything against Sards, never did, and they’re no friends to the Krodans. Not since Hammerholt put paid to their alliance.

How Yarin arranged all this from inside a prison camp is a secret only he knows. They’ll call it a sound investment, the lives we’ve lost for the lives we’ve gained. But it’s hard to think that way when you can still see your friends’ faces in your mind, still hear their stupid jokes.

The longer I’m here, the more I become like you. They’re dreamers still. Starry-eyed for freedom.

I’m losing my thick hide. Going soft.

Oh, stop.

Anyway, what else? Oh yes, Megwyn. You ought to meet her. Lady Megwyn, eldest scion of High House Carador. Lady in name only, though, and I like her better for it. She wears leathers, swears like a Bitterbracker and swaggers like a pirate. She leads a group of mercenaries called the Oathbreakers. What a name! I asked her why, and she told me: Harrish noble girls, when they come of age, have to swear to honour and obey their fathers. Apparently, selling her sword for coin didn’t meet with his approval. Besides, she said, it helped their clients to trust them. No one believes an actual oathbreaker would name themselves so.

And how she was with Harod! Lilia, you’d have died laughing. He’s so dour, you know. Everyone treats him with respect – all except Grub, who doesn’t respect anyone – but she strode right up behind him and slapped him on the rump so hard he jumped a mile.

Wait, let me remember what she said. Alright, I have it.

‘Haro!’ she cried. ‘Rot me, it is you! Last I left you, you were still simpering over poetry at your father’s court!’

I’ve never seen him show much of a reaction to anything, but he went red to the ears at that.

‘Lady Megwyn,’ he managed to say. His voice was a squeak; he was still strangling on the indignity of it all, though he gave her a bow regardless. Harrish highborns, they live and die by their manners. Megwyn seems to be the exception.

‘You filled out,’ said Megwyn, and she looked him up and down like he was a side of beef presented for her approval! ‘Got some grey in your hair, too. Suits you. You should grow a beard, though. It’d help you find your chin.’

Then she winked at him, and spat on the floor, and off she went about her business. You should have seen Harod, Lilia. Trembling, one eye twitching. On my word, the others took a step back, half-afraid he was going to explode.

Things are going to be interesting, I think.

Cade is in a black mood. He’s been that way lately, and it’s not like him at all. But I saw him smiling earlier, after he carried that little girl to the gangplank of a ship, where her new family were waiting for her. Sards take on each other’s orphans easy as breathing; our people could learn from that. Anyway, he put her down and gave her a hug and she kissed him on his cheeks before he sent her away. There were tears in his eyes as she left. Never seen a man look so happy and so sad and so troubled all at once.

The events of the last few days have affected him deeply, I think. More so than most. But then he always was a sensitive sort, under the jokes.

Well, that’s it for now. I’ll have plenty of time to write on the ship, no doubt.

What’s that? You want to hear about Aren?

I haven’t mentioned him on purpose, Lilia. I’m done with idealists.

Oh, shut up.
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There was death in the room. Aren felt it like a hot black presence, billowing around them, so large the tiny cabin couldn’t contain it. The reek of it was in his nostrils; it prickled on his skin. The groan of the ship’s boards were like the creaking of its sinews.

Edéan lay in the lower bunk, his torso wrapped in bandages, his skin paper-white and his breathing shallow. The Harrish had a physician among them, but there wasn’t much he could do. Aren had seen the wound, and even he knew there was no hope. Maybe if Vika had been here … But no, not even she was capable of miracles.

He sat by Edéan’s side and held his hand. Pallid and weak as he was, there was still strength in his grip. As if Aren was his anchor, without which he’d drift away.

At least he wasn’t screaming any more. The physician had administered draccen tears to dull the pain, but not until Lady Megwyn shouted at him. He protested that he hadn’t seen the point in wasting precious supplies on a dead man. That was how it was among Lady Megwyn’s lot. They were mercenaries, hard-bitten and short on sympathy. Aren didn’t like the look of them much, but he was hardly in a position to choose his allies right now.

He wasn’t sure why he’d come here, why he’d kept a vigil by the Fellman’s side. He had more reason to dislike Edéan than most. But the Greycloaks were occupied with their own dead and no one else seemed willing, so it fell to him. Of everyone in their group, Aren was the person he knew best.

All but one, anyway, and she wasn’t here. Whatever Aren thought of him, he wouldn’t let Edéan die alone.

‘Fool,’ Edéan muttered through gritted teeth. ‘Mud-headed fool.’

Aren, unsure who he meant, said nothing.

‘Should have seen it coming. He wasn’t faster than me. Not better.’ He let out a shuddering breath. ‘One gods-damned slip, and that’s all.’

‘You fought bravely, Edéan. Like a demon. Your father will be proud.’

‘If he lives.’

‘He lives,’ said Aren. ‘Your mother and brother also.’ He wasn’t half so sure as he sounded, but it was easy to speak with conviction when the man was in such sore need of it.

Edéan squeezed his hand harder, perhaps in gratitude, and relaxed back into his pillow. His hair was dank with sweat and he shivered with fever, but even in the midst of such suffering, he seemed undiminished. Aren saw the face of the man he might have become, the leader beneath the feckless lout, who had a determination to match Aren’s own. One day he might have taken his father’s mantle and united the clans. A single moment of carelessness had put paid to all that. The tragedy of it saddened him, but it frightened him as well.

Edéan, like Aren, had never truly believed death would happen to him. Deep down, he’d thought himself destined to survive, as everyone did; Aren knew it by the bewilderment in his eyes. But that certainty hadn’t saved him, and it wouldn’t save Aren, either. When it came to it, Aren wasn’t guarded by any special destiny, nor was Vika’s prophecy any protection. It could as easily have been him in the bunk today as Edéan.

‘Where is she?’ he whispered. It was far from the first time he’d asked, and Aren had no better answer now than then.

‘I don’t know,’ he said.

But he did know. She was elsewhere, anywhere but here. She was running from this, because everyone important in her life had left her, or died, which was one and the same in her eyes. And whatever she felt for Edéan, whether it was love or lust or something else, she couldn’t bear to watch him go. She was cutting him off, shutting him out, protecting herself.

He wanted to tell Edéan how she’d been dropped from a cliff by her father once, for the crime of trusting him too much. How she’d found new purpose in Garric’s cause and been betrayed by him, too. How she grew up sheltered and ended up damaged.

But he didn’t say any of that. It would do no good, and Edéan wouldn’t understand anyway. Besides, Aren was disgusted by her behaviour, and he didn’t feel like making excuses for it.

A man was dying. A man who’d cared for her. However difficult it was, it should have been Fen here and not him.

A faint smile touched Edéan’s lips, surprising him. ‘She’s of the wild,’ he said. ‘Should have known. Can’t hold on to a wild thing.’

‘She’s of the wild,’ Aren agreed. The words didn’t mean anything to him, but Edéan seemed to find comfort in them. Still, it was a reminder that he’d known another side of her, one that Aren never had. Aren felt a bitter pang of jealousy at that.

Edéan must have seen it on his face. ‘Did you love her?’ he said.

Aren felt himself redden. ‘Perhaps. I’m not sure.’

Edéan nodded to himself, as if it was the answer he’d been expecting.

‘Did you?’

‘Who knows?’ He managed a chuckle, an ice-thin crust over a lake of fear. ‘In the moment I did.’ Then suddenly his eyes filled with tears. ‘No more the sun on my face. Nevermore to lie with a woman.’ He gripped Aren’s hand hard and swallowed back a sob. ‘It wasn’t enough.’

Aren had nothing to say to that. All he could do was be there next to him, in that hot, gloomy cabin, with death pressing in on them.

‘Promise me something, champion,’ he said.

Aren’s heart sank, for he knew he couldn’t refuse, and he feared what Edéan would ask. He took his promises seriously, and once made they were binding. It was the stories he’d heard at his father’s knee that taught him to place such stock in honour. Ironic, since his father would go down as one of history’s greatest oathbreakers if his story were ever known. A Dawnwarden who cut his best friend’s throat and sold out the Ember Blade, and his country, to the Krodans.

‘Speak,’ he said.

‘Bring my body home,’ he said. ‘Take me to my father, if he yet lives. Tell him how I died, tell him … Tell him I fought well.’

Aren lowered his head. ‘I will,’ he said.

Edéan laid his head back on the pillow with a sigh, and his grip relaxed. ‘Bury me in the soil of the Reaches,’ he said quietly. ‘The Lady of Worms will find me there. Let my body nourish the land of my birth, not this foreign place.’

‘I will,’ said Aren again, and he was glad to do it. It was little enough to ask. They’d be passing near the Reaches on their way to rejoin Mara in the south. It would be a detour of a few weeks at most, and besides, Aren was keen to know what had become of Brac Blackfeather.

Edéan sighed again and closed his eyes. Aren listened as his breathing deepened and he drifted into sleep.

He sat there a long while, holding Edéan’s hand, his mind on his father. The years had soothed the hurt that came from learning about his father’s past, and by taking back the Ember Blade he’d shrugged off that guilt. Randill cast no shadow anymore, and Aren thought of him less and less as time went on.

You can be a good man and a traitor both, Cade had said of his father once, back in the prison camp at Suller’s Bluff. Aren hadn’t understood at the time, but it turned out he was right. In Aren’s mind they were two people: Eckard the Quick, the treacherous Dawnwarden who gave up the Ember Blade and sold out his companions; and Randill, the kind, wise father who’d loved him. One was a story, the other his own experience. Somehow, they’d become detached with distance, and though he knew in his mind they were connected, in his heart he didn’t feel it.

Was it truly possible to still love his father, knowing he’d done something so foul and base, so entirely opposed to everything he believed in? He wasn’t sure. And yet it was happening anyway, almost against his will. Aren was slowly, quietly forgiving him.

One day, perhaps, he’d tell the story of Eckard the Quick and Randill. As far as he was aware, he was the only living person who knew it. Or maybe he’d let it be lost to history, and leave his father’s name unsullied.

Somehow, here at the end of a man’s life, it seemed important. What would his father be remembered for? What would Aren be remembered for? As the hero foretold, leader of a revolution? Or the boy who’d helped murder hundreds in Hammerholt and brought about an age of suffering in Ossia? The weight of that thought was enormous.

Beyond the cabin he heard the clatter of the crew making ready, shouted orders, feet on the boards. Presently he heard the rattle of the anchor chain, and the ship began to move. He turned his free hand and looked at the tiny red symbol on his wrist, the mark of another promise made long ago.

Lled na saan, a Sard boy had said to him once. In return for his help, Aren had been tasked to help a Sard in return. Well, Eifann, you can’t say I didn’t keep that promise. Near five hundred Sards have their lives and their freedom today, and all because you brought me a few dead crows.

Such profound consequences from the smallest actions. As if each was a raindrop falling on a lake, a tiny impact spreading ripples outwards, becoming vast. Eifann’s aid had saved so many. Edéan’s moment of misfortune might have robbed the Fell Folk of a great leader, who may have one day won them their freedom.

He thought of all the promises he’d made, those he’d kept and those he’d failed to keep. He thought of the promise he’d made in Suller’s Bluff to a pirate named Rapha, a promise yet to be claimed. A promise to do him any service in the future, no matter how dreadful or repellent. Would he ever have to pay that price? He didn’t know. Nobody knew.

He’d seen men and women die before, but it had always been sudden and violent. Here at Edéan’s side, in this strange limbo on the doorstep of the unknown, he sensed the terrifying complexity of existence. Life and death were too big, too much to comprehend. Nineteen years wasn’t near enough to understand it. All he could do was hold true to himself, follow his own light and no other’s, for who could say which choice or compromise might save or damn him?

And what was a revolution but a multitude of small actions, the ripples from a million tiny droplets, a rainstorm on a lake?

He looked at Edéan. The Fellman was unsettlingly still. Aren leaned close and listened until he was sure he was no longer breathing.

He stayed by Edéan a long while, holding his slowly cooling hand. The cabin felt emptier than before, less oppressive. Death had departed and taken the Fellman with it, leaving a profound sadness in its wake.

From the deck above and the river around, he heard the soft patter of rain.
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The Grey Fens steamed in the sun, and the day was loud with the screeching of birds. Here on the southern edge of the marsh, the trees were not so thick, and the waterways had joined to become a river, flowing beneath an open sky.

Vika huddled in the prow of the punt, her face turned upwards to the heat and light. It was good to feel the sun again, after so long in the gloom. A small respite from the darkness that had taken hold of her heart.

The druids were no more.

No doubt some had survived the slaughter, and others hadn’t made it to the Conclave, but surely not enough to matter. The Communion was shattered, and the power of ages lost with the elders. The Lorekeepers had been their living libraries, and as they died, their knowledge died with them. Those who were left were destined to wander, scattered and leaderless, until the spirits or their enemies ended them.

She’d come to the Grey Fens to rouse the druids to fight for Ossia. She’d hoped to return with an army capable of defeating the dreadknights. Instead she’d been witness to the victory of the Apostates, a century in the making. Destroyed by an enemy they’d thought consigned to history.

All this time, they were among us, and we never knew it.

She clutched the phylactery close to her chest. A six-sided heartwood box containing what might be the last of the elder blood. Their only chance to preserve some remnant of what the druids had been, if any yet lived capable of transmuting it.

Their boat was of Mereling make, stolen from its moorings by the side of an abandoned and overgrown hut. Fortune had put it in their path, at the end of a night of hard travel to distance themselves from the carnage at the Dwimordyr.

After their encounter with the horror in the trees, Pel had led them off the island via an earthen bridge she’d discovered during her restless exploration, and they’d struck away east. Vika had been unconscious, carried on Cai’s back. He’d been lent strength by one of Agalie’s potions, as had Pel, and they went tirelessly till they found the boat. From there they let the water carry them, and took turns to sleep away the exhaustion while Ruck stood guard.

Vika hadn’t woken till late the next day, when the damage she’d done by channelling blood magic made itself known. She’d been mad and half-paralysed that first day, but druids healed fast, and now she was mobile again, if beset with tics and cramps. She couldn’t stop chewing her lip, one eyelid twitched uncontrollably and there was a shuddering sensation in her belly. Her right hand was still too weak to grip her staff and her thoughts were bleared, but she wasn’t insane.

That would do for now.

‘What is that?’ asked Pel, sitting up in the stern of the boat. She was supposed to be steering, using the paddle as a rudder, but the river was wide enough that there was scarcely any need.

Vika followed her gaze to the crest of a steep hill that rose alongside the river. A tumbled building sat upon it like a black and broken crown.

‘Eben Torr,’ said Vika, her voice a husky rasp. ‘In the days of King Edmen it was a great watchtower and marked the southern border of the Fens. But the Merelings do not have the rebel spirit of the Fell Folk, and there proved little need for it. In time it was abandoned, and fell to ruin.’

‘We are coming to open country,’ said Agalie. ‘The river is not safe. Too many eyes. We should stop here and go on by land.’

‘Go on where?’ asked Pel.

‘That is what we must decide,’ said Agalie. ‘Take us to shore.’

The river fish came willingly to Agalie’s hands, even after she began to snatch them onto the bank. Once they had enough, the druids said a short prayer of thanks to Ogg and paid their respects to the fish for their sacrifice, then they gathered up their bounty and climbed the hill to the watchtower. Cai and Pel had been breaking branches from trees near the shore, so they made a fire on the grass, lit it with firedust and cooked themselves breakfast. They ate the fish in silence, with butter and hard nutty bread, washed down with river water purified by a few drops from one of Vika’s phials. Ruck, discomfited by the mood and not overfond of fish, went off to hunt a rabbit.

‘So,’ Vika said at last. ‘Whither now for us all?’

‘Find Shadow Casket,’ said Pel, when no one else answered.

Vika looked at Agalie. The massacre of the druids had put lines on her face where age had never managed to. ‘It is possible the Apostates know of it now,’ she said. ‘I cannot say if Polla spoke to anyone else before she died. I do not know if we can afford to ignore it.’

‘Don’t know where,’ said Pel. ‘They can’t find. Not without this.’ She held up the scroll case, which she’d claimed back from Agalie after their escape.

‘They do know,’ said Agalie. ‘They know it lies among the ruins of Eshkabel, on the island of Yaga. As do we.’

Pel stiffened. ‘You know this … how?’

Vika took a breath to warn Agalie against speaking further, but Agalie held up a hand to quiet her. ‘Deception has brought us to this. I’ll suffer no more of it.’

She met Pel’s accusing gaze, and there was regret in her eyes. ‘The parchment you have is not written in an ancient dialect. Any druid can read it. I hoped to learn more of the object before I told you.’ She lowered her head. ‘Polla read the parchment, too.’

‘You lied.’ Anger, hurt and puzzlement lay bare on Pel’s face.

‘I did, and I’m sorry for it. It shames me. But something so dangerous cannot be lightly given into the care of strangers, especially if the stories of its power are true. I cannot dismiss that as easily as you.’

‘You lied!’ Pel cried, features twisting in rage. Then she rolled backwards, flipped onto her feet with acrobatic grace and stalked away.

‘Will she return?’ Vika asked.

‘I cannot say,’ Agalie replied. ‘Her moods are ever changeable. But the Keddish do not like liars. It may be this was a sin too great to forgive.’ She cursed under her breath. ‘I should have just told her.’

‘Had you done so, she’d never have come to the Conclave, and we would all be dead,’ Vika said. ‘As it is, your lie may have saved the last of the elder blood. Deceit is part of life, Agalie, and inseparable from it. There’s a reason Prinn and Vaspis stand among the Nine.’

‘What’s this object you speak of?’ Cai asked, and they told him what little they could of the Shadow Casket.

‘Should we have let her leave with the parchment, then?’ Cai asked uncertainly. ‘If it fell into the wrong hands …’

‘It is unimportant now,’ said Vika. ‘We have learned all it had to teach. And if the Apostates know of the parchment from Polla, then they already know what it contains.’

‘Still,’ said Agalie, ‘if they are aware that the Shadow Casket lies in the ruins of Eshkabel, they may decide to go looking for it. And if it is all the legends say, we cannot permit them to succeed.’

‘Then there is the issue of my vision, besides,’ Vika said.

‘I have not forgotten,’ said Agalie carefully. ‘But you know as well as I that the spirits delight in trickery. Perhaps they knew your mind and showed you what you wanted to see. The Shadow Casket.’ She gave Vika a telling glance. ‘The blood around your mouth.’

‘I do not mean to drink Galarad’s blood!’ Vika snapped.

‘So you say, but I don’t doubt it dwells on your mind,’ said Agalie. ‘You who wish to make yourself a weapon against the enemy.’

Vika felt her anger surge and did her best to quell it. Long years as Agalie’s pupil had taught her to listen when she spoke, and she knew there was wisdom in her words. They enraged her because they laid her open. She had been thinking about it. It was hard not to, when the vision had been so stark.

‘I am not so reckless,’ she said in the end.

‘I pray, for your sake, you are right. You are too young for it. It would kill you, or at least drive you mad.’

‘And you?’ asked Cai.

‘I do not want the blood,’ said Agalie. ‘I have no wish to lead the druids. What is left of them.’

‘If there are no others, you may have no choice,’ Vika said.

‘I will face that hour when it comes,’ said Agalie. ‘For now, I will go north, to Harrow, and the Great Library at Mirrordell. The doors of the Glass University are closed to such as we, but in Harrow they still honour the Nine, and they are no longer friends to the Krodans. It may be I can learn more of the Shadow Casket there. Then we might know if it is truly a threat worth concerning ourselves with.’

‘The spirits have made that clear already,’ said Vika.

‘Strange is the speech of spirits. They will send you by crooked paths,’ said Agalie: a favourite maxim of hers. ‘You do not know whence the message came, nor if its bearers meant you good or ill. It may be that more than one spirit came to you, and you saw both truth and lies, honesty and trickery together. Were you not weeping in the vision? Were you not changed?’

Vika remembered that part well; it was hard to put the horrible picture from her mind. Her face twisted in despair and grief, the whites of her eyes turned pallid green, veins like roots beneath her papery skin. Would that be her fate? Was it a warning? Was it Galarad’s blood on her lips, or someone else’s?

‘I will not drink the blood,’ said Vika, with more conviction. ‘Have no fear of that.’

Agalie was satisfied. ‘Then it will be your task to keep it. It is too perilous for me to carry it into Harrow.’

‘I will return to the Dawnwardens,’ she said. ‘They need to know what has happened.’

‘Have a care. If what you have told me of Hallow Cove is true, they may have a spy in their midst.’

‘Perhaps,’ said Vika. ‘Or the spy could have been among the Fell Folk. But I will be discreet, and it will be safe with me. No one outside of the druids will recognise its importance.’

Vika looked to Cai, his leonine features wavering in the heat of the fire, half-hidden by thick ropes of hair. ‘What of you, Cai? You’ve been quiet.’

‘My mentor’s gone,’ he said, his voice deep and low. ‘I saw him die and couldn’t reach him.’ He lifted his head. ‘Can you teach me to do what you did?’

The question took Vika by surprise. Her eyelid twitched and she felt that cursed fluttering in her guts again. ‘There was blood magic in my veins that night,’ she said. ‘Power such as I have never known. We cannot go that way.’

And yet, even as she said it, a treacherous voice in her mind said: Why not? Why can’t we? She yearned for that feeling again, that boiling energy inside her. The lure of it frightened her, and she rejected it. She wouldn’t be beholden to that.

‘I understand,’ Cai said, disappointed.

Vika studied the young man before her. She saw the uncertainty in him, and his strength. His whole way of life, everything he’d trained for, was in danger of crumbling around him. Born to foreigners who worshipped foreign gods, he’d devoted his life to Ossia and the Nine. She could only guess at the circumstances that brought him to this place, but it didn’t seem right to abandon him to the winds of fate.

‘We cannot do as the Apostates have done,’ she said, ‘but I have faced dreadknights without need of any concoction before. That, perhaps, I could teach. If you would join me.’

Cai’s eyes lit up at that. The glimmering of hope. ‘You would complete my training? Make me a druid?’

‘You are brave to take on an acolyte in these dark days,’ said Agalie; but she was teasing, and there was approval in her voice.

‘It is that, or we leave our faith to wither.’ She turned to Cai. ‘I have never taught before, but I will be your mentor, as best I can.’

‘If you can teach me, would you teach others?’ Cai asked eagerly.

Agalie laughed. ‘From one acolyte to many! I warned you, Vika!’

‘What others?’ Vika asked.

Cai was animated now. ‘Acolytes talk, when our mentors are absent,’ he said. ‘We share what we have learned, and share our dreams. There were many who thought as you did, that we should fight this blight upon our land. Some of them were my friends.’

A shadow passed over his face at that, and Vika knew he was thinking of those he’d lost, whom he’d seen murdered that night.

‘A few of us made a pact at the Conclave. Next year, when we all hoped to be druids, we swore to meet at the ruins of the Dirracombe, on Maggot’s Eve. We had grand plans to rekindle the Communion, which our elders had allowed to fall apart. It would begin there.’ He looked Vika in the eyes, and she saw determination in them, and new purpose. ‘I don’t know who else survived that night. Some fought and some fled. But perhaps I was not the only one of my friends who escaped.’

‘Maggot’s Eve is a long time from now,’ Vika said.

‘That is true, but with the druids fallen and our mentors slain, it is the only direction they have. I think my friends will decide to head for it now, and not wait till next year. Let me find them there and bring them to you. Then we might all learn to be weapons against the enemy.’

Agalie gave Vika a warning look. ‘Do not speak so quickly of violence. Such is not our way. And do not forget that some acolytes were Apostates, too.’

‘I know,’ said Cai. ‘But not these. I’m sure of it.’

‘Very well,’ said Vika. ‘We must take that risk. You will travel south with me, and when the time comes, we will part and you can make for the Dirracombe. But be wary: the spirits there do not love us any longer. When you have found your friends, make for the Dancing Rat, on the road east of Oxfell. It will not be safe to stay there, with the road patrols on the lookout, but you can leave a message with the landlord and tell me where you are. I will find you.’

Cai got to his feet excitedly. ‘Shall we go, then?’

‘There’s no time to waste,’ said Vika as they rose. She looked at Agalie. ‘When you return from Mirrordell, I will show you, too. We can beat the dreadknights, I know it. The druids may be scattered and fallen, but we will not give up the fight yet.’

Agalie looked her over, a small smile of pride on her lips. ‘You’ve come a long way, my erstwhile pupil,’ she said.

‘Aye,’ she said wryly. ‘I’m the teacher now.’

And I will make weapons of you all.
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Aren rested against a mast, eyes closed, and listened.

Sounds rang strangely in the Godsgorge. Echoes came back broken and ghostly. He heard the creak of the ship’s timbers, ratlines straining overhead, the footsteps of busy sailors. The steady rhythm of the oars, pulling them onwards.

There was movement all around him, but for once he’d made himself still, trying to find peace in this eerie calm.

The nightmares that had broken his sleep were still burned on his mind like an after-image of the sun. He didn’t remember them as scenes but as sensations: the bone-deep dread he’d felt in the sanctum under Wittermere; the claustrophobic terror of the corridors where the grinning warder had walked; his visceral repulsion at Doctor Kreel’s experiments.

He’d seen things he could never unsee, and he didn’t know if he’d ever be the same. Once he’d dreamed of returning to Shoal Point with Cade, turning back the clock to when they were children and everything was simple. He’d almost sold Garric out to Klyssen, so desperate had he been to make that happen.

Not any more. He could never go back now. Neither of them could.

Boots thumped past. He heard a muttered curse in the distance. The slop of a mop on a deck nearby.

Edéan lay in the hold, silent, wrapped in oilcloth. It haunted Aren to know he was down there in the dark. Death had always been sudden until now, and if there’d been time to bid farewell at all, it had been hasty and hurried. Randill, Orica, Osman and Cade had all been snatched away from him in an instant. But the time he’d spent sitting by Edéan’s side in that cabin had given him a new understanding of the end. He’d felt the long, slow sorrow of it, the empty ache of passing. It had become intimate, and somehow more real. More possible.

He felt older than his nineteen years.

He tried to settle his mind again, and listened to the ship and the sounds of the river. Without the distraction of sight, it was almost possible to hear whispers in the water. Imagination? Perhaps. Or perhaps some remnant of the catastrophic sorcery that was rumoured to have carved this great channel through the mountains, when the Second Empire was at its height. When the will of Ossia could split the very bones of the land.

He felt himself kicked in the leg and jerked against the mast, eyes flying open. Standing over him, an amused smile on her face, was Lady Megwyn.

‘No lazing about on deck,’ she said. ‘Gives the crew ideas.’

‘Lady Megwyn,’ said Aren, unable to keep the tone of annoyance from his voice. That kick had hurt. ‘My apologies.’

‘Don’t apologise. Get up,’ she said, reaching down and hauling him to his feet.

She regarded him with a friendly scepticism as he arranged himself, trying to reassemble his pride. He felt like a naughty schoolchild caught daydreaming. Master Bilke used to humiliate him regularly for that.

‘So you’re the boy who stole the Ember Blade,’ she said.

‘You can’t steal what’s already yours,’ he replied. ‘And I’m a boy no longer.’

She laughed at that, a smutty cackle like she’d just heard a dirty joke. ‘Well spoken,’ she said. ‘Then it’s my turn to apologise. When you get to my age, you’ll wish you were mistaken for younger.’

Aren’s pique faded with the pain in his leg. She had a comfortably rough way about her, and she was warm and friendly and not afraid to mock herself. She wasn’t as old as she pretended – somewhere in her thirties, probably – though her face was so weather-beaten it was hard to tell for sure. She had the permanently grimy look of someone who lived outside, and kept a sabre at her hip.

‘Not what you think of when you think of a lady, am I?’ She grinned. Her teeth were slightly crooked, lending her smile a hint of chaos.

‘I think you’d like me to be shocked,’ Aren replied. ‘But I know Grub, so nothing shocks me now.’

‘Ha! The Skarl? I’ve seen him skulking about. Looks like he’s hiding from someone.’

‘He’s hiding from the other Skarl you have on your crew.’

‘Ah, and I thought Scur would appreciate the company.’

‘Grub’s an exile. His own people despise him.’

‘You’ll find that’s true of most of us here.’ Megwyn grinned. ‘Walk with me. I need to keep an eye on this lot or they’re apt to mutiny.’

They made their way along the deck, Megwyn barking orders and greetings while Aren trailed in her wake. The upper decks were crowded with sailors because the lower deck was crammed with Sards, packed in tight in the gloom: their forbidden cargo. Most of Megwyn’s people were rowing. Those that weren’t scrambled to find something to do once they saw their captain coming.

Aren’s ship was the foremost of three, low and long and bristling with oars, flying the horse and hart of High House Carador against a field of green and red. Flags and sails hung limp in the still air as they slid quietly through the channel, dwarfed by the towering walls to either side. Here, they were in shadow, but higher up the sun struck full against the flanks of the chasm and glittered there.

It was no earthquake that had split the mountains to join the rivers on either side. The Godsgorge had been melted. The stone must have run like liquid before setting again in fascinatingly alien forms, smooth and rounded, bulbous and rippled. Iridescent streaks and swirls, metallic gold and red and green, painted the grey mountains with feverish colour. Bizarre plants flourished in cracks and on ledges: orchids unlike any seen elsewhere; draggling vine curtains full of thorns and flowers; bloated pitcher plants that ate small birds.

Hard to imagine the power his people had once wielded, or the arrogance it must have taken to use it. Hard to imagine such days would ever come again. He wondered if he even wanted them to.

It’s a cycle. The urds crushed us, and they ruled the land and forged dark wonders. We overthrew them, and chased them howling into ignorance and ruin in their eastern wastelands. Then all of Thea admired and feared us. But our empire fell, and much of what we knew was lost, and now it’s Kroda’s turn to rise.

History painted the Second Empire as a time of wisdom – at least those histories Aren had heard – but he wondered if the peoples they’d dominated in Kedda, Zotha and elsewhere would tell the same story. Had the Ossians been any better than the urds before them, or the Krodans after? And even if they prevented the cataclysm the Krodans were threatening to bring about, when would it all end? What lengths might their successors go to in their thirst for the Fourth Empire?

Something had to change, something fundamental. Otherwise it would all happen again, and again, until there was no one left to fight.

Something had to change. He just couldn’t imagine what.

‘So what’s wrong with Haro?’ said Megwyn.

‘Haro?’ It took Aren a moment to realise she was talking about Harod, not the country of his birth. ‘Oh. What do you mean?’

‘He’s such a dour bastard now. I mean, he always did act like someone had jammed a poker up his arse, but under that, well … You knew there was something going on inside, put it that way. And that’s more than I can say for most of Harrow’s frosty little lordlings, or their canker-hearted spouses.’ She spat on the deck. ‘Is he still moping over that Sard woman? I’ve heard the songs. Rot me, they make it sound a tragedy worthy of Rinther.’

‘He’s grieving for Orica, yes,’ Aren said neutrally.

‘She can’t have been that spectacular.’

Aren wasn’t sure how to answer that. ‘She was, er, fairly spectacular.’

Megwyn grunted. ‘Well, even so. He needs to get over it. Poor sod looks dead inside. Probably doesn’t help that he hears her song everywhere he goes.’

‘He was the one that insisted we spread it. To keep her memory alive.’

She tutted and rolled her eyes. ‘Nine, he always was too bloody romantic for his own good.’

‘You knew him in Harrow?’

‘Knew him well. My family and his were always visiting when we were young. It wasn’t till I was older that I realised how it was.’

The sour note in her voice interested him. ‘How was it?’

‘Carador only became a High House because we got lucky. Found a seam of iron on our land that gave out enough to supply Harrow twice over. My grandfather was smart, managed to leverage the advantage before someone took it off us. But the other High Houses never accepted us. They’ve got hundreds of years behind them. Some of them can trace their history through the Fall and right back to the Second Empire, or so they say. We were the grubby upstarts who chanced our way to nobility.

‘Anyway,’ she went on, ‘Haro’s father suffered us because he needed our iron, and they were our closest trading partners. So we would always be at his court, while my father begged favours and everyone pretended to like one another.’

‘So you and Haro … er, Harod were friends?’

‘In a way. He always wanted to be off on his own, and I wouldn’t leave him alone. Felt sorry for him, all moon-faced and swooning inside.’ She cackled. ‘Can’t help it, I’m a pest.’

‘I can imagine how happy he was about that,’ said Aren.

‘Ah, but he always came out of his shell in the end.’ She nudged him. ‘Looks like someone doesn’t enjoy being on the water.’

Aren followed her gaze to another ship, which was trailing behind them and to starboard. Fen was leaning over the gunwale, emptying her guts into the river. He felt his mood darken at the sight. Edéan lay dead in the hold and she’d taken a different vessel.

‘Cheer up!’ Megwyn hollered at her. ‘We’ll be in Coldhaven by morning!’

Fen looked up and met Aren’s cold stare across the water.

And when we get there, we’re going to have words, Aren silently promised her.

He fancied he saw fear on her face before her stomach cramped again and she heaved the rest of its contents over the side.
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Grub sat in the dark of the hold, beneath the stairs. His eye was fixed on the open hatch above, entranced by the shifting colours that shone down onto his face. Lured by them.

Lights were dancing outside the ship.

The hold was low and dim, crossed with slanted beams and packed with crates and barrels. The Sards had fitted themselves in wherever they could. The heat of their bodies made the air stuffy, and the sound of racking coughs was a background tattoo, punctuating the night-time whispers. Most were asleep now, but Grub watched people – young men, mostly – moving from group to group with a purpose. He didn’t know what they were saying, although he noticed a certain urgency to their conversation. It was all vaguely suspicious, but he was too consumed with his own misery to puzzle at it.

He’d been under the stairs all day, bored and angry. It was the Skarl’s fault, of course. The other Skarl. Grub had spotted him earlier, loafing on the shore, but he’d lost track of him afterwards. Sheer bad luck that they ended up on the same ship. Grub had entertained himself with fantasies of bumping him overboard, or confronting him and overturning his insults with wit. The first was improbable, the second fantastical. Instead, he sulked, unable to admit why he was really hiding away.

He just didn’t want to be hated. It wasn’t much to ask.

The Sards left him alone, at least. They were a people that kept to themselves, and that was fine with him. With nothing else to occupy his mind, he’d fallen to brooding, and his thoughts had gone back to that dark place he’d visited often since he nearly drowned beneath Hammerholt. The dreadful erasure that waited for him on the other side of death.

He counted the times he’d nearly lost his life in the last few days. He’d almost had his face eaten by pigs. He’d come close to meeting some kind of abyssal horror, like the one they’d encountered back in Skavengard. He’d almost had his face eaten by pigs again. And after that, he ended up fighting in exactly the kind of battle he liked to avoid: one in which the odds were against him, where a random sword-thrust might have put paid to him in an instant.

He’d risked his neck over and over, and what had he got to show for it? Here he was, skulking and ashamed in the dark, as far from a hero as it was possible to be.

Everyone had heard of Tonsils and her stupid song. Bowlhead, too, because people loved a tragedy. Bossychops had become the leader of the Dawnwardens. Mudslug was the chosen one or something, and Painted Lady went around telling everyone about him. Even Dumbface, who everyone thought was dead, was more famous than he was.

What was he supposed to do? Where was his story?

He scowled to himself. The light from above shimmered and swam, striping his tattooed face through the slats. It called to him; he didn’t know why.

Well, it was about time he stretched his legs anyway.

He extracted himself stiffly from his hiding place and ventured up the stairs, following the light. He emerged through a hatch onto the deck, and there he stood and stared, looking upwards, amazed.

The ships were still in the Godsgorge, carried along by the river’s flow, steered by a skeleton crew while the rest slept under the stars. Towering walls of liquified stone rose to either side of them, patterned with bulges and whorls, and the night air was cool and tingled on the skin, charged with unknown energy. Overhead was a wide strip of sky, where the Sisters had gathered close to peer into the gorge. Small, pearly Lyssa hung before her fuming, gigantic twin like a child hiding in the crook of a parent’s arm.

The sky ran with colours. They swarmed and swam, soft blue-greens and purples that surged in waves, rippled and switched. Up there, the night was racing with light.

‘Rabbit-hider,’ said a voice from beside him. ‘You’ve emerged from your burrow.’

He started. It was so long since he’d heard his native tongue that it took a moment for him to assemble the words into sense. There was the Skarl he’d been avoiding all day, sitting on a rowing bench with his back against the gunwale, gourd in hand. He was small and narrow and bald, with a rat-like look to him. His face wasn’t much marked; a crescent of tattoos followed his jawline and cheek on one side. No grand hero, then, for the face was reserved for great triumphs. Below his eye were the glyphs denoting his name and lineage in Tombtongue, which all Skarls were given at birth. Icons and angular script crawled over his hands and fingers, but whatever other stories he had were covered by his clothes.

Grub took all this in at a glance. It was Skarl instinct to read a fellow Skarl in an instant, to assess their stature and judge them accordingly. In the same way, his fellow Skarls read him, saw the black stripe of exile across his eyes, his true name erased beneath it. They despised him on sight.

‘Heart-weary am I of being spat upon,’ said Grub. ‘Take aim, and we’ll draw blades.’

‘I’ll not spit on you, khannaqut,’ Scur replied. He reached over and slapped a bench. ‘Drink beside me. I’ve uqqret to share.’

Grub watched him suspiciously, suspecting a trick. Of all things, he’d never expected friendship from one of his countrymen.

‘Your shame-mark troubles me none, blizzard-brother. Sit, and I’ll tell you why.’ Scur shook his gourd, so Grub could hear the liquor sloshing within.

It was the uqqret that overcame his reluctance. Witch-tear rum, they called it elsewhere. Fine liquor, out of reach of all but the wealthy and well honoured: the sugar needed to brew it made for an expensive import. He’d tasted it only a few times in his life, the flavour of sour berries and bitter herbs soaked in golden sweetness, scorching down the gullet like magma. It had always been stolen. Every time but the first.

As a young orphan, he’d often crept into longhalls to warm himself by the firepit and listen to the skalds. Sometimes there were heroes present, men and women who were more ink than skin, sitting at the best tables. One time, he’d been thawing his bones when the door was thrown open and in strode a short, stout woman, tattooed head to toe. Her name was Anuaqqa, and she was famed throughout Skara Thun: the most renowned explorer of the age, and the first Skarl ever to be accepted into the Delvers. She’d roamed the maddening wastes of Bosk and brought back riches from the courts of the Scarab Kings; she was one of the rare foreigners permitted to visit the secretive land of Shang, to which the world’s greatest scholars went and never returned. She’d sailed into the fogs of Broga Frea and made landfall there, but even she hadn’t dared to stay long. The tales she brought back were those of spectral mists that fed on colour, spindly towering shadows that stalked the hazy distance, the crooning calls of dead things that drew her crew away from the camp, to be found later, clumsily reassembled.

On this day, she’d returned in triumph from a voyage to Caragua, where she’d spoken to the Incarna herself. The very sight of her drew a roar of joyous victory from the room. The young Grub watched in awe as she took her place at the head of the best table, adored and respected by all. Her first words were to call for uqqret for everyone, and the cheer at that was even louder. Grub got a whole cup to himself.

He drank with his eyes on Anuaqqa and thought: That is how it is, to be a hero.

‘Well enough, blizzard-brother,’ he said carefully, gaze fixed on Scur’s gourd. ‘I’ll be seated.’ He settled himself on the next rowing-bench and put his back to the gunwale as Scur had. Scur passed him the gourd, and he drank. An explosion of memories were triggered by the first touch of it on his tongue. The chill, lamplit tunnels of Karaqqa; the heat and bustle of the undermarkets; the smell of sweat and fur, the killing cold and the blessed fire. He let his head fall back against the wood and looked up at the flowing colours above the gorge.

‘It puts you in the mind of home, does it not?’ said Scur. ‘The night-river shone bright over the high plateaus.’

Suddenly Grub understood why the light had called him so. It was the memory of the aurora, the falling curtains of green and blue that blew slowly in the dark above Karaqqa when the sky was clear. On summer nights, when it was possible to bear the cold, he’d wandered the boulevards between the towering tombs of the necropolis and watched them. Between that, and the taste of the uqqret and the sound of his mother tongue in his ear, he felt a sudden keen pang for the land that had rejected him.

‘You are firstborn?’ Scur asked.

Grub nodded.

‘You are to be envied. My elder sister was sent to travel the lands of long sun, and there she earned many stories. For me there was no Scattering. Trapped in our small domain, my lot assigned by birth order.’ He sniffed. ‘It may be that was why I became such an insufferable bastard.’

‘Your sister was a hero?’ Grub’s interest was briefly piqued.

‘A tutor. She roamed Far-land teaching our sagas, our tongue and customs to the gold-swollen.’

Grub snorted. ‘That is not a hero.’

‘You’re mistaken there. She brought glory to the mother-country. And to the Black Triad, which is more. There are many roads to honour besides the blade.’

Grub frowned at that. It had never really occurred to him that you could be heroic without killing people. Even after thinking about it for a while, it still didn’t feel right.

But then, it didn’t matter what he thought. It only mattered what the Sombre Men thought. Only they could judge him worthy of redemption in the Bone God’s eyes. Only they could undo his exile.

Scur held out a hand to Grub, who’d already taken more swigs from the gourd than was decent. ‘Pass it,’ he said. Grub reluctantly did so.

‘I was a varanth-herder,’ said Scur. He paused to take a drink. Grub wasn’t sure if it was the memories or the liquor-burn that made him scrunch his face up. ‘Summer on the plateaus, scoured by the wind. Winter on the plains where the night never ended. Shivering on guard, looking out for snow-wargs and snagglecats. Have you ever seen a snagglecat?’

Grub shrugged a negative.

‘Scarce anyone has. They dig themselves into snowdrifts and spring when prey is close. Fast as death and near invisible in a blizzard.’ He swigged again and passed the gourd back. Grub resisted the urge to snatch, dimly remembering old niceties from a lifetime ago. It was permissible for Skarls to be vile and inconsiderate to foreigners, but not to each other. ‘Not many reach their dusk-years herding varanth. It’s a cold, hard life, especially for a sixthborn runt like me.’

‘Sixthborn?’ Even three in a family was a rarity in Skara Thun. They didn’t breed easily, not like those in the south.

‘It’s truth. Mother made seven in the end, though the last finished her off. The stonesingers came to her grave-time, and they cut her tale into an obelisk. She was honoured as if she’d slaughtered fifty ogren.’

Grub was confused. Only firstborns had the right to leave Skara Thun. Anyone else had to get special permission from the Tharl, with priority always given to the eldest. For a sixthborn, that would be near impossible. ‘Then how is it you came to the Near-land?’

Scur grinned. ‘Because I’m an exile, as you are.’

Grub stared, shocked. There was no sign he was exiled, and therefore it couldn’t possibly be true. But Skarls didn’t lie to one another. To everyone else, yes, but not to other Skarls.

‘A small group we were, the varanth-herders. We dwelled in outposts and camps, tight-to, summer and winter. But many despised me, for my strength and bulk were not equal to theirs. I could not walk so far, work so long, nor handle the beasts as they could.

‘One would torment me every day. His name was Qurat. He would set upon me, belittle me in the company of others, throw me in varanth dung. A shame-giver. Tight-to as we were, I could not avoid him. For many years, I took this misery as my life-lot.’

Grub was barely listening. How could he be an exile, yet be unmarked? Had he been redeemed? He wanted to ask, but Skarls lived and died for their stories, and it was a serious matter to interrupt a tale once it had begun. He took a drink and managed to keep his mouth shut.

‘Then I met Jekanni. She was the daughter of another herder, and joined us when he did. No herder was she, but she cooked and cleaned and saw to the camp. None were so honey-sweet and mother-kind, especially to me, who had not known tenderness. Heart-vines grew between us – or so I thought.’ He darkened. ‘But Qurat saw this, and my suffering was meat and mead to him. He was determined to destroy even that small happiness.’

Spurred by a rare spark of empathy, Grub passed back the gourd, though not before taking another swig to keep him going. He sensed that Scur needed it.

‘At first, Qurat made it his business to shame me in front of Jekanni. My fury was great at this, for in her eye-mirror such shame was hard to endure; but she would berate Qurat and comfort me, and he saw there was no profit in it. So he resolved to gouge deeper.

‘It was the night of Magoth’s Cleave. The cold-void pressed close, the varanth were hunkered down, and there was drinking around the hearth, and rare merriment. Jekanni had been absent awhile, so I set out to look for her, to bring her back to the fire. I found her in the bunks.’ Hatred curdled his voice. ‘With him.’

Grub leered at the thought of sex. Scur was too wrapped in his memories to notice. He was impish in his fury, his narrow face scrunched up and sour.

‘Oh, she cried out when she saw me there, and later came to me puddle-eyed and grieving. Said it had meant nothing, that she was sorry, the drink-fog had been on her. But the heart-vines had been severed. All her kindness was nothing but pity for the runt. For all she’d scowled at the bully, she let him between her legs. It was as good as lying.’

Grub nodded sagely. Women were strange and unfamiliar to him, but he knew what lying meant to a Skarl. ‘What then?’ he asked, holding out his hand and wiggling his fingers until Scur put the gourd in it.

‘Nothing for several sun-turnings. Qurat smirked at me when he saw me; Jekanni avoided my eyes. When next the weather was fine, we drove the herds out to the pastures. On the way, some were lost, and I went with Qurat to find them. When we were there, alone in the snows, he took to reminiscing on the details of his encounter with Jukanni. So I put my ice pick in his eye.’

‘Good,’ grunted Grub. Scur gave him a suspicious look, waiting for judgement or scorn: the habitual reflex of the exile. Seeing that Grub didn’t care, he nodded in satisfaction and went on.

‘I said he fell in a canyon, his body swept off in the meltwater. But one of the herders did not believe. He searched, and did not stop till he found blood. Then they all searched, and found the body.’ He shrugged. ‘So it was. They took me to the Sombre Men. I tried to lie, but the eyeless see all. It is a grave thing, they said, to kill another Skarl. Graver still when he is your elder brother.’

‘To my ears, he deserved the empty sleep,’ Grub commiserated, wishing he’d hurry along with his story. Scur hadn’t got to the important part yet.

‘The skin-scribes didn’t see it so. They marked me, as they marked you. And they sent me away to this Near-land, where we are all distrusted.’

‘But where is your shame-mark?’ Grub asked.

Scur gave him a sly look. ‘It was taken away.’

Grub’s mouth went dry. He took a long swig of uqqret, questions and possibilities pinwheeling in his brain. In the end, he just gasped: ‘How?’

Scur cackled. ‘There’s another tale. So listen close, and I’ll tell you. But first … will you pass that damned gourd?’
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The rains had found them again by the time they put in at Coldhaven. Aren could hear them drumming on the deck as he hunted through the shadows, lantern in hand. The crew’s quarters were all but deserted. Most were out on the dock, helping to unload; the rest had scattered into the city, eager to maximise their shore leave. But there was a pair of cabins at the stern end, beyond the tangle of hammocks, and there was light leaking from behind one of those doors. He went to it and knocked.

‘Come in, Aren,’ said Fen, from the other side.

He found her sitting on a bunk, whittling by the glow of a lantern overhead. She didn’t look up as he entered, her concentration fixed on the tiny wooden bird that was taking shape in her hand. A lock of red hair had escaped her ponytail and hung over her face. For some reason, Aren found that little touch of disorder unbearably poignant. What had happened to the two of them?

‘How did you know it was me?’ he asked.

‘I’d know your footfall anywhere. Besides, who else would it be? No surprise you’d come looking first chance you got.’

She sounded hostile. He’d expected nothing less. He made an effort not to rise to it.

‘You’ve been avoiding me,’ he said.

‘You were busy with Cade. And Kenda.’

‘And now you’re avoiding the issue.’

‘And what is the issue?’ she asked, sounding tired. She still hadn’t looked up at him.

‘Edéan is dead.’

‘I knew that.’

‘Did you? I wasn’t sure you’d noticed.’

Angry silence was her response.

‘He was asking for you, at the end. He died in a foreign land, not knowing if his family were alive or dead, and you were all he had.’ Aren felt a quiet fury of his own at that. ‘He needed you.’

‘I never asked to be needed,’ Fen replied, and there was something in the way she said it that appalled him. He could hardly believe she’d be so dismissive.

‘Don’t you care at all?’ he demanded.

Fen tossed the bird and the knife onto the bed. ‘Why should I?’ she cried. ‘He’s dead and gone, and there’s nothing more to it! What do you want from me? Tears? Is that what I have to do to make you feel better?’

Aren was shocked by her callousness. It felt like monstrous cruelty to be so unfeeling, not only to Edéan, but to Aren himself. She’d chosen the Fellman, stabbing Aren in the heart by the by, and it hadn’t meant a thing to her. Aren’s pain hadn’t meant a thing.

‘I see what’s in your eyes,’ said Fen. Her tone was spiteful, pitched to wound. ‘You think I should have been in love with him. Well, my parents were in love, the way they love in the stories. Perfect, adoring love, and happier than anyone I ever knew. Except Ma died, and I got what was left: a walking corpse who stayed on his feet just long enough to teach me the ways of the world, before hurrying to join her. So don’t you come here to lecture me about love. I’ve seen it, and I don’t want it.’

The scorn in her voice repelled him. He’d come here seeking satisfaction for what happened to Edéan, and she’d shamed him instead. But the only words that came to his lips in that moment were: ‘You’re lying.’

Fen snorted. ‘Well, I’m sure you know best, Aren. You always do. Are we finished?’

Aren stood there for a long moment, his pulse pounding at his throat, forcing down the desire to say something that would wreck their friendship for ever. ‘I promised to take his body back to his village,’ he said at last. ‘You should come, too. Lover or not, you owe him that.’

Fen said nothing. Aren left.

The rain on the docks was a balm to Aren, and he stood at the foot of the gangplank with his face upturned, letting it soothe the heat of humiliation. The dawning day was gloomy and chill with the breath of autumn. Masts rose around him like a bare forest, and stevedores hauled cargo across the glistening flagstones. Terraces overlooked the docks, the stern buildings of Harrow, orderly and upright.

The River Cassin had been the border between Harrow and Ossia for centuries. Coldhaven had grown up on both sides. Once there’d been a bridge, but bad weather and bad workmanship had caused it to collapse and now only stumps remained, a mute reminder of the inferiority of modern stonework. Other bridges built a thousand years earlier were still standing.

Megwyn had moored her ships on the Harrow side, and now a steady stream of Sards were disembarking. They went cloaked and hooded towards a nearby warehouse, where Yarin had arranged temporary lodgings until their arrival could be registered with the appropriate officials. After that they’d be moved to whatever destination he had in mind. Having gone to all this trouble to see his people rescued, Aren had no doubt Yarin would see them cared for, too. His influence and reach appeared limitless.

He looked across the river, to the Ossian side where Krodan law held sway. It seemed bold indeed to unload hundreds of Sards within sight of the Krodans, even if they were covered up. But the Harrish were wary of Krodan ambition, and without an alliance to secure their border they regarded them as closer to enemies than friends. The Krodans would no doubt learn of it, for there were spies on both sides, but they could do nothing about it.

Cade mooched up to him, buried inside a heavy coat, blond hair plastered to his head. ‘You reckon they’ll be alright?’

‘Eifann told me something once. You remember him, from Suller’s Bluff? The boy everyone thought was a ghost? He’d lived in that prison camp for years, in all weathers, right under the noses of the guards. “Sards are hard to kill.” That’s what he told me.’

‘Aye, but the Krodans are having a pretty good crack at it,’ Cade said.

Aren put a hand on his shoulder. ‘She’s going to be fine,’ he said, for he knew Cade was thinking about one Sard in particular: the little girl he’d carried across the mountains. ‘They look after their own.’ In truth, Sards were not particularly loved in Harrow, but they were not oppressed either, and that was the best a Sard could hope for in these times.

He felt the tension beneath his palm. Something had been bothering Cade ever since Wittermere. He guessed it was righteous anger at the enemy, after the horrors they’d seen there. What else could it be?

‘I hear you’re taking Edéan back to the Reaches.’

‘Yes. I promised.’

Cade rolled his eyes. ‘You and your promises.’

‘Are you coming?’

‘Hmm. Nice safe boat trip back to the south, or perilous cross-country slog hauling a steadily decaying corpse?’ He made an imaginary scales of his hands and weighed up the options. ‘No contest, really.’

‘I was hoping you’d say that. Not sure I could pull his weight on my own.’

‘You know you’ve done nothing but get me into strife from the moment I found you?’

Aren grinned. ‘Just like old times.’ He spotted Stivan through the rain, standing under an awning on the edge of the dock. He was speaking with Megwyn, Yarin, Kenda, Harod and a Sard he didn’t know. ‘Come on, let’s see what’s up.’

When they reached the group, Yarin and Megwyn were just finishing up the details of Megwyn’s payment. Kenda gave Aren an irritated look as he arrived.

‘Stivan tells me you’re doing something stupid,’ she said to Aren.

‘That doesn’t narrow the options down much,’ Cade quipped.

‘I’m taking Edéan back to his people,’ said Aren, unfazed by her scorn. ‘Want to come?’

Kenda made a noise of disgust and glared at Stivan. ‘I have other business,’ she said pointedly, then turned up the collar of her coat and headed out into the rain. Aren watched her go, wondering what he’d said wrong.

‘Let me translate,’ said Stivan, seeing the confusion on his face. ‘She’d like to go with you, but she can’t.’

Aren was surprised at both parts of that statement. ‘Why not?’

‘Because I need someone to lead the Greycloaks while I’m in the Reaches.’

‘You’re coming?’

‘How else are you going to find your way? I know the Reaches well, and I wish to see the state of things in the north after Hallow Cove. So I will go with you, if you’ll have me. I will see you safe to your destination.’

Aren’s gaze went to Kenda, who was stalking off towards the warehouse where the Sards were being led. He knew who he’d rather have along. ‘Of course. You’d be welcome.’

‘Then here’s what I propose,’ Stivan said. ‘I will accompany you to the Reaches. In the meantime, the Greycloaks and Oathbreakers will travel south by ship, where we will meet with the remainder of the Dawnwardens and offer our services there.’

Aren looked at Megwyn. ‘Lady Megwyn?’

‘Three ships, and six hundred fighting men and women,’ said Megwyn. ‘Yours for as long as my honourable friend keeps paying.’ She cocked a thumb at Yarin and winked.

Aren, taken aback, looked to Yarin for confirmation.

‘You rescued me, and more, you rescued my people,’ said Yarin. ‘We are on the same side now, for we have the same enemy. I promise you will find me a most useful ally.’

‘It is not only Yarin who owes you a debt,’ said the Sard who stood with them. Even starved, he was stocky and squarely built. There were untidy mutton-chop whiskers on his cheeks, and a heavy brow overhung deep-set eyes, hollowed by deprivation. His lambent green irises shone fierce and bright in the shadow. ‘I am Balaca. There are those of us who cannot stay here in Harrow. We will find no peace while the enemy rules the land of our birth. Some mean to bear witness to the truth of what the Krodans have done, in hope of rousing allies against them. Some seek ways to free our brothers and sisters in other camps. Others, such as I, would raise swords with you.’

‘You would go back to Ossia? After all that has happened?’

‘It is our land, and we know no other. We will see vengeance wrought upon our persecutors. Will you let us fight alongside you?’

Aren hardly knew what to say to that. The turn of fortune was too sudden. Only weeks ago, the Dawnwardens’ hopes had been dashed at Hallow Cove, the north was crushed and the revolution had felt further away than ever before. Now he’d be sending a small army back to Mara, and Yarin with them. Yarin’s cunning and connections, married with Mara’s formidable intelligence, would be a great boon to the cause, and Megwyn’s troops gave them an organised force large enough to do real damage.

‘I will guide the ships, if you agree,’ Harod offered. ‘I would come with you, but one of us must go with the Greycloaks, and I fear … the journey would tax me overmuch.’

‘You?’ Megwyn crowed. ‘Too tired to take a walk through the Reaches? Go on, stonebones, they’ll need your sword.’

Harod did his best to suppress his indignation, but Aren saw the little twitches of his jaw.

‘Lady Megwyn, the wound I suffered at the dreadknight’s hand has been causing me some discomf—’

‘You fought another dreadknight?’ Megwyn interrupted. ‘Wasn’t Sorrow enough?’

‘Is there anyone else in Embria who’s taken on two dreadknights and lived?’ Aren wondered aloud, because Harod needed any positivity he could get these days.

‘Well, I mean, Vika has,’ said Cade, unhelpfully.

‘Anyone else?’

‘If I may?’ Harod said in strangled tones of barely suppressed annoyance.

‘Go ahead, Haro. No one’s stopping you.’ Megwyn grinned at him innocently, showing her overlapping front teeth.

Harod took a moment to compose himself. ‘I will guide the Greycloaks, these valiant Sards and Lady Megwyn’s company to a place where Mara can meet us. She will be the judge of who will join us at our stronghold and who will not. As I’m sure you understand, we are still in hiding, and secrecy is paramount.’

‘Rot me! So you don’t trust my dishonourable band of scoundrels?’ Megwyn asked, more because she liked to needle him than because she actually cared.

‘Your loyalty can be bought for coin. Only the richest man alive could afford to trust it.’

‘Ouch,’ said Megwyn, feigning a wound. ‘Does it hurt falling off that high horse of yours?’

‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Harod. ‘I haven’t yet.’

‘Oh, Haro. So noble, you’d drink your own bathwater.’

‘Bathwater is something you might avail yourself of once in a while, my lady,’ said Harod, and Aren was shocked to see a smile touch the edge of his mouth as he scored the hit.

Megwyn whooped and clapped her hands. ‘There’s the boy I know!’ she cried. ‘I wondered where you’d gone. Alright, Sar Harod, you win. If we’re not good enough for the Dawnwardens, it’s no matter to me. We get paid either way.’

Aren couldn’t suppress a smile of his own. Harod usually choked and suffered in silence when he was mocked. It wasn’t often he fought back. Aren had caught a glimpse of how they must have been when they were young, and it was the first sign of life he’d seen Harod show for years.

‘Well, now the details are dealt with,’ said Aren, turning to Balaca and holding out a hand, ‘the Dawnwardens would be honoured to have you fight with us.’

‘Not the Dawnwardens, Sardfriend,’ said Balaca. ‘We fight with you.’

Aren felt that sink in: the gravity of it, the responsibility, the honour. Sards rarely associated with any but their own kind, let alone swore alliance. It wasn’t the cause they were swearing themselves to. It was Aren.

He nodded his understanding, and they clasped forearms in an Ossian grip, a warrior’s grip, eyes and arms locked. Aren had always felt awkward doing so before, a boy playing at being a man. Not this time. This time, it felt right.

They dispersed from beneath the awning, each to their own matters. Stivan suggested that Aren talk to the quartermaster to procure supplies for their trip, so he headed out into the rain to find him, with Cade tagging along.

‘You, me and Stivan,’ said Cade. ‘Terrain ain’t going to be easy. Seems like we’ll need more bodies if we’re going to carry, erm, a body. Is Fen coming?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Aren, in a tone that discouraged further questioning. Cade took the hint for once.

‘What about Grub? Can’t imagine we’d be free of him for the whole journey. We ain’t often that lucky.’

‘One day you’re going to have to stop pretending you don’t like him.’

‘You think I’m pretending?’

‘Where is he, anyway? I haven’t seen him since we docked.’

‘That is strange, actually,’ said Cade. ‘Normally you can’t scrape him off. Well, no doubt he’s up to something.’

‘Yes,’ said Aren, suspicion growing in his mind. ‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’
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‘I could’ve sworn he came down here,’ said the squarehead, holding up a lantern and squinting through the rain at the empty alley.

‘Behind the crates,’ said the other, sword drawn and ready.

They advanced into the narrow passage. Buildings rose up on three sides, mismatched and higgledy-piggledy, showing grimy windows and rotting panes. Rain spluttered from the overhanging eaves, splashing on the cobbles. Mouldy food and old rags had found their way into the corners. Rats flowed along the gutters.

‘Come out, Skarl,’ the first one said. ‘Nothing to fear if you’ve done nothing wrong. We just want to see your permit.’

There was no response. One of the guards lunged around the side of the crates, ready to strike, and found nothing there. He looked about half-heartedly, then shrugged at his companion.

‘He isn’t here.’

‘I saw him, by the Light!’

‘Then you should report yourself for an eye test.’

The other snorted at that. ‘My eyes are fine. He was a Skarl, shaven head, half his face tattooed, black stripe across his eyes. Matches the description. Hey, think of the promotion we’d get if we caught a Dawnwarden!’

His companion grunted in amusement. ‘We’d be heroes in the motherland. No more tramping through the slums in this chilly northern backwater. A nice post with a desk, a fire to warm our feet in winter.’

‘No more polishing armour.’

‘We’d buy cabins near the same lake, and our children would play there together. We’d grow old and fat, and drink too much wine on summer evenings, watching the sun go down over the water.’

They chuckled at the thought. ‘It’s a good dream. But there’s no Skarl here. The night’s playing tricks on you.’

‘Ah, well. No matter. Diligence, temperance, dominance. Back to our duties.’

They headed off into the city, cheerier than they had a right to be on such a miserable night. That was Grub’s opinion, anyway. Still, at least he didn’t have to murder them.

He dislodged himself from his hiding place in the eaves and spidered his way down the wall. Once he was back on the ground, he closed off each nostril in turn and blew a pug of snot to clear it. Thus relieved, he took a deep breath of rancid air and headed back out into the slums.

Away from the river, where the Krodans kept things orderly, the southern half of Coldhaven was sliding into dilapidation. Streets were turning to mud. Houses leaned dangerously, plaster flaking in scabrous patches and sills broken by the years. Ossian cities were chaotic at the best of times, their architects lacking the discipline of their neighbours to the north and east, but some quarters of Coldhaven had suffered over three decades of neglect.

Not the side that faced Harrow, though. The squareheads made sure to keep up appearances there. But as Grub knew well, the underbelly was where you found the best meat.

A Needler. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it himself. It was so obvious. A skin-scribe in exile was still a skin-scribe. And what one could inflict, another could remove.

That was what Scur had done. He’d gone to a Needler. A Needler in this very city, in fact. And they’d removed the mark of his shame.

‘Hearken to me, blizzard-brother,’ the Skarl had said to him last night, under the shimmering sky of the Godsgorge. ‘The Bone God cares nothing for what lies inside. Meat and muscle and brain are merely the means to the end, and the end is what we write on our skin. We are tales for his tome-hoard, nothing more.’

‘But he will know if the tales are false,’ Grub had argued.

‘Have you ever heard a good tale, yet doubted the truth of it? Did you care?’

Grub grinned and shook his head.

Scur shrugged. ‘Nor does Urgotha. If he likes your tale, you will go into his tome-hoard. If you are in his tome-hoard—’

‘You are not Forgotten,’ Grub breathed.

‘Now you ken it,’ said Scur. ‘All you need do is remove the shame-mark that hides your name. Then all the deeds written on your skin are yours.’ He cackled and swigged the last of the uqqret as he eyed Grub’s tattoos. ‘Even if some of them do seem a little unlikely.’

Grub hadn’t slept that night. As soon as their ships put in at Coldhaven he was away, slipping off unnoticed. At the docks were dozens of rowboats that ferried passengers from one shore to the other in lieu of the fallen bridge. He took one across, his hood up to conceal his tattooed face. In the rain, no one thought a hooded man suspicious. There were Krodan soldiers on the far side, keeping a watchful eye on the traffic. Grub avoided them, melting away into the busy docks with the practised ease of one who’d spent their life avoiding authority’s gaze.

He wasn’t the only one trying to stay out of sight. There was a frightened, tense atmosphere on this side of the river, obvious enough that even Grub noticed it. The people were cowed. Ossians went about their business quickly, shoulders hunched, doing their best to be invisible. Even the Krodans seemed weighed down by it, infected by the fear of their neighbours. Smiles were scarce, and nobody met his eye.

Up the slope of the riverbank, visible from the docks, he’d seen a row of bodies hanging by their necks in a cobbled square. Dissenters, petty criminals, or simply unfortunates who’d fallen afoul of the tangle of new and progressively restrictive rules that the Krodans kept adding to every month.

Grub doesn’t like this, he’d thought, and he was surprised to find he was angry about it. Over time, Ossia had begun to feel more like home than the country of his birth. It had certainly treated him better than Skara Thun ever had. Even under occupation, its people had been more sunny and carefree than his own, and he’d got used to that. Seeing them ground down under this brutal new regime annoyed him.

There were more pressing matters at hand, however, so he’d put it from his mind. He’d made his way into the slums, but even with Scur’s directions it was hard to navigate the maze of narrow throughways and plazas and he got thoroughly lost. Once the curfew bell rang and the streets emptied of Ossians, it was impossible to blend in any more. That was when he’d almost got caught.

Careful. Grub must be careful, he told himself.

His stomach jumped with nerves as he searched the rainswept alleys, alert for any more Krodan patrols. Excitement had made him sloppy once already. Getting killed now would be too cruel. He wouldn’t die Unremembered, not when he was so close to saving himself.

At last he saw the street he was searching for, its name set on a metal plaque fixed to a wall. Esskin II. One of the first things the Krodans had done after the invasion was to put names on every street, something the Ossians had never bothered with beyond the main thoroughfares. They named them after Krodan Emperors, thinkers and luminaries. The Ossians shrugged it off at the time – after all, what did the name of things matter? – but it used to annoy Mudslug.

‘That’s how they write us out of history,’ he’d say. ‘A little piece at a time, so small you hardly even notice, not enough to make a fuss about. Until one day you don’t recognise the things your parents found important any more. You’re not even speaking their language.’

Mudslug said a lot of stuff like that. Grub didn’t really get it.

The door he was searching for was daubed with a sign. To Ossians and Krodans alike it must have looked like graffiti, but to Grub it was jarringly familiar – the forked mark of the Black Triad. It was part of a sagging row of tenements where lamplight leaked through weatherworn shutters and the sounds of muffled argument could be heard. He slipped beneath the dripping overhang and knocked.

The door was wrenched open instantly by a shaven-headed Skarl, gaunt to the point of emaciation, clad in mangy furs. His eyes were manic and bright within the black cross painted on his face, ear to ear and chin to hairline. That terrible mark was the first thing Grub noticed, and he was momentarily revolted before he remembered that he wore a similar mark across his own eyes. Even as an exile himself, the lessons of his people went deep.

The Needler relaxed at the sight of Grub, his lips parting in a gummy smile, stumps of teeth browned with neglect. ‘Khannaqut,’ he said, stretching the word out languorously, as if the sound of it was deliciously seductive. Then his expression turned fearful, and he peered over Grub’s shoulder, head bobbing this way and that as if searching for enemies. ‘Inside!’ he hissed, and pulled Grub over the threshold before securing the door behind him.

The interior was cold and gloomy and smelled of mould. The Needler’s meagre furniture and belongings were in disarray, mostly gathered in the centre of the room to make space. The walls had once been limewashed but were now covered in a dizzying volume of text, scrawled in black paint by a frenzied hand. It was all written in Tombtongue, the sacred language of the Black Triad, the Bone God’s librarians in the frozen north. An autobiography, by the looks of it, though composed in a hysterical style far removed from the sober epitaphs the stonesingers etched on the sides of their mausoleums.

‘A blizzard-brother in need!’ the Needler crowed, stalking restlessly around the room. His gaze roamed Grub’s face, reading his tattoos. ‘Yes, yes! That is quite a tale you have to tell. Queeqay’s work, isn’t it? I recognise his shape-craft. Not many would, but a skin-scribe knows.’

Grub didn’t know who Queeqay was, though he assumed it was the Needler that had inked him. Grub had spent most of the process in a narcotic haze, near-unconscious. He had only vague memories of the obese Skarl leaning over him, painstakingly transcribing the tale from the screen of human skin stretched out on a frame nearby. The skin Grub had stolen, long ago. The crime he was here to expunge.

‘The mark,’ Grub said. ‘Grub want it gone.’ He asked in Ossian because he couldn’t do it in Skarl. The tongue of his homeland felt too intimate to use here. A foreign language put distance between him and his shame. ‘How much?’

But the Needler seemed hardly to hear him. ‘Poor Queeqay,’ he muttered, pacing about, touching his face all over with his fingertips. He stopped, crossed his arms and held his elbows as if to keep himself from jittering. It only served to make him tap his feet instead. ‘Life is poor and strict in the Black Triad, and he had a hunger-hole too deep to support it. They exiled him for stealing food. A morsel of food! A week shy of his initiation!’ He tittered, a desperate, breathless sound. ‘He’s happier now. Feast-fat and smiling.’

Yes, Grub remembered now. Queeqay had been marked with a vertical stripe over one eye – the mark of a simple thief. The cross on this Needler’s face declared him an adulterer. Both would have been hanging offences for commoners, but those in the Black Triad were held to higher standards, and exile was considered worse. Death at least was quick.

‘How much?’ Grub said again, more forcefully.

‘Here, I ken the answer!’ said the Needler, suddenly. ‘A trade! I will wipe away your crime, if you –’ he traced the cross on his face with his finger ‘– will wipe away mine.’

Grub didn’t take his meaning. The Needler laughed explosively at the confusion on his face, a jester’s shriek. ‘Ah, would that you could! A skin-scribe’s marks will never fade. No will of man can remove them! The Bone God’s gift is our curse. We inscribe, but we cannot be inscribed. The power inside us resists. And so we must seek other ways to be remembered.’ He gestured at the walls, covered in scrawl. ‘Do you see, blizzard-brother?’

Grub grunted neutrally. He’d spent enough time in dens like this to know an addict when he saw one. The mines at Suller’s Bluff had been full of them. ‘Grub can get you a plug of ragweed?’ he offered.

The Needler laughed again, writhing in place as if tormented by tickling ants. Then he stopped, switching from mad mockery to deadly earnest in the space of a heartbeat.

‘Three plugs,’ he said. ‘And something to eat. Something good!’

Another grunt from Grub, this time in agreement.

‘Fetch me that and I’ll save you, blizzard-brother,’ he leered. ‘I’ll give you eternity back.’

Grub nodded and turned to the door. He didn’t want the Needler to see his face. A handful of cheap narcotics and a roasted bird in exchange for absolution? It was so easy, it didn’t seem possible. Finding ragweed wouldn’t be much of a challenge to a man of his experience, even in a city he’d never visited, and food was just a matter of coin.

His hand trembled on the latch as he pulled the bolt and opened it.

‘Go! Go! You’ll let them in!’ Grub felt himself shoved in the back and he stumbled out into the street. The door was closed and bolted behind him.

The rain had stopped while he was inside. The street glistened in the faint red glow of Tantera, peering through a tear in the cloud. Grub sensed that something was wrong even before he heard the rustle of wings above him.

Crows. A dozen of them, maybe more, lining the sagging eaves of the tumbledown street to either side. Strutting, shuffling. Observing.

Grub felt his guts sink into his boots. Crows were the eyes of the Bone God. And the Bone God was watching him.

Shoulders hunched, he walked away from the Needler’s house, his eyes on the birds overhead. Their judgement was a palpable force. He half-expected them to flock down and attack as he hurried between them.

Maybe stories about crows are just stories, he told himself. Maybe crows just stupid birds.

A flurry of wings made him start and turn. One of the crows had launched itself from the roof and alighted on the ground before the door to the Needler’s house. It paced up and down in front of the door for a few moments, then began to peck at it.

‘Grub not scared of you!’ he called out, thrusting a stubby finger at the crow. The crow cocked its head and eyed him. He looked up at the others, gathered above him. ‘You either, you feathered bags of arse!’

Then he turned and ran, as fast as he could, barrelling around the corner straight into someone coming the other way. They went down in tumble, rolling together over the wet cobbles. Grub came up on top, his knife already drawn to plunge into the throat of—

‘Hoy! Hoy! It’s me!’ cried Mudslug.

‘Mudslug! Grub nearly kill you!’

‘I see that. Get off me.’ Grub clambered off him, and they both got to their feet.

‘What Mudslug doing here?’ Grub asked, with a wary glare.

Mudslug grinned and threw his arms wide in invitation. ‘I thought you could do with a drink!’ he said, suddenly jovial.

‘A drink?’

‘Yes. You know. Ale, wine, liquor. Whatever you fancy.’

Grub stared at his friend, hair sodden from the rain, standing there with his arms spread in the middle of that grimy street, a goofy look on his face. The fear of a few moments ago felt suddenly ridiculous. The whole scene was so absurd that he couldn’t help cackling.

‘Mudslug know a place?’

‘As it happens, I do.’
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‘Mudslug looks lost,’ said Grub. ‘Is Mudslug lost?’

Aren hoped not. There was the old bell-tower, rising above the alleys, its spire warped and twisted where legend said a giant had sat upon it. Here they were on the riverward side, close to the base. He’d followed the directions he’d memorised. It had to be nearby somewhere.

‘We must be close. Look for a street sign. Kellser Way.’

Grub gave a sceptical grunt and started searching. Under the eerie silence of curfew, even hushed voices sounded too loud, and they moved with caution, alert for guards. Aren’s heart pounded hard and steady. Stupid risk, he told himself. What if it’s not even here?

But sometimes, stupid risks were called for.

Buildings piled up at the foot of the bell-tower, leaning unsteadily against one another. Tunnel passages and tiny square courts overlooked by shuttered windows made a maze between the tumbledown apartments. Gutters dripped and small things scurried in the shadows. The light swam from white to red and back again as a torn blanket of cloud moved across the moons.

Kellser Way, Kellser Way. It was infuriating enough that he was forced to navigate by Krodan signs. Worse was the knowledge that, left to the slipshod ways of his countryfolk, there’d have been no signs at all. Before the Krodans came, a stranger would have had to ask the locals for directions. Thanks to their occupiers, he could find a place in a city he’d never been to before, with only a handful of directions and a street name.

Once, he’d sung the praises of their notoriously efficient and logical overlords. Nowadays, he begrudged them any credit for their innovations. There was no doubt that they’d improved Ossia in many ways since they invaded it; but now they’d shed the veneer of benevolence, it was no longer possible to argue that they’d made it better.

‘Kellser Way,’ Grub muttered, pointing a stubby finger at a sign high up on the wall of a covered passage, barely visible beneath tendrils of slimy lichen. ‘Mudslug tell Grub where we’re going now?’

‘You’ll see,’ Aren promised.

At the end of the passage was a cramped plaza surrounded by three-storey buildings. Apart from the way they’d come in, it was otherwise sealed off from the city, an island in a sea of stone. Aren looked about and found a wooden door, banded with iron, sunk inside an arch.

‘There,’ he said, with more confidence than he felt.

‘Doesn’t look like anything to Grub.’

‘That’s the point,’ Aren told him. He went to the door and knocked on it. Five times, then three.

Nothing happened. Grub stared at him steadily. ‘Mudslug promised Grub a drink,’ he accused, in the tone of someone liable to turn violent if denied.

Aren knocked again, harder, uncertainty growing as he did. Was it five knocks, then three? Or three, then five? Shades, it must have been a season since Mara drilled them all with the information. Too much to hope that Grub remembered – he hadn’t even recognised the street name. As usual, he hadn’t been listening.

Footsteps behind the door. Aren felt a flood of relief as the bolt was drawn back. The man who peered out was plump and florid, with a thick black moustache. His gaze skated over Aren and lingered on Grub. A Skarl was an unusual sight, more so in these troubled times. After a moment’s consideration, he stepped back and let them in.

They passed beneath his surly gaze, into a short stone corridor lit by a smoky lamp. The man fastened the door behind them, then stumped off up the corridor without a word. They followed warily, past several closed doors and up a tight spiral stairway. It was only when they got to the top that Aren allowed himself to believe they’d found the place he was looking for.

Grub’s expression was like a slow sunrise, joy and wonder dawning. ‘Mudslug found an alehouse!’ he exclaimed, impressed.

It was, in its way. An apartment in a former life, the walls had been knocked through, opening up the spaces for patrons. There was a crude bar: a long table behind which casks were stacked and bottles stood on shelves. Perhaps thirty could have found seats here, but right now there was only a third of that number, two drinking alone and the rest gathered around tables, talking in low voices, mugs of ale or wine in their hands. A fire burned in the hearth, and by some miracle the table beside it was empty.

The man who’d let them in – the owner, Aren presumed – trudged over to take station behind the bar. ‘You got coin?’ he asked.

Aren nodded.

‘What do you want?’

‘Uqqret,’ said Grub, showing his crooked teeth.

‘None of that northern witch-piss here. Harrish ale, Harrish wine. Comes over the river.’

‘A bottle of Harrish red,’ said Aren quickly, before Grub could complain.

‘Take a seat,’ the owner told them.

They settled themselves at the table near the hearth. Aren was cold and damp from the rain, and he welcomed the heat. The owner brought them a bottle – he charged a fair price, considering – and Aren filled their mugs.

‘To the future,’ he said, holding his mug aloft.

Grub returned the gesture suspiciously, then drained his drink. Aren took a swallow of his own and felt it spread relief through tense muscles. For the first time since he’d set off on this urgent errand, he let himself relax.

‘Grub thought no one was allowed to gather,’ said Grub, looking around. ‘Krodans closed the inns. No fun any more.’

‘And yet here we are,’ said Aren, with a smile. ‘Apparently not everyone is listening to the Krodans.’

‘How did Mudslug know about this place?’

‘Mara told us. She made us memorise two dozen places like this. Safehouses, hideaways, secret spots all over Ossia where we might find people sympathetic to our cause. You were there, remember?’

Grub looked at him blankly.

‘Take my word for it.’

The Skarl shrugged and poured himself another mug. ‘Wine’s good, so Grub doesn’t care.’

Aren did. He’d taken to Mara’s task enthusiastically, poring over the information like a poor man panning for gold. Her hideaways held a romantic fascination for him. He imagined those tiny sanctuaries far away, little pockets of rebellion, holding out against the glowering threat of Krodan oppression. They gave him hope. The Dawnwardens didn’t have to carry the weight of Ossia’s dreams of freedom alone. Somewhere out there, the revolution had taken root and was spreading.

And now he’d found his way into one, via whispered word of mouth – and with the help of some Krodan signs. A secret bar where Ossians gathered to speak of forbidden things. From halfway across the country, Aren had reached this tiny piece of Ossia where his people could be free again. The wine tasted sweeter for the triumph.

He could have just brought a wineskin, drunk it with Grub in a doorway or by the side of a canal. But he wanted to do this right. If he was going to save Grub from himself, he wanted to show him what their mission was all about.

‘Mudslug spoke to Scur?’

‘I did.’

‘Surprised he talked.’

‘Well, I went to Lady Megwyn first. She saw you two with your heads together last night. Scur tried to get out of it, but Megwyn’s fierce when she wants to be.’

Grub frowned. ‘Why Mudslug bother? Grub doesn’t need your help.’

Cade had said the same. Told him he was a fool for taking such a risk, going off into a Krodan city with curfew approaching. Grub could handle himself.

But Aren had gone anyway. Because if he let Grub make the second-biggest mistake of his life without trying to stop him, he’d never forgive himself.

Aren raised his mug, swirled the wine within, watching the way it threw back the lamplight. ‘Remember what you did, in the underkeep below Hammerholt? When the walls were closing in on us? You could have taken the Ember Blade and run. No one would have caught you. You could have taken it back to Skara Thun and been a hero.’ He lifted his gaze to meet Grub’s. ‘But you didn’t. You remember why?’

‘Because Grub was stupid,’ he muttered.

Aren ignored that. ‘You said it wasn’t enough to bring the sword back. You said the story was bigger than that, that I’d started something by taking it. You trusted me. But I let you down.’

‘Eh?’ Grub was genuinely confused by that.

‘Shades, it was so simple when all we had to do was steal a sword! I never thought much about what would happen afterwards. As if that part would take care of itself. The people rising in righteous wrath, great battles, the Krodans driven back over the mountains.’ He took a swig, as if to wash away the disgust at his own naïvety. ‘I don’t know how to organise a revolution. So I entrusted the job to wiser heads, and that left me … Well, nowhere. A figurehead.’ He shrugged. ‘You trusted me to give you a story great enough to make the Bone God forgive you. Traded in the easy option for the long, hard road and a better ending. But I didn’t deliver.’

Grub shifted his shoulders awkwardly. Apologies made him squirm. ‘Grub needs to be a hero,’ he mumbled. ‘He needs it. But no matter what he does, nothing works.’

‘Are you joking? You saved our lives at Wittermere. Vika and I would have been killed by that dreadknight in Hallow Cove if not for you. Without your help, we wouldn’t have made it through Skavengard, or got into the vault with the Ember Blade, or got out alive.’

‘And still Mudslug is the chosen one. Mudslug is the hero. Who’s telling tales about Grub?’

‘But they will,’ Aren said. ‘Right now, all the people want is a leader, a warrior: the hero with the bright blade. Hope is simple, and they want hope. But afterwards, after we’ve won – they’ll want to know every piece of it. Then your tale will be told. Grub the Cunning. Grub the Strong. Grub the Brave. And it will be passed from one generation to the next, just like Orica’s song will.’

His voice had taken on that tone of earnest conviction that meant he was warming to his theme.

‘Remember you told me once that you wanted to be the first Skarl with a statue in Ossia?’

Grub smirked at that. ‘Heh. Statue of Grub.’

‘It’ll happen! You’ll see.’

His smile withered at the edges. ‘First we have to win. We’re not winning.’

‘Not yet. But it’s begun. Wittermere was just the start. The Sards have joined us. Lady Megwyn has joined us. We have Yarin now. And when the news of what the Krodans have been doing to the Sards begins to spread … Grub, people won’t turn a blind eye to that. Not in Ossia.’

‘Grub thinks they’ve been doing a good job of it so far.’

‘But we have the Sards now. We have witnesses. They can’t keep pretending it’s not happening.’

Grub made a noise of reluctant concession, downed his cup of wine and refilled it.

Aren sighed. He wasn’t sure he was convincing the Skarl of anything. ‘What are you doing here, Grub?’ he asked. ‘Risking your life, for what?’

‘Mudslug knows. There’s a Needler. He can take this away.’ He made an angry gesture at the black mark across his eyes. ‘No more khannaqut.’

‘And then you’ll be a hero again?’

‘Everyone will think so. Bone God will think so. That’ll do for Grub.’

‘But it won’t be your name they sing, will it? It’ll be his. The man you stole the story from.’

Grub paused with his mug halfway to his mouth. He hadn’t thought of that. But the pause only lasted a moment. He shook his head, dismissing the objection, and took his swig.

‘Grub not going to the Forgetting,’ he said, sullen defiance in his voice. ‘Grub not die Unremembered.’

‘But you will be Unremembered. It’s not your name on the stories,’ Aren said carefully. ‘You can’t go home. They know the man whose deeds you have written on your skin. And the only name they know in Ossia …’ he tipped his mug at his companion. ‘… is Grub.’

Grub scowled at him. ‘Why you making this difficult for Grub? All Grub need to do is find some ragweed and a sandwich, and no more exile. No more bad dreams. No more afraid of the dark.’

The Skarl shut up suddenly, realising what he’d said. A rare admission of weakness.

‘You’re not afraid of the dark,’ Aren said.

‘Not this dark.’

His tone was grim and final, bringing them to a dead end. Aren frowned thoughtfully and surveyed the room, taking a moment to consider his next move. The owner, who’d been watching them suspiciously, looked away and busied himself. No one else seemed to be paying much attention.

The wine was clouding him pleasantly, warming him from within as the fire warmed him from without. He tried to assemble his thoughts, arranging his argument. It was a waste of time dashing yourself against someone’s defences once they’d dug in. He’d learned that on the castles board. You had to find another front. Lure them out.

Was he right to intervene? He didn’t believe in the Forgetting, or in the Bone God, so what did it matter if he let Grub take the cheat’s path? Aren was asking him to endure the hatred of his countryfolk and the terror of dying unready for years more, when he could end all that tonight. Wasn’t it better to leave it alone, and let the Skarl be happy?

He wished he could. But it wouldn’t be right. And if Grub didn’t do it the right way, he’d never really get what he wanted.

‘You told me about Hagga before,’ he said. ‘Exiled like you. Skin-stealer like you.’

Grub nodded. ‘Hagga went on epic quest. Did many great deeds. Came home and built great temple to the Bone God with his riches.’

‘He brought so much glory to his people that the skin-scribes erased the mark on his face.’

‘Wiped him clean. Gave him a new skin, true stories this time. Better than the first.’

‘So why do you call him a hero? Is it because he was a skin-thief that got away with it?’

Grub snorted. ‘No. Because he stole treasure from the pirate king, brought back head of Ganatthua, tricked the Quins so they got lost on the way to attack Karaqqa.’

‘So it wasn’t really about being forgiven? It was what he did to earn that forgiveness?’ Aren was worried he was being too unsubtle in his prompts, but that was difficult to achieve where Grub was concerned.

‘Yes! Hagga kicked out of Skara Thun, he have no friends, no money, nothing!’ Grub was becoming passionate now, waving his mug about, spilling the wine. ‘But Hagga carry on. Do great deeds, over and over. So many that they have to forgive!’

‘And what if, halfway through, someone had told him “Don’t worry about being forgiven, I can make it so you’re not an exile any more”?’

‘Not the same!’ Grub said, banging his mug down on the table. He sounded annoyed at the mere thought of it. ‘Hagga didn’t earn it then! Cheating!’

Aren sat back, crossed his arms, raised an eyebrow at Grub.

‘What?’ Grub asked.

Aren raised the other eyebrow.

‘Why Mudslug make that face?’ Grub demanded.

Aren kept it up until, many long, long seconds later, realisation dawned on his companion.

‘Ohhhhh,’ said Grub. He paused, brow furrowed in furious concentration. ‘Ohhhhhh!’ he said again, as if it were even clearer the second time.

Aren was somewhat relieved. His forehead had been starting to hurt. ‘See,’ he said, ‘I’ve been thinking on it a lot of late. What I am. What Vika wants. What they all think of me. They think they want a warrior, but they don’t. Heroes don’t have to fight. They don’t even have to be the best at anything.’

Grub didn’t like the sound of that. ‘So what do they do?’

‘They keep going. They fall and get back up. They lose what’s most precious and they carry on. They give up everything, sacrifice whatever needs to be sacrificed. They overcome the odds when it all seems impossible. And they don’t stop until they’ve done what needs to be done. What that is … doesn’t matter so much.’

‘It doesn’t?’

‘It’s the journey that makes a hero, Grub. Not the destination. And you and I, we’ve a long way to go yet.’ He smiled gently at his companion. ‘But we’ll travel together. And when they tell our stories, they won’t be able to speak of one without the other.’

Grub hunched his shoulders and drained his mug, looking profoundly uncomfortable. Aren knew him well enough to recognise that he’d been touched by that. Genuine displays of emotion distressed him.

‘Mudslug never said why he came after me,’ he said. Aren saw something almost pathetically hopeful in his gaze as he waited for an answer. He was so desperate for something so easy to give. Aren gave it to him.

‘Because I’m your friend,’ he said.

Grub quickly turned his face away, leaning his arm over the back of the chair and making a show of surveying the room behind him. He tried to hide it, but Aren saw the rare swell of emotion that had overcome him.

‘Hear that?’ he said, his voice strained.

Aren had heard a faint knock at the door downstairs, but saw nothing to be alarmed about; more patrons like them, he guessed.

The owner stirred himself from behind the bar and walked to the doorway. Grub’s eyes followed him as he disappeared out of sight, down the spiral stairs. The moment he did, he turned back to Aren.

‘Get up,’ he said, low and urgent. ‘Mudslug and Grub need to go.’

The tone of his voice jolted Aren to attention. He didn’t think to question Grub’s instincts. If the Skarl said they were in trouble, then they were. ‘Which way?’

Grub nodded towards a doorway across the room. ‘Quick but not too quick,’ he muttered. ‘Don’t make scene.’

He got to his feet, and Aren got up with him. The two of them walked towards the doorway, Aren’s head still whirling with the speed at which everything had changed. Safe and relaxed one moment, tense and afraid the next. Some of the patrons looked up as they passed. Aren tried to read their eyes. Did they know?

‘Krodans?’ Aren asked quietly.

Grub nodded. Aren felt ice trickle onto his heart.

‘How did they know?’ he whispered.

‘Who cares? Mudslug want to stay alive? Stay with me.’
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The doorway took them from the bar into a narrow corridor, dim and bare, with several doors leading off it. Grub hurried ahead, checking each one. One was a toilet for customers. The rest were locked. Grub stopped and thought a moment; Aren could see him working something out.

‘Are you sure it’s the Krodans?’ he said, and immediately regretted it. It was fear talking, demanding knowledge, trying to claw back control of the situation. Just shut up and let him get you out of this.

‘Five knocks, then three,’ Grub told him. ‘That what you did. That not what they did. Why anyone knock on door if they don’t know code? Why bar man answer?’ He chose a door, pulled lockpicks from his pocket and set to work.

Aren was impressed, though not surprised. Grub’s mind worked differently from his. He was ever alert, always watchful. Aren had barely heard the knocks, much less noticed the pattern. Judging by the speed of Grub’s decision, the way he headed straight for this particular door, the Skarl had planned this exit long before they needed it.

‘What if there’s no way out but the way we came in?’ Aren asked, his mind still freewheeling, mouth running to cover his nerves. The kind of thing Cade would do.

Grub smirked. ‘Mudslug stupid. There’s always a way out.’

The lock clicked and Grub turned the handle. Beyond, a dim set of steps led upwards. Grub ushered Aren through, then closed the door behind them.

Above, another tight corridor, this time with the doors all open. Aren didn’t ask how Grub knew this door would take them upwards, rather than into a storeroom or a similar dead end. Grub had grown up underground, away from the killing frosts of his homeland, and he had an uncanny sense of direction in enclosed spaces. He’d known by instinct where the stairs were likely to be.

The first door led to a bedroom, sour-smelling and untidy. Empty wine bottles stood in a corner. A heap of clothes lay at the foot of a chest of drawers, one half-open and mostly empty, as if the effort of putting them away had defeated the owner.

Grub went to the window and stood to one side of it, peering through the murky glass. He beckoned Aren to stand at the other side. By the time Aren got there, Grub had quietly unlatched it and pushed it open.

There were soldiers in the plaza, just as Grub had said. Krodans in black and white livery, the sign of the falcon on their chests. They were almost directly below, and Aren could only see the tops of their angular helmets. The last of them was entering the hideaway, where only moments earlier Aren and Grub had been drinking together.

‘Just take the Skarl and his companion,’ they heard the owner say, a note of pleading in his voice. ‘Don’t hurt the others. I’ve got a business.’

‘You’ll keep your business as long as you stay useful,’ came the curt reply. Then the door closed.

Aren felt hope curdle to bitterness. This secret hideaway, this tiny island of resistance that had so inspired him, was a sham. The Iron Hand had got to them, and the owner was an informer now.

‘Did he send someone to fetch the watch? I didn’t even see it.’

‘Grub saw someone leave but not know why till he heard the knock.’ He climbed up onto the windowsill. ‘Coming?’

Aren saw his intention and nodded. Grub swung his legs through and dropped down to the plaza below. Aren followed. The drop was a jolt, but it wasn’t far enough to hurt. In moments they had their backs to the door the Krodans had just passed through.

Grub grinned, pleased by the neatness of the escape. ‘Off we go,’ he said cheerily. They hurried out of the plaza, passing through the covered passage and emerging onto a dark, crooked street, glistening red in Tantera’s light.

‘Grub likes going for a drink with Mudslug,’ he declared. ‘More dangerous than expected.’

‘Well, don’t get used to it. Normally it’s not so—’

‘I told you I saw a Skarl!’ cried a voice from down the street. They whirled and saw two Krodan soldiers staring at them, one drawing a sword, the other lifting his crossbow.

‘Heroes in the motherland,’ said the crossbowman, with a grin. Then his face turned hard. ‘Get them.’

Aren and Grub exchanged a glance, Grub gave a little shrug, and they ran.

Feet pounding wet cobbles, they sprinted up the street, swaying and jinking frantically as they fought to evade the aim of the crossbow. An alley was just ahead: the distance to it seemed unfathomable, when any moment might bring the fatal punch of a bolt in the back. They heard cries of alarm from behind, answered from the streets around them. More soldiers nearby, and they were right in the middle.

He glanced over his shoulder, saw the crossbowman running after them, still angling for a good shot. His companion was closer, racing as fast as he was able in his armour.

Don’t pull the trigger. Don’t pull the trigger. Not yet.

The mouth of the alley was jerking closer with every step. Grub ran next to him, arms pumping. Aren’s face was hot, his heart slamming, and shades, how he wished he hadn’t drunk that wine now.

They reached the alley just as a soldier came hurrying out of it, his sword held ready. He was as surprised as Grub and Aren were. Instinctively, he thrust his sword at Grub’s chest. Aren’s blade was out in an instant, just fast enough to knock the blow aside. Grub crashed into the Krodan shoulder-first, knocking him off balance. Aren kicked him in the stomach, shoving him away with his boot so that the weight of his armour carried him to the ground.

Aren heard the thump of the crossbow string just as Grub grabbed his arm, yanking him hard. The tug, and his momentum, caused him to trip and fall on his face, knocking the sword from his grip. The crossbow bolt smashed against the alley wall, missing him by inches.

Aren scrambled on the wet cobbles, pawing clumsily for his sword till his fingers found it. Grub pulled him up again, propelling him down the alley. From the corner of his eye Aren caught a fleeting glimpse of the fallen soldier trying to rise. The swordsman who’d first spotted them was hard upon them now, bearing down. Fighting to find his balance, Aren stumbled on.

The rain-slick alley was scattered with filth, made narrower still by the piles of empty food crates and refuse stacked high to either side. By the smell of it, Aren guessed it serviced a row of butchers and fishmongers. The swordsman chased them through the obstacles, cursing as he shouldered his way along. Aren, lean and nimble, managed to slip ahead of Grub. When he’d gained enough ground, he braced himself against a stack of crates and heaved. Grub slipped under just before they toppled; the swordsman recoiled as an avalanche of rancid bones and splintered wood tumbled into his path.

Not far ahead, the alley ended. Not open, as he’d hoped, but a sheer wall, higher than he could reach. Grub was already hurrying towards it. Aren aimed a warning strike at the swordsman, who was trying to battle through the crates; it was enough to make him think twice. Behind him, his two companions were rushing to join him.

Three armoured men against the two of them, and they were trapped. Harod could have held them off, but Aren wasn’t half the fighter he was. He backed up warily, looking for something to keep them at bay, finding nothing. His skin had gone chilly with fear and his head swam with wine. None of this felt quite real.

‘Mudslug! You stuck in a turd or something? Move!’

Grub’s voice shook him out of the daze. He turned and saw Grub already at the top of the wall, having scaled it in a matter of moments. The Skarl was reaching an arm down to him. Aren ran for it as the rest of the soldiers forced their way through the barrier of fallen crates. In a half-dozen strides he was there. He threw his sword aside – no time to sheathe it – and jumped up to grab Grub’s hand. The Skarl, solid and heavy as oak, used his momentum to haul him high enough that he could get his other arm over the top. Feet scrambling at the stone, he pulled himself over mere moments before the soldiers reached him, and the two of them tumbled over the far side of the wall together. There was a terrifying instant of falling, the lurching stomach-drop that comes before impact; but it wasn’t a hard floor they landed on. They crashed down into a heap of refuse, scattering rats in a panic, and rolled off it onto the cobbles, bringing with them a minor landslide of night soil and half-digested food.

The stench and the wine and the raw disgust of it were too much. Aren found himself on his hands and knees, throwing up dark red vomit on the cobbles. Peripherally, he was aware of the Krodans arguing angrily on the other side of the wall – oddly, something about a cabin on a lake – but the three of them were wearing armour and there was no way they were getting over.

His stomach was still cramping when Grub pulled him, gasping, to his feet. He wanted to wipe his mouth but there wasn’t any part of him that wasn’t covered in unimaginable filth.

‘Come on, Mudslug. Not good to hang around.’

They put a little distance between themselves and their pursuers, sticking to the small alleys and moving carefully. Before long, Aren noticed Grub grinning at him.

‘What are you smiling at?’ he said.

‘Grub can’t wait to tell Vika about this one. Wonder if she prophesied her champion being sick on himself?’

Aren spat to clear his mouth, but he couldn’t help a smile in return. ‘Maybe I’ll tell her myself.’ He took a look around. The streets were quiet. Clouds had gathered and spots of rain were falling again. ‘Well, we probably ought to head back to the ships. Unless you still want to find some ragweed and go see the Needler? I’ll come with you if you do. The night is young.’

Grub snorted derisively. ‘Grub far too heroic for that kind of thing,’ he said.

Aren slapped him on the shoulder. ‘You’re gods-damned right he is.’
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Halday, Tanteris 32, 13th Year of the Republic

Strange times, Lilia. Strange times.

Not three months ago we were just a little band, doing what we could for the revolution. Steal this, strike there, plan and plan but mostly hide. Patience is the key to revolution, we both know that. Patience, and the unlimited capacity to withstand boredom.

No wonder I got so good at cards.

Then, Hallow Cove. Stivan never said how he knew about that. Contacts, he said. The Dawnwardens were coming to the north, and the Ember Blade with them. I’ve seen him writing letters, but not who he writes them to. We don’t pry into each other’s past in the Greycloaks.

Stivan was excited. A chance to meet the elusive Dawnwardens. A chance to ally ourselves with them. Well, he’s done that. A hundred Sards. A small army of mercenaries. And who knows what the Dawnwardens have in the south?

This is his moment. This is what he wanted. And yet he’s given up command and left us, gone upriver into the Reaches with Aren and the others. Off to deliver a body and pry into politics that are none of his business.

What’s that? Yes, I do sound suspicious, don’t I? And no, it’s not because I’m bitter.

Alright, I suppose it is.

He’s got something in mind, I know it. He could have sent Grenda, or Lel. It’s not as if he’s the only one who knows the Reaches. There are other guides.

Yes, like me. I could have done it. But instead I’m here, on a Harrish ship full of pirates with a hold full of Sards, the wide sea to starboard and the Grey Fens to port. I’m in charge, for what that’s worth. Doesn’t feel like much. Feels more like I’ve been sent on an errand.

Oh, I know. I could be dragging someone’s decaying remains across the Reaches. Might be the whole Riven Moon Clan was killed at Hallow Cove and there’s no one to meet them when they arrive. Meanwhile, all we have to do is to follow Harod’s lead to make contact with Mara and the Dawnwardens. What am I complaining about?

I just am, alright?

I miss Cade a little, but he’s been grim since Wittermere and not so much fun. Lady Megwyn makes me smile, though. She hasn’t let up on Harod the entire time. He even requested to transfer to another ship. She refused, of course.

Here’s an odd thing, though. One of the men was singing ‘The Return’ while they swabbed the deck, and I saw Megwyn tear a strip from him. Found out they’re not allowed. Megwyn’s orders. I suppose she doesn’t want him to be reminded.

Loca is the most popular man aboard, as ever. Hard for people to resist such insufferable good humour, even if his words ring hollow as a king’s crown. As to the others, they seem out of sorts. They’re all lost without Stivan. Ever since he heard about the Dawnwardens, he’s been different. Can’t put my finger on it. Before, the Greycloaks were everything to him. But since Hallow Cove … I don’t know, Lilia. Doesn’t it feel like he has other priorities now?

See? I’m not mad. Or if I am, we both are.

Why am I taking it so hard? I’ll tell you. Because it’s starting to turn. Just like before, back in Durn. When it stopped feeling like we were all on the same side. When the Bloody Watch started getting noose-happy with the citizens. When Axander had Trikke executed, or murdered, whichever you believe. The Tallow Council, killing their own. No one could have imagined it when this all began.

Necessary? I don’t know. Probably. But it doesn’t feel pure, like it did before.

Even writing this, I get nervous. I bet that’s why they started encouraging us all to keep diaries. The doubters damned by our own testimony.

Don’t worry, you know I’ll burn it long before I go home.

I was thinking about what I said to Aren. About how this revolution is still pure. How it’s easy to be noble when you’re the underdogs. Is that why I volunteered to come? Am I really just trying to steer them from the path we took in Durn? Or is it actually because there’s no drug like the drug of being righteous?

Oh, Lilia. Maybe I think I can save them. Maybe I’m an idealist after all.
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‘Pull!’

Aren grunted as he hauled on the rope. Stivan was to his left, and Cade beyond him, each with their feet dug in. Grub crouched on the edge of the drop, watching their burden ascend.

‘Pull!’ said Stivan, and they pulled together, took a new handhold, readied themselves. Not for the first time, Aren regretted his decision to cross the Reaches rather than take ship with the others.

‘Careful,’ Grub warned. ‘End is caught. Don’t want to drop him.’ His tone suggested the contrary.

‘Lower him a little …’ Stivan said. Aren took the strain on his back as he let out the rope again. ‘Now pull!’

They pulled hard, and again, and at last Edéan’s body came into sight, wrapped head to foot in oilcloth and tied tight to a stretcher. There were three ropes attached – one at each end for lifting, and a third in the middle to stop the near side tipping as they scraped up the side of the escarpment. Grub lumbered over, manhandled the stretcher onto flat ground, and they gratefully let go.

‘Think I pulled a muscle in my arse,’ Cade complained.

‘Grub think you all did very well,’ said Grub. He didn’t seem sure whether to be patronising or smug, so he settled for both.

‘Should have been you pulling,’ said Cade.

‘Grub’s always doing the heavy work,’ said Aren.

‘That’s because he’s always bragging about how strong he is.’

‘We take turns,’ Aren said firmly.

‘Then how come it’s never his turn to shut up?’

‘I will make a fire,’ said Stivan. It was his way of politely making himself absent.

Aren left Cade and Grub to argue and walked over to Fen. She was sitting up against a rock, a little way distant. As he went, he scanned the spot they’d chosen for their camp. A small island in the midst of a long-dry riverbed, rising almost sheer from the earth like a miniature plateau, scattered with boulders and shrubs. Beyond the banks of the riverbed, cliffs reared to either side: the dramatic, jigsawed world of the Reaches.

A good spot. Hidden from sight, safe from wargs. Stivan knew the land well, that much was clear.

Fen had her hood up and was nibbling feebly on a biscuit. As he neared, he saw her retch and put it aside.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked her.

‘How do I look?’ she replied.

‘Well, where you’re not blotchy, you’re grey.’

‘Flatterer,’ said Fen miserably.

Aren sat down beside her, his back against the rock. Above the cliffs the sky was turning red, and the cool breezes of approaching night gave relief from the day’s heat.

‘Want my biscuit?’ Fen said, holding it out to him. A moment later, she drew it back. ‘On second thoughts, maybe not. You don’t want to catch what I’ve got.’

‘You’ll be better soon,’ Aren assured her. ‘I’ve hardly ever seen you sick.’

Fen made a neutral noise, unconvinced. She looked worn out. Whatever ailed her, it had sapped her energy entirely. Climbing up onto the island – a mere twenty feet or so, and with Aren’s help – had wiped her out. The last few days they’d only been able to make progress by carrying her on their backs. Between that, and carrying Edéan, the going had been slow.

Her gaze settled on Edéan’s body and lingered there. It was hardly recognisable as a person. The oilcloth had been soaked in preservative vinegars before wrapping him, after which he’d been sewn into a thick hide sack. It masked the smell of decay, but replaced it with a sharp stink like rancid onions that made Aren’s eyes water and tickled the back of his throat when he got too close. Thankfully, it also served to keep the wargs away, for while they’d heard them howling in the distance and the creatures surely smelled it, nothing had come to trouble them.

‘Strange to think he’s in there,’ she said absently. ‘Or maybe not in there. Where are you, if you haven’t gone to the earth?’

‘He’ll go to the earth in his native land,’ said Aren. ‘His own people will bury him. That’s what he wanted.’

She gave him a sideways look. ‘You didn’t even like him.’

‘I admired him, sometimes,’ said Aren.

They sat there together for a while, watching Stivan strip the shrubs, assembling wood for the fire.

‘I don’t feel anything,’ said Fen. There was an edge of pleading to her voice that made Aren worry. ‘What’s wrong with me?’

He wished he knew what to say to that, but to say anything would likely make things worse, so he stayed quiet.

At length, Fen sighed. ‘Nine, I’m tired. I wish I could shake this off. Can’t stand being weak.’

‘You can’t help being sick. Get some rest.’

‘I don’t want to rest,’ she said, but it was more of a gripe than a disagreement.

He laid out a bedroll for her, and she curled up in the lee of the rock and pulled her hood over her head. He left her there, and as he went, so did the awkward sense of unresolved tension that attended their conversations lately.

He knuckled one eye as if to massage away the troubles in his mind. Certainly, he hadn’t behaved too admirably over Edéan, but then nor had she. Yes, he’d been jealous and upset despite his best efforts not to be, but he’d been there when Edéan died, which was more than he could say for Fen. He was still angry on Edéan’s behalf for the way she’d ignored him on his deathbed, even if he understood why she’d done it. It didn’t make it right, but he understood. At least she’d come to bury him.

Still, now that Edéan was dead, it was hard to hold on to the resentment. The days had eroded the distance between them, and once she fell sick Aren couldn’t help feeling protective. Gradually, they were both forgetting.

He wondered if he should apologise, if only to clear the last of the bad atmosphere, but he wasn’t sure she wanted an apology. Words meant little to Fen. Only actions counted. Besides, it annoyed her when he was meek.

Time would take care of it. Time would soothe the burn. Once they’d delivered Edéan, all would be as it had been.

At least, that was what he hoped.

He found Cade tramping back from the far side of the island, where bushes and boulders obscured the view.

‘Looks good,’ he said. ‘Nothing a warg could get up.’ He looked over at Fen. ‘She alright?’

‘Same as before,’ said Aren. ‘Stivan says we’ll be in Riven Moon territory by tomorrow. Maybe they’ll have someone that can help her.’

‘Aye, if anyone’s there, and they give us welcome. We ain’t exactly coming with glad tidings. Chances are it was you lot bringing the Ember Blade to Hallow Cove that was the reason the Krodans weighed in. Lot of Fell Folk dead on that account.’

‘We came at Brac’s invitation, and the Krodans were already there. Whoever betrayed us, it could as easily have been one of the Fell Folk.’

‘Let’s hope they see it that way,’ said Cade. ‘Don’t much fancy getting chopped up and served in a soup just ’cause you can’t bear to break your word.’

‘They’re Ossians. Not cannibals,’ Aren said.

‘Then you ain’t heard the stories I have,’ Cade replied darkly.

Aren rolled his eyes. ‘You believe everything you hear?’

Cade shrugged. ‘If it’s entertaining enough.’

A warg howled in the distance. It was a common enough sound in these lands, but to newcomers like them it still brought a chill.

‘I hate wargs,’ Cade muttered. ‘Even the ones that don’t turn out to be swine.’

Aren laughed at the memory of that day, long ago in Shoal Point, when they’d dreamed of slaying a she-warg and ended up bested by a wild pig.

‘You haven’t had one of them come a heartbeat from tearing your throat out,’ he said jovially. Then his stomach plummeted, and for a moment he felt dizzy and sick, and his heart thundered in his ears.

Cade didn’t notice. He was scanning the clifftops, as if he might catch sight of it. ‘You suppose Mara and Kiri made it back with the Ember Blade?’

‘Of course they did,’ said Aren faintly, as he got himself under control again.

‘How can you be sure? Must have been a fair distance to cover, even with the Greycloaks guiding them.’ Cade frowned. ‘Where are you lot hiding out these days, anyway?’

Aren frowned at that, momentarily taken aback. Years of habitual secrecy had gated his tongue. When he didn’t reply, Cade looked over at him, saw the expression on his face and realised.

‘Really?’ he said, scathingly. ‘Aren, it’s me.’

‘Of course. I know, it’s just—’

‘You know, I’d be a Dawnwarden too, if I hadn’t shattered my legs in the process of saving your life,’ Cade pointed out. ‘I’d have gone with you to … wherever you went after Hammerholt.’

Aren held up his hands. ‘You’re right. You’re right. Yes, of course I’ll tell you. We’re going there anyway soon. But Cade, you tell no one. Not your friends in the Greycloaks. Not Stivan.’

Cade made a face. ‘I ain’t stupid. I know what’s at stake.’

Aren had to be content with that. Feeling uncomfortable, he went on. ‘There’s a place near Gallenpeak called Redfields,’ said Aren. ‘A manor, high in the mountains, far from anywhere. No way to approach without being seen. There’s only a few servants who take care of the place, and they’re all devoted to the cause.’ He looked off into the distance, doubt creeping into his voice. ‘It’s as safe as anywhere can be. But any sanctuary is only as strong as the least loyal of us. All it takes is one person, one word in the wrong ear …’

Saying it like that, it all felt so fragile. What reckless trust it took to conspire, to place your life in the hands of so many strangers. He’d seen his fair share of traitors already, been one himself in his time. What if they returned to Mara and found everything gone, Ember Blade and all?

Cade laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘I get it,’ he said. ‘I’ve been in the Greycloaks all this time, remember? I know how to keep my mouth shut.’ He looked over at Grub, who was sitting by the fire trying to pick both his nostrils at once. ‘Him, on the other hand …’

‘And yet all this time, he’s kept the secret as well as any of us.’ Aren raised an eyebrow at his friend. ‘You know, he just may surprise you.’

Cade groaned. ‘Oh, Nine. You’ve gone soft. We really are stuck with him, aren’t we?’

‘Afraid so,’ Aren said with a grin.

‘I met Cadrac once. Did I ever tell you that?’

Aren looked up from the fire, faintly startled. He’d been lost in thought, lulled by the warm night wind and the rhythmic chirp of insects. It was a surprise to hear Stivan speak. He was a man comfortable with long silences.

‘No, you didn’t.’

‘He went by another name back then.’

‘Garric?’

‘Another still. He was a man of many names.’

‘That he was.’ Aren nodded as the memories came seeping back. Memories of a man tortured by honour, sworn to protect the son of the man who’d cut his throat and betrayed everything he stood for. A man he’d hated, then come to admire, then hated again.

And now? Now he wasn’t sure. He’d blamed Garric for Cade’s death all these years. But Cade wasn’t dead any more.

‘It was twenty-five years ago, maybe longer,’ Stivan went on. ‘Near Queenswall, in the Essenmarch. Those were dark days for the resistance. The Iron Hand were everywhere, and we didn’t yet know their methods. I was younger then, and angry. I roamed the south, following whispers, finding dissenters, plotters, those who sought change and those who sought chaos. Fools’ dreams, for the most part. Their groups were rotten, riven by argument and dissent. Ill-disciplined. Sooner or later, they were all betrayed to the enemy. I only avoided the same fate because I never stayed long with any of them.’

He had Aren’s attention now. While Aren had become friendly with many of the Greycloaks, their leader had always remained aloof, and he was still something of an enigma. It was rare to hear him talk about himself, and besides, Aren couldn’t get enough of stories about the resistance.

‘Cadrac was different,’ said Stivan. He was sitting cross-legged on the ground with his forearms on his knees, bedraggled grey hair hanging untidily over his weatherworn face. ‘When he spoke, people listened. There was more than just passion in him. We all had passion. But Cadrac … Cadrac made you believe it could actually be done. That we could rise above the squabbles and the selfishness. When he spoke, you knew he’d never compromise. That he’d never fold to the Krodans, even if it meant his death. And knowing that, you wanted to be like him.’

‘That was Garric,’ Aren agreed, because he didn’t want to speak of what it was really like. To explain would require the whole story, and that would mean revealing who his father was: Eckard the Quick, who sold out the Ember Blade, and all of Ossia with it. Just like Garric before him, his lips were sealed by the need to cover for his father’s crime.

‘He helped me see that it would take more than fury to restore what was rightful. That it would take devotion, conviction, patience. Above all, patience. And so I went back to the north, and I began the work of gathering the Greycloaks. At first, we were little more than a ragged band of outlaws, but here in the Reaches we could stay ahead of the Krodans, and in time, well …’ A faint glimmer of pride showed in his eye. ‘See what we have done together, you and I. The Greycloaks and the Dawnwardens.’

Aren permitted himself half a smile at that. He had the sense of being at the start of something, the same feeling he’d had in the days after they took the Ember Blade; though time had taught him not to trust those feelings too far.

Have patience, he told himself. Just like Stivan says. Your time is coming.

He sat back from the fire and stretched his spine. The others were in bedrolls nearby, asleep. There was no need for heat on such a warm night, but in the lonely wilds they all wanted the comfort of the light. Beyond, the land seemed hard, and full of dangers. Wargs called intermittently, though none sounded close.

It had been near a week since they left the others behind in Coldhaven, and Aren already looked forward to a real bed again. They’d taken a barge south, helmed by a Harrish smuggler that Yarin had put them in touch with. The smuggler carried them downriver to Lake Kara, where he let them out in a cove on the west bank. They were stopped twice by Krodan river patrols, but the barge was well equipped with secret panels and hidey-holes, and they only saw an honest merchant’s cargo.

After that, they went overland, with Stivan as their guide. He knew how to identify and avoid warg country, and he knew the passes and shortcuts that took them swiftly through this steep and mazy land. Had it not been for their unpleasant cargo, and the fact that Fen had grown sick, it would have been an easy journey under his able leadership.

Which was why it came as a shock when he calmly said: ‘I will be leaving you in the morning.’

Aren stared at him.

‘I have wandered the Reaches for many years, and I know the ways of the Fell Folk,’ he said. ‘To be sure, they are not the savages they are painted in the south. But they are fractious, unpredictable, driven by ancient superstitions and guided by the hallucinations of their Smoke-Eaters. Tomorrow you will reach Clan Riven Moon’s lands. I will not count you safe until you are away from there.’

‘Then why not come with us?’ Aren asked, more than a little alarmed.

‘Because if we are all captured together, who will be left to rescue us?’ said Stivan. ‘Do not fear, Aren. I will never be far away. But I think it is best if I follow at a distance, unseen. Alone, I can avoid their eyes. And if you should find cold welcome at the hands of Brac Blackfeather, I will be ready to get you away from there. Be assured, I will allow no harm to come to you, if I can prevent it.’

Aren was hardly reassured. The plan had the ring of sense but nonetheless he’d rather have Stivan by his side. He’d shrugged off Cade’s warning about the Fell Folk, but not this one. Now he looked on the morrow with new foreboding.

‘Perhaps I am being foolish,’ said Stivan. ‘Like as not, you will be welcomed with open arms and hailed as heroes for what you have done. But I have not lived this long without exercising a surfeit of caution.’

‘Of course,’ said Aren. ‘You know these people better than I. You must do what you must do.’

They lapsed into silence for a while then, each lost to their own musings. Aren’s thoughts were clouded with concern, but their talk of Stivan’s past in the resistance had turned his mind to another path, and presently he spoke again.

‘How will it happen, do you think?’ Aren said. ‘The revolution.’

Stivan looked at him with interest. ‘How do you think it will happen?’ he asked.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Aren. ‘I find it hard to see. I always imagined that news of the Ember Blade would sweep the land, and the people would rise up as one to throw off their oppressors. Like they did in Durn.’

‘Do not look to Durn for example. Kenda will not say it, but their revolution is failing. The Bloody Watch are as feared in those lands as the Iron Hand in ours. Neighbour spies on neighbour, eager to find sedition, terrified to be accused themselves. Corruption is rife; the land spoils and the people suffer. In five years, they will be begging their king-in-exile to return.’

‘Mara’s interest is in getting the nobles on our side. Those the Krodans allowed to keep their titles. She thinks winning them over is the key.’

‘You disagree?’

Aren scowled. ‘They surrendered when the Krodans invaded. They’ve worked hand in glove with the enemy for years to maintain their positions. I can think of no one I would trust less to support the revolution.’

‘It is true they didn’t sacrifice themselves when the time came. But they survived, and they are now in a position to help. I guarantee there are none among them that would not rather the Krodans were gone, and I agree with Mara: you will not succeed without them.’

Aren was annoyed by that. It sounded like he was defending them. Pragmatism was no substitute for honour, in Aren’s eyes. ‘They succeeded in Durn,’ he said churlishly.

‘Who do you think the Tallow Council were? Wealthy, educated, nobles in all but name. They style themselves as common folk, but had they not been dispossessed or otherwise wronged by their masters, they’d never have left their side. Now they play at being a republic while the land is unravelling. They have thrown out their gods and kings, but gods and kings have their uses.’

He poked the fire with a stick, stirring it. ‘Ossia is different. Ossia was a land at peace with itself before the Krodans came. Our crime was to become soft. Once the Krodans are gone, we must restore what once was, but do it better.’ He paused, then turned his grey eyes to Aren. ‘There, you have a unique obligation.’

‘I do?’ Aren suddenly felt hunted.

‘The Dawnwardens are the kingmakers of old, and will be again. Whosoever they give the blade to will rule this land.’ He pointed the stick at Aren, its tip glowing red from the fire. ‘You are the bearer of the blade. The champion.’

Aren’s mood became grim. Since leaving Vika at Annach-na-Daan, he’d fancied the burden of expectations lifted from his shoulders, and aside from Edéan’s mocking he thought he’d left that title behind. Now he was reminded of what they were heading back to, what he’d find when he returned to Redfields. Suddenly, he wasn’t sure he wanted to go.

‘Edéan said the same. I told him it wasn’t my choice.’

‘Then whose is it?’

Aren couldn’t answer that. Mara’s? Vika’s? He wasn’t sure. Did they know any better than him what to do with it? He could imagine some cold political calculation on Mara’s part, some hidden agenda on Vika’s. It didn’t feel right to surrender the responsibility, nor did it feel right to claim it.

Stivan seemed to understand. ‘Do not trouble yourself over it now. When the time comes, you will make the right choice.’

‘You have a lot of faith for a cautious man.’

‘I’ve seen enough of you to be sure. You’re all they say you are, Aren. Just … perhaps not in the way they think.’

He got to his feet with a creak of leather. ‘I will walk the perimeter,’ he announced and departed, a cloaked shadow fading into the night.

Aren was left with a little smile playing on his face, warm through to the core, and not only from the fire.

You’re all they say you are, Aren.

Maybe he was. Maybe he could be.
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They set off the next morning with the sun at their backs, and without Stivan.

‘Fen will keep you heading in the right direction,’ he said. ‘The Riven Moon Clan will find you before long.’

Soon enough, they began to see signs that they were entering clan territory. Banners stood atop high peaks, poles creaking in the breeze, the cracked face of Tantera painted on sheets of hide stretched across wooden frames. They saw a small shrine to Hallen hollowed out from the rock, the flowers inside dead and the food rotten. At the entrance to a narrow defile, they came across a large rock carved in the image of a hideous squatting dwarf, its face a rictus of hate.

‘This where Dumbface’s mother got turned to stone,’ Grub quipped merrily, leaning an elbow on the dwarf’s head.

‘That’s a soul-eater,’ Cade said maliciously. ‘The Fell Folk say that if your shadow falls across it, it’ll steal it, and you’ll be dead by nightfall.’

‘Grub not scared,’ said Grub, but he took his elbow away as quick as he decently could and looked for his shadow as he hurried off.

‘Is that true?’ Aren asked him as they walked past, carrying Edéan’s body between them. It sounded like something Cade would have made up on the fly.

‘Actually, it is,’ said Cade, sounding surprised at himself. ‘I should have thought of something worse.’

Fen had professed she was feeling better when they first set off, but she soon began to flag. Aren carried her on his back, because otherwise Grub would have to, and Fen had confided to him in private that the smell of him made her gag up close. He’d gone far too long without a bath. Grub took Aren’s place at the front of the stretcher, grumbling.

Aren didn’t mind the change of circumstances. Even sick as she was, the feel of her against him made his heart beat a little faster.

They were found soon after by a lone rider who hailed them from horseback with her bow drawn. She was suspicious and unfriendly until she recognised Aren from the beer-hall at Hallow Cove. Once she discovered why they’d come, she saddened.

‘We thought Edéan lost at Hallow Cove,’ she said. ‘But we had hoped he’d come back to us alive. It seems we were wrong on both counts. How the Nine have cursed us.’

Her name was Chiss, and she led them from there, taking a precipitous route to the home of Clan Riven Moon. Fen was put onto the horse, and Chiss walked alongside holding the reins. She was young – too young to be patrolling alone, in Aren’s mind – and had a grave manner that seemed at odds with her age. Not quite an adult, but trying her best to be one.

The sun climbed as they went, and the wind dropped until the air hung hot in the canyons. Chiss told them what had happened after the attack at Hallow Cove. Many had died during the initial ambush and the subsequent escape. The Krodans hadn’t been content with the assault on the beer-hall; they’d sent hunters to harry the fleeing clans, and had forces lying in wait on the routes back to their homelands.

‘We lost many of our number to the Krodans. Many more on the way back home,’ Chiss said darkly. ‘They pretended they were trying to arrest us for breaking the law, by assembling in such great numbers for the Gathering. But we know the truth. This was all planned by someone who knew our land well. They gave the Northguard licence to break us, and break us he did.’

‘What of the other clans?’ Aren asked.

‘We have heard from most of them. Many suffered losses like ours, but some escaped the worst of it … or say they did.’

‘You don’t believe them?’

‘The balance has been upset. Some clans are stronger now, some weaker. Some will pretend at strength, the better to cow their neighbours. There is much turmoil ahead.’

Aren felt his heart sink as he remembered Edéan’s words, spoken in the aftermath of the slaughter. The stronger clans will cast their eyes over the weaker ones, and wonder whether now’s the time to press the advantage. Even after such an atrocity, the Fell Folk were not thinking past their own petty wars. As if the Krodans were a force of nature it was hopeless to oppose, as inevitable as plague or storm. They’d deal with the outcomes but not the cause. This brutal oppression was simply the way things were.

Not for the first time, he grieved the loss of Edéan’s fire.

‘And what of Brac Blackfeather? Does he still live?’ Aren asked.

‘He does,’ said Chiss.

That was a small mercy, at least. He’d been reluctant to rouse the clans before, but perhaps his attitude would be different now. Or perhaps things had changed so much that he was no longer the unifying force he’d once promised to be.

‘What does he say to all of this?’

‘That’s not my place to tell,’ Chiss replied, and her tone said not to press further.

They’d travelled deep into the heartland of Clan Riven Moon before they encountered another patrol. They must have been short on warriors indeed, Aren thought, to be so lax. One rider went ahead with news of their approach; the other joined Chiss as escort. Presently they emerged from a defile and found themselves at the head of a wide grassy valley, and there in golden light lay Aelterhame, the home of Clan Riven Moon.

It was built on a lumpy hillock that rose from the riverbank. The south face was a jumble of bracken, broken stone and brown grass that tumbled down to the water, while the north was a gentle slope, along which an unpaved road climbed to the entrance of the village. A stockade ringed the hillock halfway up, rising and falling with the uneven land, topped with banners that hung limp in the sullen heat. Within were a handful of longhouses, set over several levels where the land allowed, ribbed with marlwood and roofed with turf and reeds. Beyond the stockade, dozens of farmsteads were scattered around the valley, and cows and sheep grazed.

More Fell Folk hurried from the village to meet them: hardy, weathered people, their hair and beards elaborately braided, clad in leather and hide. They took the stretcher from Grub and Cade and bore the body back to Aelterhame. Aren and the others were escorted inside the stockade and along a dirt path that wound uphill through the village, watched by grim-faced warriors and anxious children from either side.

At the doorway of the highest and grandest longhouse, beneath carved and painted eaves depicting the deeds of Hallen and Ogg, waited Brac and Bridda Blackfeather. Brac seemed leaner than Aren remembered, his eyes hollowed with care; Bridda’s face was set hard amid her thick mass of braids.

Edéan was laid in the clearing before the longhouse. Bridda stepped down from the porch and walked over, moving slow, as if it were an effort to restrain the urge to run. Aelterhame was silent as she knelt by the body, drew a knife and slit open the sack to uncover Edéan’s head. Heedless of the sharp stench of preservative oils, she unpeeled the wrappings until she revealed his face. A shuddering breath was her only reaction. Then she turned and nodded gravely to Brac, who still stood on the porch. Brac let out a howl of animal grief, turned away and blundered inside the longhouse, leaving a silence twice as deep behind him.

Bridda looked for a long moment at her son’s face, sunken and yellowed in death. Then she covered it over and stood.

‘Thank you,’ she said tonelessly to Aren. ‘You are welcome here.’

She turned and went inside.

‘How did he die?’

The fire snapped, and shadows gathered thick in the corners of the longhouse. A Smoke-Eater stood there, hooded and masked with a horse-skull, the scent of his hookah perfuming the air. On a low wooden platform in front of the fire, Brac and Bridda sat on chairs of bone and hide.

Aren took a moment to gauge the mood of the room. There were a dozen warriors of Clan Riven Moon on the edge of the firelight. The shock of their arrival had worn off by now, and the Fell Folk were angry about what had happened. In the interim, Aren and the others had been fed and bathed, and Fen had slept.

Despite Bridda’s words of welcome, Aren didn’t feel entirely unthreatened. They’d been kept under guard in a small hut, away from the rest of the clan. As dusk fell, Aren was summoned, and Fen was escorted away and put into the care of a Sage-Mother who could treat her illness. Cade and Grub complained loudly at being separated, but none of them were given any choice in the matter.

‘He died well,’ said Aren, choosing his words with care. Brac seemed brittle, even now. He suspected the delay had been to give him time to compose himself in front of his men. ‘He died fighting the Krodans, defending a group of Sard refugees whom he helped rescue from imprisonment and torture. He died a hero.’

There were appreciative murmurs from the shadows at that. But Brac was unsatisfied. He leaned closer, narrowing eyes still puffy from grieving. ‘Tell me everything. Spare no detail. I don’t want bards’ tales. I want the truth.’

Bridda reached over and laid her fingers on his arm, though whether in support or to urge caution, Aren couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter. She might as well have been touching stone.

So Aren told the story, as best he could. He told of their journey across the mountains into Estria, and Wittermere, and what they found there. When he told of what he’d seen, there were mutters of outrage from the clansfolk. After that, he told of their flight to the river, pursued by the Krodans, and Stivan’s daring plan to make a stand in the neck of a mountain pass.

Of Fen, and her relationship with Edéan, he said nothing. It would have stuck in his throat to tell it, and there didn’t seem the need.

He spoke of Edéan’s end as honestly as he could, because he knew how Brac appreciated plain speech. He hadn’t seen the blow that killed him, but he’d seen the Fellman fight brave and hard, facing daunting odds without fear. Finally, he came to Edéan’s last wish, and his promise to return him to the place of his birth, to be buried in the soil of the Reaches.

The bald facts laid out, Aren knew he should stop there; but there was something bloody-minded and defiant in his nature that wouldn’t let him. Bringing Edéan back home hadn’t only been about fulfilling a promise. It was about second chances. The Fell Folk were still their best hope of gaining a foothold against the Krodans. And Aren wasn’t about to let Edéan’s death go to waste without making the case for the one thing they’d agreed on.

‘He loved the Reaches,’ said Aren, ‘and he wanted to see them freed. He was determined to fight the Krodans in whatever way he could. So he came with us after Hallow Cove instead of going home. He helped us uncover Krodan atrocities that will shake Embria when the truth of them is known. And he gave his life to ensure we got to spread that truth.’

He looked around the room, his voice becoming deep and strong with conviction. ‘Those Sards we rescued are the witnesses that will wake our land. With the Oathbreakers at our side, we have the army we never had before. When they look back on our liberation, they will say that the rebellion began here.’ At last, his gaze met Brac’s. ‘That is what Edéan gave his life for. And his courage would have made any father proud.’

Brac’s jaw was tense, a muscle jumping there. Aren wasn’t sure whether he was holding back fury or grief. Perhaps the two were inseparable in the moment. He’d overstepped the mark, but he didn’t care. He’d never loved Edéan, but the man deserved a proper epitaph.

‘You speak well,’ said Bridda, before her husband could reply. Her words drew some of the tension from the room. Despite the events of the day, she was iron-calm. ‘And you have done us a great service in bringing him home. You could have forgotten your promise, and there would have been none to judge you. And it is no small journey you have undertaken. For that, you have my deepest thanks.’

‘He died with honour,’ Aren said. ‘He deserved to be remembered.’

‘Many of us do not get what we deserve.’

The door of the longhouse was thrown open and a young Fellman hurried in. His face was spotted with moles and his hair had been shaved in a spiral pattern. Aren remembered him from Hallow Cove: Athor, Edéan’s younger brother.

‘Is it true?’ he demanded of his mother, breathless and trembling. ‘He is dead?’

She lowered her eyes. That was enough. Athor sagged as the weight of it fell upon him.

Brac held out a hand. ‘Come to me, Athor,’ he said. Athor obeyed, with the expression of someone who didn’t know what else to do. The black eyes of the Smoke-Eater watched him approach; he took a puff from his hookah and wreathed himself in new fumes.

‘One there is where three there were,’ the Smoke-Eater intoned, slurring a little as he did. ‘Vaspis walks the darks this night. He will not stay.’

Brac’s face tightened a little, and he acknowledged the Smoke-Eater’s words with a small nod. Then he put his hand on Athor’s forearm, and clasped it tight.

‘After Narne died in battle with Clan Brown Bear, it seemed … impossible that I could continue,’ Brac said hoarsely, looking at the floor. ‘Impossible to live with that burden of loss. But I lived. I lived, knowing that to suffer such a loss again would surely end me.’

Aren saw a flicker of pain cross Bridda’s face at that. His warriors looked uncomfortable. It was plain they were not used to hearing their leader speak this way.

‘Yet it has come, and I am not ended. I should have known I would not be spared. We are Fell Folk. We do not hope for mercies.’

He raised his eyes to Athor, and Athor looked terrified by what he saw in his father’s gaze. ‘I thought to keep my sons safe from war. I thought to make peace with our neighbours. But I see now there can be no peace. Death will find us, no matter how we hide from it.’ He lowered his head. ‘You will stay for the burial?’

Aren realised he was being addressed. ‘I will.’

Brac nodded wearily. ‘Leave me, all of you. I would be with my family now. I have much to think on, and much to mourn.’

Silently they left, and Aren was led back towards the hut where Grub and Cade waited. But as he walked the dirt paths of Aelterhame, the longhouses stern in Lyssa’s pearly light, his mind wasn’t full of sorrow but of hope.

I see now there can be no peace, Brac had said.

Perhaps, at last, he was ready to join the war.
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Aren lay awake in the dark, as he had lain all night, his mind too restless for sleep.

The hut smelled of wood and straw and earth. Marlwood ribs curved together towards a central smoke-hole that looked up at the stars and let in the moonlight. A small fire burned in the pit. There were wargskin rugs on the floor and patterned tapestries on the walls. Around the sides, six hammocks hung in vertical pairs from thick wooden poles, carved with legends of the Nine. Hallen and Ogg, the Aspect of Plenty and the Lord of Beasts, figured heavily. Of all the facets of the Creator, those two were most favoured here.

Were they guests or prisoners? He still wasn’t sure. The door was locked and there was a guard outside, but they’d otherwise been treated as honoured visitors. Aren didn’t blame them for their mistrust of strangers, but it saddened him. In Ossia, generosity used to be the measure of a person. Strangers were welcomed and bounty was shared. When he first met them, the Fell Folk had seemed to hold to the old ways more than those in the south, and he’d admired that.

But he couldn’t help thinking about what Cade had said. How the Krodans might well have been at Hallow Cove because they’d heard the Ember Blade was coming. Because someone – whether in Clan Riven Moon, the Greycloaks or among the Dawnwardens’ inner circle – had betrayed them. And it might yet be that the Dawnwardens were expected to answer for that.

Yet for every fear there was a hope that burned as bright. From tragedy had come opportunity. Brac’s rise to power had been checked by the death of his daughter. Fear of losing another child had turned his thoughts to conciliation and peace. But since then, there’d been the massacre at Hallow Cove, the news of atrocities at Wittermere, Edéan’s death.

Now he’d have to fight to protect his remaining child. The alternative was to wait for extinction, to be wiped from the face of the country like the Sards before them. That was what Aren believed, anyway.

He had to hope Brac did, too.

On the far side of the hut, Grub’s snores were like a heavy chain being dragged over gravel. Fen was sleeping too, at last. Even sick, she’d lain awake for hours before finally succumbing to exhaustion. He could tell by her breathing, how she turned and turned again in her hammock. No doubt she’d known he was up as well, but neither had said a word to the other, held back by the sanctity of the sleeping hours and something else. Her visit to the Sage-Mother hadn’t been fruitful, by the sounds of it, and she’d been in a troubled mood since her return.

‘What did she say? Does she know how to treat it?’ Aren had asked.

‘She said it will get better on its own. Days or weeks, she’s not sure.’ Fen’s voice had been empty of emotion. ‘I’m tired. I need to lie down.’

That was the end of the discussion. He put her manner down to frustration. For someone so self-sufficient, it was hard to rely on others. The news that she might be sick for some time to come must have been an unwelcome blow.

Or it might have been something to do with Edéan. Some genuine grief leaking in, now that his body had been delivered. He had no idea. He didn’t know what she thought. His ability to understand her had diminished as his feelings for her had grown, and the arrival of the Fellman had wounded their friendship. He’d done his best to stop love ruining what they had, and had near ruined it anyway. His jealousy and resentment had driven them apart, when he had no right to be jealous.

Here was a lesson learned, then. He’d bury his heart, if he had to. She was his friend. That was enough.

That would have to be enough.

Cade sighed and mumbled, caught in a nightmare. He’d been having nothing but nightmares since Wittermere. He blurted a cry of alarm, jerked, held up his arm before his face as if to defend himself. Then he sighed and sank back into his hammock once more.

Wittermere. Small wonder he was having nightmares. Aren had suffered his fair share, too. His memories were mostly dominated by the appalling things he’d seen in the corridors below the building, but sometimes he thought of the battle that followed, or Edéan’s death, or—

Aren frowned. Something tickled at the back of his mind.

No! I did what you said!

Memory crashed over him. The close press of desperate combat. The stink of blood and sweat. Armoured men, teeth gritted; the crash of swords. Screams and death, unimaginable agony made so commonplace as to be casual. In that moment he was back in Estria, fighting on the rise alongside Harod and Stivan and Cade, holding back the Krodans to give the Sards a chance of escape.

No! I did what you said!

In the chaos of battle, he’d been both hyper-aware and dull-minded. Focused entirely on the here and now, keenly attuned to movement all around him, other distractions were lost in the fog. Obsessed with survival, his senses curled inwards. But he’d heard those words, cried out in terror. Loud and strange enough to make him glance in that direction. But all he’d seen was Cade putting his sword in some Krodan’s neck, a young, acne-pocked man who must have tripped and fallen because he was down on his hands and knees. It meant nothing at the time, forgotten in a moment, overwhelmed in his memory by greater horrors.

Yet he saw it again now. The expression on the boy’s face, and on Cade’s. Almost as if they knew one another.

He grimaced, trying to shake the thought. It didn’t make any sense. It was hardly impossible that Cade had met a few Krodans in his time – after all, he’d spent a long while in that country – but he’d have mentioned something, surely? If he’d known that boy, why would he not have spoken of it?

And what had Cade asked him to do?

It could have been anything. He could have told him to lay down his weapon. Ordered him to give up. He was on his knees, after all. A frightened boy. I didn’t see a weapon in his hands.

But that didn’t quite ring true. Because if he’d given up, Cade wouldn’t have killed him. So what else could it have been?

The distant sound of a horn distracted him, a faraway lowing that floated down the valley. Aren wondered at its meaning, but wasn’t overly interested until another horn blew a response, loud enough to jerk Cade awake with such violence that he flipped in his hammock and tumbled to the floor.

‘They’re trying to kill us!’ he gasped as he pulled himself up, looking about wildly. ‘Shades, I reckon my heart just stopped!’

Aren wasn’t in the mood for joking. That horn blast came from inside Aelterhame, not far from their hut, and at this hour it could only be an alarm. ‘Something’s wrong,’ he said, slipping out of his hammock and going to the door.

‘Aye, something’s wrong,’ Cade complained, rubbing a bruised thigh. ‘What’s wrong is that they made us sleep in those wobbly murder-slings instead of a decent bed.’ But he was just sounding off to get over his fright, and Aren ignored him.

He listened at the door. There was the sound of raised voices outside, and more horns in the distance. Someone went running past the entrance of the hut, up the path towards the crest of the hillock where Brac’s longhouse lay.

‘Maybe they caught Stivan?’ Fen whispered. She was looking over the edge of her hammock, eyes dark in the moonlight shining through the smoke-hole.

‘I doubt that would warrant waking up the whole valley,’ said Aren. He looked at Cade. ‘Unless there’s something you know about him that we don’t?’

Cade made a helpless face. ‘Feller’s not exactly loose-lipped about his past. You probably know as much about him as I do.’

‘Could be wargs,’ said Aren. ‘Or another clan approaching.’

‘Or squareheads,’ Cade added.

Aren tried the door to the hut. It was locked. ‘Hoy!’ he cried. ‘What’s going on out there?’

There was no reply. Only more shouts, more running feet. The sound of a settlement stirring urgently to action. Aren fought to make sense of what he overheard, but only managed to glean a little.

‘Enemies from the west,’ he reported. ‘They’ve been sighted, coming this way. Not sure who or how many.’ He banged on the door. ‘Hoy! Guard! What’s happening?’

‘Clan business, outlander,’ came a voice on the other side. ‘You’re to stay in there. For your safety.’

‘What if we don’t want to be safe?’ Cade called through the door, but the guard said no more.

By now they were all out of their hammocks. ‘This doesn’t sit right,’ Aren muttered, pacing around the hut.

‘Safety!’ Cade grumbled. ‘Either Brac doesn’t trust us as far as he can throw us, or he’s saving us for a bargaining chip in case this thing goes sour. Stivan was right.’ He threw a look at Aren. ‘Dangerous to come here.’

‘Then what choice have we got?’ Fen said. ‘Break out? If we go missing, we’ll look guilty of something.’

Aren cursed. It was true. Any goodwill they’d fostered by bringing Edéan’s body back would be dashed if they disobeyed the clan-chief. But somehow, it didn’t matter. He’d been passive too long, and he’d had enough of letting other people make decisions for him. ‘You’re right, Fen. But whatever’s coming, I don’t want to sit here and wait for it.’

Fen nodded, and he saw approval in her eyes, and something else that warmed him.

‘All decided?’ Grub said. ‘Good.’ He was standing in a shaft of moonlight at the centre of the hut, one finger pointing casually up towards the open smoke-hole. ‘Grub has an idea.’

Chaos abetted their escape. The hut was built up close to the east wall, and all eyes were turned to the west. They doused the fire with a pail of water, then had Grub stand on Aren’s shoulders to reach the smoke-hole and clamber out. With some hauling and lifting they got Fen up there, too. Cade went next, carrying a rope of tied-together blankets. They secured that to a rafter so Aren could climb up behind them, then pulled it up after in case they needed it to get back in.

He emerged into the cool night to see Grub’s grinning face, patterned and pale in Lyssa’s light. ‘Just like old days,’ he whispered, and even Cade smiled at the memory of escaping the prison camp at Suller’s Bluff together. Shades, it all seemed so long ago now.

The curve of the hut roof blocked their view of the guard, so they climbed down the far side and slipped away. By sticking close to the stockade wall, they could move in shadow from building to building. By unspoken consent, Grub led the way uphill. None of them was fooling themselves that they might leave by the main gate, and they wanted to know what was happening. When they’d gone as far as they dared, they crept up a passageway between two huts, where the grass had grown long and a cart had been tilted over, resting on its shafts. It afforded them a view of the path up to Brac’s longhouse and the clearing in front. Well hidden, they settled themselves and watched as Brac emerged from his hut, dishevelled from sleep and pulling a fur mantle over his shoulders.

‘How many?’ he asked of the men waiting there.

‘Two hundred or more,’ replied one. He said something else too, but he was facing away and it was lost to distance. By Brac’s expression it was bad, though.

‘We are arming the men and calling the farmers back to Aelterhame.’

‘No,’ said Brac. ‘Send the children and those who cannot fight to the farms. Open the gates.’

An uncertain silence followed. Bridda emerged from the longhouse, her hair a tangle, and stood beside him. When no one showed signs of moving, she snapped:

‘Have you no ears? To raise arms against the Krodans is to give Cragheart the licence he needs to slaughter us and burn our homes to the ground. We are in no shape for war. Open the gates.’

Her tone was sharp enough to send the men on their way. Bridda and Brac exchanged a glance; he laid his hand on her shoulder, then they went back inside to ready themselves, walking the slow walk of the condemned.

‘The Northguard is coming here? With soldiers?’ Fen whispered. ‘Why?’

‘Perhaps they heard we were visiting,’ said Cade. It was thrown out there as a joke, but it didn’t land as one.

‘Nobody here could have got a message to the Northguard that fast,’ Aren said. ‘They must have set off days ago.’

‘Whatever squareheads coming for, Grub doesn’t want to be here when they arrive.’

Aren looked back at the stockade wall. ‘You have rope? Because we’re not getting over that otherwise. And the main gate is far too busy.’

‘Then Grub say we find rope.’

Finding rope, however, was easier said than done. As Aelterhame awoke, and warriors went from longhouse to longhouse to organise those within, they found they couldn’t move beyond their small cluster of huts without being seen. There was no way inside from the rear, and climbing in through the smoke-holes seemed absurdly risky. Eventually the coast cleared long enough for them to dart hurriedly across the thoroughfare, into a longhouse that the warriors had largely ignored on their rounds. Aren had seen inside the doors when they first arrived with Edéan’s body, and reckoned it to be a storehouse.

His guess proved to be right. They slipped inside the unlocked door and pulled it closed behind them, leaving them in quiet gloom. The floor of the longhouse was crowded with goods, beneath a rickety gallery floor supported by wooden poles that was equally full. They saw a multitude of trunks and barrels, fishing and farming equipment, tack for carts, half-finished totem carvings, a broken wheelbarrow, sacks of fabric and more.

‘Mudslug did good,’ said Grub, impressed. ‘We definitely find rope in here.’

The horn blew again outside and Aren heard horses whinnying in the distance. ‘Sounds like the Krodans have arrived,’ he said. ‘Get searching. I’ll keep an eye out.’

The others headed into the longhouse while Aren stayed by the door, leaving it ajar a finger’s width so he could have a view of the road and Brac’s longhouse at the end of it. He saw Brac and Bridda emerge, and Athor alongside them, all dressed now, beards and hair newly braided. The Smoke-Eater and the Sage-Mother joined them, along with half a dozen of their guards.

Aren watched them waiting, eyes fixed ahead, chins high. Gods, it was heartbreaking to see such nobility in the face of such powerlessness. They’d spent centuries subjugated in ways that made Ossia’s current troubles pale in comparison. They existed on the sufferance of their conquerors, and then only because they were too troublesome to eliminate, their land too worthless to take. Yet Brac and Bridda stood proud as any king and queen Aren could imagine, even swamped as they were by unimaginable grief.

In that moment, he felt a fierce affection for these people. The Fell Folk were rough and strange and their ways were not well known to him, but they’d never surrendered who they were. Ossia’s identity had been all but subsumed in a single generation, and in another there’d be little left of it. But the Fell Folk hadn’t submitted. Through humiliation, repression and slaughter, they’d stayed true to themselves.

These are the people we need, he thought. They can show us the way back to what we once were.

Horses, louder now. The clink and tap of tack and scabbard as newcomers approached up the road. Aren’s brow furrowed as he listened. There was something in that noise, something inexplicably malevolent that set his nerves jangling. The whicker of the horses chilled him, furtive and wicked to his ears. His heartbeat began to accelerate, fear driving his blood. The rising tide of panic alarmed him; he couldn’t understand why he’d become breathless and cold. There was no reason to it, no sense!

Then he understood, and his panic focused to a sharp edge, keen as a knife blade.

Dreadknights.

‘Upstairs! All of you!’ he hissed into the gloom, and he fled towards the stairs as quietly as he could manage. The width of a storehouse door wasn’t enough of a barrier to put between him and one of those demons. He gathered the others as he went, drawing them away from their tasks, and they slipped up the creaking steps and onto the wooden gallery, where the shadows were thicker still.

‘Dreadknights? The Northguard brought dreadknights?’ Cade hissed. ‘What in Joha’s name is happening here?’

They heard voices outside now, raised as if to address a crowd, but they were muffled and indistinct from their hiding place. Fen pointed along the gallery to where it met the front of the storehouse. There were visible gaps between the planks where moonlight shone through.

Aren would have rather they hid, but he saw there was no point arguing against the consensus. ‘Quietly,’ he told them. It was unnecessary, but it made him feel slightly better.

They picked their way through the maze of goods, wincing whenever a plank creaked beneath their boots, until they came to the front of the longhouse. There they found gaps big enough to press their eyes to, although Grub was left with a hole at floor level and had to contort himself awkwardly to see.

There were others at the scene, important men and women, but it was the dreadknights that drew the attention. The same three that had been at Hallow Cove; two that Aren had seen first hand, and the other Harod had described to him. Stivan had told him their names, once upon a time: Flay, Lacuna and Mercy.

Flay was obese and oozed foulness, his scarred and weeping belly bulging at the edges of his rusting armour. Mad yellow eyes rolled behind a boar’s-head visor, and he snorted and growled like an animal as he shifted in the saddle of his massive black destrier. In one hand he carried a bladed whip, a weapon of cruel cunning, made of a chain of sharp interlocking sections. A gigantic billhook hung at the horse’s flank, dirty with dried blood.

Lacuna was hunched in his saddle, half-hidden beneath a tattered cowl. He was blind, his eyeless leather mask blank except for a circular grille where a mouth would be. The moonlight shivered restlessly over him, shadows darting and changing. It was hard to fix him in sight, for he was sometimes sharply in focus and sometimes blurred, flickering and guttering like a dying candle.

The last was slender and elegant, clad head to foot in finest witch-iron and wearing a cloak of silk. The visor of his helmet was perforated with many holes, through which shone a sickening light. It brightened and faded at the joints of his armour, as if something were moving around inside, flitting here and there, never coming to rest.

That one was Mercy, and Aren knew now how he’d come by his name. He’d stared into that light and seen something so divine it had made him plead for death. The memory chilled him, and even though he knew that paradise to be a trick, poisoned honey to lure victims to their doom, still something tugged at him now: a desire to see what was behind that mask again, to go back into the light.

‘Have you not done enough, Cragheart?’ Brac said, his voice rising. ‘You have slaughtered hundreds of our people, and for what? For the crime of coming together? Of staging the same Gathering we have attended since any of us can remember?’

‘The Gathering was only the first of your crimes,’ came the reply from the man riding at the head of the Krodans. He was long and lean and grizzled with age, but the years had hardened him until he was gnarled and tough like a root. Jerdis Cragheart, the Northguard, Ossian noble and bane of the Fell Folk.

‘Your punishment thus far has been light, Brac Blackfeather, weighed against the outrages you have visited on the Northguard,’ said the man by Jerdis’s side. He was bull-necked, black-haired and thickly built, but there was enough similarity in his features to guess that he was Jerdis’s son and heir, Alden. ‘You have conspired with the Dawnwardens, who murdered our Emperor’s only son. You consorted with the Greycloaks. You evaded lawful arrest and in doing so—’

‘Lawful arrest! You didn’t even give us the chance to surrender!’

‘—and in doing so,’ Alden bellowed, ‘you killed and injured a great many of the Emperor’s soldiers. Your abortive attempt at treachery has wounded the Empire itself, Brac Blackfeather. Entire villages have been razed for less. You should be on your knees in thanks that we do not come to execute every man, woman and child in this valley.’

‘Then why have you come?’ Brac was fighting to keep his composure. The very presence of these men seemed to fill him with overwhelming fury. Aren could only guess at the depth of hatred he bore.

‘Grub … can’t … see,’ Grub complained, squirming as he strained to make himself comfortable at his eyehole and pushing Aren aside as he did so.

‘Stay still!’ Cade hissed.

‘Just let me … if Grub moves this way …’

Grub shifted his weight in an attempt to get a good angle on his awkward eyehole, and as he did, he put his knee down on a rotten plank which snapped beneath him with a sharp crack. All four of them froze. In the silence, the noise seemed deafeningly loud.

‘Grub …’ Cade warned under his breath. Grub had the decency to look sheepish.

Aren put his eye to the gap again. To his relief, he saw that Alden and Brac were still talking. Fell Folk and Krodans alike were focused on the situation unfolding before them.

But Lacuna’s blank face had turned towards the storehouse.

He stifled a gasp, heart jumping in terror. Instinctively, he jerked back. The others saw his reaction, and none of them spoke as he carefully put his eye back to the crack.

The dreadknight had no eyes, but Aren felt his gaze all the same, sensed his keen attention. He was sitting upright in his saddle, focused on the spot where they hid.

The dreadknight had heard them.

Aren held out his hand to the others: Don’t move a muscle. He kept it there until it began to tremble, not daring to look away from Lacuna in case doing so broke the spell that kept him in his saddle.

But superstition was no shield against a dreadknight. Aren felt his stomach turn over as Lacuna slowly drew the rapier from his scabbard, slid down from his destrier and began to walk towards the storehouse.
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‘Hide,’ Aren whispered.

They needed no further urging. Scattering like mice, they hurried into the deeper dark of the storehouse eaves. With only moments to choose, Aren found a spot behind a stack of baskets; Fen followed, hunkering in close. Where Cade and Grub went, Aren didn’t see.

The stealthy creaking of their footfalls fell to silence, and all that was left was the drumming of Aren’s heartbeat and Fen’s breathing, rapid in his ear.

Nothing happened. The conversation outside continued, muffled by distance. More voices, raised in anger, outrage, alarm. But all that had faded in importance now. Aren waited, hoping against hope that the dreadknight would decide not to investigate the noise he’d heard.

The temperature dropped steeply, the cool autumn night turning chill. The skin on his arms crawled.

He waited. And waited. And still no sound of the door opening. Still no sign of him entering.

Fen’s eyes met his. She was thinking the same. What was Lacuna doing?

It was hard to think straight. The overwhelming wrongness of the dreadknight’s presence struck fear into the bravest. And Aren had seen what they were, underneath that armour. He’d seen how they were made. Panicked memories flashed across his mind: a half-formed thing flailing bloody and burning in the hatch of its metal womb; the horrific creature from the pit that came at its call.

He peered out from their hiding place and found Cade on the other side of the gallery, crouching behind a pile of hessian sacks. Cade made a face that was equal parts fright and exasperation. Why hasn’t he come in?

Aren looked back at the spot where they’d just been. Perhaps he should go and peer through the cracks again? Lacuna might well have returned to his horse. They could be hiding from nothing.

Fear kept him in place. These creaking boards would give him away. Better to be patient. Better to—

A sharp intake of breath from Fen. He turned to her, followed her eyes down. She’d seen something between the cracks in the planks directly below them. He didn’t need to guess what it was.

Gently, carefully, Aren lowered his head, closed one eye, peered through a gap.

A cloaked figure slid across his line of sight, long blade in hand. There one instant, gone the next.

Lacuna was inside. Aren felt panic climbing.

How? He didn’t even open the door!

An insidious frost crept through the cracks between the planks, spreading delicate fingers across the wood. As the dreadknight passed, he slowed his advance and finally stilled, a gleaming rime beneath his feet.

Lacuna was out of sight again. Fen’s eyes met Aren’s, and he saw terror there. There was nothing they could do but hold still. This dreadknight had bested Harod with a blade. If they were caught, if they tried to run, they’d die.

They waited helplessly, straining to hear a sound, seized by the pure, untempered fear of children hiding in a cupboard from the monster they imagined prowling in the dark outside.

But they were not children now, and monsters were no longer imaginary.

Where is he?

He could hardly hear the voices outside over his own heartbeat. Pressed up against him, Fen was shivering with cold. He felt her arms go around him and gathered her close. In a different moment, it would have melted him. Now there was no thought but shared comfort.

A long creak. Another.

The stairs. Lacuna was coming up the stairs.

He clutched Fen closer, pressing his face into her hair. She didn’t smell sick; she was vibrant, alive, infinitely precious. Shades, what a fool he’d been to drag her here, to drag them all here with his reckless need to fulfil his promise. His idiot sense of honour would be the end of them. They could have just gone home. They should have just gone home.

Another creak. Lower in tone: a floorboard, not a stair. He was up on the gallery. The cold, which had diminished a little as he moved further away, began to gather again. Their rapid, frightened breaths clouded the air before them.

Do something, Aren told himself. Do anything!

But there was nothing he could do except wait as the chill grew, sucking the heat from their bodies. The cold of the void, the same cold he’d felt emanating from the pit in the sanctum under Wittermere. The cold of absolute nothingness.

The next creak came from right next to them. He felt Fen go rigid in his arms, every muscle tense. Lacuna was on the other side of the stack of baskets, close enough to touch. Frost crept towards them, seeping through the wicker weave and up through the gaps in the floor.

Aren closed his eyes, and in that moment a great peace overtook him. Everything disappeared but their embrace, the feel of Fen against him, the warmth of their bodies together. He abandoned himself to that. Let it end, then. At least he was here, with her.

A handbell clanged in the distance. Aren heard the rustle of Lacuna’s cloak as he jerked to attention.

‘Fire!’ came the cry from outside. ‘Fire!’

And then there were running feet, shouts of alarm. Someone yelling, ‘Put that out!’

Aren held his breath, not daring to move, not daring to believe.

A soft hiss of movement. He felt the air of the dreadknight’s departure, a wave of cold against his back as Lacuna darted away, mere feet from where he crouched. A creak on the stairs, a muted footstep, and then …

… nothing. The hushed storehouse. The steady warming of the air. He opened his eyes, his face still buried in Fen’s hair. She pulled away from him hesitantly, as if unsure whether she should. Her gaze came up to meet his, and she looked lost and afraid.

He wanted to kiss her then, as if that could make it better. He’d never wanted to kiss her more. Instead, he let out his breath and gave her a small, pained smile.

‘Can we come out yet?’ Cade stage-whispered from the far side of the storehouse.

Aren nearly lost the last of his composure then, and he took Fen with him. His attempts to hold back a smile set her off, and in moments they were giggling uncontrollably, stifling their hysteria with their hands, laughing because it was the only release for their terror but tears. The sheer joy of still being alive overwhelmed them, and it was a shared joy, something they’d been through together. Their differences and disagreements were burned away in the heat of that moment, and just for that time, he felt an absolute and unforced closeness to her that was somewhere near perfection.

All that ended when they heard a series of quick impacts from below them, wood splintering, a wrench and a squeal of nails. In an instant they were silent again, tense and listening.

Time stretched, filled with the torments of Aren’s imagination. What did this new sound signify? Who’d come now? Krodan guards? Flay, the hog-faced butcher?

‘Are you in here?’ came a quiet voice from the shadows.

‘Stivan!’ Fen said breathlessly. She scrambled to her feet and Aren went with her, running to the edge of the gallery where they could see down to the floor of the storehouse. On the far side, Cade and Grub had appeared also. There he was, scuffed and harried, looking up at them.

‘Come with me,’ he said.

They hurried down the stairs with reckless speed, desperate to grasp any hope that was offered. Stivan wasted no time on greetings, but went straight to the back of the storehouse where a plank had been hacked and broken away. He ushered them through one by one, then slipped out after into the newly tumultuous night.

They emerged in the long grass where the storehouse backed up against a small cliff, one of the many folds of the lumpy hillock on which Aelterhame was built. A short way downhill, a longhouse was ablaze at one end. Fell Folk surrounded it, trying to beat out the flames or hurrying with water from the river. Krodan soldiers prowled about, hindering their efforts with accusations. They suspected it was distraction, staged by the Fell Folk for some mischief; the Fell Folk accused the Krodans of burning their village. But it was clear to Aren who the real culprit was.

‘I was over behind Brac’s longhouse, trying to find a way to reach you, when I saw you go into the barn,’ Stivan told them, searching their path for enemies as they crouched in the grass. ‘When I saw the dreadknight go in too, I reasoned you’d need some help.’

‘You reasoned right,’ said Cade. ‘Got a way out of here?’

Stivan held up a grapnel, a three-pronged hook tied to a thin rope that was wrapped in loops around his shoulder. ‘The same way I got in. The south wall is unguarded. We can climb down to the river.’

‘Grub told you we’d find rope in there,’ the Skarl said smugly.

‘You think they know we’ve escaped our hut yet?’ Cade wondered as Stivan led the way uphill, sticking close to the cliff in the dark.

‘Since they were just accused of conspiring with Dawnwardens, I’d say they’ll be pretty relieved we’ve gone,’ Aren replied.

‘They had you imprisoned?’ Stivan asked. He glanced at Aren. ‘I warned you it was dangerous to deal with the Fell Folk.’

‘It’s not the Fell Folk we need rescuing from now,’ Aren replied.

Despite the fire, the confrontation between the Northguard and Clan Riven Moon had continued while they were in the storehouse. As they made their way around to the south wall, moving quick and low, a gap between the buildings gave them a view of the clearing again. What Aren saw there made him check his step and back up. Instead of following Stivan, he pressed himself into cover around the edge of a longhouse and watched.

Two guards were dragging Edéan’s body across the earth, pulling him by his legs. He was still mostly wrapped, but his face was uncovered and lolled blindly as he bumped along. The Fell Folk were shouting in fury, the Krodans yelled warnings with their swords drawn, all of it a jumble of words to which Jerdis and Alden paid no heed.

‘There is no need for this!’ Bridda cried. ‘You’ve made your point, Northguard!’

‘I’m not sure that I have,’ Jerdis replied, his low voice cutting through the clamour. ‘Because you keep disobeying. Perhaps it’s your gods that are the cause of this dissent. Your superstitions make you unruly. And we have allowed you too much rope.’

A soldier brought a burning brand from the longhouse. Alden, who’d dismounted now, took it from him.

‘He must be buried in the earth of his homeland!’ Brac spat, red-faced with rage. ‘He must go to the Lady of Worms and bring new life by his death!’

‘He will be cleansed of his impurities in the sacred fire of the Primus, and join him in the great light,’ Jerdis said. His tone was emotionless to the point of being bored.

The Fell Folk roared in outrage at that, and some of them brandished their fellhammers. Only a last fraying thread of discipline kept them from throwing themselves at their enemies. The Krodan soldiers stood locked in formation, shields up and blades ready. More soldiers guarded their backs. The Krodans were outnumbered: even with the dreadknights it would be a bloody fight. Aren wondered at the Northguard’s confidence.

He felt the others arrive at his shoulder, hunkering down alongside him.

‘You know,’ said Cade, with no small amount of exasperation, ‘some people might call this the perfect moment to make our escape.’

‘Not yet,’ Aren said. Because whatever the risk, he had to see what happened here. The future of the north might depend on it, and the future of Dawnwardens with it.

‘You’ll burn him to lifeless ash!’ Bridda called out, fighting to keep her calm. ‘I beg you! Let us bury him and you can have what you want!’

Jerdis gave her a long-suffering look, full of mock pity. The kind of look he might give a misbehaving dog. ‘I’ve tried words,’ he said. Then he looked at his son and nodded.

Alden stepped forwards and set the brand to the body. The preservative oils in the wrapping caught light and Edéan was engulfed in flame.

Bridda’s howl of despair was the trigger. Brac and Athor roared in fury, unable to contain themselves at the desecration; the Fell Folk alongside them surged forwards, hammers swinging back, ready to strike.

Mercy, still on horseback, slid his visor up, and the light within shone out like a beam. Those caught in his blinding gaze staggered to a halt and stood limply, slack-jawed and vacant-eyed, staring into the shining void of his helmet.

Aren could hardly bear to look away himself, so great was the yearning. Though the light wasn’t turned on him, still it summoned the memory of bliss. The others shaded their eyes, squinting through their fingers, but Aren kept looking, though his eyes stung and filled with tears.

Flay turned his destrier this way and that, grunting threateningly. Those Fell Folk who were not paralysed by the dreadknight were dismayed by the sight of their leaders standing helpless, and Flay’s presence was enough to keep them back.

Edéan burned, and no one could stop it.

‘The time has come for a return to the old laws,’ said Jerdis. ‘You have become defiant, and this will not do. If you will not obey, we will make you.’ He motioned at Athor. ‘Take him.’

Two soldiers walked into the light, thin shadows near swallowed by the blazing white, keeping their backs to Mercy. They put the unresisting Athor in manacles and led him off to one side. As he left the light, he dazedly came back to himself.

‘As of this day, I reinstate the Penance Tax!’ Jerdis announced. ‘The firstborn of every clan-chief will be surrendered as hostage to the Northguard, and kept prisoner in the Fang as an assurance of your good behaviour!’

There was another, more muted protest at this, from those outside the light. From Brac and Bridda, there was nothing. They stood gaping, mesmerised by Mercy, oblivious to the rising stink of cooking flesh as their son burned at their feet.

‘This one can consider himself lucky,’ said Jerdis, nodding at Athor. ‘Raising your hammers against the Northguard is punishable by death, as you all know well. He is needed, however.’ He turned a slow gaze back to the others, trapped like flies in amber in the clearing before the clan-chief’s longhouse. ‘They are not.’ He waved dismissively. ‘Kill every one with a weapon drawn.’

Cade swore in horror. Aren gripped his hand into a fist. But no amount of fury or disbelief could slow the Krodans. They stepped efficiently into Mercy’s light, blades at the ready, Alden at their head. He walked straight to Brac Blackfeather and, without pause or ceremony, shoved the point of his sword up beneath his ribs and into his heart.

Now the cries of outrage became anguished oaths from the Fell Folk, moans of denial. Brac coughed once, spilling blood across his lips, and tumbled to the ground.

‘Time to go,’ said Grub, pulling Aren away, and now he was glad to leave. That way, he didn’t need to see the rest of them fall.

‘Easy, Aren,’ said Cade, sensing his mood. ‘You can chew on it all you like when we’re safe.’

The Krodans were occupied with guarding their leaders against reprisals, and nobody was looking as Stivan took them to a dark spot behind the buildings, where he slung his hook up into the shadows. He tugged it once, then climbed. At the top, he looked back at the clearing, briefly illuminated by the fire in the village. Aren saw something in his eyes, a regret he couldn’t name, a grief he didn’t understand. Then he said, ‘It’s clear,’ and disappeared over the other side.

Aren climbed in a haze of hate and shock and sorrow. Brac Blackfeather was dead. Edéan’s body desecrated. The Fell Folk humiliated and brought low. Once more he’d tried to rouse the north to his cause; once more it had ended in disaster.

He slipped over the wall and dropped down the far side, where a steep slope busy with scrub and boulders took them to the river. The valley was dark, and there were few lights in the farmsteads. All the Krodans were inside the stockade; the Fell Folk were otherwise occupied. Nobody saw them as they swam across.

The flames were still rising over Aelterhame as they pulled themselves from the water and lost themselves in the night.
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Clouds skated across the face of Tantera, looming large over the ominous henge. It was a blood moon night, and the largest of the Sisters went unchaperoned, painting the Reaches red with her furious light. It was said to be a time of bad luck, when ill spirits were abroad and the dark was full of mischief.

Cade had believed that, once. Not any more. The old superstitions didn’t stand up to the rigors of Krodan logic. And yet he felt uneasy all the same, deep down in his bones.

You can take the boy out of Ossia … he began wryly, but his mood was grim and he didn’t finish the thought.

They’d stolen horses from an abandoned farm, ridden as hard as Fen could manage to get away from Aelterhame. Two days’ travel had brought them here, to the southern edge of the Reaches, where the mauled land of valleys and plateaus petered out into the dismal rainswept hills of the Bitterbracks.

The place where they made camp had once been a sacred site to the giants, or so Stivan assured them. It was difficult to tell. Whatever had stood here had fallen long ago, and was so crumbled and covered with foliage that it was hard to distinguish from the landscape. If it had a name, it had been forgotten. What was left was an uneven bowl of rock and greenery, with a few ragged gaps like cave-mouths opening onto the clearing at its centre, where a pair of gnarled and bloated trees stood. They’d grown together at the base, forming a great bulbous knot, and then spread outwards, their branches haggard with centuries.

In the end, all that was left was an impression, the sense that there’d been something here, and now there wasn’t.

Is that how it’ll be for the Sards? For the Fell Folk? For the Ossians?

Cade didn’t like the direction his thoughts were taking. He knew, of course, that this was the way of things: the strong survived, the weak didn’t deserve to. But the weight of all that loss lay heavy on him tonight.

Where was Aifa now, he wondered? Where was the little girl he’d carried across the mountains? Did she still weep when she remembered her mother, left unburied on the ground where she’d fallen?

At least she was safe and well. Yarin would have seen to that. The Sards took care of their own.

Coldhaven already seemed so long ago, but he thought of Aifa every day. Last night he’d dreamed he was carrying her again, and when he woke he could still feel her small body against his, her arms around his neck. Her weight had exhausted him, but he’d never rested while the others marched. She’d given her life into his care from the moment he lifted her. It would have been unthinkable to betray the blind trust of that embrace.

She’d hardly spoken to him at all. A few words in the Sard tongue, that was all, and he never knew their meaning. She understood simple Ossian, but Cade had barely used any. The first time he tried, he felt his thoughts blacken and tangle, and something like panic threatened. After that, he simply carried her, until the time came to hand her back to her people.

When they were boarding the ships, saying their goodbyes, she’d hugged him. That memory, more than any, stuck fast in his mind. He’d never felt so happy and sad at the same time, so wonderfully at peace and so utterly loathsome.

I can’t do this, he thought, and that panic clawed at him again, quickening his breath. But he had to. He needed to, whatever the cost to himself. Uncountable lives depended on it.

Diligence, temperance, dominance.

Tonight, they just felt like words. That terrified him anew.

Fen was asleep, still exhausted; the fatigue seemed to come and go in waves. Stivan and Grub were talking. Aren had gone seeking solitude. As for Cade, he’d claimed first watch and walked restlessly here and there, trying to outpace the creeping tide of doubt. A reckoning was coming. He knew it and dreaded it. Every day it became harder and harder to continue.

Whose side are you on?

It had all been so clear for so long. Everything he’d learned in that windowless room beneath Marken’s mansion, everything Predicant Anders had taught him, it all made perfect sense. When he was brought into the light and love of Marken’s family, he’d seen the joy of Krodan life, the joy they were trying to give to others. When Lassa had kissed him, he knew he’d do anything to make her happy. And when her brother died, he knew he needed to end this senseless resistance, and bring peace to the land of his birth.

But that was before. Before he’d met Aren again, and felt the pull of old friendship. Before he’d seen what went on in the cellars under Wittermere. Before he’d picked up that little Sard girl.

They’d have put her in that sarcophagus and bled her dry.

There will come a time when the brutal truth hits you, the cost of what you intend. Klyssen had told him that. But Cade hadn’t imagined the force of it.

It was wrong. Beyond wrong. What the Krodans were doing to the Sards was inhuman, indefensible. And yet he couldn’t help finding excuses. The debased actions of a few powerful men didn’t represent an entire nation. Their philosophies, their art and learning, the civilisation they brought – you couldn’t throw out all those wonderful things just because a part of it was rotten.

It was Ossia that had brutally subjugated the Fell Folk, long before Kroda took their turn. Did that mean Ossia should be hated, too? That all the achievements of the Second Empire were worthless?

Whatever had gone on beneath Wittermere, whatever he knew of the dreadknights, his mission was still a noble one. Find the Ember Blade and end the war. The Ossians couldn’t win. Aelterhame had driven that point home, as if it needed driving. All the Ossians were achieving was to bring further punishment upon themselves. If they’d just give in, there was a sunlit, bountiful place waiting on the far side. A better world for everyone. He’d seen it in Falconsreach.

But he’d also seen the price of it. And he couldn’t close his eyes to that.

Aren was sitting up on the rim of the rock bowl that surrounded their camp. He was looking out to the south, over the Bitterbracks, a pensive, bloody figure in Tantera’s light. Something had gone out of him since Aelterhame. He’d been gloomy and taciturn, completing his tasks joylessly. Cade’s attempts at rousing him with humour had fallen flat. Last night he’d confided in Cade, and Cade wished he hadn’t.

‘We can’t fight them,’ he’d said. ‘We can’t win. How can we, when they have the dreadknights at their beck and call? They’d commit any atrocity just to keep the upper hand. How can we ever beat a country willing to do that?’

The utter defeat in his voice had shaken Cade. Aren had endured plenty of setbacks in his time, but none that had kept him down for long. Muleheaded determination was more or less his defining trait, as far as Cade was concerned. But this sounded different. Brac’s death had killed something inside Aren, too. He’d put more of his hopes in the north than he’d admitted to himself, and Aelterhame had ended them. He knew, as they all did, that to attempt a revolt in the south was all but impossible. The Krodans had the country locked down too tightly.

That’s good, though, ain’t it? Cade asked himself. That’s what I wanted. Better he lose hope. It’ll hurt less when the end comes. When he realises he never had a chance.

But it didn’t feel good. Felt gods-damned awful, in fact. He’d been feeling some degree of awful for a long time now. There was a knot in his guts and a knot in his head, and every day they pulled a little tighter.

From the day they met on a beached elaru galleon, it had been him and Aren. They’d had their squabbles, and over time Cade had grown sick of playing second fiddle and started to kick against it. But they’d always come through. They’d always pulled each other through.

To see that hope die in Aren, it felt like pushing the knife in himself.

Cade swore in frustration. Was it always this way? The wrong thing, wrapped up in the right thing? The right wrapped up in the wrong? Couldn’t anything just be one or the other?

He was so consumed with his own dark musings that he failed to be watchful in his wanderings. So when he turned and found himself face to face with a hulking figure in the red gloom, he yelled out loud and dropped his sword while trying to unsheathe it.

It took him long moments of scrambling in the dirt before he straightened again, weapon in hand, breathless. The stranger gave Cade a dry gaze that eloquently communicated how dead he’d be by now, had that been their intention.

It was a Fellman standing there, a thickset giant of a man, black-haired and glowering, his hair and beard in braided ropes. He looked over Cade’s shoulder, to where Stivan was hurrying up behind, a crossbow in his hand. Aren could be heard scrambling down from the rocks. Grub was nowhere to be seen, which probably meant he was well placed to put a knife in the stranger’s back.

‘You’re of Clan Riven Moon,’ said Stivan, spotting the symbols on his clothes. ‘You’ve been tracking us. What’s your business?’

‘My business is with him,’ said the man, pointing a finger at Aren, who was just approaching. ‘I bring a message from the clan-chief.’

‘And who is that?’

‘Bridda Blackfeather leads Clan Riven Moon now. What remains of it.’

Bridda? Cade had presumed her dead along with her husband. But then, she hadn’t been holding a weapon when Mercy opened his visor. That had probably saved her life.

‘What is your message?’ Stivan asked.

The Fellman gave Stivan a frown of disdain. It was plain he thought Aren was the leader here, and wasn’t sure why he was talking to Stivan. He drew a folded piece of animal-hide from his pocket and held it out to Aren without another word.

Aren took it and opened it up. He read silently for a moment, his face tight with puzzlement, then loosening in surprise. Finally, he looked up, and his gaze met Cade’s with something like amazement in his eyes.

‘Oh, Nine,’ said Cade in despair. ‘This thing with the north ain’t over, is it?’

‘No,’ said Aren. He sounded stunned. ‘No, I think it’s only just begun.’
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Cloud shadows slid across the sunlit flanks of the mountains as Klyssen watched from the window of the carriage. The Catsclaws were beautiful any time of the year, but on a sunny day in Deithus they seemed like paradise, their grassy slopes swathed in orange, yellow and red. Small wonder the Ossians called it the month of Copperleaf.

The steep and winding road took another turn and the vista was lost behind a screen of trees. Klyssen settled back into the padded bench, feeling more at ease with himself than he had for a long time.

Upwards, thought Klyssen. I’d forgotten how that felt.

Gremmler, sitting opposite, eyed him warily. He was suspicious of Klyssen’s good mood.

‘I trust you understand the gravity of the moment, Watchman Klyssen?’ Gremmler warned. He’d been making variations of the same comment throughout the journey. Klyssen had never seen him nervous before. He liked it immensely.

‘Overwatchman Gremmler, you may be assured I will not embarrass you,’ Klyssen said, just smoothly enough to be unconvincing.

‘There will be several high-ranking individuals present who’d find it awkward if their involvement were widely known,’ Gremmler went on. ‘It wasn’t easy to secure you an introduction.’

‘I am deeply grateful for your efforts, Overwatchman. And for your mercy. I will not squander the faith you have put in me.’

That seemed to satisfy him for now. He turned his attention back to the book he was reading: the Akhma Ket of Ushurkalen, which Klyssen had given him to avoid being sent to Ozak. He’d been studying it every night since, so he said. But Klyssen knew he was still worrying, and he couldn’t keep his mind on it.

Klyssen found the change in his behaviour fascinating. He’d known Gremmler as a man who walked in lockstep with the Empire, entirely self-secure because his wants and needs had always aligned with his masters’. Klyssen was used to exploiting the flaws in a person’s character, but in Gremmler he’d found a character without flaws, because he had no character to speak of.

But dig a little deeper, and everybody had something.

Gremmler had been sparse on detail about their mysterious rendezvous. He’d say only that it was a gathering of people who shared their interests in the occult, and wouldn’t be drawn on who was attending beyond hints that they were important.

Klyssen, for his part, was content to wait to find out. The whole affair fascinated him. If there was a secret organisation operating within the Empire that comprised a number of powerful men, he wanted to be part of it. Since Hammerholt, he’d been spiralling towards self-destruction, and he’d allowed his position to become alarmingly precarious. Even now, his fortunes depended entirely on Gremmler’s good graces. He needed new allies.

‘This is fascinating,’ said Gremmler, rousing from his book again. His mind was restless; he wanted to talk. ‘Here Ushurkalen says that what we see as reality is merely the collective agreement of our awareness. That certain things are only real because we are born into a world in which everyone else believes they are real, therefore it is made real for us. But if we could apply enough will, we could force others to experience reality as we want it to be.’

‘A heady notion,’ said Klyssen, privately thinking that it was idiocy. Reality was reality. Wishing otherwise didn’t make it so. If it did, he’d have been taller.

‘He speaks also of an enabling reagent,’ Gremmler went on. ‘Human will is insufficient on its own. He spent his life searching for that missing factor.’

‘There’s so much for me to learn,’ said Klyssen humbly. ‘You’ve studied the mysteries much longer than I. May I ask what inspired your interest?’

Gremmler turned cold. ‘You may not,’ he said, and went back to his book.

Klyssen cursed himself silently. He suspected he knew the answer, but he’d hoped Gremmler would tell him of his own accord. An expression of trust from this intensely private man. An affirmation of their new relationship. But perhaps it was too early, perhaps he’d pushed too hard.

You’re rusty, he told himself. Have a care.

‘It was my mother,’ Gremmler said, without looking up from the book.

Klyssen could hardly suppress a smile. Not so rusty after all, then. He waited for more, but none came.

‘I understand,’ he said. ‘Thank you, Overwatchman.’

Klyssen had guessed as much, from what he’d pieced together during his investigations and his visit to Gremmler’s home. Father lost at a young age, an only child raised by a strong mother, he’d formed a close bond with her. One of devotion, almost worship. When she died, it must have devastated him. Small wonder he’d gone looking for alternatives to the howling emptiness of loss. Vulnerable, he’d have been easy prey for anything that offered him comfort.

Weakness was the key to manipulation. Everyone in the Iron Hand knew that. Was Gremmler recruited by this secretive group in a time of weakness, just as he was recruiting Klyssen in his?

Well, Klyssen was weak no longer, and he was no victim to be controlled. What he’d read so far had been superstitious babble wrapped up in scholarly language. Krodan rigour and logic had been replaced by supposition, theories and incontestable accounts. Even if there were things in existence that he couldn’t explain – the dreadknights, for one – it didn’t mean he had to abandon himself to fictions. Whatever charlatan’s games were in store, he’d feign belief with the best of them, but in his heart he scorned Gremmler, and all those like him.

Gremmler was the weak one here; it was Klyssen who had the upper hand now.

His companion stirred and looked up from his book as the carriage took another turn, opening up the vista again. ‘It should be coming into view any moment now,’ he said. ‘There.’

Klyssen craned to see. High up on the mountainside, overlooking a precipitous wooded gorge, was an imposing stone chateau. It was built in the modern Krodan style: arcs and rays and stark geometric shapes, stern and artistic all together. A semicircular courtyard and gardens projected over the drop.

‘Revenhuss,’ said Gremmler.

Klyssen made sure to look suitably impressed, but in truth he hadn’t expected anything less. Gremmler wasn’t given to exaggeration, and a meeting with such important attendees would require an appropriately grand venue. Perched near the border between Ossia and Kroda, isolated and luxurious, this was the perfect spot for a secret gathering.

There was power in secrets, and power was what Klyssen needed now. More power than Vanya or her husband had.

Power enough to take his children back.

The carriage rolled to a halt in the forecourt, where footmen in uniform were waiting to open the door for them. Klyssen stepped out and drew a lungful of cool air. Autumn was setting in, and despite the warm sun it was crisp at these altitudes.

Statues of mythological heroes and monsters watched them from the topiary. Some were Krodan, but he spotted Ossian figures, too. Others he couldn’t identify, but at least one was from Brunland – Hjavak the skin-walker, who took on the shape of a bear when he wore its pelt – and another he could have sworn was Trinish. He had only a passing interest in fables, but even so, he recognised the unusual range of influences here.

Gremmler had read his thoughts. ‘The master of the house has a restless curiosity,’ he said. ‘No subject is beyond his interest, no avenue of inquiry forbidden.’

‘That is refreshing to hear,’ said Klyssen, thinking the opposite. The Krodan way of life had seen them drag themselves from insignificance to become the dominant power on the continent in less than a century. If people were allowed to think and say what they pleased, they soon stopped focusing on what was good for their fellows in the Empire. Free expression was the spigot of disorder.

Your words come enticingly close to sedition, Overwatchman Gremmler. I wonder what else you’ll say, now that we are such good friends?

‘Please come with me,’ said one of the footmen. ‘The other guests are assembling in the Long Hall. My colleagues will take care of your luggage.’

They followed him into the house, through a cavernous foyer busy with strange artifacts. Its walls were adorned with painted Keddish spirit-masks, Helican oathblades, an elegant whitewood battle-shield that could only have been elaru. There was a boundary stone covered in carven script that Klyssen had never seen before; a clockwork contraption from Shang whose purpose he could scarcely guess at; a squat wooden idol with a hideous leering face bristling with nails.

In the centre of the room, posed on a plinth amid a miniature landscape of rock and grass, was an urd. Klyssen’s heart jumped in fright at the sight – an instinctive reaction on coming face to face with humankind’s ancient enemy – but he was well-practised at hiding weakness, and nothing showed on the surface. Instead, he held up a hand to the footman and said: ‘A moment, please.’ Then he walked over and began to study the display.

‘Never seen one this close, I’ll wager,’ said Gremmler, coming up alongside him. There was pride in his voice, as if the master’s collection was some doing of his. Look what I can show you.

‘I’ve never seen one at all, beyond paintings,’ Klyssen admitted. It was deeply unsettling. A lifetime of stories had invested the urds with a sense of dread that went to his bones. When he was a child, it was the urds who’d come creeping in the night if he was bad, to kill him in his bed. As he grew, childish threats were replaced by adult ones: the demons in the eastern lowlands, just over the border, ever ready to invade. The Sanctorum preached the need for pious young men to defend their borders; the Knights Vigilant endlessly called for new recruits. Only by keeping their numbers down could the civilised lands be saved. The urds were dangerous vermin who’d swarm Embria if left unchecked.

This one was a shaman by the look of him, his body stuffed and preserved as a hunting trophy. He was smaller than in Klyssen’s imagination, squat and lean, his skin smooth and grey. Long fingers reached out in the attitude of one flinging a curse, while the other held a crooked wooden staff hung with grotesque charms. On his back was the skin of some horrific underwater predator, worn as a cloak with its round upper jaw – still fringed with needle-sharp fangs – forming the hood.

But it was the face that captivated and repulsed Klyssen all at once. Heavy-browed, with a long, flat nose and slits for nostrils. The mouth gaped as if caught mid-shout, and the teeth within were like a beast’s, sharp at the front, big and flat at the back. The eyes were glass, wide-set, pupils unnaturally huge in pus-coloured irises. There were rings in his lip and through the bridge of his nose, and his cheeks were elaborately scarred and dyed.

So like us, and yet so unlike, he thought.

‘If you please?’ said the footman. ‘The Doctor will present himself soon.’

‘Come on, Klyssen,’ said Gremmler. His eagerness was obvious, and surprising to hear. ‘We don’t want to be late.’

They were shown to the Long Hall by the footman, where they found a gathering of several dozen, mostly men with a scattering of noble ladies and wives. A quintet of musicians played melancholy music on exotic instruments, something foreign and dissonant that Klyssen didn’t like. Servants drifted about with drinks and canapés, and the air was sharp with cigar smoke.

Klyssen scanned the room, searching for faces he recognised from the days when he moved in such circles. The Director of the Imperial Bank in Morgenholme, with whom he had a slight acquaintance. A minor baron from Dachland whose name escaped him. He noted with surprise that Chancellor Draxis was among them. Gremmler had promised important people, but he hadn’t expected this: the third most powerful man in the Empire, beneath the Emperor and the Archon of the Sanctorum. Last time Klyssen had seen him, it had been to publicly promise that he’d capture Cadrac of Darkwater. By doing so, he’d staked his claim to be the next Commander of the Iron Hand in Ossia. Draxis would hardly have been able to refuse him if he’d succeeded.

If.

‘You’re in rare company here,’ said Gremmler. ‘Behave yourself.’

Klyssen tried not to bridle at that. He didn’t need reminding of his petty outbursts, his humiliating breakdown. All that was in the past now.

I am authority.

‘Watchman Klyssen, is that really you?’

Such a nerve-shredding, nasal sneer could only come from one man. The Primus had an excellent sense of timing, apparently. Klyssen steeled himself and put on a smile for Bettren, the man who’d become Commander in his place.

He was slight and neat, with a pencil moustache and the haughty look of an aristocrat. Klyssen remembered him as a shameless flatterer and sycophant, but he reserved his oily charms for those of higher rank. For those below, and for Klyssen especially, there was only arrogant disdain.

‘You really do get everywhere, don’t you?’ Bettren said to Klyssen. He raised a disapproving eyebrow at Gremmler. ‘Are we letting in just anyone now?’

Gremmler was unfazed. Bettren might have been his direct superior, but it wasn’t he that made the overwatchman nervous. ‘Watchman Klyssen has only recently begun his journey, but I will vouch for his enthusiasm,’ he said levelly.

The Commander threw Klyssen a look like he’d give something he found on his shoe. Klyssen made sure to show him the burned side of his face as he gazed back. Bettren was too milk-livered to endure the sight for long.

You tried to have me imprisoned after Hammerholt. When that failed, you put me under Gremmler to humiliate me. Are you worried now, seeing me here? Because you should be.

The flicker of disgust on Bettren’s face as he looked away was a memory Klyssen would treasure for a long time to come. ‘You should be careful where you place your faith,’ he advised Gremmler, and swept away to find another drink.

At the end of the Long Hall a short set of steps ascended to a doorway covered by a set of silk curtains. They were Boskan, by the looks of them, embroidered with flames at the top and bottom, with stylised figures burning in torment while the noble and righteous walked the land between.

Hell above and hell below, and a narrow path betwixt them, Klyssen thought. He was beginning to have some sympathy with the desert folks’ point of view.

A soft, clear bell chimed somewhere, and an excited hush fell over the gathering. All eyes went to the stairs as a footman walked to stand at the bottom.

‘Honoured guests,’ he called. ‘The master of the house, Doctor Baltazar Gless!’

The curtains parted and the Doctor stepped through. He was in his fifties, brown hair slicked back and greying at the temples, square-jawed and sharp-featured. He wore an immaculate white jacket and trousers and as he entered, all eyes were upon him.

‘Friends,’ he said, in a sonorous voice with a strange accent that Klyssen couldn’t quite place. ‘Fellow travellers. It is good to see you again. I have called you here because a time of great change is upon us. Forces are stirring beyond the veil of sight. There is a battle to come, between darkness and light, between ignorance and knowledge. A battle in which we must all play our part.’

There was a murmur of nervous excitement at that.

‘You are the select few who dare to dream beyond. Truth-seekers, brave enough to face what others cannot, strong enough to reject the illusion before your eyes. You are the ones who must steer the fate of those who cannot steer themselves.’

Klyssen was only half-watching him; his attention was on the guests, who stood rapt, hanging on his every word.

‘Soon we will delve into the beyond and take up arms in the unseen war. Gird yourselves, friends. I will need all of your courage when the time comes.’

Then he smiled and spread his hands munificently, like a rich man scattering bread for orphans. ‘Until then, be welcome in my house. My servants are at your disposal. Tomorrow, we begin.’

He descended the stairs, and as he reached the floor the guests hurried to be first to speak to him, almost indecent in their haste. The first hand he shook belonged to Chancellor Draxis, who actually bobbed his head in deference as he did so.

‘That is Doctor Gless,’ said Gremmler, a broad grin on his face. He was practically vibrating with excitement.

Klyssen stared, amazed. Some of the most important people in the Empire were present, and this stranger had them eating from the palm of his hand. Here was true power, and the sight of it was intoxicating.

Who is this man? Klyssen thought.

He’d make it his business to find out.
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‘There he is,’ whispered Vika.

The Auldwood was a patchwork of light and shadow, roofed with the colours of autumn. Vika crouched among the foliage, her acolyte close beside her, their painted faces camouflaged in the dappled day. Together, they watched the stag picking its way through the trees.

It was a big one, horns spreading from its crown in jagged abundance. Its neck and chest were shaggy with red fur, and it walked with the coiled step of suppressed violence.

‘Take care,’ said Vika. ‘It is in rut, and apt to charge you.’

Esper nodded. She was a stringy young woman, a nervous mix of confidence and anxiety. Long, unbrushed hair of Carthanian blonde fell in knotty tangles over her shoulders. Vika would have preferred an easier target for the lesson, but she supposed it didn’t matter. Esper was unpredictable, as likely to fail something easy as she was to overcome something hard.

‘It is time,’ said Vika. Esper nodded and drew a clay phial from a pocket. She unstoppered it and drank the liquid within, which she’d brewed under Vika’s supervision earlier in the day. She was almost at the end of her apprenticeship – all those Cai had brought were – but it was important to keep an eye on things. Esper had a habit of overestimating herself, and until she built up her resistances, too much poison could cause permanent damage.

Vika drank her own brew, felt the familiar burning in her body, the spreading of her awareness, racing out like tendrils through the earth and leaves. The world sprang into sharp relief. She could sense the same changes going on in Esper as she coped with her rougher concoction: the acceleration of her heart, the sour reek of her sweat. The girl’s pupils widened to saucers and her skin paled.

Vika turned her attention back to the stag. She could hear its blood pumping, smell the musk of it. Sunbeams came down like a shiver of spears through the leaves. Here on the fringes of the Auldwood, the trees were spaced wide enough to let the light in; nearer the heart it became dark and tangled, and there were many dangers, and the voice of something very old could sometimes be heard from the earth.

‘Let us approach,’ said Vika.

They slowly moved closer. The stag noticed them and stopped. It let out a bellow, deep as a bull’s, ending in a series of short barks. Then it began to walk again, keeping them to its side, glancing at them now and then.

Vika knew the signs. ‘It feels threatened,’ she said. ‘Calm it.’

Esper took a steadying breath.

‘Don’t force the power. Submit to it. It does not come from you. You are only the conduit. We ask and are answered.’

‘We are vessels,’ Esper murmured, repeating one of Vika’s most frequent maxims.

‘Vessels of the Aspects’ will,’ Vika agreed. ‘And Ogg will hear you, if you call to him.’

Vika felt a stirring as Esper did as she was bid, the strange crawling sensation beneath the skin of the visible world that heralded the coming of change. Esper began to walk forwards slowly, her arms by her sides. The stag bellowed again, lowered its head and shook its antlers at her. Esper faltered a moment—

Keep going, show no doubt.

—then continued. Vika focused herself, ready to step in if things should turn deadly. She wasn’t entirely sure she’d be able to do so in time. Agalie had always spoken the language of the wild better than she.

The stag hadn’t given ground, but nor did it show signs of calming. It stamped and snorted and shook its head angrily. Esper was close enough now that she wouldn’t stand a chance if it charged, and Vika was beginning to fear for her. A pressure was building in the air, a buzzing in Vika’s skull as Esper struggled to bring her influence to bear on her target. She was fighting too hard. It wasn’t working.

Still Esper walked closer, undeterred by the evidence of her eyes. Overconfident.

It’s not backing down, Vika thought. I have to stop this.

Esper stepped forward, close enough to touch. She reached out her hand. Vika’s breath caught in her throat as the stag twisted its head sharply, knocking her arm away. In that moment, she almost intervened. But Esper didn’t react, and that was what stopped her. Slowly, the acolyte returned her arm to where it had been. She leaned in, past the antlers, to lay her hand on the stag’s muzzle.

At her touch, all the fight went out of it. It snorted once and settled down onto its haunches. Esper went down to her knees with it, her hand never leaving its muzzle. She put her other hand before its mouth and let it take a lick. Then, when she was sure it had been mastered, she turned her paint-streaked face to Vika, wearing a bright smile.

‘That was well done,’ said Vika, smiling back in relief. Esper’s victory felt like hers.

‘Well done indeed,’ came a voice from nearby. Both of them looked up to see Agalie-Sings-The-Dark leaning on her goat-skull staff.

Vika’s grin widened. ‘Why do I never hear you coming, Agalie?’

‘The Auldwood knows me better than most,’ replied the elder druidess. She held out her hand and the stag got up, trotted over to her and sniffed it. ‘Look at you, Vika. A teacher now.’

‘Strange times are upon us,’ Vika said.

‘They are, and I have news for you. Take me to your camp.’

Night was gathering by the time they reached camp. The others had already started a fire and were cooking rabbits. Ruck leaped up barking as her mistress returned, and then began running in circles around Agalie, nipping at her playfully.

Cai came with her. ‘How did you do?’ he asked Esper, eagerly.

Her expression was all the answer he needed. She was barely able to hold her excitement in. Cai grinned and hugged her, and the two of them headed back to the others, who were waiting to congratulate their friend.

Vika surveyed the gathering, the grab-bag of young acolytes that Cai had salvaged after the massacre at the Dwimordyr. There were a dozen there, all young, and only two of them Ossian. The rest were from a handful of foreign cultures, recruits from Cartha and Bosk, Xula, Lun, and Zotha. They were the legacy of Heddek-Braves-The-Storm, the great missionary of the druids, who travelled Thea spreading word of the Aspects, and by doing so inspired many others to follow. Even now, in far-flung places there were small pockets of those who practised druids’ ways. Before the invasion, they’d frequently come to Ossia to study at the feet of the elders. Afterwards, not so much; but still, they came.

Cai’s friends had been strangers in a strange land, and that had been their bond. Their shared promise had brought them to the Dirracombe, where Vika had the vision that first set her on the way to becoming a Dawnwarden. There Cai had met them and brought them to her.

‘I know that look,’ Agalie said. ‘What are you thinking?’

Vika smiled a little. It felt good to be known by someone. Her fellow Dawnwardens didn’t understand her in the bone-deep way Agalie did. Aren had drawn away from her, Harod was wrapped in his misery, and Mara didn’t like her. Fen was too wary and Grub was too stupid. Agalie was the only person in her life who’d lasted more than a few years.

‘I am thinking about what you said at the Dwimordyr. “Sometimes an old forest must be razed for new growth.” Perhaps this is an opportunity.’

Agalie looked doubtful. ‘An opportunity for what?’

‘We were doomed long before they scattered us,’ said Vika. ‘Thirty years and more we did nothing as the Primus overtook the Nine in the hearts of our people. It was not that we were unwilling to change. We were incapable. The roots that once nourished us now choked us. Our branches had grown so thick as to block the light.’

‘And what would you change, if it were up to you?’

‘I would make the druids into that which they were meant to be. Defenders of the land. Heralds of the Nine. A force capable of standing up for the people of Ossia.’

‘A force?’

Agalie’s tone made it clear what she thought of that word. Vika ignored it. She knew her friend’s opinion on the subject.

‘These young ones have potential,’ she said. ‘With time, I can shape them.’

‘Time is a luxury we may not have,’ Agalie replied. ‘Walk with me, and I will tell you what I learned in the north.’

They made their way from the clearing, leaving the light and heat and laughter for the cool, quiet dusk and the whispers of the forest. Ruck padded around them, nose to the earth, winding hither and thither through the trees.

‘You still have the phylactery? Galarad’s blood is safe?’ Agalie asked.

‘Of course,’ said Vika. ‘Hidden in the forest deeps, and only I know where. I will show you, before we return.’

Agalie nodded gravely at that, her face hard beneath the vertical streaks of red paint that caged her features.

‘But you are troubled,’ Vika observed. ‘And I sense your news will not be to my liking.’

‘You may like it more than you think,’ said Agalie. ‘I am troubled nonetheless. But enough of that: listen now. After we parted, I went to the Great Library at Mirrordell, and was welcomed there. They still remember us in Harrow.’

‘Aye,’ said Vika. ‘There are none so fond of old ways as the Harrish.’

‘And we should be thankful for it. It has ever been their tradition to offer hospitality to the servants of the Nine, even after their doors were closed to others.’

‘And you saw no more of Pel? I wondered if she might have returned when her ire cooled.’

Agalie shook her head. ‘Keddish take trust for granted. Once broken, I do not know if it can ever be fixed. I suspect she has already headed to Yaga, to seek the ruins of Eshkabel. That is partly my concern.’ She waved a hand. ‘But I am jumping ahead. They let me in, and gave me access to their vaults, and there I began my search for word of the Shadow Casket.

‘For many days and nights I hunted among the shelves. There were ancient documents in dead languages, tattered pieces of parchment from before the Fall, fragments of old tales written on hide. Hints of what had been, but even those hints …’ She looked at her friend with despair on her face. ‘So much was lost, Vika. You can’t imagine it. When the Second Empire fell, it was as if all our greatness fell with it. All the wondrous things we knew were gone. How could we forget? How could we just forget like that?’

‘There may still be much of the old lore in Carradis,’ Vika said. ‘For those who dare brave the madness.’

‘But that cannot be the whole tale. There have always been keepers of records, and those who will fight to preserve knowledge. Whatever chaos was upon the land, there would have been survivors, and they would have remembered and set it down. Yet for all our study, all our delving, we still do not know how or why the Second Empire collapsed. It is a blind spot in our history, and that absence is … unnatural. I cannot help but feel that there is a purpose behind it.’

‘You think the records were destroyed? But who could do such a thing? Who had the power to reach so far? There were four centuries of barbarism and feuding warlords before this land was united again.’

‘I do not know,’ said Vika. ‘It does not seem possible, even now. Not even kings and emperors can entirely extinguish the past. The urge to protect it is too strong.’

They walked on a short way in silence. Though their boots trod the soil and their staffs pressed the earth, they left no trace, and the forest didn’t slow them. Whether by some instinct of theirs, or some subtle movement of the foliage, it was never in their way. Vika herself didn’t know how it happened. It simply was.

‘One night, worn out from study, I fell asleep at my desk,’ said Agalie. ‘As I slept, I had a dream in which I was lost in the labyrinth of vaults beneath the Great Library. Something terrible was coming for me, searching through the gloomy tunnels and chambers. I knew it, and feared it, but whichever way I turned it kept coming closer.’

‘We are used to nightmares, you and I,’ Vika commiserated.

‘We are,’ said Agalie. ‘But the fear did not fade when I awoke. Indeed, that day as I searched, I began to feel as if I were being followed. I told myself it was foolish, but I could not shake the notion. The next day, I was certain of it. Several times, I saw something in the corner of my eye, standing in the shadows; but when I turned to look at it, there was nothing to see.’

Vika frowned at that. Her friend wasn’t given to flights of fancy, and a shadow had fallen on her as she spoke. The night seemed darker for it; the murmuring of the forest took on an edge of menace. Ruck, sensing the change, lifted her head and growled softly.

‘I came to dread my visits to the vault, but I had picked up a trail and would not let it go. I believed there was something there to find, and I wanted to find it. Soon enough the terror was visiting me even when I was not in the vault. I could scarcely sleep for the certainty that I was being watched. The thing that stalked me was ever at the edge of my vision, and every time I saw it, it seemed closer, yet I could never fix it with my eye, never determine if it wore the shape of man or beast or both.’

She had a feverish look, and Vika was concerned for her. Madness was an occupational hazard for a druid – the poisons took their toll in the end – but the other possibility was even worse.

‘You think someone sent it?’

‘I do. A dark spirit from the Shadowlands, pushing into this world, nearing day by day. Nine, what is happening, that something once sealed away by Joha’s will can force its way across the Divide? Even bidden by another’s will, I have never known it done.’

‘It may not be that. It may not be what you think,’ said Vika, more to reassure herself than her friend.

Agalie disregarded it anyway. ‘I had almost made up my mind to leave when I stumbled across an old manuscript, written in a language I could barely decipher. Some antecedent of Stonespeak, I think. I dared to risk one more night in the vaults, to learn from it what I could, and I will not speak of the terrors I experienced there, for I have no wish to revisit them. I fled Mirrordell as the sun rose, and in a forest glade I set forth a ritual and brewed a potion of such potency that it almost killed me. As it was, I wandered for days in the grip of madness before I came back to myself. When I did, I was no longer shadowed. After that, I came here.’

It was a disturbing tale, and she seemed wearied by the telling. Vika put her hand on her friend’s shoulder and Agalie gripped it gratefully. They came to a fallen tree in a shaggy, vine-throttled glade, and Vika sat her down on it and took a seat beside her. She brought out a small skin of sloe liquor – a favourite of them both – and they shared sips while Vika considered her story.

‘Why would someone send the spirit after you, and not me?’ Vika asked at last.

‘Because I was the one that went to the Library.’

‘Unless it was an ancient guardian? Something left long ago to deter the curious from finding the Shadow Casket?’

‘No. The Apostates sent it. I am certain of that.’

‘They could have come after you themselves, then. You said the Great Library was friendly to druids.’

‘Not after I told them what had happened at the Dwimordyr.’ Agalie gave her a grim look. ‘Three men in druids’ attire arrived a few days after me. They were turned away. It was not long after that I had my dream.’

Vika felt herself growing cold. Then it was no hallucination after all. She’d thought they’d left behind the threat of the Apostates at the Dwimordyr, but it seemed they were not content with merely destroying the Communion. They had greater plans than that.

‘If they knew you were going to the Great Library,’ said Vika, ‘then they knew why.’

Agalie nodded. ‘It seems Polla had time to spread the news before her death. The Apostates know the Shadow Casket may lie in Eshkabel. But they do not yet know what I know.’

‘And what is that?’

Agalie looked at her, and Vika was shocked to find herself weighed by that gaze. Agalie was deciding whether to tell her or not. Whether she could trust her. At last, she looked away, as if defeated.

‘I am convinced that the Shadow Casket is everything the legends say it is. Everything you hoped for, and everything I feared. It is the weapon by which the dreadknights may be defeated.’

‘But that is wonderful news!’ Vika cried.

‘Perhaps,’ said Agalie, her voice heavy as stone. ‘But listen to me before you celebrate, and I will tell you what else I found out at Mirrordell, down there in the dark.’
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‘Read it again,’ said Wilham the Smiler.

Aren had read it so many times that he knew Bridda Blackfeather’s words by heart, but to satisfy Wilham he put his eyes to the letter once more.

‘Honoured Dawnwarden,’ he read. ‘If this letter finds you, you have escaped as I hoped. Know this, then: Brac Blackfeather is dead, slain at the hand of Alden son of Jerdis. Edéan’s body has been desecrated, turned to ash and wind instead of going to the earth. Athor, my only remaining child, has been taken to the Fang under the Penance Tax, and is now a hostage to ensure the good behaviour of Clan Riven Moon. I, Bridda Blackfeather, am clan-chief now, and there are none who contest it.’

Wilham was listening hard, one crooked finger to his lips, raking the sentences for intent. Carrot-topped and baby-faced, the leader of Morgenholme’s underground rebels had a deceptively innocent look about him, but Aren knew how quick and ruthless he could be. Mara watched him closely, striped with dusty light from the dining hall’s narrow windows.

‘The atrocities we have suffered are beyond endurance,’ Aren went on. ‘We have marked the fate of the Sards, and we will not follow them. We will not wait until we are too weak to fight back before we raise our hammers. Therefore I say this to you: bring me back my son, and I will do what my husband would not. I will call the clans to war. In fury, Bridda Blackfeather, Clan-chief of Clan Riven Moon.’

He put the letter down on the table, his last words echoing into silence. The dining hall of Redfields manor was too large for the five who’d gathered there. Still, it was comfortingly Ossian in its décor: a busy mess of tapestries, rugs and heavy wooden furniture instead of the clean, spare austerity of a Krodan home. Earth tones instead of pastels. Cracked brick tiles underfoot. A reminder of the way things had been, once.

‘Can she do it?’ Wilham asked. ‘Will she?’

Stivan was standing by a window, leaning against the wall, his arms crossed. ‘The Fell Folk are not known for their reliability, nor for keeping their promises,’ he said. ‘But Bridda Blackfeather is worth your trust. No doubt she was in a state of some agitation when she wrote this, but all who know her say the same thing: she was never a woman to let her heart lead her head. I believe she means it.’

He stepped away from the window. ‘As to whether she can, I don’t know. The loss of Brac makes things less certain. But Clan Riven Moon’s alliances do not die with him, and he’d made many. Bridda is held in high regard. And the other clans will know well that if the Northguard has invoked the Penance Tax on Clan Riven Moon, then he is coming for their firstborns, too.’

‘Is that a yes?’ Wilham demanded impatiently.

‘I think most of them will answer her call. Clan Shrike Shadow and Clan Brown Bear will be the ones to tip the balance. If they come, so will the rest. If they choose to stay out of it, many will do the same, hoping to ensure their own survival.’

‘So, to be clear,’ said Mara. ‘She would have us break into the Fang, a heavily guarded castle, to rescue Athor. No doubt if the Northguard has gathered the firstborns of other clans, they will need rescuing, too. If we achieve this, Bridda might be able to rouse the Fell Folk to war.’ The scepticism in her voice was plain. ‘My question is: what good is that?’

‘Isn’t that what we wanted?’ said Aren, puzzled by her question.

‘It’s what we wanted back before Hallow Cove. Back when the clans were powerful enough to give the Krodans a headache. They’ve been broken since.’

‘They do not sound broken to me,’ Vika said. She was standing near the enormous fireplace, where Ruck was sniffing the ashes of last night’s fire.

‘Let us say they do indeed rise and resist,’ said Mara. ‘They can’t stay in their fastnesses to be slaughtered, so they take to the heights, meaning to harry their enemy where they have the advantage. But Jerdis Cragheart knows that winter is on its way. Their fields will go untended. The Northguard needs only to sit tight in the Fang and wait for them to starve.’

‘Then we do something the Krodans can’t ignore,’ said Aren. He’d had plenty of time to think on it during the journey south from the Reaches. ‘We take the Fang.’

Mara gave him a withering look. ‘Are you actually suggesting we assault a castle?’

‘Why not? The Fell Folk almost succeeded before.’

‘Centuries ago, when they were far more numerous and the Fang was still unfinished. And they still failed. Gad Four-Fingers tried again later. He failed too, spectacularly. Each time the punishments and recriminations were terrible.’

Aren had no reply to that; he didn’t know his history well enough. Arguing with Mara was usually pointless. She could marshal an army of facts when it suited her.

‘You’d need siege engines,’ said Mara. ‘Many thousands of warriors. The losses would be atrocious. It cannot be done.’

‘It can be done,’ said Stivan.

Irritation flickered across Mara’s face; she didn’t like to be contradicted so baldly. But the certainty in his voice silenced them all.

‘I can get inside,’ Stivan said. ‘Once there, I could let in a small group of our people through a secret entrance. Some of us will make our way to the dungeons and free Athor and the other prisoners. The rest will need to fight their way to the gatehouse and open the castle gates. The rest of the Oathbreakers and the Fell Folk will be waiting outside, hidden. We do it when the Northguard is abroad and the garrison is low. If fortune is with us, they will quickly be overwhelmed and surrender.’

Aren gawped at him. All the times they’d discussed Bridda’s letter on the way to Redfields, he’d never mentioned this.

Vika was similarly intrigued. ‘How will you do it?’ she asked. ‘How will you get inside?’

‘They will hardly refuse entrance to the eldest son of the Northguard.’

The shock of it was such that Aren’s first thought was that Stivan must be joking. Then he remembered he’d never heard Stivan tell a joke. Still, it seemed unreal, impossible. He’d walked alongside this man for months, fought at his side. He thought he knew him, at least a little. But this?

‘You’re Keddin Starkeye!’ he said in appalled amazement.

Stivan’s grey gaze was calm. ‘Yes, they called me that once. But it was a long time ago, and I was a different man. I was my father’s bastard, and his eldest. By Ossian law, I was his heir.’

Mara’s eyes had narrowed in calculation. ‘But not by Krodan law,’ she said. One step ahead, as ever.

Stivan gave her a tight nod. ‘Only legitimate children count there. My half-brother Alden. I was a young man when the Krodans invaded and my inheritance was taken away. In my anger, I left the north and my family behind. The tale of the years between then and now is too long to tell here. It is enough to say that I have made myself an enemy in all ways to those who have robbed me.’

Aren was hardly hearing the words through the haze of betrayal. Here was a man who’d once fought against the Fell Folk, who’d helped his father – and the Krodans – keep them brutally in check. What outrages had he committed in his youth, in the Northguard’s name? It didn’t match with the man he thought he knew, this stern, efficient rebel who’d turned the Greycloaks from hopeful rumour to reality.

‘You’d be a traitor to your family,’ was all he could say. A sullen accusation, thrown without force.

‘Families are complicated,’ said Stivan flatly. He returned his attention to Mara, and Aren was hurt to find himself dismissed. Stivan knew where the power lay here. ‘I can get you into the Fang. In return, I want your oath: when the Krodans are driven from this land and a new ruler sits the throne, you will support my claim to the title of Northguard. I will be lord of the Fang, as was my rightful inheritance. That is my price.’

Shades, it all made sense now. Noble-born by his speech, well versed in battle tactics, at home in the Reaches. No wonder he kept a low profile in Hallow Cove and stayed away from Aelterhame. After thirty years, he’d be hard to recognise, but there were some who might remember him.

What if Edéan had found out? But no, Edéan hadn’t been born when Stivan left his home. Thirty years was a long time.

And didn’t you love the Krodans once? Wouldn’t you still, if things had turned out different: comfortable in Shoal Point, growing fat on your father’s blood money? That was only three years ago, and look at you now. Stivan has been a rebel for ten times that, if his account is to be believed.

‘The Fell Folk won’t like it,’ said Mara. ‘They are not overfond of the Northguard, whoever bears that name.’ She’d taken the revelation with remarkable calm; but then, she barely knew Stivan. Mara only saw an advantage.

‘The Fell Folk don’t have to know,’ Stivan replied. ‘When the Krodans are gone and a new king or queen sits the throne, there will be many titles to assign among the nobles. Traitors will be punished and the faithful will be rewarded. I trust that justice will be done. The support of the Dawnwardens will ensure it.’

‘You would betray them, too!’ Aren cried, his anger boiling over. ‘You would have them shed blood for you, you would use them to free our land, and when the time comes to divide the spoils, back they go to the Reaches! Back to poverty and subjugation!’

‘I have spent most of my life among the poor, Aren, and I know the Fell Folk well,’ said Stivan. ‘These lessons have not been lost on me. I would be a fairer and kinder Northguard than my father has ever been. I would rule with a gentle hand.’

‘They do not want to be ruled at all!’

‘I see Edéan had time to sway you, before he died. Did he also tell you why Queen Luda tamed the north, all those years ago? Because the Fell Folk were vicious raiders. They raped and burned all through the Essenmarch and the Bitterbracks, eating the flesh of the dead in the belief that they were absorbing their strength. Nowhere north of the Cut was it safe for folk to farm. They terrorised half of Ossia until they were put down.’

‘That was five centuries ago!’

‘That is true. And there is no sign they have changed. No attempt to become part of Ossian society. They have remained fiercely apart from us—’

‘They refused to let their culture be subsumed by their new overlords?’ Aren interrupted sharply. ‘Imagine that.’

That was a hit. Stivan’s face darkened, but Aren saw Mara raise an eyebrow in approval.

‘They are a threat to the peace of Ossia,’ Stivan said, his patience becoming strained. ‘They bear generations of hatred towards us. If they ever got the upper hand, they’d tear the north apart. The only thing standing between peace and civil war is the Northguard.’

‘A civil war is exactly what we’re trying to achieve,’ Aren shot back.

‘Enough!’ said Vika. ‘There will be time enough to squabble about the future. What we must decide is what to do now.’

Aren reined himself in with difficulty, his face hot. Stivan’s revelation had riled him. It wasn’t idealism that motivated the leader of the Greycloaks, but selfishness. He only wanted his title and his castle back. Just another noble, looking out for himself.

Another man he’d admired had turned out to be less than he appeared. The disappointment was hard to contain.

‘Well, Mara?’ said Wilham. He was smiling again, that insinuating grin he took on whenever he was needling the leader of the Dawnwardens. ‘I’ll admit, your trip to the north looked like a disaster, but now here is the Fang on a plate for you. If you can take that keep, if you can hold it … Well, suffice it to say I have plans for the south. Draw the Krodans away into the Reaches for me, and I will show you what a revolution looks like.’

Mara’s face remained impassive, but Aren knew how it stung her. Wilham led the underground resistance in Morgenholme, and his influence had spread further and further from the capital since Hammerholt fell. The Dawnwardens had the Ember Blade, but they were not the leaders of a united rebellion. There were many independent factions, most of whom it was too risky to bring into the fold for fear that Krodan spies would come with them.

Wilham’s organisation was the exception. He’d been there for Hammerholt, and as much as Mara disliked him, he was a necessary evil if they wanted to get anything done in the south. But Wilham had his eyes on the endgame. He knew that someone would decide the fate of the nation after the Krodans were gone. And so he was constantly undermining, constantly casting doubt, because he thought that if anyone should decide the destiny of the Ember Blade, it was him.

Mara went to the window and looked out at the overgrown grounds of the manor and the forest beyond its walls. Steep, bleak mountains rose foggily behind. ‘Do you remember Salt Fork, Wilham?’ Mara asked him. ‘I do. I remember how a handful of brave souls took the garrison and seized the town. For a moment, it felt as if something had started there: a spark thrown that would ignite the blaze of rebellion. But then the Krodan army arrived, and the townsfolk turned on the rebels before they’d even reached the gates. What was meant to inspire the people only reinforced their opinion that rebellion was hopeless.’

She turned her head to look at Wilham. ‘So we can take the Fang. How do we hold it?’

‘The Reaches are a fortress,’ said Stivan. ‘Queen Luda was almost broken on them. Her losses were enormous. We can gather supplies to the Fang, and with that as our base, we will make it so costly to tackle us that the Krodans may think twice about doing it at all.’

‘Queen Luda did not have dreadknights,’ said Vika grimly. She came walking slowly over from the fireplace, Ruck at her heels, the butt of her lightning-glass staff tapping on the tiles.

‘They are three,’ said Stivan. ‘And they can be killed.’

‘They are more than three in the hearts of the Fell Folk. There, they are an army,’ said Vika. ‘Flay inspires terror far beyond the range of his flail. Mercy can paralyse whole swathes of warriors with his foul light. Lacuna can slip past guards and walls with impunity to murder lookouts and leaders alike. It would take a force of rare discipline to stand tall against an army led by demons. That is a Krodan trait, and not one shared by the Fell Folk.’

‘Isn’t that your task, druidess?’ Wilham said. ‘You’re the one blessed of the Aspects. Even demons quail before you.’ His voice was heavy with scorn; he didn’t believe in sorcery or prophecy. He and Mara shared that much, at least.

‘I alone am … not enough,’ said Vika, and Aren was shocked to hear doubt in her voice. It had been a long time since he’d heard her doubt. ‘Nor can we rely on my apprentices yet.’

‘But you have another idea, don’t you?’ said Mara, for whom this wasn’t a new debate. ‘Vika, the Shadow Casket is a legend, and Yaga is one of the most dangerous places in all of Thea. Any expedition there would be a waste of good lives.’

‘Things have changed,’ said Vika. ‘I now believe it is more than a legend. It has the power to turn this battle in our favour. If its secrets can be unlocked, the dreadknights will fall before us, and there is no telling what more it can do. It could be the key to our victory.’

‘You are too wise to chase such fantasies,’ Mara said. Her tone suggested what she thought of Vika’s wisdom.

‘Agalie and I think that other powers know of its location. They may be searching for it already. If we do not find it, they will. And if even half the stories are true, it is far too dangerous to allow the enemy to possess it.’

She waved her hand to dismiss the argument that Mara was already forming. ‘My mind is made up. Attacking the Fang will take time to prepare. It will take even longer for the Krodans to organise a response. You will have little need of me till then. So I will go to Yaga, and when I return, I hope to bring a weapon that even the dreadknights cannot resist.’

‘You’re going to Yaga?’ Aren asked, wrongfooted for a second time today.

‘I am,’ she said. She gave him a steady look. ‘And I will be looking for companions to accompany me.’

Aren’s thoughts slowed to a halt under that gaze. The implications of what she was asking were too large to take in all at once. Never before had he gone anywhere so far from his knowledge, from anyone’s knowledge. The idea of it was as dizzying as it was frightening.

‘There, you see?’ said Wilham to Mara. ‘Stivan helps us take the Fang, with the aid of Lady Megwyn and the Fell Folk. By the time the Krodans can react, Vika will be back with good news or bad. If this bauble is all she says it is, so much the better; if not … well, you have the Reaches to defend you, and winkling you out will carry a heavy cost to the enemy.’

‘And will you be there, standing with us, Wilham?’ Mara asked. ‘Or will you be safe in Morgenholme, directing your own plots?’ When Wilham didn’t answer, she gave him a disdainful sneer. ‘I thought so.’

‘You’ve led the Dawnwardens for three years, Mara,’ said Wilham, his tone turned suddenly vicious. ‘Three years of skulking, and all you have to show for it is a disastrous trip to the north where you nearly lost the Ember Blade. Too long you’ve been afraid, and you’ve squandered your advantage. It’s time to stop hiding. To win wars, you have to spend lives. Not pieces on a castles board. Real people. And you will look them in the eye before you send them to their deaths, and that will scar you, but that is what a leader does.’ He was flushed now, venomous, all pretence at civility gone. ‘Now make your move, or make space for someone who has the stomach for it,’ he spat.

The air in the room was taut with threat. Here was the man behind the smile, quick to anger and savage when thwarted. Small wonder he was feared throughout the underground.

Is this how it will be, always? Aren thought in despair. Bickering and in-fighting as each of us struggles for primacy? Successes built on treachery? What happened to unity in the face of the enemy? Nine, I felt freer in the Reaches.

But Wilham’s rage broke against the wall of Mara’s calm. She let the echoes of his voice fade into the corners of the hall, then she smiled at him condescendingly.

‘Don’t upset yourself so. The Dawnwardens and the Greycloaks will be quite enough to do the hard work. Stivan, let us draw up our plans, and we will put them to Bridda Blackfeather. Before the snows close in, I mean to seize the Fang.’

She met Wilham’s gaze, and her eyes turned hard.

‘That is my move, Wilham. What’s yours?’
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Fen lay in her bed, and feared.

It was a palpable thing, this fear. A force surrounding her, pressing down on her, adding weight to her limbs. Sometimes, without warning, it seemed as if the air thickened with malice, and the pressure on her chest was so great that her breath became short. Then she’d panic, wild as a trapped animal, except the trap was her own skin and she had no way to escape it. The attacks came only when she was alone, and she suffered them in private. Eventually they’d pass, but even then, the fear lurked nearby.

Sunlight fell hazily through the bedroom windows. Soft pillows cradled her head, and she rested on cotton sheets. The bedstead was chipped, the curtains faded and there were threads of tangled cobweb in the corner, but it was far better than she was used to. Redfields was the Dawnwardens’ haven. Here, she was safe and well looked after.

And yet, the fear. The sickness. The exhaustion. Like she’d been poisoned. Like she’d never be able to run and climb and hunt again.

Like Ma, lying there in bed, withering under the blankets. Dying from a cut in her hand. She’d felt the same kind of terror then, watching the woman she’d adored fade away in front of her. One stupid mistake, and it killed her.

She clutched the warg’s-fang pendant that lay against her breast. One stupid mistake.

A knock at the door made her jump.

‘It’s Aren,’ came a voice on the other side.

Relief flooded through her. Of all people, he was the only one she wanted here. She shuffled herself into a sitting position against the creaking bedstead, and called him in.

‘Brought you soup,’ he said, carrying a tray. She smiled at him as he set it down in her lap. She saw venison, onion and cabbage. It smelled delicious, and she was thankful for that. So many things didn’t, these days.

He pulled up a stool next to the bed. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Better,’ she lied.

He told her about the meeting in the dining hall while she ate. She made interested noises, but she wasn’t really listening. It was good simply to have him here. The fear was lessened while Aren was at her side. Just to look at him was enough, to let her eyes roam his face, his lips, his soft brown eyes. He soothed her, because he loved her.

She knew it now. She believed it. The way he’d held her after she found him in the courtyard of Wittermere. How he’d protected her when she fell sick. It had taken her a long time to trust the evidence of her senses, but once she’d accepted it, she had no more doubts. He loved her, and maybe, maybe she loved him. It was hard to know in her present circumstances. Hard to know if any good thing was real, mired in suffering as she was.

Please, Joha, Ogg, Hallen, make this go away. Sarla, make it end.

But no matter how she begged, the Aspects weren’t listening.

‘It doesn’t sit right with me. None of it does,’ Aren was saying. ‘We have a chance to decide what we want our world to be. But all anyone wants is for things to go back to the way they were.’

‘Was that so bad? The way things were?’

‘The people were free, at least there was that. But our country was a mess. Roads falling apart, corruption everywhere. Our nobles spent so much time squabbling that they forgot to look after their lands. Queen Alissandra had her hands full just making sure no one went to war with each other.’ The disgust was clear in Aren’s voice. ‘These are the same people who rolled over when the Krodans invaded, just so they could keep their estates. And they’re the people we’re going to give it back to? They don’t deserve it.’

He scowled, looking down at his hands. Fen wanted to reach out and touch him, to bring comfort, but she had no idea how. It seemed like the sort of thing people did in stories; attempting it for real was another matter.

‘We were backward,’ he went on. ‘That’s the truth of it. There’s so much that’s good about the Ossian way, but we have plenty to be ashamed of, too. We hardly treated the Sards well, and we treated the Fell Folk worse. And we were all so much out for ourselves that we left the door open for our enemies to walk right in and trample us. Say what you like about the Krodans, at least they know how to work together.’ He sighed and brushed his hair back from his forehead. ‘I’m just saying, it could be different, that’s all. We have a chance.’

‘That sounds like Kenda talking,’ she said. She tried to smile so it didn’t sound like jealousy, but it sounded like that anyway.

‘Well, she’s got a point,’ said Aren, and she heard resentment in his voice, and it stung her.

I should have kept my mouth shut.

He got up from the bed and went to the window. He was restless and agitated today. Couldn’t sit still.

‘Vika says she’s going to Yaga,’ he said. ‘She’s forming an expedition to look for something she calls the Shadow Casket. She thinks it might be an object of great power. I don’t know.’

‘Yaga,’ said Fen neutrally. She’d heard of it, but nothing more than wild rumours. The island of the ogren, long ago occupied by the elaru, who’d enslaved them.

‘I’ve never been anywhere that far. My father had always promised to take me to Cartha one day, but …’

He trailed off. Fen waited. He turned his head and looked at her.

‘If I went, would you come with me?’

‘Yes!’ she said immediately, and for a moment the weight lifted from her and her heart floated in her chest. ‘Yes, as soon as …’ She motioned to herself. ‘I’m feeling better,’ she said again.

‘I haven’t decided yet,’ Aren said. ‘It sounds insane. But Vika’s going. And I’m not sure I want to be here. All this double-talk and back-stabbing, all the secrets and lies. They don’t need me at the Fang. I’m only one sword, and I’m not that good with it anyway. But Yaga … that’s an adventure.’

‘Yes!’ Fen said again, her soup forgotten.

‘Things haven’t felt right since … I don’t know, a long time,’ said Aren. He was talking more to himself than her now. ‘But Wittermere, that felt right. What we did in Estria, getting those people to the boats. No hiding, no politics. Just making a difference.’ He shook his head, smiled at himself. ‘Maybe I’m naïve. I just want it to be simple again.’

‘Nothing’s ever simple,’ said Fen. ‘But I’ll go with you.’

He looked pleased by that. No, not pleased: reassured. As if he’d needed to know her mind to help him make up his.

‘I’ll let you get some rest,’ he said.

She’d have liked to protest, but she couldn’t think how to do it, so she just watched him leave. Once he’d gone, she laid the soup aside, half-eaten, and got out of bed. Joha, she was weary. Drained and tired, emptied out. She walked over to the window where he’d been standing, leaned her arm on the frame and her forehead on the glass.

The sun was pallid behind a veil of wispy cloud. Out there was a stone garden with a dried-up fountain. Two people were walking and talking together. She thought she recognised them but didn’t know their names. Members of the Dawnwardens’ circle, those trusted few who’d given up their homes and lives to follow the Ember Blade. Redfields was their home now, given to them by the Lady Ilandra, who lived far to the south in the Rainlands where the climate suited her better. Its sprawling grounds were barely maintained by a skeleton staff of retainers who’d served her family for generations. Beyond that, it was left to the rebels: the Lady’s gift to the resistance.

But it wasn’t the manor that interested her, nor even the forest or the mountains that rose around them. It was the thought of what lay past that. The wild world outside: endless lands to roam, an infinity of sunrises. Da’s daily miracle. She’d always taken it for granted before.

She’d spent her adult life making a virtue of self-sufficiency. She needed little and travelled light. If everything turned bad, she could always leave. That, to her, was freedom. But the world had closed in on her suddenly, and for the first time in her life, she felt caged.

Her mind went back to Aelterhame, to the Sage-Mother’s hut, smelling of smoke and herbs. The Sage-Mother, seamed and kindly, nodding along as Fen described the symptoms of her sickness. The faint look of pity that crept into her eyes as Fen finished.

‘You’re not sick, girl,’ the Sage-Mother said, reaching out to take her hand in a dry, warm clasp. ‘You’re with child.’

The fear returned with the memory, surging up from her gut, pressing in on her from all sides. Her blood turned to ice, her head swam and the very air seemed to glower. She sucked in her breath and blew it out, rapid and deep, trying to keep it under control. But nothing was under control, not any more.

How was she supposed to have known? No one ever told her how these things worked. She’d grown up in a tiny cabin, barely seeing anyone but her Ma and Da, and they’d never spoken of it. Edéan had seemed to know what he was doing, and she just went along with it. She thought it only happened when you wanted it to happen.

A child? A child?

It was impossible, terrifying, appalling. There was something inside her, something alien, draining the strength from her, taking her life for its own. Something she didn’t know, didn’t want.

‘It’s no small thing, to raise a little one …’ the Sage-Mother had told her, but she didn’t remember anything else she said after that. Something about responsibility, about taking care of a being who depended on you totally for its food, for its protection, for showing it the way into the world.

Don’t lean on anyone or anything, Fen. Not no place or person. Elsewise, when they fall, you’ll fall with ’em.

Her da’s words, which he cut into her heart long ago. He broke her legs to make that point. She’d fought to overcome it ever since, to make herself reach out and trust. But it was one thing to rely on someone; it was another to be relied upon. The idea filled her with a choking terror.

What would be left of her? Where was the lioness? What of the wilds and the hunt? When she thought of being a mother, she saw only endings, not beginnings. She couldn’t fight for the cause, debilitated like this. She couldn’t climb a mountain with a baby at her breast. Everything that was precious to her would end, her life passed into service of another.

She’d begged the Sage-Mother as she begged the Aspects: Make it go away. And the Sage-Mother had been stern and grave as she went to her chest and brought back a small bag tied with string.

‘You think hard on this,’ she’d said. ‘Think what you want. If you should decide you don’t want it, take these herbs. Brew them in tea. They’ll take care of it.’

Fen had clutched the bag as if it held salvation.

‘Don’t leave it too long, mind you,’ said the Sage-Mother. ‘The longer you leave it, the worse it’ll be.’

‘I’ll take them tonight,’ Fen had said, desperately. ‘Thank you.’

But she hadn’t. There’d been the attack on Aelterhame, and the escape, and after that … After that, she found she couldn’t do it. She remembered her own childhood, an idyllic island of happiness until Ma cut her hand on her whittling knife. And she saw treacherous visions of a golden future: the smiling, trusting gaze of a babe in her arms; a sleeping little girl, face serene and perfect; a boy running through cornfields, laughing.

Fictions and wishes. Dreams and fantasies. But enough that she couldn’t do it. Enough that it felt like killing. She told herself it wasn’t so, that it wasn’t anything yet; but her imagined child had hold of her heart by then.

This parasite. Already it had its hooks in her.

Unable to act, she’d left it to the Aspects. She’d heard that sometimes, quite often in fact, a pregnant woman might lose her baby. She prayed for the choice to be taken out of her hands. Every day it wasn’t, the fear got worse, the pressure greater.

When they arrived at Redfields, she took to her bed. The sickness had spread to her mind by then. She had the strength to stand, but not the will. Every morning she awoke dismayed by the knowledge that she was still alive, and wishing it was otherwise.

She went from the window to the bed and pulled the bag from underneath it. Undoing the drawstring, she looked at the bundle of dried herbs within.

She couldn’t live with herself if she did it. But she couldn’t live with herself now. The thought of carrying this baby to birth was an impossible mountain. The thought of raising it was inconceivable.

And now Aren had come and asked her to go with him to Yaga. To undreamed-of lands of strange dangers. Aren, who loved her.

Would he love her if he knew? She doubted it. But he didn’t have to know.

And in that instant, it was decided. She’d resisted as long as she was able, but she couldn’t resist any more. Not when she had the power to end her own suffering. All that was done could be undone. All she had to do was take the step.

With desperate haste, she pulled out the bundle of herbs, fumbling them from the bag. She had to act while she could. This new certainty was fragile; already she felt second thoughts creeping in. She looked around for hot water, but there was nothing to brew it in.

don’t do it don’t do it

She shoved the herbs in her mouth, their bitter taste flooding her tongue. Tears sprang to her eyes as she chewed.

spit it out

She swallowed too soon, the wad of leaves big enough to make her gag. Still she refused to let it go. Swallowing again, she forced it down, then stumbled to the bowl of soup and swilled some into her mouth. She swallowed again and fell onto the bed, gasping with the violence of the moment.

It’s done, she thought. It’s done now.

She didn’t know if it was grief or relief that set her to crying. But she didn’t stop until she fell asleep.
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Black clouds hung over Ossia, but in the heights of the Catsclaws the evening sky was a cool, deep blue. Klyssen sipped his wine, his eyes on the horizon, watching the storm creep across the land towards them.

‘Quite the vantage point, don’t you think, Klyssen?’ said Gremmler.

‘Yes,’ said Klyssen. ‘Remarkable.’ His gaze skipped briefly to the Chancellor, who was deep in conversation with an ancient count and a shipping magnate who owned half the ships in the Castrian Straits.

‘I remember my first seeing,’ said Gremmler. ‘You’re in for something special.’

After too long in each other’s company, Gremmler’s shallow reservoir of interesting things to say had run dry. Their conversation had dwindled to trite observations and meaningless statements. Gremmler hardly seemed to notice, but Klyssen had grown bored of him and sought any opportunity to speak to someone else. Gremmler, however, appeared determined to keep him by his side, as if he were a pet to show off.

‘I’m very much looking forward to it,’ Klyssen said. Dull enough to satisfy, but not to encourage further comment.

The air felt charged, and not only from the impending storm. There were eight guests gathered on the semicircular balcony of Revenhuss, drinking and smoking to take the edge off their impatience. Behind them was the manor, heavy with promise. Within, the master waited to receive them.

Klyssen couldn’t deny a little thrill of anticipation himself. He’d been here for two nights now and seen little of Doctor Gless in that time. The Doctor received his guests in small groups, and the content of their meetings was kept to themselves. At last, Klyssen had been invited to a ‘seeing’, which he learned from Gremmler was something akin to a séance.

So he’s a charlatan, as I suspected.

But Klyssen didn’t believe that was the whole story, and he wasn’t about to underestimate his target. This mysterious Doctor, whom he’d never heard of, held some of the most powerful people in the Empire in the palm of his hand. He must be a master manipulator indeed.

Well, even manipulators could be manipulated. But first, Klyssen had to find out who he was and what he wanted.

Chancellor Draxis drifted away from his conversation and went to the balcony to watch the storm. Klyssen watched him, willing the other guests to stay away. Ever since he’d arrived, he’d been hoping to find a moment alone with the Chancellor. Wouldn’t do to look too keen, though. Give the man a decent interval, let him have a moment to himself.

Draxis was a broad, solid man, wide-shouldered, big-bellied and bald. Small round spectacles perched on a boxer’s nose, and he sported thick, drooping grey moustaches that gave him the look of a walrus. He drew a cigar from a pocket, clipped it and lit it. Klyssen let him take a few thoughtful puffs, then made his move. He didn’t want to miss this chance.

‘Excuse me,’ said Klyssen abruptly. ‘I’m just going to talk to the Chancellor.’ And off he went, before Gremmler could formulate some excuse to come with him.

He made his way through the statuary and stone-lined gardens and joined Draxis at the balcony. It projected out over a sheer drop into the valley; there was nothing beneath them but a terrifying fall. Klyssen wondered if their host had chosen this location on purpose. It was the kind of thing Klyssen might have done.

‘Overwatchman Klyssen,’ grunted Draxis in greeting.

‘It’s just watchman now, Chancellor.’

‘Ah, yes.’ He puffed on his cigar. ‘That is regrettable.’

‘I’m grateful for the Empire’s mercy,’ Klyssen said. ‘My punishment was light, weighed against my failure.’

‘Oh, hogslurry.’ The Chancellor snorted in disgust. ‘You swore to me you’d catch Cadrac, and you caught him. Even when his cohorts broke him out, you were the only one that saw it coming and tried to stop it. Disfigured in the line of duty. I’d have given you a medal.’

Klyssen was taken aback, and happily surprised. ‘Thank you for saying so.’

‘If the Empire spent more time promoting men of character instead of lickspittles and handsome fools, we’d be in a sight better state than we are now.’

Klyssen was immensely pleased to hear it. He’d always thought the same, but he’d never be so careless as to say so in public. The Chancellor was notoriously plain-spoken, however, and untouchable enough that he didn’t need to care what his subordinates thought.

‘I was under the impression that the Empire was hale and well,’ Klyssen said.

‘Well, it’s not,’ Draxis said irritably. ‘Brunland is on the verge of open rebellion. Even after so long under the heel, they’ve never accepted our rule, the fractious bastards. There’ve been armed insurrections all over the mountains and as fast as we stamp them out, another starts. Everything we hear out of the east is bad news as well. There’s a shaman in the lowlands they speak of like a god. Hordes of urds are gathering, they say, in numbers the like of which we’ve never seen before.’

‘That is dire indeed,’ Klyssen agreed.

‘If there’s a full-scale revolt in Brunland, we scarcely have the numbers to cope. The Archon demands ever more troops for the Purge, leaving our eastern borders thin. The Primus alone knows what’s going on in Ossia; Bettren doesn’t seem to. But we’ve abandoned a three-decade policy of peaceful assimilation in favour of a reign of terror that’s choked Ossia’s economy. It’s costing us almost as much to stay there as we get out of the damned place!’

The Chancellor was in a prickly mood, and these were grave tidings, but Klyssen didn’t care. He was thrilled to be spoken to in such a way, to hear the bare truth from the top as if he were an equal. More, he was ecstatic to hear that Draxis didn’t think much of Commander Bettren. Criticising the Empire so plainly would be madness for someone in Klyssen’s position, and a swift route to the Iron Hand’s torture chambers. Not so for Draxis. To be this close to power was intoxicating.

Draxis puffed on his cigar again. ‘Mark me, if Ossia snaps, and if the danger from the urds is all they say it is … Well. War on three fronts. No empire in history could have coped with that.’ He gave Klyssen an appraising look from behind his spectacles. ‘You’ve been on the ground in Ossia. What do you think of things there?’

It was a challenge. Daring him to speak his mind. To say what he really believed could put the final nail in his career, but Klyssen sensed this wasn’t a man who respected platitudes and evasions. He had to risk honesty.

‘I think Darkwater was a mistake, Chancellor. The Ossians are argumentative and individualistic by nature. The same traits that made them easy to conquer and control will make them impossible to crush. We should have kept our heads after Hammerholt.’

Draxis harrumphed and nodded in satisfaction. Klyssen relaxed: a test had been passed.

‘It wasn’t my choice,’ he said. ‘We all urged the Emperor against it. But he’s a different man since Hammerholt. As his grief has turned to spite, he’s heard us less and less. Now he doesn’t listen at all. That’s why some of us have found a haven here. In the Doctor’s house, we can get things done.’

A bell rang from the direction of the manor. ‘Honoured guests!’ called a footman. ‘Doctor Baltazar Gless summons you to the seeing chamber!’

The guests began to move towards the manor. Draxis considered Klyssen a moment, then to his surprise, he clapped a beefy hand on his shoulder. ‘Let’s keep talking, eh?’ he grunted. ‘Till next time.’

He walked away, puffing on his cigar, leaving Klyssen faintly dizzied with triumph.

That could scarcely have gone better, he thought to himself, as he made his way back to where Gremmler was waiting for him. Best of all was the news that the Chancellor hadn’t blamed him for Hammerholt, the way so many others had. If he hadn’t been so thoroughly shut out of high society – by disgrace, divorce and disfigurement – he might have learned that long ago.

Once it had been a contest between him and Bettren for the position of Commander of the Iron Hand in Ossia. Draxis was clearly unhappy with the outcome. That was an opening he might exploit.

‘You and the Chancellor know each other?’ Gremmler asked, sounding faintly resentful.

‘We’ve met before,’ said Klyssen, and offered nothing else.

They were shown into the manor, through several hallways and rooms, until at last they entered a hushed and candlelit chamber, its walls and doorways draped in black velvet that deadened sound and light. Klyssen thought it was circular at first, but there were corners, and he counted nine walls. The table in the centre was nine-sided too, cut from black wood with black chairs set around it. Before each chair was a small bowl of black stone, with what looked like water inside. There was a hole in the centre of the table, through which some sort of abstract sculpture rose up above them.

Standing silently around the room were half a dozen men and women in black robes. Where their faces would have been, they wore oval mirrors. They watched impassively as the guests were led in and seated around the table.

What theatre! Klyssen scoffed to himself. Parlour tricks, to excite the dull-witted.

Vanya had been briefly obsessed with séances, when the fashion had come to Morgenholme. Klyssen had attended one at her request, after which he’d been unwise enough to suggest that grown men and women should know better than to give their money to such transparent hucksters. The argument that followed meant that he was never invited again, and he was banished from her bed for a week.

He shouldn’t have been surprised. People would believe in anything, if they wanted to.

That sculpture is truly horrific.

The footmen had gone, leaving them in silence, and no one spoke. There was little else to do but study the centrepiece. And what a monstrosity it was, seemingly formed from coral or fossilised things, a chaotic mess of shapes and images arranged with such appalling lack of symmetry as to make the eyes hurt. Grotesqueries hid amid the confusion: here was a hint of a distended limb; there, hundreds of tiny spiral shells scabbed a blind eye. It gave off the distinct impression that something was contained within its surface, something horrifically twisted, pulled out of true in every way.

Klyssen was disturbed; he had to give the Doctor credit for that. But in the end, it was just another trick.

A curtain moved aside, and there was Doctor Gless. He passed around the table, greeting each of them with a nod or a touch on the shoulder. There was something benevolent and patronising in his manner that sickened Klyssen. He braced himself to receive that paternal condescension with good grace when his turn came. Instead, when he reached Klyssen, he stopped behind him and spread his arms to the group.

‘We have a new seeker. Welcome, Marius Klyssen,’ he murmured.

Klyssen coloured as all eyes turned to him. He didn’t like to be the centre of attention at the best of times; his scars made him more self-conscious than ever.

The Doctor’s eyes turned to the sculpture, travelled lovingly up its length. ‘My prize piece,’ he said, as if Klyssen had asked. ‘Brought to me by a Carthanian pirate, who chipped it from the shores of Broga Frea. He lost half his crew to the things in the mist before he could get away. Never made it more than a league inland.’

Broga Frea, thought Klyssen. The Isle of Fogs, which no one has ever charted. A mariner’s tale to tickle drunkards in the dockside inns.

The Doctor stood there at his shoulder just a little too long, enough to make most men uncomfortable. But Klyssen knew such tactics; he used them himself. He stayed silent, and at last their host moved on and took his seat.

‘Friends,’ he said. ‘In this chamber, anything is possible. Here, no thought is forbidden, no dream too wild. Nothing is beyond our reach.’

There was a low murmur of approval from around the table.

‘As babes, we were free, for a brief moment of innocence. But soon the world began to shape us. It showed us how to think, how to learn, how to know. It showed us its truth. But friends, your truth is different from mine, and from your neighbour’s. What you know, how you see, is a prison built around you. We believe ourselves at liberty to decide our fates, but we are summed up by the characteristics of our confinement.

‘Yet some dare to look outside. Some dare to climb the walls and strive for true insight. They will see what their fellows cannot, and bearing such wisdom will they lead the blind out of the night.’

Yes, yes. Fine words and muddled philosophy, Klyssen thought cynically. He offers us a secret, one only he has the power to reveal. Knowing it will make us feel special and empowered. But the whole of the secret is only revealed gradually, keeping us on the hook. He appeals to our vanity and insecurity until we are too invested to withdraw … and then he begins to take. Wealth, influence; whatever we can give, we give gladly.

‘Each of you has questions. Each of you faces obstacles, whether personal or political, small and private or large enough to affect the lives of thousands. The purpose of the seeing is to give you an insight that will help you overcome them, to help you dig down to what is most important. The signs and visions may seem confusing at first, but be assured, they are only a beginning. I will be here to help you interpret them over the coming days.’

And by knowing our secrets, we give you power over us. I know you, Doctor Baltazar Gless. I know these tricks.

The Doctor spread his arms. ‘Drink deep of the elixir. Let us begin.’

Klyssen looked uncertainly at the bowl in front of him. He’d thought it was water, perhaps for washing their hands. An elixir? Suddenly he saw where this was going, and he didn’t like it. But others had already lifted their bowls to their mouths, and Gremmler was looking at him expectantly.

There was no choice. Backing out now was unthinkable. He lifted the bowl to his lips and drank. The water was bitter and sharp. He drained it all and set it down, the way he’d seen the others do.

Drugged. I’d bet my life on it.

He forced a steel calm upon himself to quell the fluttering panic. These were powerful people. Gremmler, at least, had done this before. Whatever was coming, he’d live through it.

‘Release your mind,’ the Doctor said. ‘See.’

A sharp sound behind him made Klyssen’s heart jump. Hollow woodblocks being struck together. Now a low, discordant hum began, coming from the masked watchers at the edge of the chamber. Some of them produced small percussion instruments and began striking them without rhythm.

Klyssen was starting to feel strange. His hands and feet seemed far away; when he bunched his toes, it was as if someone else had decided to do it. He tried to identify what he’d been given. It would help to know what was coming. The unknown was the most frightening thing of all.

He’d been exposed to mind-altering concoctions before, during his underwatchman training. Some were subtle, designed to make the subject suggestible and receptive to new ideas. Over time, and combined with other techniques of persuasion, it was possible to make a person think and believe whatever the Iron Hand required of them. Such were the drugs he’d used on Cade during his long rehabilitation.

There were times, however, when information was needed immediately and the subject was too strong-willed to break under torture. Then the Iron Hand might feed them potent hallucinogens, hoping that in their confusion they could be persuaded to reveal what they needed.

Whatever this drug was, it wasn’t subtle. It came on fast. But the Iron Hand were trained to resist interrogation as well as conduct it. He began running through the mantras he’d learned, a string of questions and answers designed to anchor his mind and stop himself being swept away in the chemical flood.

His tongue tasted of metal. The scarred flesh on his cheek and jaw was heating up, as if the candles were fierce as fire, as if he was burning again. He concentrated on his mantra.

Some of the other guests had their eyes closed. Some sat quietly, staring into space. Others gasped in pleasurable amazement at something only they were experiencing. The hum had become a low chant, underpinned by a loud whispering. Both were in a language Klyssen had never heard, but there was something insidious in its tone.

There were too many voices. Klyssen had counted six of the mirror-faced people. He heard more voices than that.

Diligence, temperance, dominance, he told himself. Stay calm.

‘Hold the question in your mind,’ the Doctor urged them. ‘Ask, and you will be answered. Once your thoughts are unfettered, no truth is beyond you.’

Liar! Trickster! Klyssen was suddenly, unreasonably angry. This man was his enemy; he sensed it, was sure of it, but not why. His mantra fell apart, the words scattering like the beads of a broken necklace. As he fought to collect them back into some sort of order, his eye was caught by movement in the flickering candlelight.

There, on the sculpture: a landscape of whorls and spirals, like the fossilised imprint of innumerable tiny molluscs. There was a pattern in the chaos. It drew him in and down, swallowing his attention. From a thousand shadowed hollows, hair-thin black tendrils were emerging, whipping and waving with hideous life.

Hallucination. He wrenched his eyes away, looked to his side. A robed figure in a mirrored mask stood there, striking a bell at what appeared to be random intervals. Klyssen saw the room reflected in that face, shadowed figures among tiny points of candlelight. It seemed like he was watching a conspiracy of dark gods: nine figures, inhumanly remote, plotting in the space between the stars.

From the black curtain behind him, a hand was emerging. A hand with fingers twice as long as human fingers and with too many knuckles, supported by a delicate scaffolding of metal joints and tendons, affixed to the wrist-bone.

Hallucination! he told himself again, but this time it did nothing to dampen the terror. Heart slamming, he looked around wildly, thoughts spinning out of control. What had they done to him? What was coming?

Mirrored masks reflected his growing panic. His gaze went from one to another. Suddenly he was afraid of them, afraid of these impassive witnesses. Afraid of what they were showing him.

Standing between them on the edge of the darkness was a new stranger. Klyssen saw a pale, bald head. Baleful eyes, fixed on him. The lower half of the face split apart impossibly, baring muscle and teeth.

Klyssen cried out, jerking back in his chair. As fast as he’d seen it, it was gone; but his outburst had been noticed, and that brought a different kind of fear. Several faces had turned towards him. He saw Draxis peering at him in disapproval; Gremmler, eyes dark with fury. He was losing control, losing himself, and they knew it now.

‘What do you see?’ The Doctor’s face spread in an eager leer and kept spreading, stretching horizontally to hideous length. The sounds coming from his mouth deepened and stretched with it. ‘What do you seeeeee?’

He saw Baron Pickles. The fat, white, ridiculous cat so beloved of his daughters. He was sitting on the table in front of the Doctor, gazing at Klyssen sourly. Klyssen’s mouth hung slackly agog as everything else went to silence and stillness: only the cat seemed present.

Baron Pickles began walking towards him, coming to be stroked. An idiot smile settled on Klyssen’s face, swiftly fading as he saw what was happening. Baron Pickles’ back paws were treading down his skin, the way a man might tread on an overlong trouser leg and pull down his waistband with his heel. With each step, Baron Pickles’ face drew tighter, stretching until it slipped over his head like a balaclava, revealing—

‘Hallucination!’ Klyssen wailed, but he couldn’t escape them now. There were Lisi and Juna in the shadows, his beautiful girls, eyes empty, black sockets rimmed with corruption.

You did this, they told him, and he shook his head and turned away again to see a corpse-pale horror leaning over him, blind behind a band of black iron, teeth like tombstones in withered gums. A white hand reached out to cover his face. He screamed and flung himself away from the table, tipped backwards in his chair. His head hit the floor and—

—his eyes fluttered open to burning light.

It was hot. He was cheek-down in the dust.

Hallucination, he told himself, but it wasn’t. He knew it by contrast. This had none of the confusion, the dreamlike fuzzed edges. He felt everything; he was absolutely himself. Wherever this was, he was here.

He lifted himself up, his scarred eye watering at the intensity of the sunlight, which was a hue somewhere between acid yellow and violet. His head pounded. He was on a rocky slope cupped between stark cliffs. The ground beneath him was dry and stony.

There were distant screams and wails of human anguish on the breeze. The cries of something else – part crow, part toad – sounded with them.

This isn’t real, he told himself again. But it had to be. He could see nothing around him but bare rock, so he stumbled towards the top of the slope, legs weak, throat parched.

The slope ended in a cliff. He staggered to the edge and looked down.

Spread below him was a vast, cracked plain that ran to the horizon where it was swallowed by a looming black sun throbbing with unnatural light. Swarming the plain, barking and gibbering, were abominations beyond the worst excesses of Klyssen’s imagination. Swollen, bloated things with an infinity of mouths that defied angles. Spindly, many-limbed horrors that shed pieces of themselves as fast as they grew new ones, leaving a trail of sloughed body parts dissolving into poisonous smoke behind them. Broken, jerking creatures whose bladed joints cut themselves as they walked.

And among them, the humans. Gobbled up screaming in great fistfuls, or labouring as mutilated slaves beneath the club of some grotesque overseer. Only the mad wandered free, shrieking at the sky as they capered and spat.

At last, Klyssen turned his stunned and horrified gaze to the bloody city, towering over all. Narrow spires of gristle and bone stabbed up into the sky, knuckled and oozing, linked by ribbons of sinew. Gore and bile belched from its floodgates to spew in vile channels across the plain. Distorted human faces still screamed in perpetual anguish along avenues hung with viscera. It was an edifice to agony, born of slaughter on an incomprehensible scale.

Klyssen’s legs wobbled and gave way, dropping him to his knees. Still he stared, reeling. It was a sight beyond sanity, and his response was the only rational one left.

Without a sound, he toppled forward, over the edge of the cliff.

For a few moments, it was like floating. It was only in his last instants, as the ground accelerated terrifyingly towards him and the wind thundered in his ears, that the cold grip of sensibility took hold again, and he was seized by the imminence of his death.

This is real! This is real! This is—

‘Klyssen! Klyssen!’

He jerked awake. He was lying on the marble floor, his chair tangled with his legs. Gremmler was shaking him in the candlelight. Faces leaned over him, some of them mirrored. He saw his own burned face, bending and distorting in the curve of those reflections. There was no more music.

‘Klyssen? Do you hear me?’

‘I hit my head,’ he slurred. He touched the back of his skull with his fingertips. It was wet.

‘Sit up. Can you sit?’ Gremmler disengaged him from the chair and helped him upright.

Klyssen’s senses arranged themselves again, enough for him to understand what had happened, the crushing shame of what had occurred.

‘I’m sorry,’ he mumbled. ‘I fainted.’

As if an apology would undo the damage. As if that would make up for embarrassing himself, and Gremmler, in such company. A man must control himself, Gremmler had told him once. He’d failed again. There’d be no more chances.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said again, looking at nobody, thinking of his girls.

Then the Doctor was standing over him. ‘No, friend,’ he said. He hunkered down and offered a hand. ‘You have nothing to apologise for.’

‘I fell …’ Klyssen offered lamely.

‘You saw. We all witnessed it. You saw … intensely.’

Klyssen nodded. ‘I did.’

‘We’ll speak of it later. I think we’ve had enough excitement for one day.’ The Doctor grabbed Klyssen’s hand and pulled him to his feet. Someone passed him his spectacles. Cupping the back of his head with his palm, he looked sheepishly around the room.

‘Well done,’ said somebody, patting him on the back.

‘Yes, well done.’

And then they were all doing it, congratulating him, approval on their faces and smiles in their eyes. The Chancellor, too. Even Gremmler looked proud. Klyssen, confused but relieved, could only manage a faint smile in return. An initiation? A test? He didn’t know. But whatever had happened, it wasn’t the disaster he’d feared.

‘Welcome, Marius Klyssen,’ said the Doctor again. This time there was real warmth in it. ‘You’re one of us, now.’
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The splash and trickle of the brook was a soothing whisper to Aren. His boots crunched on the stones of the pebbly bank as he followed the water upstream, birdsong piping clear through the air. He was warm from hard walking, scratched and poked by the branches of the Auldwood, but the ache in his legs and shoulders felt good.

Good to get away. Good to get out of that place.

Redfields was a sanctuary for some, a prison for others. Aren had never liked it much. With its run-down corridors and barely tended gardens, it had the shabby feel of old traditions that had outlasted their usefulness.

Lady Ilandra’s manor had been their base for the last few years, the one place of relative safety in a world that hunted them. They’d always return there when they were finished with their secret tours of the underground, buttering up nobles and encouraging dissent. Aren dreaded those homecomings. He spent most of his days at Redfields idle and bored, waiting for the next sign of movement in the achingly slow progress of revolution. He wanted to do something to make things happen, but he was barely an adult; he didn’t know how to begin. Instead, he’d occupied himself as best he could by reading in the library, practising with his sword and learning to hunt and whittle with Fen. It was difficult to say which of the latter two he was worse at, but they’d enjoyed spending the time together.

‘I would’ve thought you might have put it in a fortress or something,’ Cade said, walking along behind him. Once he’d have complained at the exercise, but he was fitter and leaner now, and used to hard work. ‘Kept it under guard at the manor, maybe.’

‘If the Krodans ever found out where the Ember Blade is, they’d send dreadknights and more troops than we could possibly defend against. There’s nothing we can do to stop them taking it by force. So we make sure they don’t know where it is.’

‘Do you know? I can’t even tell which direction we’re going.’

‘That’s sort of the point. Nor can anyone else.’

In truth, Aren never was entirely sure how to find the Ember Blade’s hiding place. Even with the directions memorised, the Auldwood was somehow different every time you went into it, and as soon as you strayed off the trails it had a mischievous way of turning you around. He knew to follow the brook until he found the old log dam, and then strike out perpendicular to that; but they should have reached the dam by now, and he was beginning to worry he’d got lost and joined the brook upstream of it.

‘So are you just going to show it to me, or …?’

‘I’ll give you the directions later,’ said Aren.

‘Right,’ said Cade cheerily. ‘I mean, you wouldn’t really be entrusting me with the secret otherwise, right?’

There was an edge of tension in his voice that made Aren frown. There it was again: that niggling sense of something wrong, that something was off about Cade whenever the Ember Blade was mentioned. Aren knew he was just being overcautious, but knowing that didn’t lessen the feeling.

Only five people knew the location of the most sacred sword in Ossia. It would take just one of them to be captured for the Krodans to find it and extinguish all hope. Nobody could hold out against the Iron Hand for ever. He feared to widen the circle, even by one.

But this was Cade. He’d earned it. And whatever Aren’s misgivings—

‘Can I ask you something?’ Aren said suddenly. It was out of his mouth before he could think better of it. In that moment, he just wanted the uncertainty over with.

‘’Course,’ said Cade.

‘Back in Estria. When we were fighting the Krodans. One of them yelled something at you.’

‘Oh, aye? What was that?’

‘“I did what you said.” Like he was pleading with you. I’m just … It’s been bothering me, that’s all. What did he mean?’

They hadn’t stopped walking, and Aren didn’t want to. That would make it seem too serious when he was trying to be casual. There was no reply from Cade, just an oppressive silence from behind.

‘Cade?’

‘I’m trying to remember,’ Cade said. Aren could almost hear him shrug. ‘Got to be honest, I don’t recall much. Had my head down fighting. What did he say again?’

‘“I did what you said.”’

‘Huh.’

They walked on a little further.

‘Where did you learn to fight like that, anyway?’ Aren said. ‘You were never any good with a sword before.’

Cade came to a halt with a scuff of stones. Aren turned around to find his friend staring at him with angry suspicion.

‘Aren, what is this?’

‘Just asking a question,’ said Aren, but it sounded limp even to him.

Cade’s scowl deepened. ‘How stupid do you reckon I am?’

‘I don’t think—’

‘Aye, you do. Always did hold that you were smarter than me, because your rich da sent you to school. Always reckoned you knew what was best for both of us.’ Aren was shocked by the sudden vitriol. ‘The Greycloaks taught me, didn’t they? Nine, we had enough time to practise, hanging around in the wilderness. And as to whatever you heard during a life-or-death struggle in the middle of hundreds of men trying to kill each other –’ his words were dense with scorn ‘– the answer is: I don’t know! Maybe I told him to drop his sword? Maybe he wasn’t even talking to me. But that ain’t what this is really about, is it?’

Aren wished he’d never opened his mouth now. ‘I just needed to be sure—’

‘I near killed myself to save your life!’ Cade snapped, becoming red with fury. ‘Escaped from Kroda with no one to help me, searched for you for years with the Greycloaks! But none of that matters, does it? What really bothers you is that I got out from under you. You can’t trust me because you don’t control me.’ He thrust an angry finger in Aren’s face, and his voice was low and bitter. ‘So maybe you only kept me around all that time because I did what you said.’

‘That’s … that’s not how it was,’ Aren stammered, withering under the onslaught of his friend’s fury.

‘I ended up in Kroda because of you, Aren. Now you’re … what are you saying? You think I’m on their side?’

‘No, of course not—’

‘Because if you don’t think I deserve to be a Dawnwarden, just come out and tell me!’

‘You do! You do deserve it. Forget I said anything.’ Aren was flailing now. He felt stupid for bringing it up and just wanted it to be over.

‘That ain’t how it works, Aren.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘You should be.’

Cade waited for more, but Aren didn’t have anything to say. He couldn’t even look at his friend. He was embarrassed for making the accusation. It had just come out. He wasn’t sure what kind of reaction he’d expected, but not this furious assault.

‘Are you finished?’ Cade demanded. ‘Or are we just going to stand here?’

Aren set to walking again, head down and shoulders hunched, burning with shame. He should have known better. Cade had always felt inferior. Aren’s offer to take him to the Ember Blade was an important acknowledgement that he wasn’t. He should have just kept his misgivings to himself, no matter how they nagged him.

This was Cade, after all. What did Aren actually think was happening here? That he was working with the Krodans? It was ridiculous.

But he was in Kroda for so long.

Shut up, Aren told himself angrily.

Shades, he wished his powers of insight worked on people he cared about. Why couldn’t he see into Cade the way he sometimes saw into others, when their true motivations and intentions would spread out before him like a map? Love and hate muddled understanding, that was the tragic fact of it. He was blind when it came to those close to him, just another young man who didn’t know much of the world’s ways.

He could sense Cade stewing as they followed the brook upstream. The peace of the journey had been ruined; now the silence felt intolerable. Aren couldn’t think of anything to say that might make it better, but saying nothing was unbearable, too, and he didn’t want to spoil the day. It was supposed to be a happy occasion.

‘Sometimes I wish I’d never laid eyes on that damned sword,’ he said.

‘Well, that makes all the sacrifice worthwhile,’ Cade said sarcastically. ‘Glad I broke my legs now.’

‘I lost my father to the Ember Blade. Lost everything I had. Lost you.’

‘You didn’t lose me,’ said Cade, a little gentler. ‘And that ain’t sacrifice, it’s loss. Sacrifice is what you choose to give up, not what’s taken from you.’

Aren stopped. Looked back at him, his eyes bleak. For a moment he hovered on the edge of the decision, unsure whether to speak or not, unsure if he dared to. But he’d destroyed the trust between them with his suspicion, and an act of trust was required to repair it.

‘I could have had it all back,’ he said. ‘That’s what I gave up. We could have both gone home to Shoal Point, and I’d have got my father’s lands and business. I’d have taken care of you. We would have been happy and rich. It would have been just like it was, before all this happened.’

‘Oh, aye?’ Cade scoffed. ‘How?’

‘Klyssen.’

That killed Cade’s scorn. ‘What’s Klyssen got to do with it?’

So Aren took a deep breath and told him. About that day in Morgenholme, when he and Grub had followed Keel to the Burned Bear inn, where he walked into a trap laid by the Iron Hand. They got separated and Aren was caught, captured by his own people as he fled. He told Cade about the deal he’d made with Klyssen, to lead Garric into an ambush in return for letting the others go free.

Cade was staring at him in disbelief. ‘You did a deal with Klyssen? You?’

‘I did it for you. I thought … I thought we couldn’t win. There wasn’t any hope when even our own people were against us. But Garric had you under his spell, you were ready to do anything he said. I wanted to save you. And I hated him.’

‘You thought you knew best,’ Cade said, but instead of scorn there was a dawning realisation in his tone.

‘Yes. And it shames me. I didn’t go through with it in the end. While we were in the ghetto, where I was supposed to turn Garric in, we talked. He told me he was a Dawnwarden. And I realised … maybe we could actually win back the Ember Blade. Maybe there was a chance. So I told him the truth.’

‘Nine! And what did he do?’

‘He’d already worked it out. Tricked me into sending Klyssen to the wrong place. And if I hadn’t confessed … I don’t think I’d have come out of that ghetto alive.’

Cade stared at him a long time. Then he shook his head and blew out his cheeks. ‘Joha, that’s quite a secret you’ve been keeping. Who else knows?’

‘No one. It was just me and Garric. Now it’s just me and you.’

He saw the weight of that settle on his friend. Cade blew out his cheeks again, ran his hand through his hair. ‘You were always so … Aren, you never said.’

‘Can’t trust anyone these days,’ he said with a weak smile.

‘But you didn’t do it, did you? That’s the difference. You didn’t do it.’ Cade sounded desperate to excuse him. Aren wasn’t sure why.

‘No. But I got close. Way too close. I think that’s why I said what I said to you. I didn’t trust you because I don’t trust myself.’

The anger had gone out of them now, leaving them awkward. Neither of them was comfortable with apologies, nor with speaking from the heart. It had always been easier to brush hurts aside than to make themselves vulnerable by addressing them.

‘This world’s trying to turn me into something I don’t want to be, Cade,’ Aren said. ‘Paranoid, two-faced, selfish. That’s what you need to be to win, because that’s how the enemy are. They cheat, and lie, and if you don’t do the same then you’re a fool, because you’re fighting with one hand tied behind your back. They get to do whatever they want, and you get to be the noblest corpse in the graveyard.’

‘Sounds about right,’ said Cade ruefully.

‘Well, it isn’t right,’ Aren snapped. ‘I don’t want to win like that, because what we win won’t be worth anything if we give up who we are to do it. And maybe if a few more of us kept the straight path, then being a decent human being wouldn’t seem quite so cursedly naïve.’

Cade shrugged. ‘Then the enemy keeps winning. You said it yourself. It ain’t like the stories, Aren.’

‘Maybe. Or maybe we have to fight twice as hard just to match them. But I know this, Cade: all we are is the sum of the things we haven’t given up. And I’ll be gods-damned if I’ll become like them.’

He put his hand on Cade’s shoulder, stared hard into his eyes. ‘I shouldn’t have doubted you, Cade. I trust you completely. It’s not worth going on if I can’t.’

Cade held his gaze uncomfortably, then looked down and away. ‘Aye, alright,’ he said, patting Aren on the shoulder in return. ‘Forget it. We’re good.’ Then he stepped away and made a show of studying the route ahead.

‘See anything?’ said Aren.

‘I think that’s a dam up ahead.’

‘That’s where we’re going.’

‘Well, alright then,’ said Cade, and they started walking again.

It was just past midday when they found the shrine.

Aren had often imagined how it might have looked a thousand years ago. He pictured meandering garden paths, a grand house somewhere nearby, the shrine standing prettily on a grassy island in the middle of a small, clear lake. But whatever once stood here had been consumed by the Auldwood. Fallen trees and centuries of mud had filled in a section of the lake and left the water cloudy and thick with weeds. Time had tumbled the shrine, stoving in the domed roof, leaning on the stone lintel over the doorway till it split and fell.

Yet the ghost of magnificence remained. Beauty in the broken lines, hints of elegance and wonder amid the moss and decay. The artistry of the Second Empire shone through faintly, even after all this time, finer and stronger than anything architects could conjure today. This building had endured a millennium of neglect, but it was still here.

‘Nice spot,’ said Cade. ‘I’m interested in how we’re going to get in, though, seeing as the door’s collapsed.’

Aren led them across the mulchy land bridge that spanned the lake, and around the other side of the tower, where bushes and vines grew thick against the walls. This close, it was possible to see the pattern of veins in the coral-coloured marble, threaded through the stone in a careful and regular design. Nobody in the modern age even knew how that was done.

‘There’s a door behind the bushes, right?’ Cade said.

‘Sort of,’ said Aren, pushing them aside to show him where the wall was split. A deep cut in the earth made a narrow entrance to the lower levels. Through the hole, all was black.

‘You brought a lantern?’

Aren was already digging in his pack, and produced one on cue with a grin.

‘Alright,’ said Cade. ‘Let’s get in there.’

‘Just like old times,’ said Aren.

They clambered through and dropped down into a cool, musty chamber below the shrine. It was circular, with two arched doorways, one blocked by an avalanche of earth and the other – a stairway – by fallen stones. Soil had gathered in the corners, and algae where water had run through the crack, but it was otherwise eerily well preserved.

Cade let out a quiet oath as he saw the frieze that circled the room, carved in low relief, its colours faded but still visible. It was almost perfectly intact: a piece of the Second Empire, preserved in astonishing detail. Aren held up his lantern to help him see better.

Cade traced the frieze around the room, staring. The abstract art of their ancestors was hard to grasp – so much of the symbolism passed him by, and the hieroglyphics were alien to him – but the scenes appeared to tell a story of conquest. Slender, noble figures with tall, elaborate headwear led great armies, or received gifts from worshipful foreigners, or presided over lines of defeated people in chains.

‘I think those are the Sorcerer Kings and Queens,’ Aren murmured. Cade nodded distractedly.

Aren’s eyes found the scenes that troubled him most. A Sorcerer King stood on the shore of a sea, his hands aloft, and a storm wrecked a fleet nearby. One army fell before another, the dead holding their throats as if choking. But most disturbing of all was a section of the frieze dominated by a king with a seven-pointed crown. He stood on a hill overlooking an enemy army, holding out a hand as if to ward them away. The warriors below were being ravaged by hideous beasts, grotesqueries spewed from the darkest depths of the artist’s subconscious.

‘They didn’t mess about, did they?’ Cade said. ‘I mean, looks like they pretty much just smashed everything in their path.’

‘Do you think all this really happened, though? You of all people know how a story can be exaggerated.’

Cade snorted at that.

‘It just doesn’t seem possible that anyone could simply raise their hand and destroy an army.’

‘Ain’t sure about that,’ said Cade. ‘Look at the Godsgorge. They burned a chasm through the mountains. That ain’t exactly a card trick.’

‘Where did it all go, then? All that power. Why can’t anyone do that now?’

‘Vika reckoned only a few of them really knew how to use it. So when they were gone …’ He shrugged.

‘That much power, in the hands of so few,’ Aren mused. ‘You know, for all we talk about the glory days of Old Ossia, I’m not sure I like the Second Empire very much.’

‘It’s the way of things, though, ain’t it? The strong rule the weak.’

‘Well, yes. Until the weak realise there’s a lot more of them.’

‘And then they take over, and put more powerful people in their place, and it all starts again.’ Cade shrugged. ‘Wish it wasn’t so, but that’s how it is.’

Aren didn’t believe that. If he’d learned one thing in his nineteen years, it was that nothing was that simple. But he didn’t want to have an argument now: their last one was still too fresh.

‘I hear stories,’ Aren said. ‘Things that were impossible becoming possible again. Even Vika says the Divide has narrowed, and it’s easier every day to draw on the power of the Shadowlands.’

‘I hear the same. It’s like … there was magic everywhere once, and then we lost it, and now it’s coming back.’ He grinned. ‘Sounds good to me.’

Aren’s eyes were still on the frieze. ‘Does it?’ he said doubtfully.

Cade looked around the room. ‘Hoy, Aren, it hasn’t escaped my notice that the Ember Blade isn’t actually here.’

‘Right. Yes,’ said Aren. He handed the lantern to Cade, walked over to a seam in the smooth wall and laid his hand next to it. There was a click, and a small section of the wall swung open, revealing a shelf on which lay an ornate metal sword case.

Cade was impressed. ‘Never would have found that.’

‘You know what’s really impressive?’ Aren said as he brought out the sword case. ‘It’s a thousand years old and the hinges haven’t rusted. Come on, let’s take this outside. Get a look at it in the sun.’

‘Right you are.’

They squeezed their way back up through the gap in the wall, Cade leading the way as they pushed aside the bushes at the rear of the shrine.

‘Surprise!’ Grub yelled in Cade’s face, loud enough to make him shriek and fall back into the bushes, swiping wildly at the air.

‘Haaa ha ha! Dumbface looks even dumber than usual!’ Grub crowed as Cade stood, clutching his chest, staring at the gathering that waited for him. Mara was there, and Harod and Fen, and Vika with Ruck at her side.

‘You bastards!’ Cade gasped. ‘Swear I saw the Red-Eyed Child that time. What are you lot doing here? Fen? Should you be out of bed?’

‘I’ve had enough of lying down,’ she said. She looked exhausted, but she was smiling. ‘Some things you’ve got to be there for.’

Aren clambered out from behind him. ‘Oh, look. Everyone’s here.’ He laid the sword case on the grass between them and opened the clasps.

‘You are aware, no doubt, that only the Dawnwardens are entrusted with the location of the Ember Blade?’ Harod enquired sternly.

‘It follows, then, that we must kill you to keep your silence,’ said Vika.

‘Unless,’ Aren said, opening the case and lifting out the sword within, ‘we make you a Dawnwarden like us.’

Cade gazed at the sword, captured by it, a foolish grin on his face. ‘Well … I mean, it’s hard to know what to say. Obviously, I need to consider my options. After all, given my eminent standing among the Greycloaks, do I even want to be a Dawnwarden?’

Aren laughed. ‘Shut up and take it.’

Cade did so. ‘Nine,’ he breathed. ‘I’d forgotten how it felt.’

Aren knew what he meant. Everyone did. The Ember Blade reached into the children of Ossia, stirring passions deeper and more profound than the quick emotions of daily life. Something old, ancestral, buried in their fibre. When the Ember Blade was present, the implausible scale of their great task was diminished. No longer did victory seem in doubt. Anything was possible.

‘That is Ossia,’ Aren said reverently. ‘Forged from embrium dug from the bones of this land. Passed from king to queen to king again since the days of Taric the Grim. Our rulers come and go, but the Ember Blade remains, to remind us of what once was, and what could be. None but an Ossian can ever understand it, nor be allowed to possess it. This is the hope and the heart of us.’

He’d not known what he was going to say until he began speaking, but the blade put the words on his tongue and he was carried along by them.

‘Swear on the blade,’ he said gravely. ‘Swear to your fellows. We are the Dawnwardens, keepers of the sword. Our loyalty is not to kings and queens, but to Ossia herself. We will give our lives to defend her. We will not rest till her people are freed from tyranny. Swear it now!’

Cade’s eyes hadn’t left the blade. ‘I swear it,’ he said.

‘Then be welcome … Dawnwarden!’

Their audience cheered and clapped. Harod slapped him on the back, Ruck barked happily. When at last he looked up from the blade, his eyes were misty. ‘Wait till Da hears about this,’ he said.

Aren laughed and gave him a rough hug. He’d expected to enjoy this moment, but he hadn’t foreseen the sense of relief that would come with it. Cade had earned everything Aren had. His fall into the smoke and flame at Hammerholt had been a cruel injustice, his absence a wrong that Aren had thought he could never address. But with this last act of correction, the record had finally been set straight. Cade, who’d been with Aren from the start, was back in his life and back at his side.

Aren had been much tormented by uncertainty of late. It was rare to find a moment that felt unquestionably right. But as he watched his friends, laughing and smiling, Grub breaking out the liquor and food, he felt a peace and a calm that he wished could last for ever.
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The corridors of Revenhuss were empty, hushed and moon-grey in the deeps of the night. Klyssen went on soft feet, alert, fighting down childish fears of monsters in the dark. He’d never been afraid of shadows before: why would he be, when he was the monster? But that was before he’d seen.

Gibbering blasphemies against the rules of creation. Creatures of blind, ravening hunger. Malevolence beyond measure. And the city, the city, the city.

He stopped and screwed his eyes shut. Despite the cool mountain air that stirred ghostly curtains in the silence, he was sweating.

The mind is a powerful weapon. It can convince a man of all kinds of things when turned against him. What I saw was a hallucination, brought on by a narcotic. Nothing more.

The logical part of his brain knew it, insisted on it. The rest of him remained unconvinced. In the strange narrative of his hallucination, he’d been given a vision of chaotic hell. Monstrous creatures, resembling the experiments of some demented anatomist, had delivered it to him. And no matter how much he told himself otherwise, it had felt utterly real.

He steadied himself, opened his eyes and pushed on. No time to think on it now. These were the corridors of the east wing, where Doctor Baltazar Gless made his residence. They were not explicitly forbidden to guests – very little was forbidden here – but Klyssen would have a hard time explaining his presence in the dead of night.

Assuming, of course, he was caught.

The Doctor’s study was nearby. He knew the way. Baltazar had invited him there, to rake over the details of his vision. He’d been very excited by it. Klyssen had told him what he’d seen from the cliff edge, but he left out the part about his daughters, and Baron Pickles, and the appearance of those horrific creatures that preceded the main event. He didn’t want the Doctor to know about Lisi and Juna. Only a fool gave away their weaknesses.

In the two days since the seeing, he’d hardly slept. He was too afraid of the nightmares. But though his senses were blunt with tiredness and his head felt hazy and tight, he was more determined than ever to find out who the Doctor really was.

He passed down hallways of polished stone, flanked by curios from distant lands. Some were impressive, some beautiful, some sinister and grotesque. The Doctor’s collection would shame most museums. It must have taken considerable money and influence to assemble it.

You’ve searched the world over, it seems. But what are you looking for?

There were no guards, no servants. No sign of the mirror-masks. The house was abed. He reached the study without hearing another footstep.

The door was locked, but it was a small and simple mechanism, not meant to deter serious thieves. All the difficult locks were on the outer doors. The Doctor didn’t expect dishonesty from his guests.

Klyssen listened for noises within and without. He heard nothing but the singing of blood in his burned ear. When at last he was satisfied, he knelt down in front of the lock and drew out his picks.

It had been a long time since he’d broken in anywhere, not since his days as an underwatchman. He’d always looked down on it as an inelegant method of obtaining information, but the Iron Hand were taught to dig up secrets by any and all means. Despite the new clumsiness of his scarred hand, the old techniques were still there. It took only a few tries before he lifted the pins and turned the tumbler.

The study was chilly and spacious, shelves and walls cluttered with artifacts and paintings. The space was dominated by a large whitewood desk with the look and texture of ivory. It was twisted and gnarled as if cut whole from the trunk of the tree and then flattened off at the top. Above it hung a portrait of the Doctor, staring regally outwards, with the skyline of Falconsreach in the background.

Klyssen carefully closed the door and made a cursory search of the room. He doubted that the Doctor would keep sensitive things in the same room where he entertained guests, but it paid to check first. There was a small door between the bookshelves, and he was eager to see what was beyond.

He was about to leave when the portrait caught his eye again. Something about it struck him as wrong. Peering closer, he tried to identify the cause of his unease. Perhaps it was the stare, which was intended to be imposing but seemed curiously lifeless.

No, something else. What?

Then he saw. The portrait had been painted on a balcony overlooking Kroda’s capital. Klyssen knew that view well: the headquarters of the Iron Hand was nearby, on Emperor’s Parade. There was the great rayed façade of the Ministry of Records, with the pillared dome of the Prima Sanctus behind it. The Imperial Post Office frowned over the traffic on Via Dominus. But there, by the river, on the waterfront – where was the statue of Toven? The great steel statue, thirty feet of tilted planes and sharp angles, that they put up as thanks to the Primus for their resounding victory in Ossia?

It wasn’t there. And they built that in the year Ossia fell. Thirty-three years ago.

Klyssen stared at the Doctor’s face, then at the spot where the statue should have been. This painting was at least thirty-three years old, then. And yet the Doctor looked the same age as he did today.

A clever trick, he thought. An intentional mistake by the artist. Done to unsettle his guests, no doubt.

It had to be that. There was no other reasonable explanation. Still, he couldn’t quite dismiss the unease from his mind.

Beyond the door was a small library, its shelves packed with ancient books and manuscripts. Moonlight shone through a narrow window. Spread out on a desk was a map, with a magnifying lens laid upon it: the stubby, conical kind without a handle, used by scribes to read small letters. A small notebook and a quill and ink had been set to one side, and a heavy, leather-bound tome lay open on a lectern nearby.

Klyssen made his way to the desk. Unlike his carefully curated study, this had the look of work in progress. The books had been left out because he hadn’t expected anyone to come in here.

And it is when we lower our guard that we reveal the most.

The map was of the south coast of Embria, and evidently very old. The cartography was crude, with few cities marked, often differently named. Neither Kroda nor Ossia were identified, nor the Urdish Lowlands to the east. Further inland, geological features like mountain ranges were misplaced, and whole areas where other territories should have been were left blank, filled instead with drawings of monsters and odd-looking folk.

Is this from the Fall? Klyssen wondered. It seemed the only explanation for the level of ignorance, and the lack of cities. The language was archaic Ossian. He guessed it was the work of a sailor or explorer of some kind, possibly a merchant who’d worked their way along the coast but knew little of what was inland. In those benighted times, when warlords ruled by the sword and the continent was in constant turmoil, reliable maps must have been hard to come by.

Just off the south-east coast were three islands. Yaga was the largest of them; its smaller cousins Ket and Kep lay nearby. But it was Yaga that the magnifying lens was lying on. Klyssen peered through at what was beneath and made out the words with some difficulty: ESHKABEL (RUINS).

He frowned. He’d never heard of Eshkabel, nor did he know much about Yaga. It had a reputation as a savage land, jealously guarded by the elaru.

Then what’s your interest in it, Doctor? Another treasure for your collection?

He flicked through the notebook, but it was written in a language he didn’t recognise. He couldn’t even make out the alphabet: scratched, jagged rows of crossed lines and sharp angles.

He moved to the book on the lectern and found a similar language there. A sister language, perhaps; certainly there were more resemblances than differences in the symbols. The book was very old and he could make no sense of the text, so he turned the page and found an illustration.

The colours had faded almost entirely over time and the ink had blurred at the edges, but Klyssen recognised the abstract style of the Second Empire. It showed a regal figure wearing a crown, holding a small spherical object. Black tentacles of light snaked out from it, at the end of which were strange creatures. It was hard to make out any details – the picture had deteriorated too much – but their shapes suggested monstrous forms, and by the set of their waving limbs they seemed to be writhing. Klyssen wasn’t sure if they were dancing, or in pain. Perhaps they were being pulled into the object or had just emerged from it; perhaps those tentacles had enchained them. It was impossible to tell.

He stared at the picture, but something about it made him uncomfortable, so he turned the page back and left the book alone. He needed more potent material to use against the Doctor.

At the far end of the library was another door, half-visible behind a curtain. He approached it, listened and heard nothing. Symbols he didn’t recognise surrounded the jamb, but looking at them too hard made his bad eye weep in the dim light, so he stopped trying to understand them and opened the door.

Klyssen was out of his depth among all these strange languages and esoteric works. If he were more of a scholar, perhaps he’d see something he was missing, but he’d never been an academic. Knowledge for knowledge’s sake didn’t hold his attention. People were his books.

The room beyond the library was almost entirely dark. Thin drapes covered two floor-to-ceiling windows, their moonlit shapes visible through the fabric. By the silver glow spilling through the door to the library, Klyssen saw a clean, pillared room of marble, with bookshelves against the wall and a reading chair. On the floor was a double circle with strange runes and symbols fashioned from metal and set into the marble. Klyssen had seen its like before, while pursuing heretics on behalf of the Sanctorum.

A summoning circle. A place to call the spirits of the Shadowlands.

Klyssen pursed his lips in distaste. So the Doctor had a sanctum. At least he believed in the bilge he peddled. Here, it seemed, he conducted his own private dabblings with the unknown. Klyssen scornfully wondered how much success he’d had.

Spirits. Gods. Aspects. What fine distractions we conjure to keep us from ever taking responsibility for ourselves.

The Doctor was no cynic, then, but an earnest man. Klyssen was a little disappointed by that. He’d expected a master con artist; instead the Doctor appeared to be as deluded as his disciples. The difference was, he was charismatic, and a natural manipulator. It was interesting that he felt the need to dress up the experience for his visitors, while carrying out his own research here; but that was poor meat for Klyssen to chew on. He needed leverage, and the Doctor was frustratingly hard to get a hold on.

He stepped into the room and immediately knew it had been the wrong thing to do. An overpowering sense of threat seized him. The temperature dived steeply until his breath was clouding the air. He was afraid, deeply and intensely afraid to his core, but he had no idea why.

The concoction he gave me is still affecting my mind, he told himself, clutching for an explanation. But it did nothing to ease the ascending panic. He shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t be here!

Something was watching him. He knew it, the way a mouse knows it has been spotted by a cat. Something had noticed him, and he was prey.

He took a step back, searching the room with wild eyes for the source of his distress. And yet still he didn’t flee, not yet, not without a reason. Because he didn’t believe in spirits, and he wasn’t afraid of the dark. This didn’t make any sense.

Something moved in the room, a shadow gliding across the moonlit windows, glimpsed from the corner of his eye. Suddenly he didn’t need it to make sense any more. He pulled the door shut and hurried back through the library to the study, almost tripping in his haste. He closed that door too, seeking to put barriers between himself and the unknown terror; but still the fear hammered at him, undiminished by distance.

He looked into the corridor. Silence and shadows. He slipped out, heart hammering, closed the door behind him and retrieved his picks with trembling hands. All he wanted to do was to run, but he couldn’t leave without locking up behind him. The Doctor would know he’d broken in. Calm, he urged himself, but it did no good. It took him three tries to get the picks in.

Something was coming. His instincts screamed it at him. A glowering presence, growing stronger, swelling behind the door as it neared.

Hallucination, he insisted, but it was just a word. Every part of him believed in the malice that was approaching. His hands couldn’t stay steady as he tried to find the pins inside the lock.

Almost had it. Almost.

The picks slipped in his sweaty hands, and he lost it. He swore under his breath, started again. It was more by fortune than skill that he hit his mark.

From behind the door he heard the creak of a spring, a quiet whine of movement. Terror thundered through him. That was the sound of a door opening. The door to the library.

It took all he had to hold his nerve, to find the last pin and turn the barrel.

Come on come on come on

The lock clicked back into place, and Klyssen scrambled away from the door as if scalded. The weight of malevolence massed against the other side was strong enough to feel like a physical thing, like the heat from a fire. He stared at it, panting.

Slowly, the handle began to turn.

He ran then, heedless of discovery, the dark reaching out for him from every corner. He didn’t stop till he was back in his room again, gasping and breathless. He locked the door behind him and sat in a chair facing it, watching the handle. Waiting for it to turn, for that dread guardian to find him.

He didn’t dare take his eyes off it until the sun lightened the windows, and he heard the sounds of servants again.
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The day was clear and hot, a memory of summer left behind, as Mara and Kiri did battle on a sunlit balcony.

Mara didn’t think she’d ever tire of playing castles. Within the confines of that board lay all of the human mind. That field of hexagonal divisions was a map of her opponent’s personality. What pieces they chose to move, how they wielded their forces, revealed more about them than words ever could, and Mara couldn’t fail to be fascinated by that. When people played castles against her, she saw the machinery of their mind. She glimpsed what made them work, the same way she could see how a bat’s wing flexed or how petals gaped wide at the sunrise.

Nothing laid bare the heart like war.

Mara picked up the ivory eagle from the hill it was standing on, and moved it to a nearby castle. Kiri glanced up at her, confusion on her face.

‘You’re guarding a castle with an eagle?’

Mara gazed at her neutrally, giving away nothing. The eagle was deadly in attack, but the weakest piece of all in defence. Using it to hold a castle was begging for it to be taken.

Kiri began to study the board furiously, trying to figure out Mara’s intention. Her face, almost hidden behind her hair as if she could curtain herself off from the world, was taut with concentration. Mara watched her, proud and affectionate in equal measure.

Look at you. Would your father have given you all that I do?

She couldn’t help a twinge of jealousy. Her father. Did her father even miss her? Not that he showed. Kiri wrote to him often, and sent him money when she could, but the man could barely read, and the only time he wrote back – his letter dictated to another – was to ask for things. He was, as far as Mara could tell, only interested in himself, and saw no value in his brilliant, intelligent daughter except as a prop to support his wretched and dissolute lifestyle.

He lived in the Canal District, the poorest quarter of Morgenholme, rat-infested and subject to floods. Once he’d been a builder, but the Ossian style had fallen out of fashion and he’d been unable or unwilling to learn new techniques. Since then, he’d done … well, apparently nothing. Mara had to fight to contain her scorn when she spoke of him to Kiri, since the girl wouldn’t allow him to be criticised. She still felt bound to him by a mix of obligation and a deep-set yearning for a debt of filial love that he’d never pay.

That was where Kiri would have been now, if not for Mara. But thankfully, Kiri had the sense to see an opportunity when it came along. One day she’d heard of rich lady who ran a small school for girls – only girls – in Morgenholme, and she didn’t ask for payment if the parents couldn’t pay. Only the extraordinarily bright and quick were accepted, and Kiri suspected she fit the description, even if her father didn’t. She overcame her natural shyness and sought Mara out on her own. Mara gave her a test designed to measure her intelligence, not her education, and was impressed enough to admit her.

Then came Keel’s betrayal, Garric’s arrest, Hammerholt. Mara was forced to flee the city, abandoning her pupils without a word of explanation. That had gouged deeply at her heart in the months that followed. More women’s lives wasted, more girls who could have achieved greatness condemned to mediocrity instead, thanks to the backward beliefs of a handful of men.

But she still had eyes and ears in Morgenholme. Clia, her old bodyguard, had gone south to the Rainlands and disappeared, to avoid the attentions of the Iron Hand. But her former housemaid Laria had stayed in the capital, under Wilham’s protection, and she kept an ear out for news of Mara’s erstwhile proteges. Of all of them, Kiri was the one she worried about the most. Her father could barely support himself, let alone her. Any financial help Mara sent would likely disappear into his pocket. And Kiri had been asking around: what had happened to her teacher? When was school going to start again?

In the end, it was too much for Mara to bear. Through Laria, she offered Kiri’s father a deal: a good sum of money if he’d send his daughter to Mara be educated. Predictably, he jumped at the chance. And so, passing through several middlemen to ensure she couldn’t be traced, the pupil had at last been reunited with the teacher.

‘Did you mean to do what you did?’ Kiri asked, suddenly.

‘I always mean to do what I do,’ Mara replied.

Kiri gave her a look. Mara held up her hand. ‘You’re right, you’re right. That was a meretricious statement, shutting down debate when I should have been opening it up. My apologies. I presume you’re talking about Wilham and not the castles board?’

‘Yes. Everyone’s saying we’re making preparations for a big move, even if they don’t know what it is. Wilham’s been gloating about how he finally got you to do it.’

‘Yes, well. Secrecy is necessary, as I’m sure you understand.’

‘You always tell me I shouldn’t avoid the issue. You shouldn’t, either,’ she chided sullenly. ‘He goads you. I don’t like it. Why do you listen?’

‘He knows where my armour is thinnest,’ Mara said. ‘Feelings may be the enemy of intellect, but they are also its engine, and it’s a fool that wishes them away. We can only strive to manage them as best we can.’

‘He’s pushed you into starting something you don’t want to. I can tell.’

‘He did, and I don’t. But that does not make him wrong.’

‘Then are you wrong?’

‘Nobody is wrong.’ She sat back from the board and looked out over the balcony, gathering her thoughts. Beyond the weary walls of Redfields, the treetops stirred in a warm breeze. Far from anywhere, its approaches well watched, this manor should have been a sanctuary from the horrors outside. But even here she felt an abiding sense of threat, never letting her quite relax, subtly eroding her. How she wished that, one day, the two of them might play castles on a balcony in the sun and feel safe.

‘The Krodans were waiting for us at Hallow Cove,’ she said. ‘Were they warned that we were coming with the Ember Blade, or did they learn of it only after we arrived? I don’t know. When the Greycloaks attacked Wittermere, the Krodans arrived with inordinate speed. Were they tipped off, or was it simply that they guessed the Greycloaks’ destination after they were observed crossing the mountains? Again, I don’t know.’

‘Then the Northguard turned up at Aelterhame the very day that Aren and the others arrived,’ said Kiri, catching on. ‘That’s a bit of a coincidence.’

‘Yes,’ said Mara. ‘Unless it wasn’t.’

‘You think there’s a traitor among us.’ Kiri said. She’d stopped paying attention to the board, more interested in Mara’s train of thought.

‘It would be wise to operate on that assumption,’ said Mara. ‘The alternative is much less likely.’

‘Or it could be more than one?’ Kiri suggested. ‘Maybe it’s several people? Or maybe … maybe they’re not even traitors at all, not like working with the Krodans, they’re just selfish, doing things to benefit themselves even if it doesn’t … Or, wait, what if some of it was a traitor’s doings and some were coincidences?’

Mara laughed, delighted at her enthusiasm. ‘You see all the angles,’ she said. ‘But do not let the possibilities run away with you. Assemble your ideas.’

Kiri thought for a moment. ‘If there is a traitor, then they must be close enough to know our plans. So that would mean …’ Her eyes widened. ‘That would mean they know about Redfields!’

‘And yet I see no Krodans here. They might attack right now and take out the Dawnwardens in one fell swoop, but they have not done so. Why not?’

‘Because … there’s no traitor?’ Kiri suggested hopefully.

‘That may be,’ said Mara. ‘Or the traitor has decided the time is not yet right. After all, as far as they are concerned, we’re not going anywhere. And perhaps they do not have what they want yet.’

‘What’s that? The Ember Blade?’

Mara gave her a patient stare that said that she should know better. Kiri cursed herself quietly. She wasn’t supposed to ask questions without considering them first. It was bad practice to let other people think for you.

‘The Ember Blade,’ Kiri said, after due consideration. With certainty this time.

‘Most likely,’ Mara agreed. ‘It is unlikely that any force would be able to approach this place unseen. Some of the Dawnwardens might escape. If even one does so, they could get to the Ember Blade before the Iron Hand managed to torture the location from any that were captured.’

‘And unless the Krodans can prove they have the Ember Blade, the idea of it still exists. People will still think it’s out there. There can always be new Dawnwardens … but not without the Ember Blade.’

‘Exactly. They want to kill the idea of it. So our traitor will not move until they know where it is.’

‘Then why don’t we move? Abandon Redfields right now?’ Kiri thought for a moment, then flushed. ‘Because the traitor would move with us. Of course.’

‘Now do you see why I have allowed Wilham to push me into making a play?’

‘You don’t have a choice. The Krodans could find out where you are at any moment, so you can’t hide any more. If there is a traitor, it’s only a matter of time.’ She studied Mara’s face, a little line of concern appearing on her brow. ‘But you still think it’s too risky, don’t you?’

Mara tilted her head in acknowledgement. ‘Wilham tells me that real war is not like castles,’ she said. ‘He says we must be willing to sacrifice people for victory the way I do the pieces on this board. That I should be able to look a man in his eye as I send him to his death. To be otherwise is to be weak.’ She lowered her head. ‘Yes, it is risky. A terrible risk. And if I am wrong, many will die. Maybe you.’

‘I’m not afraid of that,’ said Kiri dismissively.

‘I am,’ Mara said.

Kiri gave her a puzzled smile, and Mara had to look away. How else could she hide the sudden wave of love she felt, the fearful black undertow at the thought of losing her? She’s not your daughter, Mara told herself, but in some ways that’s what she’d become, stepping into the place in her imagination where a child had once been. The child she’d never had with Danric, the one she’d denied him, fearing that motherhood would be the final seal on the tomb of her ambitions.

Kiri wasn’t hers, it was true. But Mara was working to change that.

‘What would you do?’ she asked at last. ‘If you wanted to catch a traitor? How would you go about it?’

Kiri frowned at the board, but she wasn’t really thinking about the game. ‘I suppose … if I was sure there was a traitor … well, I’d lay a trap. First, I’d work out who was best placed to inform the Krodans of everything that’s happened so far. Then I’d give them false information, and see if the Krodans react to it. Do that to four or five suspects, each of them a different piece of information. Let them give themselves away. It would take time, but …’ She shrugged.

Mara smiled approvingly. ‘A good plan. I was thinking the same. I have also been speaking with Yarin – I’m confident he is not our traitor. He has agreed to help.’

‘That’s good. And obviously, best not to let anyone know where the Ember Blade is who doesn’t already. No sense widening the circle.’

Mara couldn’t have agreed more, but she kept that thought to herself. She’d been opposed to Cade joining the Dawnwardens for exactly that reason, but the others had insisted, and in the end she had little choice but to accept. She barely knew him, but he’d been trusted by Vika and Harod, a close companion to Fen and Grub, and friends since childhood with Aren. Denying him would have caused too much friction within the group.

But their journey to the Auldwood had been made in secret, and remained so, even from Kiri. They’d decided to keep it quiet till the time was right to announce it. A public ceremony to welcome a new Dawnwarden would be an opportunity to raise spirits, but it was too dangerous to bring the Ember Blade into the open right now. Cade, for his part, seemed happy to wait.

‘Aye, by all means, make a show of it,’ he’d told them, grinning. ‘You know how I hate being the centre of attention.’

Mara motioned at the castles board. ‘Your move,’ she told Kiri.

Kiri snapped back to attention as if stung. Her eyes roved the board, sensing a trap but unable to see it. There was a castle, un-defended. She had a giant within range that could take it, a mighty defender that would render it extremely difficult to recapture. Mara had no obvious counter-attack.

Hesitantly, she moved her giant and took the castle.

Mara kept that small disappointment from her face. She’d expected that would be Kiri’s move, but she’d hoped it would be otherwise. She wanted the girl to learn to resist her nature. She was a grasper, a snatcher, conditioned by a lifetime of poverty to take what she could, because it might all be taken away tomorrow. The castles board revealed her, as it revealed so many others.

Mara had lured her into moving her only remaining giant out of the way, locking it up in a castle. Over the next three moves, she decimated Kiri’s forces and took a castle much deeper in her territory, trapping her king between Mara’s armies. After that, it was just a matter of mopping up.

‘If we hold too tight to what we have, we are not free to reach for what we don’t,’ Mara told her. ‘It takes sacrifice to make gains. Sometimes you have to give up a castle to get a castle.’

‘I’ll never beat you,’ Kiri complained.

‘One day you will,’ said Mara. She reached across the table and brushed Kiri’s fringe away from her face with her fingertips. Kiri gave her a shy smile of surprise at the tender contact. ‘One day you’ll surpass me.’

I’ll see to it, my daughter.
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Guard, step, parry, thrust.

Harod’s longsword flickered out and returned, cutting the air before him. The Harrish fighting style was defensive, patient, disciplined, and he was an expert at it. He followed the forms mechanically, his body acting out the motions while his mind remained detached.

Three years he’d lived like that. Three years as a dead man walking, his heart buried with Orica’s. Three years that felt like thirty.

Parry, step, thrust.

The walled gardens of Redfields had gone to seed in recent years. When Lady Ilandra had decided to host the Dawnwardens, she’d released all but a skeleton staff, comprised of a family who’d served the lords and ladies of this manor for generations. Their loyalty she was sure of; anyone else might be tempted to let the Krodans know about her treasonous guests. Without enough people to maintain the grounds, ivy had run rampant and weeds had forced their way through the cracks in the paving stones.

Parry, parry, strike!

The pain was like a knife of ice in his shoulder. He winced, his swing faltering as his arm seized up. A memory flashed across his mind, a hand with filthy nails reaching towards him, sinking into his shoulder. He felt again the deadly cold that spread from it, gripping his chest, frosting his lungs.

One slip was all it took. One lapse of concentration. He’d dropped his guard for an instant back in the underkeep beneath Hammerholt, and in that instant Sorrow had killed Orica. He should never have left her side. He should have been perfect.

‘Getting old, Haro,’ said Megwyn.

The sound of her voice drew a rare curse from him. She had a knack of being there to witness his humiliations, even when she wasn’t responsible for causing them.

She laughed: that bawdy, unladylike cackle of hers. ‘I’m glad to see you, too.’

He recovered himself, straightened and regarded her with as much dignity as he could muster. ‘My apologies, Lady Megwyn. I should not have spoken to thee so,’ he replied in Harrish.

‘Oh, for rot’s sake, let’s drop the mother tongue,’ said Megwyn. ‘It’s so damned formal. I like Ossian better, don’t you? Sloppy and imprecise, and you can make it into whatever you want.’

‘It has its charms,’ Harod admitted. ‘Is that the language you’d prefer to torment me in today?’

‘Oh, you enjoy it,’ she teased, walking into the garden. She was carrying a pair of wooden practice swords.

‘I would say tolerate rather than enjoy,’ Harod replied, but it was thoughtless repartee. If he were honest with himself, she was right. As much as she infuriated him, her appearance was always a bright spot in the gloom, a hazy sunrise cutting through the numbing fog inside. ‘Did you have something in mind for those swords?’

‘I had in mind to beat your arse with them,’ she responded. ‘But I see you’re more casualty than challenge. That war wound still paining you?’

‘It is … persistent. And has worsened again of late,’ said Harod.

‘Have you been to see the druidess about it?’

‘She has given me an unguent.’

‘Right. And did you actually apply this unguent?’

Harod refused to lie, so he didn’t answer. How could he explain it? He couldn’t even explain it to himself, the temptation of inaction. He’d driven back the effects of the dreadknight’s touch by will alone, forcing them into abeyance. Yet now they seemed to be returning. If he left it alone, perhaps it would spread and claim him. All he had to do was nothing.

‘Haro,’ Megwyn chided, reading his silence correctly. ‘You ought to look after yourself.’

Her tone shamed him. Hadn’t he sworn, over Orica’s grave, to see her people returned to this land? He might have saved some of them at Wittermere, but his task was far from done. And yet still he desired the easy escape of death, still he invited it by back ways, hoping to evade his oath and end his suffering. Somehow, he’d excused the risk by ignoring it, but Megwyn had a way of making him face himself.

She tossed a practice sword to him. He caught it in his free hand. ‘Anyway, it’s time to stop moping. I need someone worth sparring with, and they say you’ve got pretty good. Let’s see if you can do more than follow the forms your master taught you.’

Harod sheathed his blade and tested the weight of the practice sword. ‘I remember a young lady who used to beg me for lessons. Are you in need of another one?’

She grinned. ‘Our cobwebbed ancestors saw fit to decree that a girl shouldn’t be taught the blade. Who else was going to show me?’ She took up a stance that was foreign to Harod’s experience. ‘I’ve had other teachers since. And a lot more practice.’

‘Our ancestors also taught that a man should never strike a lady,’ Harod said.

Megwyn’s sword-tip lashed out towards his cheek. He batted it aside with a loud clack of wood on wood.

‘When sparring, you never attack the head,’ he told her, an edge of anger to his voice.

She smiled mockingly. ‘I’m not a wilting heroine from your poems, Haro. You dare go easy on me and I’ll break something you won’t want broken.’

‘Very well,’ Harod said, taking his stance. ‘Show me what you’ve learned.’

She struck, and he parried. Back and forth they went, testing each other. After her initial aggression, she fought cannily. She knew how the Harrish style focused on frustrating an opponent until they made a mistake. Her own was a mix of disciplines, recognisably Harrish in defence but more fluid in attack.

‘Is that Carthanian?’ he asked, after a feint that almost caught him off guard.

‘Some Carthanian. A touch of Trinish. Learned a trick or two from the sidewinders of Bosk, if you can believe it.’

‘You’ve travelled widely since the days of our youth.’

‘You’d be amazed how far the desire to disappoint your father can take you.’ She thought about that for a moment. ‘Actually, you probably wouldn’t. How is yours these days?’

‘I don’t know,’ Harod said, tapping away another probing attack. ‘We have not spoken since I broke off my engagement and took to the road with Orica.’

‘Ah, Orica. The lost love. Yes, I was meaning to talk with you about her.’

Harod’s mood darkened at her irreverence. ‘Have a care, Lady Megwyn,’ he warned.

‘We’re just talking. And Nine, it’s past time we spoke of her. You keep her like a treasure, locked away, never taking her from your vault in case you get her dusty.’

‘Because I would not have you sully her with your mockery,’ said Harod, becoming annoyed again. He didn’t like the way this conversation was going.

‘Sully her? Do you hear yourself, Haro?’ Parry, thrust, step. ‘I don’t doubt she was beautiful, talented and intelligent. She sounds like a remarkable woman. But that’s all she was. A woman, not a goddess. And when nature called, she still had to take a dump like the rest of us.’

‘Megwyn!’ Harod exclaimed in horror, and in that moment she smacked him hard on the elbow of his free arm, sending him recoiling with a furious curse.

‘Two curses in a day?’ said Megwyn. ‘I think I’ve broken my record.’ Then her face hardened. ‘Now fight. We’re not done.’

It was only fury that kept him from walking away. He was determined to beat her now. No one was allowed to speak of Orica like that. He took up his stance and struck at Megwyn fast enough to make her whoop with delight.

‘Little high there, Haro. Watch the face,’ she mocked. ‘Now listen, I’ve been thinking. Here’s the thing: she never got the chance to disappoint you.’

‘Fight, don’t talk!’ Harod said.

‘Oh, I can do both at once,’ said Megwyn. ‘And you could use some advice from someone who knows a thing or two of love.’

‘You know nothing of love!’

‘I know it’s messy and stupid and has a whole lot more bodily fluids involved than your Carthanian poets would have you believe.’

‘Why must you be so vulgar?’ Harod cried in disgust.

‘Because you need it, Haro. And sometimes what you need is not the same as what you want.’

Harod swung at her, harder than he’d intended; she missed the block and got smacked across the forearm, hard enough to make her hiss in pain.

Harod was appalled at himself. Instinctively, he reached out to her. ‘My lady,’ he gasped. ‘I apologi—’

He was interrupted by a vicious blow across the thigh, hard enough to send him hopping back. Megwyn glared at him along the length of her sword. ‘Feel that?’ she spat. ‘I’m not your lady.’

She lunged at him again, and Harod barely got his parry in. Again and again she came at him, and it was all he could do to fend her off.

‘You didn’t have a lover!’ she accused. ‘You made her an idol. Turned her into something from your books. That’s not love, that’s worship.’

‘Megwyn—’ he warned.

‘You never needed to be hurt. Never needed to feel the lash when you got on her nerves, because you never displeased her. Never needed to argue about what you wanted, because it was always what she wanted.’

‘That’s enough!’ he cried, and he counter-attacked, hammering at her guard as she retreated across the paving stones.

‘That’s the spirit!’ she laughed. ‘You know what? You’re kind of handsome when you assert yourself. That’s what a woman wants, Haro. If we wanted something to walk on, we’d buy rugs.’

‘Shut your mouth!’

‘Rot me, you’re deep in, aren’t you? Even after all this time! Did you find anything about her that wasn’t wonderful? Morning breath make you wince, perhaps? Something she did between the sheets that you didn’t like?’ Her eyes widened in realisation. ‘Oh, gods, I bet you didn’t even f—’

‘Silence!’ he roared, and slashed at her with all his strength. She half-parried; his blade glanced high and struck her hard on the side of her head. She dropped her sword, turned and staggered away. After a few steps, her balance almost deserted her and she bent over, holding her head in her hands.

Harod stared, stunned, gone cold with shock. He hadn’t meant to. Or maybe he had? In the moment, he’d lost control. Had he been aiming for her neck, blind with the need to behead her, shut her up for good? That wasn’t him. He’d never!

‘Are you—’ he began, but mindful of her last warning, he stopped.

Blood began to drip through her fingertips, spotting the pavestones.

‘Megwyn!’ he breathed, horrified. That was too much. He took a step towards her, but he’d hardly moved before she held out a hand to stay him.

‘Just … give me a moment,’ she muttered. She took a breath, straightened and looked at her palm, painted with blood. Her tawny hair was streaked in red. ‘Caught me quite a whack there. What happened to not aiming for the head?’

‘It was a mistake … I …’

She waved it away. ‘Oh, stop, Haro. Can’t say I didn’t deserve it.’ She screwed her eyes shut and popped them open again. ‘Head wounds do bleed like bastards, though. And I can’t actually see straight.’

‘Come. Sit,’ Harod urged, hurrying over to lend his arm. She let him lead her to a stone bench, where they both sat, Megwyn slowly recovering while Harod fidgeted and apologised, frantically solicitous. He offered her a handkerchief which she pressed to her head.

‘Is there anything else I can do for you?’ he asked, desperate to atone.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You can use that unguent Vika gave you. And you can stop pining for a ghost.’

‘Megwyn …’ he said despairingly. ‘Please stop.’

She spat a wad of bloody phlegm onto the floor between her feet. ‘I won’t,’ she said. ‘I don’t like her, Haro, and I’ll tell you why. She’s killing you. The idea of her is killing you. If she’d lived, maybe you wouldn’t have made her a legend. But she didn’t, and you did.’ She got unsteadily to her feet and looked down at him with disgust on her face. ‘She’s made you a shadow. Damned if I’ll stay quiet while you wish yourself into the grave.’

She began to walk away, her words still sharp in his ears. It was the scorn in her voice that cut deepest. Somehow, her disappointment was worse than all the mockery she could muster.

‘I haven’t …’ Harod began hesitantly. She stopped and looked back at him, bloody streaks on her face like the imprint of a witch’s fingers. ‘I haven’t felt … anything … for so long.’ He was shocked to feel tears welling up in his eyes. ‘Sometimes it seems like for ever.’

Her face softened. She took a breath to speak, but he shook his head to stop her. He wouldn’t make it if she did.

‘I want to say … since I met you …’ He took a shaky breath. ‘You make me feel, Megwyn. Not always good things, but … Thank you.’

She gave him a broad grin, crooked teeth edged in red, and in the blaze of her delight he felt the fog on his senses burn away, just for a moment, leaving him raw and frightened and, just for that moment, happy.

‘Oh, Haro,’ she said fondly. ‘What are friends for?’

Cade’s room at Redfields was hushed and warm, a tiny chamber deep in the servant’s quarters. He sat on his bed and watched dust motes swimming in the shafts of sunlight from the window. There was something comforting in the way they swayed on the air. In these complex times, his thoughts found respite in that simple beauty.

Footsteps outside the door jerked him from his reverie. He looked down at the things on his bed, ready to gather them away; but the footsteps passed by and he relaxed. The door was locked, anyway, but that didn’t soothe his nerves much. The fragile peace was broken.

Finish up, he told himself. This ain’t the time for dawdling.

He turned his attention back to the letter he was writing and set to it. It was a painstaking process to put down a message in Klyssen’s code. To the casual eye, it was a letter to a fictional merchant in Gallowcroft, asking them to check on his parents next time they went to Shoal Point. In these frightening times, with the Krodans bearing down on everyone, it was common practice to impose on those few Ossians that had travel permits to bring news from other places. Nothing to arouse suspicion, then.

But if one were to look closer, they might find another message beneath, deciphered through a clever system of counting letters. To put it down, Cade was forced to use the method Klyssen had given him: a brass cylinder surrounded by five rings of letters that he rotated in combination, turning the hidden message to nonsense which could only be decoded by someone with the same device who knew the key to the code. Such a device was too incriminating to carry openly, so it came disguised as a scroll case, the rings hidden inside a detachable brass sheath. He kept his Krodan citizenship papers inside it.

He wondered what other tricks the Iron Hand had. Perhaps there were other spies like him, walking around in plain sight, unsuspected.

Well, not entirely unsuspected. His mind went back to the day he’d become a Dawnwarden, when Aren had all but accused him of being a traitor. The memory was an ugly one that made him feel awful. Letting loose on his friend like that, accusing him of arrogance and high-handedness. It had hurt to do it, but it had to be done. The alternative was too terrible to contemplate.

And now here I am, he thought bitterly.

His eyes strayed to the other letter on the bed. This one written in neat, elegant script, unlike his own untidy hand. A letter from Lassa, his love, whom he’d left behind in Falconsreach when he went to seek out the Ember Blade. They’d maintained an in-frequent correspondence while he’d been away, but he was always on the move and was forced to keep it secret. He instructed her to send her replies to post offices near where he expected to be, but sometimes plans changed and months passed before he could get away from the Greycloaks to pick them up. The effort only made them more valuable; each time he got hold of one, it was like every Hearthfire’s Eve rolled up into one.

His eyes roamed hungrily over the page. Sweet encouragements, professions of love and admiration, promises of what they’d do when he returned. Her kindness and selflessness shone out from every sentence as she talked of her efforts to raise money for those less fortunate on the edges of the Empire, the poor folk of Ozak in their simple mountain huts.

But it was sadness, not joy, that took him now. Once, the mere sound of her name was enough to kindle him. Once, he’d been able to recall her every angle, see her in perfect clarity as she sewed by the window, ran in the gardens, slept in his bed. But day by day, hour by hour he was losing her, the attachments between them fraying and snapping one by one. It was harder and harder to picture her face exactly, and worse, he didn’t feel her any more. It was only the memory of a feeling. As much as he tried to summon the passion that had once consumed him, it seemed counterfeit now. He grieved for its loss.

I’ve been away too long.

He should have burned the letter after he read it, like he should have burned the others; Klyssen had told him he must. But there were some things it wasn’t so easy to give up, however great the risk. Cade kept them in a small bundle, hidden away. It didn’t matter that he knew them by heart. He just wanted to hold something she’d touched.

Finish up, he told himself again. He was putting it off, and he knew it. The letter to Klyssen was a step he couldn’t take back, a gate that would close behind him and remain locked for ever. The decision it represented was terrifying.

He thought of the look in Aren’s eyes. The betrayal. Could he bear it? Could he justify that?

You know what you’ve got to do, he told himself. Time’s running short. Do it now, or maybe you never will.

Spurred by that thought, he set to it again. Jindra was leaving at midday to take the post to Gallenpeak. If he missed her, it would be several agonising days before he got another chance. Several days in which he’d have time to stew and change his mind. He couldn’t stand that. He just wanted it done.

At last, the letter was finished. He folded it up, addressed it and sealed it. Then he took Lassa’s letter and tucked it carefully into an inside pocket. He held it there a moment, pressing it against his heart, his eyes closed. Waiting to feel something.

I want you back, he told her silently.

Then he got to his feet and walked to the door, to do what had to be done.

He strode through Redfields with uncharacteristic speed, because he didn’t dare slow down. The momentum of purpose carried him onwards. He caught Jindra in the corridor as she was on her way out, carrying a satchel on her shoulder.

‘Room for one more in there?’ he asked.

‘You left it late,’ she told him good-humouredly. ‘Go on, then. Put it in.’ And she opened the satchel for him.

He was about to add his letter to the others when something stopped him. His conscience blared a warning, loud enough that, for a moment, he couldn’t act.

Don’t do this. Don’t do this. It’s wrong!

‘You alright?’ Jindra asked him. ‘You look funny. Are you getting sick?’

He gave her a wan smile. ‘That must be it,’ he said. ‘Not feeling too great. Something I ate.’

‘You want me to take that letter or what?’

‘Yes,’ he said, his voice sounding distant in his ears.

‘Put it in, then,’ she told him again.

He didn’t want to. He wanted to snatch it back, to protest that he needed time to deliberate, to think this over, that he shouldn’t be hurried into this. But he slipped it into the satchel instead, because it seemed too late to do otherwise.

She closed the satchel, giving him an odd look. ‘You should get some rest,’ she said, and then she was on her way, carrying the fate of thousands with her. Cade leaned against the wall, the breath gone out of him, and watched her turn the corner in stunned horror, appalled that she could carry that weight unknowing.

No. He had to stop her. He pushed off from the wall and tensed to run, to catch her up. He wasn’t even sure what he’d say, only that he had to stop her somehow.

A scream from upstairs distracted him. The sound of raw terror, a sound he’d never heard before from the owner of that voice.

Fen!

He bolted the other way, the letter forgotten, springing up steps two at a time towards the room where she was convalescing. Her shrieks had become hysterical by the time he arrived. A maid was dithering outside, afraid to go in. Others were rushing towards the noise, but Cade got there first, and barged through the door without pause.

Fen was in her nightclothes, pushed up against the headboard, eyes wild and a blanket wadded between her legs. The once-white expanse of the bed was smeared with red. Cade stared in shock at the blood on the sheets, unable to understand what was happening, where it was all coming from.

‘Make it stop!’ Fen shrieked at him, her face like a scared child’s. ‘Cade, make it stop!’
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Klyssen spent his final day at Revenhuss in a state of perpetual anxiety. Exhausted from lack of sleep, shaken by his experience in the Doctor’s sanctum, he was barely able to make conversation at breakfast, and spent lunchtime glancing at corners, imagining sinister movement there. He stuck close to Gremmler when he wasn’t making excuses to be absent; he, at least, was unchallenging company.

He wanted to leave now, get somewhere he might feel safe again. Whoever the Doctor was, he was a dangerous man. Klyssen wasn’t sure he wanted him as an opponent, or even as an ally. Too many unknowns.

Had it been a hallucination last night? An echo of the drug he’d taken at the seeing? With time, maybe he’d convince himself it had been. With time, his fear would turn to resentment, he’d regroup, and perhaps he’d think again about what to do with Doctor Baltazar Gless. But for now, he needed to be as far away from this place as possible.

He avoided the Doctor throughout the day, and the Doctor, for his part, seemed busy with other guests. At mealtimes he looked for the Chancellor, mindful that it was his last chance to make an impression there; but Draxis was nowhere to be found. When he wasn’t there at dinner, either, Klyssen remarked on it to Gremmler.

‘It’s not unusual,’ Gremmler said. ‘The Doctor often has long private consultations with his most important guests. No doubt the Chancellor has much to discuss with him. It must be a heavy burden, to guide our great nation.’

Klyssen put a forkful of steak in his mouth. Many of their meals had been strange foreign fare that Klyssen found too spicy or fussy or outright disgusting, but at last they’d been served a hearty Krodan meal – meat and potatoes and vegetables – and his nervous belly was glad of it.

‘You’ve not been yourself today,’ Gremmler observed, disapprovingly. By which he meant: You didn’t perform today. Klyssen was well aware that Gremmler had brought him to show him off. Securing a new recruit increased his prestige, as long as that recruit didn’t embarrass him.

‘I didn’t sleep well,’ Klyssen replied neutrally.

Gremmler seemed to accept that. ‘Well, we depart tomorrow morning. Back to our duties.’

Back to their duties. That was a grim thought. Back to oppressing a nation they should have been embracing, back to causing needless suffering to satisfy the Emperor’s whim. Back to undoing all the good he’d worked to achieve. He could no longer pretend to care what the Empire wanted in Ossia. All he wanted was his girls back. And while he’d made great strides towards repairing his relationship with Gremmler and making new contacts in the corridors of power, he was still far from where he needed to be.

But he said none of that. Instead, he said: ‘I’ve learned so much on this visit to Revenhuss, Overwatchman Gremmler. Thank you for inviting me.’

Gremmler grunted and ate his steak.

After dinner, Gremmler announced it was time for him to retire; they had a long journey tomorrow, and he wanted to read before bed. Klyssen reluctantly agreed. As much as he disdained Gremmler, he was afraid to be alone in his room. They said their goodnights, and Klyssen was left to walk the chambers of the ground floor, pretending to admire the artifacts.

It was while wandering through a cavernous marble hall that he found the Chancellor at last. He sat alone on a gold-backed settee, half-hidden by the Doctor’s exhibits, in front of an imposing stone fireplace carved with the faces of leering spirits. A golden tray rested on a small side table next to him. On it was a decanter and several shot-glasses. Klyssen watched as he filled a glass and drained it, his face grave and his eyes on the fire, drinking with the businesslike efficiency of a preoccupied man.

Perhaps he wanted to be left alone, but Klyssen didn’t care. If there was any hope of salvaging anything from this whole upsetting episode, it lay with Draxis. He walked over.

‘May I join you, Chancellor?’

Draxis looked faintly startled at being addressed. ‘Oh, Klyssen. Yes, of course.’ He motioned to the settee and lifted the decanter. ‘Care for some plammerbrun? They gave me half a dozen glasses. When I asked for a bottle, I expect they thought I meant to share it.’ He gave a gruff bark of a laugh.

‘Thank you. As long as you don’t mind?’

‘Not at all. You’d be helping me out.’

Klyssen sat down. He found most liquors hard on his delicate stomach, but he welcomed a drink to take the edge off things tonight. Maybe, if he had enough, he might actually sleep. Draxis poured him a shot, refilled his own glass, and they downed them together. It was strong and sugary and sour, and tasted like spiced plum.

‘You were not at dinner tonight,’ Klyssen observed.

‘I spent the day with the Doctor. Unpicking things.’

Draxis gave him that appraising look again. Sizing him up.

‘There was another seeing,’ he said. ‘This time, I had the vision.’

Klyssen understood now why he seemed so pensive. ‘Would you share it with me?’

Draxis huffed, blowing out his great moustache. ‘Quite a damned thing, I’ll tell you. I saw a horde from the east. Filthy urds, a swarm of them, coming to overwhelm the motherland. At their head was a shaman, foul black beasts at his command. And there I was, alone. The only thing standing in their way. I looked down, and there in my hands was—’

‘An orb,’ Klyssen said quietly.

Draxis stared at him. ‘By the Nemesis, Klyssen, how did you know that?’

Because he’s using you. Because I saw it in his chambers last night. Because somehow, he made you see what he wanted you to and now you think it’s your idea. And maybe he did the same to me, too.

‘I’ve heard of such an artifact,’ Klyssen said carefully. ‘An object with the power to destroy demons, or to enslave them. They say it’s deep in the ruins of Eshkabel, on the island of Yaga.’

Draxis could barely contain his admiration. ‘Well … I’m amazed, Klyssen. Took you for a neophyte.’

‘I have some small learning,’ Klyssen said modestly. ‘But I apologise. I interrupted you.’

Draxis poured them another couple of shots. ‘It’s as you say … I held it up and … Look, never mind, Klyssen. Here’s the thing. This object … I spoke to the Doctor about it afterwards. He’s very excited. Thinks it’s more than just a vision, he thinks it’s real. It’s called the Shadow Casket. Can’t pretend I understand all that it does exactly, but he assures me it might be just what we need if things go bad on the border. He wants me to send people to Yaga to get it.’

Klyssen took the glass Draxis offered him. Liquor and exhaustion had combined to make him feel light-headed. The heat from the fire beat against his burned skin uncomfortably, stirring dark memories. He felt a dizzy fear upon him, like he was standing on a precipice, about to leap.

‘Of course, that’s no small task,’ the Chancellor went on. ‘The elaru hold that island, as I’m sure you know. We’re barely on speaking terms with them as it is. Bunch of inhuman slavers who’ll ice your blood with their arrogance. They’ll show no mercy to anyone they catch, I can promise you that. And I don’t much fancy explaining to the Emperor why I sent good Krodan men to die on Yaga chasing something I saw in a vision.’

‘Then send me,’ said Klyssen.

Here was the precipice; here was the leap. He’d sensed it coming, and took the chance before he could stop himself.

Draxis was staring at him, more amazed than ever. ‘Do you have any idea what you’re asking?’

‘Give me a handful of good men, the kind of people who can get the job done. Cover your tracks. If we fail, it was all my idea. You never knew about it.’

Draxis sank his shot of plammerbrun, considering the proposal. ‘I won’t lie to you. It’s dangerous. Very dangerous.’

‘For the glory of the Empire, every man should be willing to lay down his life. If this casket is all the Doctor thinks it is, it may well prove the saviour of the motherland.’

It wouldn’t be, of course. Whatever strange influence the Doctor had, the powers promised by the Shadow Casket were fiction, the kind of fanciful magic they spoke of in legends. No doubt it would be just another trinket for the Doctor’s collection. He’d probably obtained the others in a similar way, leveraging his followers to bring him gifts.

But none of that mattered. What mattered was what people thought it was. The Ember Blade was proof of that: a sword was just a sword, but a symbol could inspire a nation. All Klyssen cared about was how much the Shadow Casket was worth to the Chancellor. And since the Chancellor was in thrall to the Doctor, anything that raised him in the Doctor’s estimation was worth a lot.

‘I won’t mince words, Klyssen,’ Draxis told him. ‘You should have been Commander in Ossia, not Bettren. There’s a hundred of him, but there aren’t many like you.’

‘Thank you for saying so.’

‘Keep your thanks. Fetch me that casket and I’ll be the grateful one. I promise you, I look after my friends.’

‘If the casket is there, I will find it for you,’ he said.

Draxis gave him a long look over the rims of his round glasses, then nodded and harumphed in satisfaction. ‘I’ll make the arrangements, then.’

Klyssen, sensing his moment to exit, downed his shot and got to his feet. ‘You can rely on me, Chancellor.’

‘I believe I can,’ he said. ‘And Klyssen? We never spoke.’

‘Of course.’

Klyssen walked away, weaving through the statues, elated and terrified all together. He hardly dared think about what he’d committed himself to. All that lay ahead was unknown. But he’d been given a chance, and he’d seized it. The risks didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was the Chancellor’s gratitude. With that, he could do almost anything.

With that, he could restore himself to power, regain his authority, win custody of his girls.

Lisi. Juna. My golden ones. Daddy’s going to get you back.

When he put his head to his pillow that night, he was out like a blown candle, and slept in the bliss of dreamless oblivion till morning.

The corridor outside Fen’s room wasn’t crowded, for she’d made few friends in her years as a Dawnwarden. Only a handful waited there, faces sombre and anxious. Harod, Mara, Kiri. Grub sat on the floor, boredom beginning to overtake his concern. Cade looked pale and nauseous. Megwyn was there too, standing next to Harod – inexplicably, there was blood in her hair. Kenda had been with Aren when he heard, and she’d come running also.

Nobody spoke. They’d exhausted their reserves of comforting nothings. Time had slowed to a crawl, all of them lost in their own fears.

The door-handle moved. Aren looked up as Vika emerged, still cleaning her hands, the rag and her sleeves stained dark red.

‘How is she?’ Aren demanded instantly.

‘She will live,’ said Vika. ‘She just needs rest.’

‘And the …’ Aren almost tripped over the word. ‘The baby?’ He was still in shock from the news.

Vika gave him a curious look. ‘The baby lives. She was supposed to brew the herbs first. The way she took them, she near poisoned herself.’

‘Can I see her?’ Aren asked urgently.

‘She needs rest, Aren.’

‘Please!’

His voice was loud and sharp enough to make Kenda stare at him in surprise. She opened her mouth as if to advise against it, then wisely closed it again. He didn’t know why it was so important, only that he needed to be there. Vika, seeing that he was determined, gave up arguing and stepped aside.

‘Don’t exhaust her,’ she warned. ‘She’s been through a lot.’

Aren stepped inside, and the door was shut behind him. Within, he found the tense silence of the newly convalescent. The sheets had been changed, but the soiled ones were still in a pile in the corner, waiting to be taken away. The air smelled salty, like blood and tears.

Fen was lying curled up on the bed, her back to him, half-covered by a blanket. She said nothing as he came inside. He watched her shoulders rise and fall as she breathed.

‘Fen …’

She didn’t reply. He wasn’t sure whether she was asleep, or hadn’t heard him.

‘Fen? How do you feel?’ he asked hesitantly.

‘You want to know why.’ Her voice was low and bitter.

‘What? No, I wanted to see how you were.’

‘You want to know why.’ The words came out cold and dead, flensed of all feeling.

Aren wanted to argue and found he couldn’t. She was right. His concern was tangled up in his hurt and confusion. How could she have known and not told him? How could she have let him drift closer to her, invite him to love her once again, while carrying another man’s child in her belly? And how could she have tried to harm it?

He wanted to know, and yet he couldn’t ask, because it would be unforgivably selfish to do so. She was suffering, and she needed him, and he wanted to be here for her. Even though he felt betrayed, and used, and lied to, he had no right to expect anything of her, nor to judge her actions. He knew that, and it only made things worse. He wasn’t even allowed to be angry. He was just supposed to bury it, smother his emotions and smile for her. The alternative was to be the villain here.

But Nine, how it cut him, what she’d done.

‘Get out,’ she said, her face still turned away from him.

‘Talk to me, Fen,’ he pleaded. ‘I want to understand.’

‘There’s nothing to understand. You don’t know. You’ll never know. Now get out.’

The brutality of her rejection shocked him. He’d been desperately worried about her the whole time he’d waited outside; he hadn’t expected his concern to be rewarded with such cruelty. He searched for something to say that would soothe her, make sense of what was happening here, but he found nothing.

She lifted her head a little from the pillow, as if listening. ‘Are you still here?’ she said, and there was such revulsion, such hatred in her voice that he retreated, pulling open the door and stepping out into the corridor.

His friends stared at him in confusion. He’d only been in there moments; he flushed as he realised his humiliation was obvious to all. Kenda looked sympathetic, as if she’d known how it would go all along.

He found Vika, and his face turned hard. ‘I’m going with you to Yaga,’ he said. Then he stalked off down the corridor, blood beating at his face and thwarted fury in his heart.
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Draccensday, Highfrost 11, 13th Year of the Republic

Sorry I haven’t written for a time. We have a lot to catch up on. I can’t sleep for sticking to my sheets and thinking on tomorrow, so I find myself at my diary in the dark hours, quill scratching in the tiny attic room of a dockside inn.

Poetic, don’t you think? I missed my calling. All those years training in the Youth Brigade when I should have been polishing my prose instead.

Ah, you’re not fooled. I’m an awful sister. Neglectful and selfish. But I do tell you the best tales.

So let me show you around the place. Genzu, a rickety port on Ket, an island east of Yaga. It’s tucked into a cove with jungle and cliffs all around. Lot of passing traffic to and from the Castrian Straits, but mostly this place is here because the elaru won’t let anyone else set foot on their territory, so it’s the nearest port to trade with them.

It’s too hot. I can’t imagine what it’s like here in summer. At night it’s all lit up with lanterns and you can barely hear for the noise from the trees. I suppose it would be pretty if it wasn’t for the people. Sailors, pirates and those merchants brave or desperate enough to do business here. Lot of drunks, lot of weapons, lot of killing. No one’s quite agreed who owns this place – I don’t think anyone wants it enough to fight for it – so island law is what you make yourself.

We only came here as a launching-off point to get to Yaga. You can’t just sail up to the island of the ogren, and we wouldn’t know where to go when we got there. So Loca asked around, and he’s picked up someone who says they can do both. Lunish man called Yan. Surly and argumentative, but aren’t they all? As long as he can get us there and back alive, he can be as unpleasant as he likes.

We’re going to make the crossing at night. Yan says there’s a storm coming soon – there’s one every few days – and we’ll need it for cover if we’re to approach unseen. But I’ll be honest: I’m scared, Lilia. Scared of the crossing, scared of Yaga.

Where we’re going, there’s no help. No doctors to treat us if we’re hurt, no roads to travel, nowhere to buy food, no one on our side except those we bring with us. I’ve heard many tales of the elaru, and they all agree on one thing: never let them capture you. Better to die first. Which will likely happen, since it sounds like everything on the island is out to kill you.

Oh, Lilia. What am I doing? I should have just gone home, like you said. Turned my back on the Greycloaks and the Dawnwardens and all the rest of it and headed back to Durn.

Except I didn’t want to do that, either. Wasn’t sure I wanted to know what home was like. Didn’t much like what I’d heard. Didn’t want to ruin the memories.

We had a revolution, once. Do you remember? It was fire and glory and righteous wrath. Revolution’s easy, though. What comes after is the hard part.

That’s why Stivan’s betrayal burned so deep.

I saw it coming, didn’t I? The moment Stivan got a sniff of the Ember Blade he started losing interest in the Greycloaks. It explains how he found out about Hallow Cove, positioned himself just right to effect that miraculous rescue. If he still has connections with the Northguard, he would have known what was coming for the Fell Folk.

He knew, and didn’t warn them. Why? Well, we know now, don’t we? Brac Blackfeather was never going to unite the tribes, not as things were. Clan Riven Moon were safe in their web of alliances, and he’d lost the taste for conquest when his eldest died. The Fell Folk wouldn’t rise up without provocation, and the Krodans were ready to deliver that in spades. So Stivan intervened just enough to ensure the Fell Folk weren’t entirely crippled. And he got what he wanted: an angry army who’d help him take back his childhood home.

Yes, I’m bitter. Aren’t you? We believed in him. You should have heard me when Aren told me. Couldn’t be true, I said. You must have misunderstood.

The look on his face.

It’s happening already. The lowborns supply the corpses, the highborns reap the rewards. Poor people fighting rich people’s wars. Masters and servants, and no one can imagine any different. We throw out injustice, and it changes its outfit and walks right back in through the front door. Even the Dawnwardens are on board. Everyone except Aren.

Yes, yes. That’s why I’m here, drowning in my own sweat on this tiny island in the Baric Sea. Because he’s the only one who might be persuaded to see. The only one with the vision to change things, and the power to do it. Because learning what is happening on Yaga could be valuable information for the revolution back home. And because I’ve got nowhere else to go.

What do you mean? What other reason would there be?

I do sound coy, don’t I?

Oh, stop. You’re terrible.
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Black waves sucked and thundered in the darkness. Warm salt water blasted over the side of the catamaran, drenching its sodden occupants. Aren wiped his eyes with a wet sleeve and clung fast to the hull as Yan shoved past him, hauling the sail around to catch the switching wind. The Lunishman was the only one with any semblance of control here; the rest of them were at the mercy of the storm.

The prow of the boat lifted, pushed from underneath, and then they were pitched downwards with a lurch. Black cliffs rose ahead of them: the looming wall of Yaga’s coast, drawing in with frightening speed. Lightning burned in the distance, providing a glimpse of jagged coves guarded by sharp rocks thrusting up from the sea, a gauntlet of broken daggers.

He looked back at the others, crammed into the belly of the craft. Vika hunkered beneath her patchwork hide cloak, Ruck curled up miserably in her lap, the two hardly distinguishable from one other. Grub sat aft, stoic, rain and seawater washing off him as if he were impervious to discomfort. Kenda met his gaze and looked away. She didn’t want to show him her fear, but he saw it anyway.

‘Ha! Did you ever feel so alive?’ Loca cried, laughing madly at his side. He was sitting up tall, facing the elements squarely. ‘The sea’s biting tonight!’

‘Joha, get me out of this and I swear to you I’ll never eat a fish again!’ Cade threw his words into the wind, but if the Heron King heard him, he didn’t answer.

‘Hold on, Cade!’ Aren yelled over the crackling sky. ‘We won’t be going home on the ghost tide this year!’

‘We’d better not, or I’ll haunt your arse for eternity! Can’t believe I let you drag me into this!’

‘Hoy! I didn’t ask you to come!’

‘You didn’t protest much either!’

Yan pushed past them again, going the other way, pulling a line with him. They had no idea what he thought of their chances, and he didn’t seem inclined to tell them. Any offers of help with sailing had been rudely rebuffed, even from Loca, who knew the sea. Yan just wanted them to sit down and shut up, and occasionally duck so they weren’t beheaded by the swinging boom.

He was a squat, muscular man with leathery, wind-flayed skin. Narrow-eyed and narrow-tempered, they said of Lunish folk, and he did nothing to disprove it. When he wasn’t snapping and snarling, he was surly. Lunish folk didn’t hold with manners, nor did they care for anyone’s opinion. They said what they thought without regard for others. For them, etiquette was an unnecessary impediment to honesty and, worse, a waste of precious time.

‘Are we going to hit those rocks?’ Cade asked, worried.

‘What if we are?’ Loca demanded. ‘We only have one life, and what’s a dish without a little spice? Let the tide take you to adventure, Cade!’

‘If I hear you say “You only live once” one more time, I’ll push you overboard myself!’

‘Well? Do you disagree?’ Loca challenged.

‘Of course I don’t! It’s just some of us are a bit more keen to extend our lives than you are!’

‘Shut up!’ Yan barked at them in bad Krodan. It was the only common language they had. ‘All talk too much!’

Loca gave Cade an infuriating grin. Lightning flashed again, and Cade grabbed at Aren as the boat heeled and he lost his grip. Aren clung to his arm as he slid away from him, then another wave crashed over the boat and doused them all.

Aren caught it full in the face, and was coughing and spluttering when Cade said:

‘Hoy, is that a boat?’

Yan was immediately alert. ‘Where boat?’ he snapped over the bellow of thunder that followed.

Cade was peering into the darkness. ‘Thought I saw one when the lightning flashed. Over there.’

‘Coming towards us?’ Aren asked.

Cade shook his head. ‘Beached in a cove.’

Yan immediately lost interest. ‘Shut up!’ he told them again, and went back to the lines.

Cade and Aren exchanged a glance. ‘And I thought Grub was pleasant company,’ Cade quipped sarcastically, but he kept his silence after that, as the wind and waves took them into range of the vicious rocks.

They held on tight as Yan dashed back to the tiller and leaned his weight against it. Though it seemed impossible that anyone could steer in this tempest, he read the peaks and troughs of the waves expertly, and turned the wind to his command. A flash of light illuminated the flank of a rock that appeared from the darkness, terrifyingly close, but the sails billowed and pulled them away before they could be dashed to splinters.

Aren crushed himself down next to Kenda. Better not to see. At any moment, they might be torn apart by something lurking in the darkness. All he could do in the face of that was grit his teeth and wait for the outcome. By the look in Kenda’s eyes, she didn’t have the same faith in fate as he did.

‘We’ll be alright, Kenda. You’ll see!’

‘I hope that positive attitude helps you breathe underwater!’ she snarled, then winced and swore as the boat was buffeted by another wave.

‘No need! We’re going to make it!’

‘You think you’re so special your gods will spare you? Please. You’re worse than Loca! Both of you too arrogant to fear death!’

‘It hasn’t got me yet!’

Kenda rolled her eyes.

‘Brace yourselves!’ Loca yelled over the wind, and Aren grabbed on to his seat a moment before the boat hit something hard with a terrible grinding sound. His bravado dissipated in an instant; fear flooded him as he saw in his mind the craft torn apart, all of them thrown into the churning abyss.

Then the boat came to a halt and Yan leaped out, carrying a rope with him.

‘Come on!’ Loca cried. ‘Lend a hand!’

Aren lifted his head. Kenda was looking at him wryly.

‘I saw that,’ she said. ‘Liar.’

‘Are we on the beach?’

‘Get out! All get out!’ Yan yelled at them.

‘Sounds like it,’ said Kenda, pulling herself up. She swatted his head as she clambered by. ‘Don’t ever pretend you’re not afraid again. I’m no child.’

They struggled out into the lashing rain, relieved beyond measure to have land beneath their feet again. They were in a small cove encircled by black cliffs running with water. The catamaran had been driven up the shingle beach, having arrived at speed, and now they began the work of pulling it away from the waves.

‘That way! That way!’ Yan shouted, pointing to a shaggy grove of trees that grew at the feet of the cliffs. Ruck ran about barking as they put their backs into the work, dragging and pushing the craft up the beach.

‘Tell me the way back ain’t going to be as bad as this!’ Cade moaned.

‘Rest easy, friend!’ said Loca. ‘The tides are all eastward this time of year. Once you’re out of the lee of the island, you can ride the currents all the way to Ket!’

The trees took form in the rainswept gloom as they neared. They were of a kind Aren had never seen before, with wide, tattered leaves, fat-bottomed boles and giant roots that grew out from their waists before plunging into the stony ground.

‘Stay!’ Yan told them, and he pulled out an oar, approached the grove and began stirring and beating the leaves overhead. They watched in bewilderment until he returned and took up the mooring rope again.

‘What was Charmer doing?’ Grub asked. As was his habit, he’d supplied a derogatory nickname. Yan didn’t seem to care, or even notice.

‘Hollowback spiders like these trees,’ said Yan. ‘Drop on shoulder. Bite.’

‘Er … what happens then?’ Cade ventured.

Yan gave him a flat look. ‘Dead.’

Cade eyed the trees with new trepidation.

‘Come on,’ said Aren. ‘Let’s get the boat out of sight. Everybody watch for spiders.’

With some effort, they hauled the catamaran into the grove, where it wouldn’t be visible from the coast or the cliffs above. As soon as it was done, Yan set off again.

‘Can’t we rest here?’ Cade complained. The crossing had exhausted them all except Grub, who was tireless in comparison. ‘None of us have slept.’

‘Rest at top,’ Yan said over his shoulder. They had no choice but to pick up their packs and follow.

They ascended the cliffs by a steep and ancient path that zigzagged to the top. Its flagstones had been shattered by time and almost entirely absorbed back into the earth, but the route remained. The rain was relentless, but at least it was warm, and while the climb was hard on their legs it wasn’t dangerous or difficult. Once he saw the way up, Aren understood why Yan was pushing them on. In daylight, they’d be easily visible to anyone sailing by.

‘Spiders,’ Cade was saying to himself. ‘Live in trees. Half the island is trees.’

‘Friend, spiders are the least of the terrors here, if the tales are true,’ said Loca, with relish.

‘Grub want to punch an ogren in the face! Put tattoo right here!’ He pointed at his genitals.

Kenda tapped Aren on the shoulder and motioned at the three of them, who were ahead on the path. ‘They say you can tell the quality of a person’s character by the company they keep,’ she said wryly.

‘Aren’t you keeping the same company?’ Aren returned.

‘So I am,’ she replied, mock-puzzled. ‘When did that start to happen?’

He smiled at that. She had a way of making him smile. Her company was never a chore: she was never less than interesting, and her cynicism, rather than tiring him out, made him laugh. He didn’t have to work with her the way he did with Fen; didn’t have to watch his step or be constantly alert to her needs. She wasn’t so fragile. With her, he felt himself.

He stopped those thoughts before they could go further. It felt disloyal to think of Fen that way, unfair to compare them. Besides, he couldn’t do so without prising open the wound of their parting. Love and hate were two sides of the same coin, so it was said, and he got dangerously close to the latter at times. It scared him. He didn’t want to feel that about someone he cared for. He wanted to forgive her, but he couldn’t forget the scorn in her voice.

Are you still here?

The path ended at the top of the cliff, where the lip was shaggy with vines and trees leaned over, nodding and swaying in the downpour. Before them was jungle, dank and fecund, a forbidding mass of foliage that seemed without end. They stood there together, staring into the hissing dark, and in that moment the reality of it hit him. Until now, Yaga had been an idea, a collection of tales, something distant and uncertain. Even on the wild crossing, it hadn’t seemed quite true. But now he felt the enormity of what he was taking on, the size of the unknown, the threat of it.

Watching the faces around him, he saw many of his companions were thinking the same. All these people … would they have come if not for him? Would they have followed Vika, if Aren hadn’t gone with her? Loca, perhaps – he was ever thirsty for new experiences – but the others, no. Cade had accused him of dragging them here and perhaps, in a way, he had. People always followed where he led, even when he didn’t want them to. It was a gift and a curse that they were drawn to him, attracted by the light of his certainty, the fire of his will.

In trying to shrug off the weight of responsibility he’d merely burdened himself with more of it. Perhaps it was something he couldn’t escape. Perhaps it wasn’t the Shadow Casket he’d been interested in when he set his heart on this voyage. Like Vika, he’d gone looking for something that had probably never been there.

She was watching him now, as if she could see his mind. Being humbled by Mercy had shaken her sense of self; the slaughter of the druids had cast her adrift. The Shadow Casket was her answer. She’d been quiet about champions and saviours since Hallow Cove, less sure of her convictions. The casket was a way to stay relevant in the battle to come, to keep her place in a revolution that was increasingly leaving her faith behind. Small wonder she was willing to risk it all to chase down a rumour, no matter how credible Agalie thought it.

She looked away and into the trees. Aren saw something in the instant before she did. Something hidden in her eyes.

But then, with Vika, wasn’t there always?

Yan led them into the jungle, hacking his way forward with a machete, clearing the path for them to follow. They moved in single file behind him, mindful of the warning he’d given them all before they set off: don’t touch anything; assume everything is dangerous. But in the close confines of the jungle, it was impossible not to be touched. Leaves and strange flowers brushed against them, and there was crawling life all around. Beasts hooted in the distance, celebrating the storm.

‘You’ve been here before, right?’ Cade asked Yan. ‘Many times, you said.’

Yan grunted and spat.

‘And, I mean, you ain’t dead. Not that I can see.’

‘Many times come, stay near edge. Safer on edge. Middle of island, bad.’

‘And you’ve been to the middle of the island?’

Yan shook his head.

Cade glared at Loca. ‘Couldn’t you have found someone who knew the whole island?’ he said in Ossian, so their guide wouldn’t understand.

Loca slapped Cade on the shoulder. ‘Nobody goes to the middle of the island,’ he said cheerily. ‘Yan is the only one who’d take us, and I had to offer him a king’s ransom for that. Even then, he insisted on half up front for his family, in case he didn’t return.’

‘Why are you always so gods-damned upbeat while delivering dreadful news?’ Cade said in exasperation.

‘“An easy mind makes a light heart” – isn’t that one of your Ossian proverbs?’

‘“An empty mind makes a light heart,”’ Cade corrected him.

‘Oh, is that what it is?’ the Carthanian replied. ‘I’ve been saying it wrong all these years.’

A short way in from the cliffs, they found a place where the undergrowth was less dense and there was space to move between the trees. Yan investigated the area for anything lethal, then waved at them.

‘Camp here,’ he said. ‘Everyone need sleep. Not on floor!’ he snapped, for Cade had already thrown down his pack and was plumping it for a pillow. ‘You want something crawl in ear? Tunnel into brain? Hammocks!’

Exhausted as they were, they dug out the rope hammocks that Loca had brought from Genzu and began to string them up between the trees. The canopy sheltered them from the worst of the rain, and it was possible to find places where they wouldn’t get dripped on much. Yan wandered from hammock to hammock, occasionally redoing their handiwork when he felt it wasn’t up to scratch.

‘Did you really see another boat on the way in?’ Aren asked Cade as they worked.

‘Hard to say. I think so. Must have been in a different cove.’

‘And it was just left there?’

‘They might have been hauling it up onto the beach? I couldn’t see.’

‘Adventurers like us, perhaps,’ Loca offered.

‘Hunters,’ Yan grunted as he pulled a knot tight. ‘Looking for big kill, bigger than their friends. Poachers coming for eggs. Scholars want rare flowers and beasts. Plenty reasons for visit Yaga.’

‘I thought the elaru had this place sewn up tight?’ Kenda said.

‘West side, yes. Settled there. East side, not many elaru. Too dangerous for them. Ogren and shriekers enough to scare off most.’

‘And I suppose you’d need to cross the whole island to get close to anything they wouldn’t want you to see,’ Aren said.

Yan made a face that might have been agreement.

At last they were done, and they stood back and admired their handiwork. Five hammocks, strung across the clearing.

‘There are not enough hammocks,’ Vika pointed out blandly. Ruck barked in agreement.

Loca frowned. ‘There should be six.’

‘There are seven of us, not counting Ruck.’

‘I assumed Yan would bring his own …’

Yan shook his head. ‘Always one on watch. Always. No need for hammock. Borrow yours.’

‘I paid that man at the market for six!’ Loca protested. Tired as he was, even the Carthanian’s good humour was wobbling at the news.

‘Probably should have counted them, then,’ Cade offered helpfully.

‘Grub is not sharing!’ Grub blurted.

Cade waves him off. ‘Don’t worry, you’re everyone’s last choice of a bed-mate.’

‘It’s my mistake, so I will share,’ Loca said. ‘Obviously no woman can be expected to trust themselves with me, so … Aren? You’re the next lightest?’

Aren was too tired to care. He just wanted to sleep. ‘Alright.’

‘Too heavy. Hammock won’t take two your size,’ said Yan. ‘Hurry up. Not long to dawn. I’ll watch.’

‘I’ll go with Aren,’ said Kenda. ‘We’re the lightest two. Makes sense.’

Cade raised an insinuating eyebrow. ‘Does it now?’ he said.

‘Grub is not sharing!’ he reminded them again. He was already in his hammock and looked ready to defend it.

‘We know!’ several voices came back at once.

‘No more arguments. I’m tired,’ said Kenda, matter-of-factly. ‘Aren, get in the hammock. Everyone else, go to bed.’

Aren, somewhat stunned by her tone and her choice, did as he was told. Kenda waited till he’d found his balance, then climbed unsteadily in alongside him, ignoring Cade’s smirks from across the clearing. Aren lay there stiffly as she wriggled into position, trying to get the hammock to encompass both of them. Even through their sodden clothes, she felt warm and soft against him, when she wasn’t jabbing him with her knees and elbows. Warmth and softness and something else, something like scent that wasn’t quite, that intoxicating sense of nearness that was calming and alluring and exciting all at once. He felt himself redden as she squirmed about.

Nine, how could he be thinking like that in a moment like this? And yet here, in the space between the terror of the night and the threat of the morning, all danger fled his mind at the feel of her body next to his.

‘Did anyone ever tell you,’ she muttered through gritted teeth, ‘you’re very, very uncomfortable? How many bones do you have?’

‘Mmm … just the regular number, I think,’ he mumbled. ‘Haven’t counted.’

She cursed quietly as she moved again, knocking him about painfully. ‘Put your arm around me. It’ll be better.’

He did, and it was. Wonderfully so. Her head nestled in the crook of his arm and she went still with a contented sigh. He lay there, listening to his heart thumping against his ribs, the splatter of rain, the grunt and murmur of his companions as they settled themselves nearby.

He took a breath to speak, but she spoke first. ‘You’re going to say something awkward. Don’t.’

He let the breath out.

‘This is nice,’ she said. ‘Now sleep.’

He wouldn’t have thought he could, lying there in amazement, his mind racing with new and unthought-of possibilities. He wanted to experience every second of this. But as she relaxed and drifted off, his weariness made itself known. Between one drowsy blink and the next, he fell asleep, and when he opened his eyes it was morning.
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‘Hmm,’ said Yan, peering through the foliage at the elaru outpost across the river. ‘This is problem.’

Cade lay in the dirt next to the Lunishman, sweat pooling in the hollows of his body, trying to ignore the thought of all the crawling, squirming things that might be clambering up his trouser leg right now. The outpost was a stark contrast to the chaos of the jungle: pristine and elegant, a curved flower of carven whitewood edged in blue, something more art than architecture. It stood aloof from the swarming life that surrounded it, alien and otherworldly, like those who walked its battlements.

He watched the slender figures with a sense of deep unease. Growing up in the shadow of Kala’s watchtower, the elaru had been the stuff of childhood nightmares. Rumour had it they still raided along the Shield Coast for slaves. The sailors on the dock told grim tales about the day Shoal Point would wake to find the horizon full of white sails, for the elaru had never given up their designs on Embria. They wanted to rule the mainland. They wanted to rule everything.

Though he’d never encountered one in the flesh before, he’d heard many stories and seen a painting once. They were pallid and tall, with ice-white hair and golden eyes. Their cheekbones were high, features statuesque and unsettlingly smooth. They wore witch-iron armour, moulded and patterned in the forms of wave and leaf, and carried sabres at their hips. The elaru were beautiful in form, and brought beauty to everything they crafted, but it was the beauty of the stars: cold, uncaring, terrifyingly remote.

Cade waited a decent interval for elaboration, but none came. ‘You going to tell us why it’s a problem?’ he prompted at last.

Yan waved at the outpost. ‘This not here before. In our way.’

‘Can’t we cross upriver?’

‘River too heavy there. Elaru all over far bank,’ Yan said. ‘Not good.’

Cade clicked his tongue in frustration. There were only a dozen elaru in sight, but there could be many more. The drua were far more numerous – drudge-men, as they were better known – the slaves of the elaru, who were steadily dismantling the last of the wooden scaffolding against the outer wall. They were stripped to the waist in the heat, bodies lean and muscled, and each of them wore a balaclava of white cloth so that only their eyes and mouths could be seen. It was a disconcerting sight, watching them work in silence: faceless men, without identity, going about their tasks with dull, mulish efficiency.

‘That, friends, is why it’s better to die than let the elaru take you,’ Loca said, his voice uncharacteristically grim. ‘Humankind is no stranger to cruelty, but they are nothing to the elaru. The white-skins know no mercy at all. They think all races are beneath them, no more deserving of grace than their animals are.’

‘Grub wouldn’t stay slave,’ Grub said.

‘You would have no choice, my friend. By way of some foul procedure known only to the elaru, your will would have been destroyed. The drudge-men are simple-minded, fit to be trained for a task, but not capable of rebellion.’

‘They say it is done with needles,’ said Vika, her voice tight with disgust. ‘Inserted through the corners of the eyes.’ Ruck growled low in her throat.

‘Elaru doctors put even the Krodans to shame, so I’ve heard,’ said Aren. ‘But their arts are entirely without morals.’

‘And yet, if the Krodans knew the craft of turning an enemy into a willing slave,’ said Kenda, ‘I wonder if they’d do it?’ She looked at Aren. ‘I wonder if your leaders would?’

‘Or yours,’ Cade replied, faintly stung by the implication. To his mind, both Kroda and Ossia were better than that.

Kenda conceded the point. ‘It has always been easier to silence an enemy than suffer their opposition,’ she said. ‘But when there is only your voice left, and no one to argue, then you will begin to convince yourself of depravities once unthinkable.’

‘Grub like the sound of that,’ leered Grub.

‘What are they doing here, anyway?’ Cade asked Yan, before Kenda could launch into another one of her revolutionary lectures. ‘I thought you said they left the east side of the island alone.’

Yan turned his head and spat. Apparently, that served as an answer.

‘Is there another way around?’

‘We go back. Cross ogren hunting grounds,’ Yan said.

‘Er … that sounds unsafe,’ Cade ventured.

‘Yes,’ Yan replied. And that was that.

They retreated from the outpost and headed back into the jungle with Cade cursing their ill luck. Perhaps the elaru had decided the time had come to impose more direct control over Yaga. Perhaps they’d tired of the visitors who arrived under cover of the storms to dare the perils of their island. It didn’t matter: the way was blocked, so they were forced to take the more dangerous path.

Not for the first time, he asked himself why he was here and not back in Ossia. He wanted to say it was his sense of adventure that had brought him, but he wasn’t so reckless as Loca, who’d throw himself into the unknown just because it was unknown. No, the answer was Aren, and it rankled. Aren was the cause, as ever. No matter how far Cade went, or how much he tried to pull away, it always ended with Aren in the lead and Cade following.

It had been Aren’s choice to come here, Aren’s decision to join Vika’s vain quest. There was no point trying to dissuade him; it was a rare day when Aren retreated from a path he’d set himself. Cade had no choice but to go along. He told himself it was because Aren needed a friend to look out for him, but that was only half-true. Cade was here as penance. After what he’d done to his best friend, he owed him that. It didn’t matter that Aren would likely never know of his treachery. Cade knew, and it grieved him. If this small atonement could help right the balance between them, even if only in his heart, then he had to do it.

Aren was in the lead now, labouring through the foliage, taking his turn with the machete while Yan rested his tired arms. Kenda was watching him. He’d often caught her watching Aren lately, a look in her eyes that was half-hunger, half-fascination. No secret what she was thinking. Lassa had looked at Cade that way, once.

By the Light, he missed being looked at like that.

He felt a pang of jealousy. Why does he get to be happy, and not me? But that was unworthy of him, and childish, and he cast the thought aside. They’d fought over Fen once upon a time, but other than that, he’d never begrudged Aren his occasional success with the opposite sex. Relative to Cade, everyone was successful. That was why it hurt so much, to know love and to lose it, to have those feelings wither with time and distance and to realise they were not eternal, as he’d imagined them to be.

Goodbye, Lassa, he told her in his mind. He expected a flood of grief but found nothing. It was a false gesture, a performance. He’d decided long ago that he wasn’t going back to Falconsreach. He couldn’t. The bonds that he’d severed when he let Aren go in Hammerholt had grown back once they were reunited. The mission he’d undertaken for love of Lassa had made a ghost of her, her touch felt only through her letters, which in the end hadn’t been enough.

Yet the choice between Kroda and Ossia wasn’t the same as the choice between Lassa and Aren. Could he be friend and betrayer both? That remained to be seen. But he was determined to live with the consequences of his actions, and that meant staying with Aren now, the one he’d wronged the most.

Whatever became of Ossia, Cade would be there for his friend. Somehow.

Grub sidled up and nudged him hard in the ribs. ‘Heh,’ he said. ‘Mudslug and White-Hair.’

Cade snorted. ‘Must be obvious if you noticed. Think the only person who hasn’t is Aren. Although maybe even he’s twigged after last night.’

‘Heh. Grub noticed. Grub made it happen.’

Cade gave him a sidelong look. ‘You? I reckon Sabastra could have picked a better agent.’

‘Who?’

‘Sabastra. Aspect of Love,’ Cade said wearily. ‘How long have you lived in Ossia now?’

‘Grub doesn’t pay attention to your made-up gods. Bone God only god that counts.’

Cade wasn’t about to argue religion with Grub. The Skarl had an infuriatingly flexible relationship with logic. ‘What did you do?’ he asked.

‘Grub stole hammock,’ he said, grinning.

Cade stared for a moment, then burst out laughing. Yan hissed at him to shut up.

‘I have to admit,’ said Cade, ‘that was genius.’

‘Worse thing happen, two other people in hammock, Grub make fun of them. Best thing …’ He wiggled his eyebrows and leered.

Cade smiled. ‘Never thought I’d see the day. Grub playing matchmaker. What’s the world coming to?’

Grub shrugged. ‘Mudslug is Grub’s friend. Grub helps his friend.’

Such a casual comment, but it pierced him, stopped him in his tracks. Grub walked on, oblivious, talking to himself. The simplicity of it left him wounded. That was how it should have been. Aren was his friend. Friends helped each other.

Why couldn’t it just have been like that?

The ground steepened and the undergrowth thinned out as the day went on, until they could walk without hacking. Now there were flowers all around, gaudy funnels and elaborate orchids, cascades of purple bells and giant fleshy mouths lying open on the ground. Insects droned about: enormous dragonflies, tickling midges that moved in clouds, huge red wasps that thankfully ignored them. Centipedes as long as Cade’s arm threaded their way through the fallen leaves underfoot, and he saw a spider the size of his hand sitting immobile on a branch.

At first, the jungle intimidated him. Every plant, every insect was unknown and promised a threat. But he couldn’t sustain that level of alarm, and soon enough he stopped shying away from every small movement and a calm fatalism settled upon him. It was all around him; he couldn’t avoid it. Yaga was going to get him, or it wasn’t. After that, he found their journey much easier.

The air was hot and wet, sapping their energy, and their clothes stuck to them. Ruck walked with her head down and her tongue lolling. Vika planted her staff before her as she went, face grimly determined beneath the black and white streaks that covered it. She alone seemed immune to the heat, hardly sweating even though her heavy patchwork cloak was far too warm for the climate. The druidess talked less than he remembered, and since they’d arrived on Yaga she’d hardly talked at all. On their journey through the Castrian Straits, aboard a merchant ship flying the flag of the Baric League, she’d retreated into her cabin for days at a time. She’d always been serious, but she’d also had an easy warmth to her back then. He didn’t see that in her any more, and he missed it.

He missed Fen, too. She’d have liked it here. Cade had tried to see her after she’d had some time to rest, but she made it clear she wasn’t interested in seeing anyone, and Cade respected that. She never was one to open up, and if Aren couldn’t make her then he certainly couldn’t. They’d left soon after, because Vika was anxious to be away, afraid that the Apostates might be looking for the Shadow Casket, too.

He wondered how she was doing now. Better, he hoped. He didn’t pretend to know what she was going through, but the circumstances of their parting still burned in Aren’s mind, that was plain enough. Whether they loved each other or not, they’d both made a fine mess of it. Maybe Kenda was the best thing for Aren at this point. Perhaps Grub knew a thing or two about relationships after all.

Cade shook his head and snorted, laughing at himself. No. That was going way too far.

Vika heard the flies and smelled the stench of death long before the others. The furious buzz got louder as they approached, until at last Yan spotted the source.

Standing between the trees was a cage of bones. They were formed from the ribs of some large animal, tied together with strips of leather, making a dome as high as Vika’s chest. The cage protected a hollow in the earth, in which a tangle of glistening animal guts lay in a pile, crawling with flies. Hanging behind it, strung between two trees, was a sheet of hide daubed with three horizontal swipes of red blood, split down the middle by a black streak of ash.

‘I’m going to guess this is the edge of the ogren hunting grounds,’ said Aren, covering his nose and mouth with the inside of his elbow.

Yan nodded, studying the heap of meat. ‘Fresh,’ he said. ‘Ogren do this, show other ogren they are near. Like threat.’

‘I feel pretty threatened,’ Cade volunteered.

‘Grub not scared.’

Cade rolled his eyes. ‘Of course you’re not.’

‘No stupid talk!’ Yan snapped at them.

They made their way onwards, twice as wary now. Vika kept her growing doubts to herself. With every step it was becoming clearer that she’d led them into terrible danger, and she was far less capable of protecting them than she’d believed. She should have tried harder to win more warriors to her cause, but Mara had opposed it, and few had been willing to travel so far on such a slim chance. She’d pushed on regardless, all misgivings swept aside by her feverish desire for the Shadow Casket, as if the simple righteousness of her cause would ensure their victory.

Now she began to wonder if her wisdom had deserted her. They walked in a world of dangers they had little knowledge of, and no defence against. Yet there was nothing for it but to continue and hope the destination justified the journey.

Nine, Agalie, I pray the Shadow Casket is all you promised.

‘Mirrordell holds many histories, and not all of them are true,’ Agalie had told her the day she came to the Auldwood. ‘But I found among them a tale of a battle between one of the Sorcerer Kings and one who sought to usurp him. The name of the king is one you know, for his depravity and cruelty go before him: Azh Mat Jaal, once lord of Skavengard.

‘The usurper was powerful, with magic almost the equal of Azh Mat Jaal’s. Both raised armies led by great warriors imbued with strange powers, which walked in human form but were not human.’

‘Dreadknights,’ Vika had said. ‘Or something like them.’

‘It would seem so. And the story says that when the warriors took the field, Azh Mat Jaal drew from his cloak a mystical orb of precious metal that none had seen before, an orb he lifted high. And from the warriors his enemy commanded, he drew out darkness like black ribbons that swam through the air towards the orb and were swallowed by it. The warriors crumbled to dust, to be blown away by the wind, and the army of the usurper were dismayed and tried to flee; but Azh Mat Jaal showed them no mercy. From that day after, none dared to face him, for he was called Holder of the Grave of Darkness, the Shadow-Killer, and fell sorcery was useless against him.’

‘The Grave of Darkness,’ Vika murmured. ‘The Shadow Casket.’

‘If it was in the hands of Azh Mat Jaal, it is not likely something we want,’ Agalie said cautiously.

Vika had frowned at that. ‘Did you not hear? The Grave of Darkness: where shadow goes to die. It destroyed the dreadknights sent against him, just as it destroyed the malevolent spirits in my vision. There can be little doubt it is what I saw at the Conclave.’

‘Your vision did not end well for you, as I recall.’

‘Strange is the speech of spirits, Agalie. Who knows how it will end?’

‘You know how it ended for Azh Mat Jaal. You yourself saw his dread shade in Skavengard.’

‘As any tool can be turned to evil, so can it be turned to good. The mind makes the weapon. Without that, it is just a tool.’

‘Who knows if Azh Mat Jaal thought the same? Some tools are perilous to hold, whatever the intention.’

‘I am not Azh Mat Jaal,’ said Vika.

They talked on it further that day, but Agalie soon saw that Vika’s mind was made up, and her warnings fell on deaf ears.

‘So be it,’ she said at last. ‘I had hoped that news of its provenance would give you pause, but all it has done is encourage you. I do not know the right path in this matter, but I know the direction my heart desires, and it is different from yours. Let this be my last word on it, then: do not let your hunger cloud your judgement. A battle is not always won by the one who wields the greatest force.’

‘I was at the Dwimordyr, Agalie. I have seen what happens to those too weak of will to defend themselves. I will not permit that to happen again.’

And so she’d made her plans and set her course for Yaga, without mentioning Agalie’s tale to anyone else. Especially not Aren and Cade, who’d been there with her in Skavengard, and seen the shade of Azh Mat Jaal and his court of shadows.

They’d only worry. They’d only object. And, after all, the Shadow Casket was just a tool.

The ground steepened further, becoming broken up by rocks and caves. They passed a gaping sinkhole, its rim shaggy with vines and a lake at the bottom. A stream tumbled into it from uphill and they followed it a way, always climbing.

Presently, Yan pointed through a gap in the canopy overhead. A towering wall of cliffs was visible in the distance, far above them, clouds seeping over the edge.

‘Plateau,’ Yan said. ‘No one found old city on east side. No one heard of city from elaru. City up there, or nowhere.’

‘Has anyone been up there?’ Aren asked.

‘Some tried. No one ever found way up.’

‘But our friend here assures us that if there’s a way to be found, he will find it!’ Loca declared, slapping Yan on the shoulder. Yan gave him a furious glare and knocked his hand away.

‘Grub could climb those cliffs!’ boasted the Skarl.

Yan looked him up and down with an expression of disdain. ‘No,’ he said bluntly, and set off again.

Not long afterwards, Ruck began to growl quietly. Vika stopped and frowned as the scent of cooking meat filled her nostrils. ‘Ruck smells something,’ she said.

‘Which way?’ Aren asked.

Vika pointed.

Yan sniffed and spat. ‘We going that way. Be careful.’

The day was wearing towards evening, and the sun had gone from burning white to golden. They trudged through a web of warm shadows, legs aching from the walk, eyes restless. Unseen animals screeched at them from the trees; bright birds sang songs they’d never heard before. Yan spotted a lizard the size of a man lolling on a tree branch, curved claws tapping a sinister rhythm against the bark. They stayed away from it, and it didn’t move.

Soon the scent that Ruck had noticed reached the rest of them. Lean pork, and overcooked by the smell of it. They began to hear flies again. Yan told them to wait and ranged ahead into the jungle. After a short while he returned and beckoned them.

What they found was a campsite of sorts, but it looked more like the scene of a slaughter. Blood spattered the face of a low cliff that reared out of the soil. A fire had been set up in the lee, surrounded by bones and body parts. A blackened human leg smouldered on a spit in the heat of the dying flame, and a decapitated head lay cheek down nearby, mouth slack and gaping, bloodshot eyes rolled upwards. Flies clambered over every gory surface, a shimmering, crawling coating of blue and green, lifting off in frantic clouds and settling again.

‘Shades!’ said Aren in horror. ‘Ogren did this?’

Yan nodded. ‘Ogren.’

The sheer savagery of it chilled Vika. There were pieces of two men here, or perhaps three. Here was half a hand, there a booted foot. Bones that were still flecked with charred flesh showed that parts of them had been cooked and eaten. Others had been left raw to bleed out into the soil.

There was a stench here, beneath the smell of cooked meat and blood. A dry, musky stink that troubled Vika on some primal level, making her feel hunted. The smell of the ogren.

‘Who were they?’ Loca asked.

Kenda walked among the body parts, remarkably unfazed by the carnage. Now and then she turned a piece of a human body over with the toe of her boot.

‘They’re not wearing anything to identify them. By the look of them, they’re from Embria, unless they’re Carthanian. More than that, I can’t say.’

‘You think they came from the boat you saw?’ Aren asked Cade.

‘Timing would be right,’ he said. ‘This lot can’t be more than a few hours old.’

‘That would imply they were heading the same way we are,’ Vika said darkly. ‘And they are ahead of us.’

‘You think they might be after the same thing?’ Aren asked her.

‘I hope I am wrong,’ she said. But Ruck had her hackles up, and everyone knew she didn’t believe it.

The sun was westering over the plateau when they heard sounds of movement. Not the small, constant shifting of little things, or the breathing of the jungle; this was something large, crunching twigs, brushing through the undergrowth with a hiss of scraped leaves.

They were immediately on the alert, swords drawn and bows ready. Yan waved them into cover, directing them upslope to where a stony overhang provided them a vantage. They hurried to obey, hearts pounding. The scene at the campfire was fresh in their memories. Cade could still picture the look on the decapitated man’s face.

The sounds came closer, until it was possible to tell that there wasn’t one but several sources. A hunting party? Cade wondered; but then, surely not. The noises from the undergrowth were too wary and delicate to fit those savage monsters that had committed the slaughter at the campfire.

At last, the foremost of the creatures stepped into sight and Cade’s fear turned to wonder. Here was something he’d never laid eyes on before, something like a small horse but sleeker, thinner, more elegant in form. Its hide was mottled beige, and its face was long, with a small mouth at the end. There was a bulbous ridge of bone across its forehead, with small, sharp horns to either side. They watched in silence as it lifted its head and pulled a leaf into range of its teeth with its rubbery lips.

There were four adults in all, and a young one following. They passed by with slow grace, eating as they went. Cade was sure they were seen in their hiding place, but the creatures appeared to pay them no mind. No one spoke until they’d passed, at which point Yan lifted himself up with a grunt and headed off again.

‘Have you ever seen anything like them?’ Aren whispered to Cade as they clambered down. The boyish excitement in his voice made Cade inexplicably happy.

‘Don’t reckon I have,’ said Cade, with a grin.

‘I’ve seen their like, on the plains of Xula,’ said Loca. ‘But ah, I do envy you. The flush of new discovery, that sacred moment when your horizons expand. That is why we cast ourselves into the unknown!’

‘Grub wonders what they taste like,’ Grub said.

‘Good,’ said Yan. ‘But don’t eat liver. Then you die.’

Cade threw up his hands in exasperation. ‘Is there anything on this island that doesn’t kill y—?’

He was interrupted as his foot snagged on something, and he tripped and fell to his hands and knees. There was a hiss from above, and he saw a large rock dropping through the trees nearby. He had only a moment to stare in puzzlement before the air filled with a loud rattling sound, and he was seized in an agonizing grip and hoisted into the air with enough force to drive the breath from his lungs. By the time he knew what was happening, Cade was upside down, one arm pinned to his side, turning in slow circles eight feet off the forest floor.

Panic took over. There was a rope around his chest, tight enough that he felt his ribs might break. The pain from his trapped arm forced a scream through his gritted teeth. He thrashed and kicked, desperate to free himself. With every movement, he heard that horrifying rattle from above, battering at his senses.

The others were calling his name, yelling among themselves. ‘Get him down!’ ‘Who’s got a knife?’ ‘Don’t cut him!’ Hands were on him, trying to lift him up, to alleviate the pressure, but he was a little too high for it to make a difference. ‘Find the rope! There must be something holding it up!’

Now he knew how it was to be an animal in a trap. His vision was beginning to sparkle. He could hardly pull in air.

‘Try to stay still!’ Kenda told him, her eyes wide with fear. ‘You’ll draw them!’

The rattling. Some device up in the trees, bones or wood or something else, an alarm so the ogren could hear when a trap was triggered. Cade made an effort to stop moving, but he could only manage it for a moment, even with Kenda holding him still. It was impossible to stay passive in the face of that crushing pain, squeezed tight in a loop of rope cinched closed by his own body weight. Yan was trying to hack at the rope above him with his machete, but he had to stretch and was only able to make weak cuts.

‘Grub has found it!’ Grub called from the undergrowth, unseen.

But their voices were not the only sound now. From his vantage, Cade could see branches waving downhill, shaken with the movement of something passing.

‘They’re coming,’ he tried to say, but it came out as a wheeze. His face felt swollen and hot, his head was pounding, full of blood.

The rope holding him trembled and jerked. Grub had found where it was anchored and was sawing through it. Cade squeezed his eyes shut, bracing himself for the fall. The dread of the impact was nothing to his desire to be released from the pain. The rope went slack and he plunged; but Loca and Aren were there to catch him, and he fell roughly into their arms. They pulled the rope away frantically as he gasped for breath.

‘They’re coming!’ he blurted again as they hauled him to his feet.

‘We know!’ Aren cried. ‘Grub? Where are you!’

‘Grub here!’

‘This way!’ Yan snapped at them.

Cade stumbled forwards, propelled in that direction by Aren, but he’d hardly taken a step before Ruck began to bark, and a shadow swelled in the undergrowth. Cade caught sight of a broad face divided by a bulbous curve of a nose; small, murderous eyes glittering beneath a scowling, shelflike brow; a line of teeth stretching ear to ear. Then the ogren burst through the trees, surging into sight, a hulking mass of primal fury.

Even hunched and slouching, he towered over them, clad in hides and leather, long arms bulging with knotted muscle. A dirty mane of shaggy black hair swung about his face as he lunged forwards, reaching for the fleeing humans. Thick fingers closed around Loca’s wrist, snatching him back as he tried to escape with the rest of them. The Carthanian swung wildly with his sword as he was lifted off the ground, but hit nothing. The ogren reached in with his other hand, grabbing Loca at the join of neck and shoulder, and tore his arm off as easily as a man rending a limb from a roast chicken.

Loca’s scream was a sound Cade would take to his grave. Hot blood spattered his face and chest, fountaining from the Carthanian as he tumbled to the floor. Cade heard Kenda shriek Loca’s name, followed by the sounds of heavy movement to his right, and his instincts blared warning as another ogren came charging in.

The newcomer didn’t see Cade until it was too late to avoid an impact. Cade was hit by a thundering wall of muscle, knocked into the undergrowth, and he went tumbling and crashing downslope until he came to a stop in a thorny tangle of flowers. There he lay stunned, listening to the shouts of alarm from his companions floating disembodied through the jungle.

It took only a moment for his senses to reassemble. Bright yellow orchids wobbled around him like lolling tongues as he scrambled from the thorns, barely feeling the scratches in his haste. Someone blundered down the hill, breaking branches as they came, and suddenly Aren was there, and Kenda with him, white-faced with shock.

‘This way! Run!’

Cade ran, blind with terror. He didn’t know where the others were and was too scared to turn back. They fled, heedless, lashed by the foliage as they pushed frantically through. Something heavy and hairy fell onto Cade’s shoulder with a thud and bounced away in a flurry of legs. Ruck was barking somewhere in the distance. Cade couldn’t tell if the din of snapping branches and thudding feet came from themselves or their pursuers; he could hardly hear anything over the sound of his own heart and the calls of the jungle animals that screeched on, oblivious.

Stumbling, slithering they went, gasping with fright. They’d fought soldiers and faced dreadknights, but the sheer blunt savagery of the ogren’s assault had shattered their nerves. They kept going till they could go no longer and fetched up gasping at the base of a narrow waterfall, where a pool provided a welcome glimpse of sky. There they stopped, doubled over, listening, hoping against hope that they’d been forgotten.

A crashing of branches, close behind them. Kenda moaned in despair, knowing they could go no further; but when their pursuit arrived, it was only Grub.

‘Why Mudslug stop running?’ he enquired. He hardly even looked out of breath.

‘Do you hear them?’ Aren gasped.

Grub shrugged. ‘Grub think they went other way. Chase Fleabag, maybe? Heard barking.’

Cade hardly registered the conversation. The blood was roaring in his head and he was overcome by dizziness. His fingers and toes felt like balloons and his mouth was going numb. He’d never run so hard, but now that he was resting, he couldn’t seem to catch his breath again.

‘Cade?’ It was Aren, his voice muffled and faraway. ‘Cade?’

Cade tried to find him, but his vision was dimming, and now he knew something was dreadfully wrong. His hands floated up in front of his eyes – he couldn’t feel them at all any more, as if they didn’t belong to him – and he saw the scratches that covered them.

The thorns.

‘Cade, you don’t look too good,’ Aren said.

Then his senses were sucked into blackness like water down a drain, and that was the last thing he knew.
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The thing on the ground trying to draw breath didn’t even look like Cade any more. His face was beetroot-red, so swollen that it had all but swallowed his features. The hand Aren clutched was a bundle of overstuffed sausages. He was like some giant grotesque baby, born too early, gasping for life with unready lungs.

‘Do something!’ Aren shouted at Vika, when he couldn’t bear it any longer.

‘Wait,’ said the druidess, with infuriating calm. ‘The time is not yet right.’

‘He’s dying!’

‘If I can prevent that, I will. But you must trust me. The swelling has to come up first.’

Aren, dirty and sweating and exhausted, bit back the urge to swear at her. It felt like he’d tumbled into a nightmare he was unable to wake from. The ogren attack, Loca’s horrific fate, their frantic escape. Then, just when they’d thought they were momentarily safe, Cade had collapsed. By the time the others found them, led by Ruck and her keen nose, Cade was swollen all over, and shortly after he began to wheeze.

‘Snakebriar,’ Yan had told them flatly. ‘He die soon.’

But the Lunishman had reckoned without Vika. She took a phial from inside her cloak and poured a sip of that concoction between Cade’s ballooning lips. They laid him down and made him comfortable, and Vika attended to him with more concoctions and prayers. After a short time, his breathing eased again, and the swelling around his throat went down a little.

‘Do not rejoice yet,’ Vika had said then. ‘I fear this is only the beginning.’

She’d been right. It was too dangerous to stay where they were, with the ogren still close by. What followed was a frantic journey through the jungle, with Grub carrying Cade on his back. Once they’d got far enough away, they laid him down in a clearing by a stream, but by then he was in a bad way again, and Vika was forced to administer more of her potion.

‘This potion is powerful, and deadly to those unaccustomed to it,’ Vika said. ‘If he takes too much, it will kill him sure as the poison will.’

Over the next few hours Cade suffered high fevers and violent seizures. Then the swelling began to increase again, and he found it harder and harder to breathe. Vika had spent time in the interim hunting for plants with Ruck at her side. She returned frustrated.

‘I do not know these lands. Many herbs are unfamiliar,’ she said. ‘I will do what I can with what I have.’

But Aren heard the doubt in her voice.

This latest attack was the worst yet. It had come on suddenly, beginning with seizures and settling into that familiar breathlessness, like a steadily tightening vice bringing him ever nearer to suffocation.

‘We must wait as long as we can,’ Vika said, sensing Aren’s frustration. ‘If we administer the potion while his throat is still swelling, it may not bring it down enough. A second dose will kill him in this condition. The Red-Eyed Child is near, Aren. The best thing you can do is ask for her mercy.’

Aren wanted to shout at her. That was her advice? To pray to the Aspects? He refused to do that. Because if the Aspects were real then he was fated to be a hero, given that role as his destiny when he took the Ember Blade. That meant his father was fated to die, Ossia was fated to invasion, the druids were fated to be slaughtered by their enemies. And if all that was true, then Cade’s fate was also written, and neither Vika’s arts nor prayers to Sarla would do a damned thing to change it.

But their fates were not written. He wouldn’t believe that.

‘Come on, Cade,’ he said, his voice low and tight. ‘Fight back. Don’t let it beat you.’ He gave a bitter laugh that was halfway to a sob. ‘I don’t want to have to tell your ma you got killed by a flower.’

‘Dumbface not going to die,’ said Grub, who was standing over them with an uncharacteristic look of concern on his face. ‘Dumbface tough. Big curly turds for brains, but tough.’ He sounded like he was trying to convince himself more than Aren.

Kenda laid a hand on Aren’s shoulder and said nothing. Ruck prowled around anxiously, never taking her eyes off the patient.

Cade’s breath had become little more than a rasping whine, shallow snatches of air keeping him alive. His eyes were open but unseeing, squashed by bulging cheeks and brows. Aren gazed at Vika pleadingly.

‘Help him!’ he begged.

Vika nodded. She took the phial and tipped a little of its contents between his lips.

‘Give him more!’

‘It will kill him,’ she said steadily.

‘He’s dying anyway!’

But Vika was stony-faced, and wouldn’t be moved. She put the phial back in her cloak.

Aren clutched Cade’s hand harder, squeezing it. Let him feel me, let him feel the pain. At least then he’ll know he’s alive. He willed his strength into Cade, as if he could somehow bear up his faltering friend the way they’d done for each other all their lives. Aren had lost him once; the idea of losing him twice was too much to take.

Don’t leave me, he thought. Don’t leave me behind. Not again.

The rhythm of Cade’s breath was fitful and faltering. Aren shut his eyes and hoped. Hoped.

But he wouldn’t pray. Not even now.

Was it his imagination, or was the whine as Cade pulled in air deepening a little? Did it seem a little less forced than before? Aren didn’t dare open his eyes, only listened.

Yes! Yes, there was no doubt now. His breathing was rapidly improving. He looked at Vika for news. She put her ear to his chest, slipped her hand under his back to feel the expansion of his lungs. Aren watched in an agony of uncertainty as she checked Cade over, looked into his mouth, took his pulse. At last, she sat back and gave him a wan smile.

‘I cannot be sure,’ she said, ‘but I believe he has passed through the worst of it.’

‘He’s going to live?’ Aren cried.

‘He needs time to recover,’ said Vika. ‘But I think he has a good chance now.’

‘Ha! Grub knew it! Grub not even scared for a minute!’ Grub declared.

Kenda squeezed Aren’s shoulder as he stared incredulously at his friend. It seemed impossible that this puffy red mannequin could ever revert to the man he knew. And yet, the doubt was gone from Vika’s voice, and slowly he allowed himself faith that Cade might survive.

‘Thank you,’ he whispered. He wasn’t looking at Vika, but she knew it was meant for her.

‘Thank me when he is well again,’ she said. ‘It will be a long night yet, before the dawn.’

And so it was. Aren sat sentry by his friend as the jungle dimmed and filled with shadows. Yan made a fire, and Grub, subdued, actually helped to put up the hammocks without being asked. Kenda wrote in her book. Vika meditated; Ruck slept at her feet.

Nobody spoke. The aftershock of Loca’s sudden death made everything after seem churlish. Each of them was lost in their own thoughts, until long after the dusk had bled out and the chatter of the night began.

Cade muttered and raved, sometimes in Ossian, sometimes in Krodan. He was running a high fever, but Vika said it was part of the healing and didn’t sound concerned. They’d put him in a hammock to keep him safe from deadly insects, and Aren cooled his brow with a damp cloth, which he soaked in the stream now and then.

After a time, Kenda came over and sat by his side, hugging her knees. The two of them watched Cade miserably.

‘I’m sorry about Loca,’ said Aren.

Kenda made a noise of rueful acknowledgement. ‘He was an idiot,’ she said.

‘You don’t mean that.’

‘Don’t tell me what I mean. He was an idiot. He was still my friend.’

Aren could understand that. He felt the same about Grub sometimes.

‘Once in a while I wondered … what it would be like to be like him,’ she said. ‘All he wanted was the next adventure, the next experience. “You only live once,” he’d say, “so fill it up with all you can.” Seems admirable, doesn’t it? People want to be like that. They love a free spirit.’

‘He had a way of making you feel good,’ Aren agreed.

‘He did. What must it be like, to be that free? To not think about anyone or anything else? He believed he was making himself better, by seeing and doing everything there was to see and do. But he didn’t learn anything from it. He wasn’t capable.’

Aren reckoned it a little hard-hearted to dissect his character so surgically when he wasn’t one sunrise dead. But that was Kenda, he supposed. She didn’t much hold with niceties.

‘I think he knew it, too. I think he knew he was a man without character, without profound thought. All dazzling surface, and nothing beneath. That’s why he never stopped. That’s why he came to Yaga. That’s why he’s dead.’

Aren saw again the ogren tearing his arm from its socket, the glistening knob of bone jutting appallingly bright from the bloody ruin of muscle.

‘Shades, I hope you never have to give me a eulogy,’ he said.

‘I hope you never give me cause.’

Aren shot her a sidelong look. ‘Was that your way of trying to say something nice?’

She shrugged. ‘It’s been known to happen, from time to time.’

They sat and watched Cade for a while. He was gabbling something about Old Nab, the owner of the Cross Keys Inn back in Shoal Point. His name conjured up a pleasant nostalgia. They’d drift in every Jorsday, and Old Nab would slide them a few ales on the house while they sat at the bar and chatted to the regulars, thrilled to be in the company of adults that weren’t their parents, feeling like adults themselves.

‘We should have gone to the Fang,’ Aren murmured.

‘No,’ said Kenda. ‘You were right not to go. It is a betrayal of the Fell Folk. Whatever we won afterwards would be poisoned.’

‘If I’d known what this place was like …’

‘Then you wouldn’t have come. But what else would you have done? Nothing?’

‘I’m not even sure I believe in what we’re chasing, Kenda,’ he said helplessly. ‘I don’t really think it’s there. I just … came.’

‘I don’t believe it exists, either,’ said Kenda. She looked over at Vika, sitting cross-legged by the fire. ‘But she does. And you trust her, don’t you?’

Aren nodded reluctantly. ‘If you’d seen what I’ve seen, you’d trust her, too. And if she’s right …’

‘If she’s right,’ Kenda finished, ‘then up on that plateau is a terrible weapon. One that’s been missing for a thousand years. One that we have no idea how to control, nor do we know what it will do.’

‘It will give us a chance against the dreadknights,’ Aren said.

‘Maybe,’ said Kenda. ‘And then?’

Aren frowned. ‘What do you mean, and then? That’s it.’

‘After Ossia is freed, then what? You will have this terrible weapon, and no one will dare stand against you. How long before you decide that Kroda is too dangerous to be left in peace? You won’t be content with merely driving them out, I am sure of that. You will seek to end the threat.’

‘It’s not that powerful,’ Aren scoffed. Because the idea that Ossia would attempt to invade Kroda after they were liberated, the thought that they’d turn from oppressed to oppressor as soon as the tables turned their way … well, that was ridiculous.

Wasn’t it?

Kenda’s wide blue eyes looked into his, full of wry cunning. ‘How do you know how powerful the Shadow Casket is? How do you know what it can do?’

‘Well … however powerful it is, it’s better we have it than someone else.’

‘Ah. Because you will be the responsible ones. You do not seek conquest. Have you heard of the Second Empire, Aren? It was quite the talk of Embria, in its day.’

Aren was faintly irritated by the insinuation. ‘Is that why you came to Yaga? To keep an eye on things for Durn?’

‘That wasn’t the only reason I came,’ she said. ‘As well you know.’

He picked up a stick and tossed it into the water, pleasantly embarrassed by that. ‘I don’t have the answers, Kenda,’ he said. ‘I don’t control the revolution. I’m just a part of it. And I’m not sure I like the part I’m playing.’

‘Then change it.’

‘Yes. It’s that easy,’ he said sarcastically.

‘It is for you,’ she said. ‘They have made a champion of you, like it or not. People would listen to you, if you would only speak.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘You have the Ember Blade. Use it. Change things.’

‘I’m no warrior.’

‘And the Ember Blade is not a sword. It’s an idea. An idea you Ossians have of yourselves. Symbols have power, Aren, and whoever controls the symbol controls the power.’

‘We took back the Ember Blade thinking it would make the people rise up. They didn’t. What kind of power is that?’

‘You took it and you hid it,’ Kenda replied. ‘How do you expect them to respect a symbol if you don’t dare show it to them?’

‘Cade might not make it through the night, Kenda,’ he said, becoming annoyed. ‘Can you spare me the politics? Right now, I don’t care.’

‘Yes, you do,’ she said calmly. ‘You always did. That’s why you’re here and not at the Fang. Because you want to do things the right way.’

‘There is no right way!’ Aren cried. ‘Whatever I do, it turns out wrong for someone!’

She smiled, leaned over and bumped her head against his shoulder. ‘Now you’re learning,’ she said.

Aren threw his hands up in the air, and was about to offer a barbed retort when Ruck barked behind them. Aren knew the hound well enough to recognise the warning; he was up on his feet in a moment, frantically searching the trees. Kenda, catching his alarm, did the same.

‘Ogren?’ Aren asked quietly.

Kenda shook her head and pointed. ‘Look up.’

Aren followed her finger to where an oval face, mouthless and swirling with bright colours, floated among the leaves. High in the branches, crouching like a spider, a slender figure hung cradled by shadow. Aren yelled and scrambled for his weapon, and he saw Yan going for his bow, but Vika’s voice carried over the clearing.

‘Peace!’ she said, and her confidence calmed them.

Slowly she stood, taking hold of her staff with one hand, and looked up into the trees where the newcomer watched them.

‘Pel’ama’kei,’ she said. ‘We meet again. Come down, and be welcome.’

‘Can’t find it,’ Pel told them. ‘The old city. It’s not there.’

Aren watched the Keddishwoman in fascination. He’d never seen one of her people up close before: the dead white skin, eyes like frost and water. Her mask had been laid aside and her face was animated as she spoke. Her hair was knife-shaved to her scalp, from which tightly wound locks fanned out like fingers. All but Vika were glistening with sweat, exhausted from blundering through the green world that surrounded them; Pel, however, looked like part of this place, more at home in the jungle than anywhere.

‘It must be,’ said Vika. ‘Even if the casket is not, there was a city. That is certain.’

‘Can’t find it!’ Pel hissed through her teeth. Her eyes flashed furiously.

Vika regarded her with a steady gaze. ‘You came straight here from the Grey Fens, I imagine?’

Pel nodded tightly.

‘Then you have been here over a month? Closer to two?’

Aren was amazed by that. They’d hardly been here a full day and already two of them were down. Yaga seemed terrifyingly hostile compared to the relative safety of their homeland. And yet here was this woman, unscathed after living here alone for all that time.

‘See the land? How it rises?’ Pel gestured towards the plateau, invisible behind the trees. ‘Go all around. I know land. I know water. I know where, pass should be.’ Her expression changed to one of pure frustration. There was no subtlety in that face: her every emotion shone out from it. ‘Animals I see, go that way. Try to follow, lose their trail. They find plateau. They come back. I can’t find.’ She shook her head. ‘Makes no sense. This jungle cursed.’

Vika studied her carefully. ‘You know where the way up to the plateau should be?’

‘By the land. By the rivers. By its shape. I know it.’

‘And yet you can’t find it.’

‘I said that!’ Pel snapped.

‘Then you will not be able to, on your own,’ Vika said. ‘But take me there and I can show you the way up.’

Pel glared furiously at the druidess. Aren wondered what had passed between them, and the grim confidence in Vika’s voice.

‘You’ll keep it,’ Pel accused. ‘The Shadow Casket.’

‘I may need to,’ said Vika. ‘For a while.’

‘No!’ Pel snapped, waving her hands in front of her. ‘No!’

‘You wouldn’t have made yourself known to us if you thought you could get it yourself.’

‘You are liar!’ Pel said, stabbing out a finger.

‘Yes,’ said Vika. ‘That is what people do, outside of your country. You should have learned that by now.’

Pel fumed at that, got to her feet, sat down again. She was always moving, fidgeting, constantly in motion. Aren kept his silence, sensing that this was something between the two women that he didn’t fully understand. The others around the fire did the same. The only sound was Cade’s murmuring as he tossed and turned in a fever dream.

The sound reminded Aren to check on his friend, who lay in his hammock a few feet away, close to the edge of the stream that flowed through the clearing. The cloth on his forehead had warmed, so Aren took it to stream to soak it again.

‘You say it is merely an artifact, an ornament, a thing without power,’ Vika was saying by the fire. ‘If that is so, it is of no use to me. You may have it. Take it to the Crucible, add it to history’s hoard, reap what glory you may. I care not for relics. My country is built on them, and they are anchors.’ She laid her hand on Ruck’s back and looked down at her thoughtfully. ‘But if it has power, if it is what I believe it to be, then I will know it, and I will keep it. You have my word, on both sides of the bargain.’

‘Don’t trust you,’ said Pel.

‘Good. But I trust you, and I know if you agree, you will keep to the deal.’

Aren saw Pel struggling with that as he wrung out the cloth and laid it anew on Cade’s forehead. His face wasn’t so puffy now, but he still looked like he’d been beaten about the head with a club.

Stay strong, Cade, he thought. You can do it.

Cade mumbled something that sounded like ‘Skavengard’, and then began to sound distressed. Aren took his hand to calm him.

‘The beast the beast the beast,’ Cade mewled, turning his head from side to side. ‘Where’s Osman? Where’d Osman go?’

‘Maybe I leave,’ said Pel sulkily. ‘Talk to others. Maybe they help.’

‘What others?’ Vika asked.

‘Came with you, by same storm,’ Pel replied. ‘Been watching them.’

‘Who are they?’ Kenda put in, her interest piqued.

‘Wear no signs. Speak Krodan, though. Man who leads, he is small, he wears spectacles. Face is burned.’

‘Klyssen?’ Aren blurted.

‘Klyssen Klyssen,’ Cade mumbled quietly.

Pel gave him a look of bald suspicion. ‘That’s the name, they called him. How you know?’

Aren ignored that. ‘You said it was the Apostates that were after the Shadow Casket, not the Krodans!’ he accused Vika.

‘Aren,’ she said, a warning in her tone. ‘To the best of my knowledge, it was. I am as surprised as you to find Krodans here.’

‘Klyssen,’ Cade was still babbling. Then, in Krodan: ‘Forgive me, Klyssen. I did what you said.’

I did what you said. That snagged Aren’s attention. The cry he’d heard from the young Krodan soldier on the battlefield.

‘Is it possible the Apostates are working with the Krodans?’ Kenda suggested.

‘By the Aspects, I pray not,’ Vika replied. ‘Though the Apostates rejected the Aspects, they are still no friends to the Primus. Krodans would scorn their ways, just as they do ours.’

‘And yet they are here.’

‘Perhaps they found out by other means. A druid-hunter might have captured one of them after the Conclave. I don’t know!’

Aren was hardly listening to their argument. He was listening to Cade now, who was mumbling half-formed words in Krodan. That cold, ugly suspicion was growing in him again, the same one that had plagued him ever since Aelterhame.

‘Did it for Lassa. Tell her. Did it for her.’

‘Did what?’ Aren asked him quietly. ‘Cade. What did you do? Who’s Lassa?’

He wasn’t hearing Aren, lost in his delirium. ‘Tell her … kept her letter. You told me not to. Kept one.’

Aren’s eyes went to Cade’s pack, lying nearby. ‘Cade, who’s Lassa?’

‘Old Tam Tot, with a porridge pot, here he comes, here he comes, ready or not,’ Cade sang. An Ossian children’s rhyme. After that, he descended into babble.

The others were still arguing around the fire, Pel threatening to go to the Krodans, Vika telling her they’d keep the casket for sure. Aren was barely aware of their dispute. He was focused on Cade’s pack.

Kept her letter.

Did he dare? It seemed a rank violation of trust, to search through his friend’s bag in secret. As good as admitting that he thought Cade was working for the Krodans.

What really bothers you is that I got out from under you. You can’t trust me because you don’t control me.

Cade had said that. And if Cade ever knew Aren had searched his pack, their friendship would suffer a mortal blow. But Cade wouldn’t know. And Aren had to. Because if he didn’t allay this suspicion now, it would eat at him for ever.

He’d search the bag, find nothing and feel bad about it afterwards. But at least he could rest easy then.

He set to it, pulling open the pack and rummaging through the supplies within. Kenda spotted what he was doing and came over.

‘He was babbling, asked me to find something,’ Aren lied, motioning at Cade. ‘Not sure what. Said there was a letter.’

‘A letter?’ Kenda sounded uncertain. ‘In the Greycloaks, we made it a point not to dig into one another’s pasts.’

‘That didn’t work out too well with Stivan, did it?’ Aren replied. ‘Anyway, he asked me for it.’

He pulled out a smooth brass scroll case. He unscrewed the top and looked at the rolled-up paper inside.

‘Aren …’ Kenda warned.

‘It’s just his citizenship documents,’ he said. ‘See for yourself.’ He handed her the scroll case and went on digging.

‘I don’t want to see for myself,’ she said, screwing the top back on. ‘It is not my business.’

‘He asked me to find a letter,’ Aren told her again, as if repeating the lie would make her more likely to believe it. It was evident she didn’t buy his excuse, but she was too puzzled by his behaviour to intervene. She fiddled anxiously with the scroll case, twisting it between her hands as she watched him.

‘Aren, what is this about?’

Aren had dug through almost everything now, and was rifling through the last of the pockets. ‘It’s nothing. I’m just … It’s nothing.’ He sat back on his heels and put up his hands. ‘It actually is nothing. There’s no letter.’

‘Aren …’

Aren began stuffing things into the pack. ‘Must have been the delirium talking. Stupid of me, really.’

‘Aren …’ Kenda said again, but he ignored her. He wasn’t relieved, but furious at himself. Furious for being dishonest and distrustful, for faltering in his friendship. Furious at Cade for being right.

‘I should have just—’

‘Aren!’ Kenda said, more firmly.

‘What is it?’ he snapped, shocking himself with his anger.

Kenda was holding the scroll case in one hand. In the other was the brass sheath that had once covered it. Now they could see that the scroll case was a hollow cylinder, encircled by rings of letters. Aren felt a pit open in his stomach.

Kenda held it out to him. ‘The cover came off while I was twisting it.’

Aren took it in his hand and stared at the cylinder. ‘What is it?’ he said again, more weakly. Dreading the answer.

‘It’s used to send and decode secret messages,’ Kenda said flatly. ‘The underground employed them, in the early days of the revolution.’

Aren was struck stupid by the implications. Even after all his suspicion, he dared not face the enormity of what it meant. ‘But … what’s Cade doing with one of these?’

‘That is the question,’ said Kenda, her voice and eyes gone cold. ‘That is the question.’
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Fen lay sleepless in her bed at Redfields, darkness without, darkness within. Night was the worst time, when the stillness and hush stretched away without end, and her only company was the fretful whirl of her thoughts, circling, circling, circling.

She did her best to exhaust herself during the day, in order to sleep better at night. That was easy enough, since she couldn’t even manage a brisk walk without needing to sit down. Nothing worked, however. At night she fell into bed, wearied beyond belief, yet though her body was drained her mind was still frustratingly energetic. Small wonder, really, since there was nothing to occupy it.

Everyone had gone. The leaves on the trees had fallen and shrivelled to rot. All that remained were the short, grey days of Highfrost, and the long, cold nights between them.

She hadn’t a single friend left in Redfields. Aren and Cade had left, and she was glad of that. She couldn’t bear their judgement. Vika and Grub went with them. The rest had departed for the north, very suddenly, four days ago.

They’d kept their plan to attack the Fang to the inner circle: the Dawnwardens, a few in the Greycloaks, and Wilham. All that anyone else knew was that something big was brewing. Hard to disguise it, when Redfields’ barns and cellars had been swelling with supplies and weapons for the past few weeks. But few had expected they’d be leaving so soon, not least Fen herself. She’d thought it would take months for Bridda Blackfeather to gather the Fell Folk – and there was no guarantee that she could. She’d assumed they’d be here till at least next month, and the attack would be made sometime in Ember, before the hard snows began in Salendra. Apparently, Mara had decided to be optimistic and make for the north regardless, without waiting to know if Bridda was successful or not.

‘She wants to stay on the move for now,’ Harod had confided in her. Motivated by pity and a sense of duty, he’d visited her from time to time. Mara hadn’t. Mara, in fact, hadn’t spoken a word to her since the day she bled. ‘Best to be unpredictable. Now that we’re set on this course, she doesn’t want anything to prevent us.’

‘What about me?’ Fen had asked bitterly.

Harod had become awkward. ‘Mara says … well, it’s too dangerous to take the Ember Blade with us. Someone needs to stay to watch over it.’

‘You’re leaving me behind.’

‘Vika says you’ll be getting your strength back soon,’ Harod offered as consolation. ‘Then … well, you must decide for yourself what to do then.’

Fen didn’t need to hear more. She was a burden now, not an asset. No lioness, but a wounded doe. They wanted rid of her, even if they weren’t honest enough to admit it. So she told him to go, and she didn’t trouble to say farewell when they left.

Redfields had emptied overnight: the Dawnwardens and their followers had departed along with the Greycloaks and the Sards. They’d gone to join up with Megwyn’s Oathbreakers in their camp near Marisport. Most of them had no idea where they were heading. That was the way it had to be, in these treacherous times.

There were maybe fifty people left in Redfields now, scattered across its various buildings. Lady Ilandra’s loyal retainers had stayed, of course. The others were made up of those who’d come to Redfields to help the Dawnwardens, but who’d be no use in the north or were unwilling to go. Even they were drifting away day by day, each to new business, furthering the revolution in their own ways: sowing dissent, spying, providing what aid they could to those who sought to overthrow the Krodans.

It wasn’t enough for a place so large. Those neglected halls echoed now, the kitchens become cold and cavernous, and there was no escape from the silence. When she walked the weedy gardens, the chill wind blowing her hair about, she saw only decay, the corpse of a once-proud house abandoned to its ruin.

Oh, Ma. Why did you never tell me that creating a life could feel so much like death?

She put her hands under the covers, pressing them to her belly. Did it feel a little rounder down there? Hard to say. It was sore, anyway. The herbs the Sage-Mother gave her hadn’t made the baby disappear, but they had left her with painful cramps that came whenever she exerted herself too much. A warning, a reminder.

Did the baby know? Had she damaged it? Would it somehow, deep down, remember what she’d done and hate her for it?

She felt panic pressing again, and breathed through it until it passed.

You do not have to birth this child, Vika had told her before she left. You still have a choice. I can make you a potion. It will not be pleasant, but it will work.

But it was no choice at all. Not any more. The crushing guilt at what she’d almost done, the loathing she felt for herself, it was inconceivable she could try again. The future child, the one in her mind, gazed at her now with piteous eyes. Why, Ma? Why did you do it?

Because I want to have my own life first, she told it silently.

But the child was unswayed, remorseless in its need. It wouldn’t give up its chance. It was determined to survive. And she didn’t have the strength to battle it again.

Vika had promised her that the feeling of being drained would pass in time, that it was simply the baby taking the life it needed from her until it had enough to begin its journey. She promised it would get better. Fen didn’t believe her.

But better or worse, it was here to stay. She could no longer wish it away. In accepting that fact, things had become a little easier. She was resigned to what would be. No longer a roamer in the wild, no longer a warrior, no longer a rebel.

She was to be a mother. That, and nothing more.

A shout in the night. Faint, but loaded with enough alarm and terror that Fen was immediately upright in bed, fast enough to make her dizzy. She listened again, hard, but heard only the wind.

She climbed out of bed and went to the window. The grounds lay dark in the clouded night, the forest a grim sentinel wall encircling them. Nothing moved. She wasn’t reassured.

Quickly she went to her chest, pulled out her clothes and tugged them on. Maybe it had been nothing, but her instincts said otherwise, and her instincts were telling her to get ready to run. Ever since leaving home, she’d been that way: carry no weight, drag no anchor. Let go and leave at a moment’s notice. Such was the nature of survival. Aren had disabused her of that belief over time, but he wasn’t here now. No one was here. And the old ways seemed best when there was nothing left that mattered.

Don’t lean on anyone or anything, Fen. Not no place or person. Elsewise, when they fall, you’ll fall with ’em.

Well, she wasn’t about to fall here, in this dismal, empty place. She was just tugging on her boots when she heard the frantic ringing of a handbell, and she knew what she’d known from the very start.

Redfields was under attack. The Krodans had found them.

She slung on her pack. She’d kept it ready all this time, with a blanket rolled and all her gear inside. She even had hardtack stuffed away. It felt far heavier than she remembered, like someone had left stones at the bottom of it, but there was no time to unload now. Grabbing her quiver and bow, she headed out through the door.

People began to emerge as Fen hurried down the corridor, fear on their faces. Some were still in their bedclothes, others pulling on the last of their outdoor wear. A pair of guards ran past, pale-faced, swords drawn. Fen ignored them all. She didn’t owe them anything. They’d never cared for her. She’d look after herself.

Smashing glass downstairs. A scream. The sound of a door being broken in. And still the bell was ringing.

Fen took the servants’ stairs, heading for the rear of the house where the ways were less trafficked. She’d used them often these past weeks. Better than risking unwanted conversations or braving the gauntlet of other people’s pity. The stairs led to a narrow corridor between the walls that took her to the kitchens and laundry rooms. There she knew of an unobtrusive exit that would let out near the vegetable patch.

There were no lights here, and she had to feel her way along the walls where there were no windows to guide her. She hastened through an empty kitchen, footsteps echoing on stone. Her heart was pounding, tiredness pulling her down. Even this small effort was overwhelming.

The cramp struck her halfway across the room, sending her reeling over to a stove, where she could put down a hand to support herself. A clenched fist of agony in her pelvis, tightening and releasing, only to tighten again. Doubled over, she sucked in great whoops of air, gasping every curse she could imagine through a bitten lip.

I’m trying to save us! she thought at the passenger in her belly. Don’t you understand?

But it didn’t understand, didn’t know, didn’t care. It just was. Even if it killed them both.

She heard a loud impact up ahead. The sound of a door being kicked. Once, twice, and it smashed inwards. Footsteps, voices. They spoke too fast to follow – her Krodan had never been much good – but she got the gist by their tone. They were coming to kill.

She pushed away from the stove she was leaning on as they approached down the corridor. The cramp pulsed weakly one last time and let her go, just as a soldier pushed his way through the door at the far end of the kitchen, clad in the black and white livery of the enemy. He came in bullishly, heedless of threat, driven by the momentum of invasion. Fen put an arrow in his mouth.

Another one was inside the room before the first had fallen. He stopped and stared in shock. They hadn’t expected resistance; this was supposed to be a surprise attack.

Fen nocked another arrow and took aim. The second time was harder than the first. Her arm trembled wildly as she reached full draw, and she staggered back as she released it. Somehow luck was with her and she clipped the side of his throat. He went down gurgling, blood jetting from a severed artery.

A cry of anguish from the corridor. A man called the name of one of the fallen, his voice ragged with the sorrow of a friend left behind. Another soldier appeared in the doorway, bearded face framed by his angular Krodan helmet. This one had the sense to bring his shield up. It didn’t matter; Fen couldn’t draw a third time anyway. Her arms shook as if palsied. Her only option was to turn and run, and even then, it was more of a stumble. Her legs wanted to fold beneath her. She wouldn’t let them, driving herself onwards, each step like climbing a snowdrift. The soldier roared in anger and gave chase.

‘Ossian whore! I’ll gut you!’ he yelled.

Out of the kitchen she went, through the dark corridors, but she already knew it was hopeless. She couldn’t outpace him, even in his armour. Another cramp was gathering in her belly, and this one, when it came, would be the end of her. The end of them both.

Tears of desperation sprang to her eyes. Joha, it wasn’t fair, it wasn’t fair!

She saw a doorway to her left, showing grey in the light from outside. The soldier was right on her heels. With no other hope, she flung herself inside, seized the door and threw it shut. But the Krodan was too close, reaching through the gap to stop her. The door slammed on his sword-arm, jarring the blade from his grip. There was a yell from the other side, and then the door was shouldered violently open, smacking Fen in the face and sending her tumbling to the floor, tangled in her pack, her bow skidding away and arrows scattering from her quiver.

Her head reeled; her mouth filled with blood. Whimpering, gasping, she crawled away on her hands and knees, weighed down by the pack on her back, hands slipping on the arrows that rolled across the flagstone floor. She hadn’t gone far before she was grabbed by a hank of her hair, pulled agonisingly to her feet and propelled face-first into the wall. She got her hands up in front of her, fast enough to soften the impact so it didn’t break her skull, but she still smashed her forehead with enough force that she nearly blacked out.

She stumbled away, barely aware of where she was, and was seized by the throat, lifted, slammed up against the wall again with her feet dangling inches from the ground.

‘Bitch!’ the soldier spat, as she felt his fingers tighten.

She stabbed him in the thigh with the arrow in her hand: quick and weak, in and out. He swore loudly and let her drop, his hand going to the wound. Fen summoned the last of her strength and rammed the arrow into his eye, burying it in the socket halfway up to the flight.

The soldier didn’t make a sound. His remaining eye rolled back in his head, and he tipped away from her and crashed to the floor in a clatter of armour.

Fen leaned against the wall, hauling in air, head pounding. All she wanted to do was slump down here and sleep. Death would be a mercy now.

Keep going.

Weary beyond belief, she forced her bruised body back into action. Slowly she righted herself and let her pack slip off her back. Too heavy, and she was too tired now. As much as she needed the contents, she wouldn’t make it to the trees lugging that weight. She picked up her bow and arrows and went to the door. The bell was still clanging somewhere. Screams and shouts, Krodans barking orders. They were inside the mansion, no telling where.

She shut the door. She couldn’t face them again. Wouldn’t survive it.

For the first time, she took stock of the room she was in. A washroom. There was a sink for laundry with a worktop alongside, and a window above it. She sucked in her breath, gathering her strength.

Help me, she said to her passenger.

She climbed onto the worktop, muscles trembling, pitting will against weakness. Once she was there, she did it again, pushing open the stiff iron-framed window. A gust of chill air sharpened her momentarily, but the weariness and the blow to her head had made it hard to assemble her thoughts. All she knew was that she had to get away. After a cursory glance to see if the coast was clear, she dropped her bow and quiver through the window and climbed out.

The window let her out on the edge of the vegetable patch, behind a rainwater barrel that shielded her from view on one side. Crouched low, she pulled on her quiver and caught her breath again. The moons were hidden by cloud, and the grounds of Redfields were busy, divided by walls and hedgerows, making it hard to get a picture of what was happening. She heard swords clashing somewhere. A man begging for his life. A group of half a dozen soldiers hurried past a gap in the wall.

Beyond the vegetable patch were the walled gardens, a maze of small courtyards and foliage. Beyond that was the outer wall, and beyond that, the forest. She’d always felt safest in the trees. That was where she needed to go.

She went low, in a crouch, as fast as she could manage. She passed beetroot, cauliflower, pumpkins. The aisles of vegetables gave her some cover in the dark, and there were wheelbarrows and sheds and compost heaps to conceal her. She tried to keep an eye out for soldiers, though her head was aching and it was hard to stay alert. Luck was with her, and she reached the edge of the walled gardens without being seen.

Within she found shadow and silence. Taking her chance, she slipped inside, following old, worn paths between shaggy trees and overgrown flower beds.

The cramp hit her out of nowhere, without warning. This one drove her to her knees, gasping, drooling blood and spittle onto the path. The side of her face felt enormous; one of her back teeth was loose. She could hardly focus her vision.

Keep running, she told herself through the horrific contraction in her pelvis; but she couldn’t. To even straighten up was impossible.

Voices were coming. The realisation cut through the haze. Wary footsteps. The clink of armour.

Krodans.

She stumbled sideways, lumbering in a crouch towards a tangle of tree and vine that had accumulated at the foot of a nearby wall. She couldn’t move fast enough to escape; her only thought was to hide. As she crawled into the shadow of the tree, her quiver caught on the branches. She pulled it through with a rasping hiss of leaves and curled up foetally among the roots, eyes squeezed shut as she tried not to cry out at the pain.

‘You hear that?’ said a voice from nearby.

‘I did,’ came the reply. Two soldiers stepped into sight, swords drawn, eyes searching.

‘Someone here?’ one of them called.

Fen tried not to breathe. The overhanging branches and the darkness hid her from the casual gaze, but if they looked hard, they’d find her. She bit down on her lower lip and concentrated on mastering the miserable agony pulsing inside her.

They prowled along the path, suspicious. As she watched their booted feet come closer, she sent a silent prayer to Prinn.

Let us be unseen, Ragged Mummer. Keep us from their eyes.

The sky was suddenly lit, illuminating the gardens with a dim, sickly hue. The guards looked this way and that in alarm, before slowly relaxing.

‘Ah, it’s one of Gremmler’s foul friends. I’d know that damned light anywhere.’

‘Keep your mouth shut, you fool! The quiet one could be close by. You want them to hear you?’

‘I tell you, they’re no children of the Primus. Whatever the Archon says. Nothing good makes your skin crawl like that.’

‘Well, I want to keep my skin, so shut it!’

Fen knew that light, too. She’d seen it in Aelterhame. Mercy’s light, the paralysing glare that turned fighters into helpless puppets.

The dreadknights are here.

But the light had discomfited the guards enough to distract them from their suspicions. They walked on without another word, and never looked under the branches of the tree where she was hiding.

She lay where she was till the cramps released her, then shimmied out into the open. The sky had gone dark again, but the threat remained. If Mercy was here, then so was Flay, and worse, Lacuna, prowling the shadows unseen.

She couldn’t worry about that now. It took all her will to force herself into motion once more. Light-headed, shoulders slumped, she pushed on.

Come on, she told her passenger. We can make it.

The far side of the walled gardens was the outer wall of the grounds, a towering, mossy barrier over which the branches of the forest spread. She looked up at it in despair. It would have been an easy climb a few months ago.

Nothing for it. She had to try. Had to.

She’d just put her hand to the stone when she heard her name. A tall figure was hurrying across the courtyard towards her, hardly visible in the dark. She started in fright and shied away, but a moment later recognised him. Cai, the apprentice druid from Zotha. Agalie had kept them here to continue Vika’s lessons, deeming them too unready to be of use at the Fang.

‘What happened?’ he asked in horror, as he saw the bruises on her swollen face.

‘Later,’ she said.

He knelt down and made a saddle with his hands. ‘Jump up.’

She wanted to tell him that she couldn’t, but admitting that was harder than trying. So she placed her foot in his hands, and he lifted her. She put everything she had into pushing upwards, and was propelled to the top of the wall. Without a word, Cai began climbing after. He slipped over the wall, down to the other side, beneath the sheltering arms of the trees.

‘Come on,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll catch you.’

Once it would have made Fen indignant to be treated like someone who needed help. Now she did as she was told. He caught her by the waist as she slid over the wall, and brought her gently to the ground.

‘I’m heading for the old well,’ Cai told her, his face intense inside its frame of thick locks, laden with trinkets. ‘Agalie said to meet there, if anything happened. Come with me.’

Fen wanted to protest. She was better on her own. Safer. Faster. But the promise of help took the last of her energy. She sagged, and he caught her, and bore her down to the ground.

‘We can’t stay here,’ he said. He pulled a phial from his cloak, swigged its contents and returned it to some secret place inside. Then he did the same with another. ‘Get on my back,’ he said. She had no argument to that. She put her arms around his neck, and he lifted her and set off into the forest, away from the sounds of slaughter.

Cai navigated the treacherous undergrowth with uncanny confidence. Running through a forest at night was a sure way to turn an ankle, but bolstered by his potions Cai went swift, with a cat’s eyes, and he carried her as if she weighed nothing. Fen bounced along on his back, drowsing with exhaustion, his warmth an irresistible lure towards oblivion.

Her head jerked up as a thought hit her. Something she hadn’t even considered in her eagerness to escape.

‘I need your strength,’ she snapped. ‘Give me some of that potion!’

‘I cannot,’ he said. ‘The child.’

‘I need it!’

‘I cannot!’ Cai told her again. ‘Rest. I will carry you.’

‘No,’ she said, but she was fading again, and her words were slurred. ‘The blade. That’s what they came for.’

‘The Ember Blade? You know where it is?’

She mumbled an affirmative.

‘But if we were betrayed, as it seems we must have been, then the Krodans know its location, too.’

She shook her head. ‘Only Dawnwardens. If the blade is gone … Dawnwarden is the traitor. If not … we have to get there … before the Krodans do …’

He said something in reply then, but she didn’t hear it. Her beleaguered body could take no more. Lulled by the motion of his running and the quiet whisper of the forest at night, she was carried onwards into a dream.
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Click-click-click. The rings on the scroll case turned beneath Aren’s fingers. He watched the letters rotate, hunched over, peering at them closely with simmering rage in his eyes. Trying to make them make sense.

Click-click-click.

The sun had risen on their second day in Yaga. Birds winged through the clearing and insects hovered over the stream. Leaves steamed in the stifling heat and shafts of sunlight hung in the haze.

Never had Aren dreaded a dawn so much as this one.

He felt bunched and tight inside. His head was muzzy and a bleary unreality had settled on his senses. He hadn’t slept at all, his thoughts chasing in circles, giving him no rest. Round and around.

Click-click-click.

He sat by the firepit, where he and Kenda were finishing breakfast: a pair of fat, flightless birds that Yan had caught and roasted on a spit. They ate in taut silence, eyes down, hardly glancing at one another. They each had their own grief and anger to deal with, but Aren’s anger was far beyond hers. Everyone treated him like something liable to explode, and they were right to.

Click-click-click.

Cade’s fever had broken in the early hours, and he woke shortly after. Vika was with him; Aren hadn’t trusted himself to be nearby. She fed him another concoction to aid his recovery, and let him go back to sleep.

‘He will be well in the morning,’ she reported to Aren. ‘He asked for you.’

Aren said nothing.

The druidess was with Pel and Yan, organising packs and planning for the day ahead. Pel – oblivious to the mood of the camp – was eager to push on to the plateau, fearing that the Krodans might find some way up there that she’d missed. Grub hung about with them, in order to stay away from Aren.

The matter of Cade was left unspoken. By common consent, it was left to Aren to deal with. Of all of them, he was the closest to Cade by far. Of all of them, he’d been the most betrayed.

Kenda looked up, over Aren’s shoulder. He sensed Cade’s approach before he heard him.

‘Hallen be praised, is that breakfast I smell?’

Aren felt himself tense, his face and neck becoming hot. The fury that had kept him awake all night came surging back to life at the mere sound of Cade’s voice. Aren couldn’t even look at him as he plonked himself down by the fire.

‘Never let it be said our Vika isn’t a worker of miracles,’ Cade declared jovially. ‘I feel a new man! And I’m so hungry I could eat … er … I could eat a …’

His voice trailed off. The blood drained from his cheeks as he saw what was in Aren’s hands.

Click … click … click.

‘You talked while you were fevered,’ Aren said.

‘What did I say?’ he asked weakly.

‘Enough,’ Aren replied. He held up the scroll case. ‘Want to explain this?’

‘Not really?’ Cade ventured.

Rage flared in Aren, so close to the surface that it was all he could do not to lunge at Cade. His hand snapped to the knife in his belt. ‘Godspit, Cade, I’m an inch from putting a blade in you,’ he said, his voice trembling with threat. ‘Do not make a joke of this.’

In the terrifying silence that followed, Cade, for once, had nothing to say.

Slowly – for he feared he was on the edge of losing control – Aren took his hand away from the knife and laid the scroll case down. ‘Here’s what I think,’ Aren told him. ‘I think they took you to Kroda and they turned you. I think Klyssen snared you with his promises and threats, he got inside your head, and you’ve been working for him ever since.’ He leaned forwards. ‘The Krodans have been all over us since Hallow Cove. Mara said there was an informer in our ranks, and she was right. It was you.’

Cade swallowed, looking to Kenda as if she could help him. She shook her head in disgust. ‘Aren … I … It’s not how you think.’

‘Then how is it?’ he snapped, his voice rising to a sudden shout, sharp enough to make the others look over.

Cade opened his mouth and closed it again. However he’d justified it to himself, he knew there was no way to explain it that would come out well.

‘Let me guess,’ said Aren. ‘He said you were helping to end a war Ossia can’t win. Said you and your friends wouldn’t be hurt, that you’d be saving countless lives.’ Aren held his gaze and saw it was true. ‘That’s what he said to me, too.’

Cade’s eyes widened in shock; he glanced at Kenda. ‘You told her?’

‘I told her other things, too. I’m sick of secrets. Did you know my father was a Dawnwarden, once?’

‘What? Randill?’

‘Yes, it surprised me, too. He cut Garric’s throat, sold out his fellow Dawnwardens to be massacred, and delivered the Ember Blade to the Krodans. Know why?’

Cade just gaped.

‘He said he was helping to end a war Ossia couldn’t win. Saving countless lives.’ Hot tears of fury shone in Aren’s eyes. He could barely speak for it. ‘But here’s the thing, Cade. There’s no second way. There’s no compromise. Nothing short of driving every one of those canker-hearted bastards out of Ossia will ever be enough. I loved my father, but he was a gods-damned filthy traitor. I loved you …’ He almost choked on the words. ‘And you’re the same.’

He saw in Cade’s eyes the wound his words caused. It pierced him just as deeply. ‘Aren …’ Cade was breathless with the pain of it. ‘I came back to find you.’

‘You came back to find the Ember Blade. And I led you right to it.’

His last words dissolved into a strangled whisper. Hate had its hands around Aren’s throat. He wanted to kill Cade, right here, right now. He wished he’d never recovered from the poison. Wished Vika would have slipped her patient something in secret, something to end things quietly so neither of them had to feel this.

Cade was still trying to summon up something to say. Since the day they met as boys, through all their childhood adventures and the trials of becoming men, Aren had never known him to be speechless for so long. ‘I didn’t …’ he began, but Aren pounced on him again, unable to contain himself.

‘You didn’t have anything to do with Hallow Cove?’ he snapped. ‘You didn’t warn the Krodans about Wittermere?’

Cade closed his mouth. He was dead white, and looked like he was going to be sick.

‘That man you killed in the battle. He was the scout you chased off when we were crossing the Sunders. The one you failed to catch. Except you did catch him, didn’t you? You caught him and sent him back to the garrison with a message.’

Aren had spent all night figuring it out. Once he started with the premise that Cade was a traitor, it wasn’t hard to put the rest together.

‘Aye,’ said Cade, defeated. ‘I did that.’

‘Erinna,’ said Kenda quietly. ‘Scudder Mell. Rojer, Prina, Dog-Ear.’

‘I know,’ Cade said.

‘Sour Ged. Ratsy. Jebbit.’ Kenda’s voice strengthened with each name, hardening in fury. ‘Lep the Swiper. Loren.’

‘I know their names!’ Cade shouted.

‘You killed them!’ Kenda shouted back. ‘They were my friends! They were your friends!’

‘I was wrong!’ Cade blurted. Tears choked him and filled his eyes. ‘I was wrong! You know what Klyssen did to me? He broke me! I wasn’t in an institution in Kroda. I was locked in a dark room, trapped in silence, without another human being to speak to. For months! And the only light, the only light in that dark was a priest, who read me the Acts of Tomas and Toven over and over and over until there was nothing else that made any damned sense! And when all that was done, after he’d ground me down to dust, then they brought me into the sunshine, into kindness and love, and they showed me the glories of the Empire!’

His voice wobbled hysterically. He shuddered to a halt and a tear slipped down his cheek. When he went on, his voice was husky with shame.

‘And I believed,’ he said. ‘I believed because it’s true. They are a great people, a people of art and learning, and at their heart there’s a togetherness that Ossia could learn from, Aren. It could. You thought so too, once upon a time.’ He pointed an accusing finger, but then his hand trembled and he lowered it. ‘Doesn’t matter, though. What they’re doing to the Sards, it ain’t right. I saw what you saw at Wittermere. That ain’t any way to win. Don’t care what’s at stake. Nothing’s worth that.’

He cast his eyes down in shame.

‘Klyssen got me thinking we didn’t have a chance to change things. That it’d be better for everyone if we just accepted how it is. Same as he did to you that time.’

‘I didn’t sell us out,’ Aren said, his jaw tight.

‘Aye,’ said Cade. ‘But how close did you come?’

Aren couldn’t look at him any more. What right had he to throw accusations now? He hated Cade more for that, hated him for muddying the righteousness of his anger.

‘I came here on a mission for Kroda,’ Cade said. ‘All that time apart, everything that happened … people turn into shadows when you don’t see them. But being back with you, I started to remember what we were fighting for. The things they made me forget. Klyssen was using me, I know that now. Using me to get to you.’ He shook his head at his own stupidity. ‘Aren, I did some terrible things, I know that. And I know you’ve got no reason to believe me. But I ain’t on their side any more. I’m on yours.’

‘How many died on your account?’ Kenda said quietly. ‘How many more did you murder? All those Fell Folk at Hallow Cove. Hundreds, thousands. And you’re asking for forgiveness?’

‘I don’t expect anything from you, Kenda. You never were the forgiving type. But that wasn’t my doing.’

‘You admitted it! Just now!’

‘I didn’t deny it,’ said Cade. ‘That ain’t the same. Stivan knew there was a gathering at Hallow Cove, told us the Dawnwardens would be there. He wanted to make contact. Reckon now we know why – he wanted a way to get at the Fang. Well, I wrote to Klyssen, but it was already too late. It would barely have reached him before we arrived. Even at the time I couldn’t understand how they moved so fast.’

‘They already knew about it,’ Kenda said, realising.

‘Aye. I reckon Stivan had contacts near the Northguard, and that’s how he heard. The Krodans knew long before we came. So if anyone told ’em, it wasn’t me.’

‘You tried to,’ Aren said.

‘You tried to sell Garric out to Klyssen,’ Cade countered. ‘But in the end, it was Keel that did it. So who’s to blame?’

Aren squeezed his eyes shut, pinching his nose with his fingers as if to alleviate the pressure within. The words were becoming a muddle in the red haze. He wasn’t capable of dealing with the nuances of blame right now. It took all he had to prevent himself from beating Cade with his fists.

‘Did you tell them where the Ember Blade is?’ he said through gritted teeth.

‘No,’ Cade said firmly.

‘You’re working for the Krodans! I showed you where we keep it!’

‘And I didn’t tell ’em,’ said Cade, his eyes earnest and pleading. Begging Aren to believe him. ‘When it came to it, I’m an Ossian. I’m a Dawnwarden. And I’m your friend.’

Aren stared at him, stunned. It was too much to hope that it was true. Ever since he’d discovered the scroll case, his thoughts had all led to one conclusion: that the revolution was over, and the Ember Blade was lost. How could it be otherwise? He’d led a traitor right to it. The Krodans would be at Redfields already. He was responsible for that, almost as much as Cade was. The champion, the hero of Hammerholt, had brought them all to ruin.

He wanted to believe Cade. Wanted that with all his heart. But that would require a level of trust and faith he no longer had. He didn’t know the person in front of him any more. And he couldn’t take his word for anything.

‘You always were a good actor,’ he said darkly.

Cade’s face collapsed, all hope extinguished, and he looked away into the fire.

Aren got to his feet. ‘I’m going to find the Shadow Casket. It’s all we have left. You’d better not be here when I get back.’

‘You’re leaving me alone? Here?’ Cade looked about in horror at the teeming jungle. ‘You might as well kill me now!’

‘If I ever see you again,’ said Aren, as he walked away towards Vika, Pel and the others, ‘I will.’

‘Wait, you’re letting him go?’ Kenda cried in outrage. She got to her feet, chasing after him, and grabbed him by the shoulder. He turned on her with such fury that even Kenda, who wasn’t easily intimidated, stepped back.

‘Mudslug not look happy,’ Grub murmured apprehensively as he approached.

Aren picked up a pack and threw it on his shoulder. The cloying air and stifling heat were making it difficult to breathe. ‘Let’s go,’ he said tightly.

‘What about Cade?’ Vika asked.

‘Leave him. He’s nothing,’ Aren said, and he headed into the jungle, stalking off ahead of them so they couldn’t see the scalding tears in his eyes.
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I’ll never leave you behind.

Aren had made that promise the night they escaped the Krodan camp at Suller’s Bluff. Cade hadn’t been coping with the mines; he’d thrown hate in Aren’s face and they were hardly even speaking. But when there was an explosion in the mine, Aren went back for him anyway.

He’d believed their bond unbreakable at the time. It was tested more in later days, by their rivalry over Fen, and Cade’s need to step out of Aren’s shadow, but they faced those obstacles and weathered them together. Not even death had snapped the cord, for Cade had come back to him and their friendship resumed where they’d left it.

But now this.

I’ll never leave you behind.

Pallid words, shorn of worth. Their sanctity made ashen by treachery. Aren had never imagined there were limits to how much weight an oath could bear. He’d dreamed of a loyalty that was pure and absolute; there was honour in that. It wasn’t the battle prowess of heroes that had fired his heart as a boy, but the strength of their fidelity.

He could forgive mistakes. Acts of grave foolishness, things said in anger, crimes against others – none of that would have shaken him loose. But this was cold, premeditated deception, lying to his face for months, all the while working to undermine the very thing Aren held most dear. Every fireside conversation, every raised glass, every embrace was tainted and turned false by it.

Traitor.

And still, to his disgust, he couldn’t quite leave him behind. Couldn’t just shut him out and forget him the way he needed to. He grasped for excuses, poring over every word of their last conversation, seeking chinks through which he might worm his way to pardon.

Traitor.

He said he hadn’t told the Krodans about the Ember Blade. Said he’d changed his mind. Said he was back on their side.

Traitor.

And Aren couldn’t stop seeing him, alone in that clearing, still weak from the poison, gazing at the hostile trees all around. Yaga had killed Loca and almost killed Cade on their very first day, and that was with Yan to help them avoid the deadly flora and insects and beasts. Cade had no guide, no idea which way to go and little skill in the wild. Leaving him was a death sentence, and all of them knew it. Let the jungle do the work that Aren didn’t have the courage to.

But it was Aren that was killing him all the same.

Traitor! Traitor! Traitor!

He tried to push back his doubts with righteous fury, but where they gave ground he found only a breathless expanse of loss. His friendship with Fen was in ruins. Cade was dead to him, or at least he wished it so. Vika, in whom he’d once confided, saw him more as a tool than a companion these days.

This secret war was destroying him, piece by piece. Stripping away his past with every step he took along this path. How much more could he give? How much more before he was hollowed out by it, the way Garric had been?

They trudged through the jungle, sweat creeping down their faces. Pel was in the lead, the only one at home here. Sometimes she was fidgety and impatient, sometimes she hopped with enthusiasm, and sometimes when she looked at Vika her expression drooped and grave suspicion was etched on her face. She didn’t like the deal she’d made to get them here. Aren wondered if she’d keep to her end of the bargain, but at this point he couldn’t bring himself to care.

Kenda was in a dark mood. She didn’t like the fact that he’d let Cade go, but knew better than to say anything more on it. Grub had resorted to complaining about the heat as a way to fill the silence. No one paid attention. Yan was taciturn as ever, and Vika searched the jungle watchfully, with Ruck close at her side.

‘Here it is,’ said Pel at last, bringing them to a halt. They’d been following the stream uphill from their camp; now the ground began to steepen sharply, and the stream tumbled down a series of waterfalls. The walls of the plateau were visible through the trees, dipping together in what looked like a pass up ahead.

‘Do we go on?’ Vika suggested.

Pel shook her head, frustrated. ‘Plateau is there, pass is there. Look at stream, comes from plateau. Can’t reach it. Follow the stream, come back here. Shouldn’t be possible.’

‘You’ve tried to follow the stream to its source, and you can’t find it? Even though you never left the bank of the stream?’

Pel nodded furiously, making claws with her hands. ‘Come back here! End up here!’ She swiped at the air, as if to shred it. ‘Cursed, it is!’

‘Not cursed,’ said Vika. ‘Warded. I have seen the sorcery of the Second Empire at Skavengard, where they left signs to turn unwary minds away. I suspect the ways to the plateau are guarded by something similar.’ She took a phial from her cloak and drank from it.

Aren watched the change come over her. She took in a breath and seemed to swell in stature, her pupils gaping wide, the skin at her throat flushing red. She tipped back her head as if to scent the air, her tangled black hair ticking and clacking with ornaments. When she breathed out again, she was taut, keen-eyed, bird-sharp.

‘Now,’ she said. ‘Let us see.’

She led the way onwards, clambering up the loamy slope, the soil sliding beneath her boots as she laboured through the foliage. With the stream on their right and Vika in front, it was hard to imagine how they could get lost; but mindful of Pel’s words, Aren took special care to fix his attention on the water. If they kept following the stream, they wouldn’t go astray.

But the stifling heat and the trudging rhythm of their progress lulled him, and soon his mind wandered. The sparkle of the water where the sun broke through reminded him of the sea at Shoal Point, and that brought him back to Cade, and into the same maddening loop of rage and regret that he’d been tormenting himself with all morning. If only he hadn’t—

‘Aren.’

Vika’s tone was hard and commanding. He looked up, jerking out of a daze, and found himself staring at a tangle of vines and saw-edged leaves. Puzzled, he looked around and found Vika upslope and some way behind him, eyes staring coldly from her painted face.

‘It is this way,’ she said.

Aren couldn’t imagine how he’d wandered off. He’d turned aside and was walking directly away from the stream. Searching about, he found the others, also half-lost in the foliage and nowhere near the water.

‘Come back to me,’ Vika told them. ‘And concentrate. It is close.’

They regrouped, and Vika instructed them to tie themselves together with rope. Grub snickered as he secured himself to the line, enjoying the novelty of it. ‘Grub feels like a goat,’ he said.

They set off again, with Ruck ranging ahead. She seemed immune to the disorientation, as did her mistress. The next thing Aren knew, they’d stumbled to a halt, the rope tangled and Grub and Yan a dozen feet away. Dazedly, he realised his surroundings had changed. They’d moved on, but there was no telling how far. It had felt like no time at all.

Vika rallied them and they tried again, although this time it was Aren that wandered. Pel became furious, urging them all to keep their minds on following Vika – but next it was Pel who went astray. She looked like a penitent child as she apologised to them all.

In this stop-start way they progressed. How long they walked for, it was hard to say. The sensation was like being repeatedly woken and nodding off again. No matter how they fought it, their minds drifted sooner or later, and they only realised once they were called out by the druidess.

Kenda looked pale and distressed. Aren knew what she was thinking. She hated the idea that something else was controlling her thoughts. She’d cast religion aside with more force than Aren had, but here was something inexplicable in her world. Here was sorcery that could bend her will, and which she was incapable of resisting. Only Vika had the power to match it, meeting this unseen force with a force of her own. A force that, so Vika claimed, came from the Aspects.

Kenda couldn’t deny that something supernatural was occurring. But to admit this to herself was to undermine all her certainties … and what else became uncertain then? Aren would have given up on gods and prophecies long ago, but for that.

Then Ruck began barking up ahead, and Vika’s face cleared. She pushed aside a curtain of leaves and gave out a sigh of satisfaction. ‘There,’ she said.

One by one they ducked through the leaves to stand at the foot of the statue. It was overgrown, cracked and crumbled, its details worn away; but there was enough of its form to see the outline of a tall, slender beast sitting erect on its haunches, jaws wide, fangs worn down to nubs. To Aren’s mind, it was some kind of hunting cat, sinuous and threatening; but from another angle, the shape beneath the vines became insectile, with the body of a mantis and an ape’s head. It seemed to evade the eye, and after staring at it for a few moments he had to look away.

He’d seen such strange chimeras before, in Skavengard. A guardian demon. The memory wasn’t an encouraging one.

A piercing animal scream cut through the air, making Aren jump. Its pitch descended steadily, then broke into a rapid yip-yip-yip before falling silent. All eyes turned upwards, to the plateau walls that now loomed close.

‘Shriekers,’ said Yan.

‘And what are … shriekers?’ Aren asked, his heart bumping in his chest.

Yan shrugged.

‘Who made it?’ Pel asked sullenly, eyeing the statue with suspicion. She wasn’t happy that Vika had overcome the obstacle with such ease, when it had defeated her for so long.

‘The sorcerers of the Second Empire wielded many arts now forgotten. It seems this one was meant to keep unwanted visitors away from the plateau.’

‘Ogren?’ Aren suggested.

‘Most likely,’ Vika agreed. ‘The Second Empire enslaved the ogren, as the urds did before them and the elaru after. But they have ever been a weapon apt to cut the wielder. When the First Empire began to falter, it’s said the ogren rose up and destroyed their masters. Their successors learned from that and raised defences. But after the catastrophe that felled the Second Empire, those defences failed, it seems. The ogren took their revenge, and Eshkabel was destroyed.’

‘And now these defences are working again,’ Aren mused. ‘What do you make of that?’

Vika said nothing, just stared at the statue thoughtfully.

‘And the elaru? How do they control them?’ Kenda asked, roused to interest by talk of slavery and liberation.

‘Yes! Why don’t ogren smash stupid white-skins’ faces in?’ Grub added, for clarity.

‘That is a mystery,’ Vika said. ‘But the elaru are insidious and sly. The ogren, for all their brawn, are simple. It scarcely matters how powerful you are if you are outwitted.’

‘It’s the same the world over,’ Kenda said bitterly. But Aren could see she was more comfortable now she was back on familiar turf.

Once past the statue, there was no more trouble with wandering minds. They laboured up the slope, following the stream. After a time, Vika was confident enough to instruct them to untie themselves, and they rested and ate.

Pel was excited, jittery, impatient to push on now that Eshkabel was within her reach. Aren was keen to get going as well, though not for the same reason. He wanted to find what they’d come for so he could go back to the camp. Despite everything, his stomach knotted at the thought that they’d return to find it empty.

He’d been angry. So angry. He still was. And yet, if Cade died because of him …

The very idea made him want to run back to stop his friend from leaving, but for all the panic and fear it sparked in him, he didn’t turn around. It was hopeless trying to undo what had happened. Things could never be the same now. Besides, leaders and heroes weren’t supposed to change their minds.

As Pel had guessed, the stream came down from the plateau, running along a steeply inclined pass that cut through the sheer red cliffs. They climbed the pass, keeping to the shadows and out of the afternoon sun, wary of new threats. This was uncharted territory for all of them, even Yan. They heard the shriekers now and then, their haunting cries sounding from somewhere above them; but aside from some fearsomely large scorpions and a nest of furiously clicking insects – both of which they stayed well clear of – they saw no sign of danger.

Aren caught up with Vika, who was walking with Ruck close at her side, her face grave. She glanced at him once, then looked ahead again. She strode with purpose, planting her staff on the ground with every other step. Aren walked with her, trying to find the right words.

‘Tell me the casket is worth it,’ he said at last.

She stopped and frowned at him.

‘We lost Loca, we lost …’ He looked away, fighting down tears of anger and grief. ‘We lost Cade. We’re all here because of you. You wouldn’t have come this far on a rumour. I know you.’

Vika looked at him for a long time. ‘We must have it,’ she said. ‘We cannot win without it. That is all.’

Aren shook his head with a bitter smile of disbelief. Grief had made him bold. ‘No, you know something more.’

A flicker in her eyes. So she did know something, something she was holding back from him. For a moment he thought she might tell him, that his plea, his need would be enough. But then he saw her decide against it, and he felt the chasm between them open still further, and resentment well up from its depths.

‘Aren, this war is about more than the liberation of Ossia. More than flesh and blood and bone. There is a bigger conflict here, unseen by all, yet with the power to unmake the world. And I am fighting it all but alone.’ Her voice faltered then, just a little. Another crack in the mask. ‘That is a heavy weight to bear. You cannot imagine how heavy.’

‘Then let me share it,’ Aren begged her.

‘You cannot. No one can. Trust me a little longer. When the casket is in my hands, then I will know. And I will be first to call myself a fool if it is naught but a bauble.’

She began to walk again, indicating the conversation was over. Aren watched her go, seething inside. She knew something about the Shadow Casket that she wasn’t telling him. That was as good as lying.

He felt a hand on his arm. Kenda, looking at him with concern in her eyes.

‘It’s nothing,’ he said angrily.

‘Don’t tell me it’s nothing.’

Aren fought for the words but couldn’t find them. He hadn’t been able to think straight since they’d found the code cylinder in Cade’s bag. From that moment on, there’d been an invisible pressure on his throat, and he’d felt fuzzy, dizzy, his thoughts restless and prone to stampede. He wanted to break down but there was nowhere to fall.

‘Promise me one thing,’ he said, his voice tightening. ‘Be honest. That’s all. Always be honest with me. I can’t take any more liars.’

‘The world is full of liars,’ Kenda said quietly. ‘Lies are the glue that hold our lives together. But I have not lied to you, nor will I.’

Aren seized her in a rough embrace, drew her into him, hard enough to hurt. He clutched on to her as a sailor clung to wreckage in a storm, shaken by feelings he didn’t know how to contain.

‘I killed him,’ he whispered.

Kenda just held him, and said nothing.
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It was late in the afternoon when they found Eshkabel.

Pel spotted it first. They’d been searching for high ground ever since they reached the plateau, to get them up above the trees. Finally, they came to a shelf of barren rock thrusting slantwise from the earth, pushed from below by some ancient cataclysm. The Keddishwoman fastened on her goggles to protect her eyes from the sun and scampered up to the top, where she cried out in joy.

The others came after her, picking their way along the steep incline. Aren followed with markedly less enthusiasm – his anguish had settled into a self-protective numbness – but the sight awaiting him was enough to pierce the dark that pressed close, and for a moment he forgot his troubles and stared in amazement.

He’d seen ruins from the Second Empire before. Morgenholme was full of them – the Mummery, the Lost Colossus, the Horolith – towering reminders of a glory Ossia would never regain. But those had been scraps and remnants, glimpses only. Here was a whole city, foundered and broken in a sea of trees, yet still half-standing a thousand years after it fell. This swarming, sweltering land had tried to swallow it and choked on the bones.

Even in its ruin, it was magnificent. To the west, a lake that once serviced the city had swollen and drowned whole districts. The towers that rose from the glittering water were cracked and covered with vines, but they were still more slender and elegant than anything of the modern age. Bridges had fallen, but the stumps hinted at what had been: curved ribs and trestles were fashioned from stonework the colour of eggshell, and flowed with a skill long lost. Elsewhere, an enormous balconied cupola of pink stone rose over the greenery like an island, its dome partially caved in but the spire still standing: a miraculous golden spike, blinding in the sunlight.

Aren’s eyes roamed across the scene. As an Ossian, he’d grown up in the shadow of these people. An inherited inferiority, passed on in a thousand different ways, from old sayings and stories to inferences and assumptions too subtle for a young man to detect. We will never be so great again, was the whisper from the past. We will never live up to our ancestors. You were born too late to achieve anything that might match them.

Small wonder they descended to bickering and infighting. Small wonder they folded with such ease when the Krodans invaded, and were so reluctant to fight back. They were told from birth that they were not good enough, and they came to believe it. The Krodans told themselves the opposite. That was the difference between servants and masters.

Now, as he gazed at Eshkabel, his heart exhausted and empty, he felt something new. A mix of pride and disgust. Look at what my ancestors did, he thought. They built an empire of blood and conquest, and left only ruination for their children. They commanded powers we can only blindly grope for, but we live in the darkness they cast us into. They dwelled in glory and left us nothing.

A few hours ago, he’d begged Vika to tell him that the casket was worth the price of their journey. A better question would have been: Is any of this worth it? What good was freeing his people if it was only to return them to the way things were?

‘Grub getting a tattoo of this,’ Grub declared, but he sounded grim. Even he’d lost his humour and enthusiasm in the wake of Cade’s exile.

‘It is there,’ said Pel, pointing. In contrast to Grub, she was giddy. ‘See that building? Palace or temple, I don’t know. Casket surely there!’

At the near side of the city, a sprawling, many-tiered building rose out of the trees, wrecked and sullen in its opulence. It was surrounded by high walls, and by its size and elaborate exterior, it must have been a place of great importance.

‘It would seem a likely place to start,’ Vika agreed.

Aren’s eyes followed the line of a wide, paved road lined with fallen statues. Once it must have been the route of spectacular parades, the sign of an empire in its pomp. It ran through the heart of the city before disappearing beneath the waters of the lake.

‘Let’s get this done,’ he said heavily, and turned away.

Early evening found them clambering through a gap in the sundered wall of the city, picking a path among the fallen stones and foliage. On the far side they found a cracked boulevard, its flagstones thrown into upheaval by roots. A row of broken pillars marched alongside the boulevard, beyond which the rest of the city lay in tumbled cascades of brick and leaf. The air was hot and close, and insects filled the streets with noise. Birds sang loud in the heights, or flapped between the crumbling towers.

Aren wiped sweat from his brow with his sleeve. He was tired. Usually he could walk all day without complaint, but this place sapped the breath from his lungs.

‘Which way?’ he asked, looking up and down the length of the boulevard.

Pel was practically writhing on the spot, unable to stand still. Her eyes were hidden behind her goggles of darkened glass, and her skin glistened with the unguent she’d smeared on herself to protect her delicate Keddish skin from the sun. She was so excited she could barely restrain herself from running off into the undergrowth alone. ‘Go that way,’ she pointed. ‘There is palace.’

The palace was invisible now, but Pel seemed confident nonetheless. She proposed a direct path, cutting across the overgrown districts instead of following the wider, more open boulevard.

Another piercing scream sliced through the stillness, loud enough to make Aren’s blood freeze. They listened warily as it descended, breaking into the familiar yip-yip-yip before falling silent. They’d been hearing the shriekers all afternoon, but always ahead of them, and far away. Now they were inside the boundaries of the city, the creatures sounded terrifyingly close.

‘Is this a good time to wonder if any of us know what we’re doing?’ said Kenda, half under her breath.

They headed into the city, the buildings closing around them and looming overhead as the streets narrowed. Sometimes the foliage was so thick it was hard to tell where the path ended and a wall began, and the sun was lost for long periods, reappearing now and then to glare sullenly through the towering avenues. Occasionally they heard the tap and tumble of a falling brick, bouncing down from some high place, the sound of the city’s slow capitulation to the jungle.

Pel led the way, with Yan behind her, the Lunishman keeping a wary eye out for danger. Once he warned them away from a yellow-thorned vine, but he was most concerned with watching for beasts. He tensed at the shriekers’ cries and was more on edge than Aren had ever seen him. The rest of them picked their way along in single file: Vika with her staff, Ruck loping by her side; Grub lumbering with his shoulders rounded and his head down; Kenda, deeply ill at ease, no doubt wishing she hadn’t followed Aren here in the first place.

With a shock, he noticed that Cade was missing. Then he remembered he was gone, and realised that he hadn’t thought of his erstwhile friend since they entered Eshkabel. The threat of their surroundings had narrowed his thoughts to a point. He had but one task: find the Shadow Casket, retrieve it, escape from the island. It disturbed him that he could forget the most painful betrayal of his life before the sun had set on the day it happened, but it was also a relief. He didn’t want to think about it. He wanted it all gone, and in the swelter and danger of this place, all feeling was submerged by survival.

Simplicity had ever been his refuge. That was what had driven him to retrieve the Ember Blade, to travel to Estria and rescue the Sards, to throw caution to the wind and sail to Yaga in search of a rumour. When doubt and distress surrounded him, he’d take any path away from it. When he was occupied, dead set upon a cause, everything made sense. All the rest – the parts of his life that were confusing, uncertain or painful – could be set aside, relegated to the back of his mind.

Heroes were simple. They didn’t trouble themselves with consequences. Those who fell by the wayside in their service were left unmourned, at least in the stories.

But the stories never told of the quiet times. When the heroes laid down their heads at night and the memories crept in. The lonely meal by the campfire, recalling the smiling eyes of those now dead. The cost in death and grief, one piled upon the other until it was too much to bear, and the only escape was the sanctuary of purpose.

They never spoke of what happened when that purpose was fulfilled, and there was nothing to protect them any more.

Now’s not the time, Aren told himself. But now was never the time. He knew he didn’t want to end up that way, haunted by the silence at the end of his days. But he didn’t know how to avert it.

Presently the buildings fell back and another wide boulevard crossed their path. On the far side was a ruined amphitheatre. Most of it had collapsed, the rubble lost under the vines, but a section of its circular outer wall still stood, three rows of colossal arches one on top of the other, defiantly majestic in the evening light. A flat section of relatively open ground lay where the floor of the arena has once been, and some way beyond it they saw their destination, its domed roof visible over the treetops. Pel hadn’t steered them wrong.

They made their way across the arena floor, glad of the respite from forging through the undergrowth. Here the trees were sparse and they could walk unimpeded. Aren watched the reddening sun through the arches in the ruined wall. They might reach the palace by nightfall, but they’d have to camp in Eshkabel for at least one night. That was assuming the casket was there at all. They might be searching for days.

Days before they returned. Cade would surely be gone by then, if he wasn’t gone already. If he wasn’t dead already.

Something darted across the empty archway, a half-seen movement at the edge of his vision. Something humanoid that moved with the speed of an animal. It was gone before he could fix it with his eye.

He opened his mouth to say something to Kenda, but she was staring at the same spot. ‘I saw it, too,’ she said.

A piercing scream, of a kind they now knew well, rang out from the direction of the wall. It was answered by another in the jungle behind, and another from elsewhere. There was unmistakable intent in their tone.

‘We are sighted,’ said Pel, weapons appearing in her hands: the Y-shaped, triple-bladed throwing daggers of her homeland.

Ruck growled low in her throat.

‘I think we were sighted a long time ago,’ said Vika. ‘Only now do they spring the trap.’

Aren drew his sword. There were three of them up on the wall, appearing in the archways, no longer skulking but showing themselves fearlessly. Silhouetted by the sun, he could see little but the shape of them. They had the look of apes; he’d seen pictures in books his father brought back from his frequent trips away. Smaller than humans, but no less menacing for it. Those books couldn’t capture the restless swagger, the coiled aggression as they knuckle-walked back and forth, shrieking challenges. His skin prickled with the primal dread of the hunted.

‘Form up on me! Don’t get scattered!’ Aren warned. They gathered at his call, even Pel, standing in a loose ring facing outwards. Kenda was at his shoulder, her crossbow aimed into the jungle, where they could hear the cracking of twigs as the shriekers approached.

She cried out in alarm, and they saw one of the creatures racing between the trees, running on all fours. Aren’s guess had been right: they were apes, white-furred, small but packed with muscle. Their faces were long and smooth, eyes small and shocking pink, hot with furious intelligence. Realising it had been spotted, the shrieker thumped to a halt and faced them. Its mouth yawned wide to show yellowed canines the length of a finger, and it let out a scream of challenge.

Kenda’s crossbow bolt took it in the chest. It tumbled backwards in a ball of fur and limbs and finished in a heap.

‘Grub like how White-Hair negotiates,’ Grub said approvingly.

‘Do they look like they’re going to negotiate?’ Kenda snapped. She pulled the lever of her crossbow and began fitting a new bolt.

‘Stay together,’ said Aren. ‘They’re animals. If we give them enough of a fight, they’ll flee.’

There was a confidence in his voice that he didn’t feel. His body was cold even in the sweaty heat, heart drumming hard, blood singing in his ears. But none of them were warriors, and they needed what strength he could give them. It was his instinct to lead, to protect, even when he didn’t think he could.

‘They are coming,’ Pel murmured, and come they did.

They burst out of hiding, half-seen blurs of white racing between the scattered trees and over the scrubby grass that covered the arena floor. The creatures screeched as they attacked, a cacophony of noise that battered the ears. Aren heard Kenda loose her crossbow again, drawing a wounded yelp from her target. Pel flung daggers, sending them spinning through the air. One of the charging beasts collapsed and rolled to a halt, a blade buried in its neck.

But the shriekers’ frenzy was undimmed by the death of their companions, and they were too fast and too many to be held back.

One of them charged Aren. The sheer ferocity of it, the bestial savagery in its eyes, turned his guts to water. But training stood in where thought failed: he saw its intent and went forwards to meet it. When it jumped at him, he let it run itself onto his blade, then stepped quickly back and to the side as it crashed to the floor.

More came, and from all directions. Some threw themselves into the fray while others danced around the edge of the ring, snapping their teeth, looking for an opportunity. Without military discipline, the defenders’ formation began to unravel immediately, pulled out of shape as they lunged and retreated. Kenda threw down her crossbow and drew her blade. Pel was still sending daggers flying. He heard Yan grunting as he hacked with his machete, desperately trying to keep the creatures back.

‘Grub not afraid of monkeys!’ Grub yelled in defiance. ‘Grub is hero!’

Something barrelled into Aren, knocking him sideways. A glancing blow from a shrieker’s shoulders; they were heavier than their size suggested. He reeled into Kenda. Two of the creatures had breached their defensive ring and were inside. Ruck pounced on one of them, teeth bloody, pinning it down with her forelegs while she bit at its face. Aren darted in, thrusting with his blade when Ruck dodged clear, and speared it through the back.

He caught sight of Grub, stabbing at a shrieker that was clinging to his chest and clawing at his throat. It fell away, white fur turning red with squirts of gore, and ran for the trees. As it fled, Yan hacked recklessly at it with his machete, swings so wild that Aren feared he’d hit one of his allies. There was panic in his eye.

Flame bloomed at the edge of his vision, outside the ring, and he saw one of the beasts ignite. One of Vika’s phials had found its target. The creature howled and flailed away; those nearby scattered, keeping a wary distance. The sight of fire caused the assault to stumble, and the shriekers pulled back a short way.

‘Form up! Form up again!’ Aren cried. ‘Vika, throw another!’

She did, but this time the apes sprung away from the spot where it was aimed, and it burned nothing but grass.

They pulled themselves into a ragged ring again. Aren stood, sword in hand, panting. Ruck bared her teeth and prowled around Vika’s legs. Grub was scratched and bleeding on his arms and face, and Ruck’s flanks were scored, but there were no serious wounds among them. A dozen apes lay in gory piles.

Two dozen more surrounded them. They’d retreated to a distance, but they hadn’t fled. Instead, they prowled restlessly, throwing screams of challenge through the thin smoke that drifted across the sun-hazed battlefield. The air smelled of burning flesh and burning grass.

‘Think they’re ready to give up yet?’ Kenda asked Aren. He heard the fear behind the sarcasm and shared it.

‘They’re just animals,’ he said again, more to himself than to her.

But animals or not, they were too much for a handful of scrappy rebels, only one of whom had any formal training in combat. For the first time he understood how far out of their depth they were. They’d thrown themselves into the unknown on the strength of a faint hope. They should have come with five times this number, but there weren’t many willing to risk themselves on rumour and the word of a druidess. Perhaps that should have told Aren something, but he was never one to change his mind once set. This expedition had been born of ignorance and desperation, and they’d be lucky to get out alive.

He willed the shriekers to turn away. To give it up. They were just animals, he told himself again; they’d flee if their prey proved too dangerous for them.

The shriekers sidestepped, swiped at the air, bared their awful canines. The din of their outrage was deafening. Aren stood back-to-back with his companions, sword gripped in clammy palms, eyes darting.

Just let us get out of this, he pleaded to unknown gods he didn’t believe in. Just this once, and I swear I’ll never do anything so foolish again.

Then one of the shriekers let out a scream and, all together, they rushed to attack.

The creatures hit them like a tidal wave. Vika threw a phial and one of the oncoming shriekers burst into flames before crashing into the ring. Aren chopped down another but was hit by two more that sprang over the body. He fell to the ground, where he was pummelled by a chaos of limbs and bodies. A shrieker landed on his back, pushing his face into the grassy dirt. He thrashed desperately, trying to get it off before it could bite him, but then suddenly it went stiff and he felt a flood of warm blood down the back of his neck.

He twisted to see Grub standing over him. The Skarl booted the corpse of the creature off his back, grinned at him, then was immediately tackled by a shrieker.

Aren scrambled to his feet, pulling up his sword as he did so, intent on saving his friend as his friend had saved him. But Grub had no need of saving; he’d rolled with the attack, come out on top and was headbutting the ape’s face into a bloody mush.

Aren saw something coming from the corner of his eye; instinct made him move, and he cut the ape from the air as it sprang. He caught his heels on a slumped body and fell over, then flailed to his feet again before something could grab him.

It was mayhem. Any semblance of formation was gone. The apes were among them, snapping their teeth, darting back and forth. He caught sight of Pel, fluid and acrobatic as she weaved and feinted with her blades. Kenda slashed desperately at two shriekers, retreating before them. She was bleeding from a scalp wound.

He found Vika a moment before two shriekers slammed into her, one grabbing her legs, another jumping on her back. She went down with a cry, her staff clutched to her body. Ruck was there in a moment, biting one of the apes at the scruff of its neck, hauling it off her mistress. But two more were on the hound instantly, dragging her down to the floor, biting and scratching.

Seeing her overwhelmed, Aren ran to help, but one of the apes barrelled into his legs from behind and he was knocked down again. He felt a blaze of excruciating agony in his upper leg – bitten, I’m bitten! – and he thrashed and kicked to get the creature off him. He managed to dislodge it, but no sooner had he done so than it came at him again, this time going for his face. His hand found the dagger at his belt; he caught a terrifying sight of reddened fangs gaping wide; then he plunged the blade in its throat. It tumbled away and struggled upright, but then its limbs wobbled and it collapsed.

Get up, get up! he told himself, and in a moment of respite he managed to gain his feet once more. There were too many of them; the defenders could barely catch a breath in which to organise. He saw Grub staggering and flailing; one of the creatures was riding his shoulders, slashing at his head. More of the gods-damned things were flocking him. Where was Kenda? He couldn’t see her.

He lurched in Grub’s direction, thinking to aid him, but his thoughts were scattered by a scream so raw and bottomless with anguish that it seemed to bring time to a halt. He stared at Vika in horror. Surely such a sound could not have come from her.

She was up on her feet again, leaning on her staff, her eyes fixed on Ruck. The hound was lolling in the grip of the shriekers, blood streaking her wiry grey fur, all fight gone from her. There was a look in the druidess’s eyes that was close to madness as she lifted her staff with both hands.

Aren felt a crushing pressure surround him. His head began to pound, colour leaching from the world, and his vision swarmed with after-images.

Vika screamed again, this time in fury, and brought the base of the staff down onto the ground. Aren felt himself hit by something, a hammer blow to the senses that snuffed out his mind like a candle. There was an instant of blackness, and the next thing he knew, he was lying on his back on the ground, blinking up at the trees and the reddening sky. From the corner of his eye he saw a shrieker run yelping, dashing into the undergrowth. Then there was silence, but for the gentle wind pushing through the leaves, and the ringing in his ears.

Dazed, he rolled onto his side and tried to lift himself up onto an elbow. His muscles felt wobbly and weak. The arched windows of the arena wall cast long shadows across the grass. He took in the sight of the slain apes without comprehension. The pain from the bite in his leg came to him in distant pulses.

The shriekers were gone, fled in terror. Grub, Pel and Kenda were just getting up, as he was. Bloodied and hurt, but capable of standing; he took that as a good sign. He couldn’t see Yan, but the Lunishman was last among his priorities now.

Vika knelt in the grass, head down, black hair hanging over her face. Held across her lap, cradled in her arms, was Ruck.

Aren clambered to his feet and staggered the distance between them, dropping to his knees by Vika’s side. Ruck was whimpering softly, her breath quick and shallow, limp in her mistress’s arms. There were deep gouges in her, drooling blood into her fur, filling as fast as they emptied. Vika was saying something, desperate whispers in a language Aren didn’t understand, but Ruck was beyond any art that could save her now. His heart went cold as a stone as he understood: the hound was dying.

He reached out his hand and laid it on her muzzle. Felt the warm touch of her tongue as she licked his palm. She was shivering.

‘Good dog,’ he said, his voice becoming thick. It was all he could think to say. ‘Good dog.’

He felt her relax against his hand, and her eyes went distant, and she made no more sound after that.

Vika clutched Ruck to her, burying her cheek in her fur, and the incoherent wail of grief that came up from the depths of her was too painful for Aren to bear. He wanted to comfort her, to comfort himself, but there was too much space between them now, and an embrace would only be an intrusion on her sorrow.

He hung his head and let the truth soak into him. Their most faithful companion had fallen.

Ruck was gone.

They searched for sign of Yan while Vika grieved, but they found no body, nor any sign of what had happened to him.

‘So where is he?’ Aren asked, brushing sweat-soaked hair off his face.

Pel made a click in the back of her throat. Aren looked at her in confusion. ‘I don’t know,’ the Keddishwoman elaborated. She sounded like she didn’t care, either. ‘Ran off, maybe? We should move, before they return.’ She pointed at the palace, visible over the trees. ‘Not far now.’

Aren didn’t know whether to be amazed or appalled. ‘Are you serious? You want us to go on?’

‘What else left?’

‘We go back,’ Aren said, as if it were obvious. ‘Look at us! Ruck is dead. We’ve lost Yan, Luca and Cade. This place has cut us to pieces!’

‘No!’ Grub cried. ‘Heroes keep going! Mudslug said so! Sacrifice everything if they have to! That what a hero is! And Grub is …’ His voice withered uncertainly. ‘Hero?’

Aren felt something sink inside him. He could feel Kenda’s disapproval – did you really say that? But he had said it, and he’d believed it then. Prided himself on his doggedness.

But not now. Not any more.

‘I was wrong when I told you that,’ he said at last. ‘What’s the point in fighting if you lose everything you’re fighting for?’ He felt tears gathering in his eyes, tears of fury at himself. ‘We should never have come here. Let the Shadow Casket rot where it lies, if it’s even there. We’re going back.’

‘Then we face the dreadknights defenceless,’ Vika said. Her keening had long fallen to silence, and her voice was a cracked whisper, though she still held the hound in her arms. ‘They will come to the Fang, and they will kill all those you hold dear.’

‘We will find another way!’ Aren said.

‘There is no other way,’ said Vika. ‘The casket was our chance.’

‘And that chance has passed,’ Aren told her firmly.

She raised her eyes and met his gaze, and he saw a terrifying bleakness there. She didn’t argue any further.

‘Not turning back,’ said Pel. ‘I go on. Better alone, anyway.’

‘Do what you must,’ said Aren. He didn’t have space in his heart to concern himself with the Keddishwoman. Perhaps they were a mere step away from a casket; perhaps it wasn’t here at all. It didn’t matter. The choice was made, and they all felt it.

Pel looked from one of them to another, to see if anyone meant to join her. Then, without another word, she hurried away into the undergrowth, heading towards the temple. In moments, she was lost among the trees.

‘Vika,’ said Aren. ‘She was right about one thing. We need to go before the shriekers come back.’

Vika said nothing.

‘We need you to guide us, Vika,’ Aren said gently. ‘Without Yan, you’re the only one that see the path clear for our return.’

‘These are not my forests,’ she said quietly. ‘This is not my land.’ Then she let out a ragged sigh. ‘I can guide you. But first we will put Ruck in the earth, shriekers or no. I will not leave her here for them.’

She looked like an old woman as she got to her feet, bent and fragile. All force and strength had gone from her. Ruck lay without life on the grass.

‘Of course,’ said Aren. ‘Of course we will.’

Vika took a phial from inside her cloak, unstoppered it, and drank deep of it. Aren sucked in a breath through gritted teeth and turned his eyes to the sky.

The island had beaten them.
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A roof of winter clouds lay upon the Reaches, washing the land with sleet. In the chill and whipping wind, hair speckled with ice and eyes grey as the sky, Stivan stood upon a crag and gazed at his long-lost home.

The Fang was a grim shadow in the gloom. It stood alone on a low rise in the centre of an expanse of rocky farmland, towering over its surroundings. A river ran close by before plunging into a gorge that split the plain to the east. Cliffs reared up abruptly in the distance – the jumbled and precipitous nature of the Reaches reasserting itself – but the keep commanded an almost flat landscape for a league around.

It had been thirty years since he’d last laid eyes on it. If anything had changed in the interim, he couldn’t see it from here. Its outline was as familiar to him as his own reflection, ascending in narrowing layers to the great tower at its northern side, which thrust upwards to a broken tip. There, one side of the tower had collapsed, exposing the ragged ends of the framework beneath the stone, leaving a sharp edge that gave the appearance of a cracked tooth. That tower had been nicknamed the Fang and, in time, the whole keep had taken the name.

History told that lightning had done the damage while King Edmen was abroad, finishing his mother’s work of pacifying the Fell Folk. When he returned, he liked the fearsome silhouette so much that he commanded it be left in disrepair. It was said he always had an artistic streak.

The Fang had passed from lord to lord down the centuries, from that day to this, each one bearing the heavy task of protecting Ossia from the barbarians that once pillaged and burned the Essenmarch. Stivan had been born to that burden, embraced it, made it a part of him. It was in his fibres, in his bones. It had shaped his thoughts and his understanding of himself. He was the Northguard-in-waiting; that was his identity, from the day he was old enough to understand it.

Until one day, it wasn’t.

Thirty years, and still the sight of the Fang stirred such pride and sorrow that he was glad of the sleet lashing his face. He’d have an excuse for the tears of rage gathering in his eyes, should any chance to see him.

The Fang had been more than his home. It was his realm, the land he was to rule, in which his will would be law. And he’d have been a good master, a fine man, better than his father who knew only stark words and foul temper. He’d be even better now, for he’d spent thirty years in the wilderness among those he’d been destined to watch over, and he knew more of their plight than any noble of Ossia had ever troubled to learn.

The Krodans took it from him. His birthright. But now he’d returned, to claim what was promised.

He looked down into the canyon to his left, where the Fell Folk were gathered, clad in grey wolfskin cloaks that made them near to invisible in the switching flurries of snow. It was almost dark now; when full night fell, they’d be all but impossible to detect as they crossed the plain. Even diminished as they were, their numbers slashed by the massacre at Hallow Cove, they were a formidable horde. Bridda Blackfeather had done the work her husband had been too timid to do, and gathered the clans. There were the standards of Clan Sundered Ox, Clan Standing Stone, Clan Hidden Rabbit. Even Clan Shrike Shadow had come, and Clan Brown Bear with them. In trying to crush them underfoot, Jerdis Cragheart had done what generations of Fell Folk had failed to do: united the north in common cause.

Jerdis never understood the Fell Folk. Not like Stivan did. Even his half-brother, beloved Alden, thought of them as animals that could be brought to heel with threats and punishment alone. After so long under the yoke, Jerdis never really believed they had it in them to fight back in any great number. But though they were fractious and ignorant and disorganised, they’d never lost their fury. All they were waiting for was a chance to strike back, and enough provocation to do it.

Stivan had provided them with both.

He’d known the Penance Tax was on the way. It was the natural next step after Hallow Cove, and besides, Alden had told him so. He hadn’t communicated with his father in thirty years, but he’d kept up a secret correspondence with his brother during his exile. The question was: which clan would the Penance Tax be imposed upon first?

Edéan’s untimely death answered that. Stivan knew how Brac felt after losing his daughter. Edéan’s demise would leave him with only one child. If Athor was taken to the Fang, so hard on the heels of that tragedy … surely then the clan-chief would be stirred to action. He sent a letter from Coldhaven, recommending Clan Riven Moon as the first to suffer the tithe. Alden would listen; he’d always listened to his elder sibling. If everything had gone well, Aren would have arrived with the body and departed in good graces, and shortly after that the Northguard would have turned up for Athor.

Matters didn’t go well. Fen became ill – or so they thought – and that slowed them down. The Northguard acted faster than he’d expected, and they brought dreadknights. Instead of the spur he intended, it almost ended with half the Dawnwardens captured.

Treachery was an axe, not a scalpel. It was hard to make a clean cut.

The wind blew his cloak against him. The weather had turned in their favour, just when they needed it. Most of the garrison was away, heading to the far north to impose the Penance Tax on Clan Sundered Ox. Alden had told him so. His half-brother would be with them, and their father, too.

That was good. Easier that way. He felt no scruples about betraying them, but he wished no harm to his kin, and especially not his brother. What had to happen was regrettable, but someone always lost out when justice was done. If they opposed him, that was their choice. Their responsibility. Not his.

He turned away from the bleak vista and walked down the slope to his shivering horse. Thirty years, and it came down to this night. If all went to plan, they’d have the Fang by the morrow.

Stivan’s gloved fist pounded on the door: once, twice and again.

The wind howled around the Fang. His heart hammered in his breast. The walls of the keep rose immensely before him.

Let me in, he thought. By all the Nine, let me in again.

The guards on the battlements had watched him approach, a cloaked figure on horseback, emerging lonely and silent from the gloom. None had challenged him: there’d be no point, in such weather. He simply rode up to the wicket – the small iron-bound door within the greater doors of the gate – and knocked there.

The door was opened a little, and a soldier he didn’t know looked through.

‘Who goes?’ he asked in Krodan.

‘Tell Lord Jerdis that Keddin Starkeye is here,’ Stivan said, in a tone of cold authority. He knew full well that his father wouldn’t be inside, but it was best to pretend otherwise.

The man frowned. It took him a few moments to recognise the name, which inspired a bitter hurt. The fact that he’d been so forgotten in the household, that the name of their lord’s eldest son wasn’t immediately familiar, curdled his guts. Even when the soldier did understand, his reaction wasn’t deference, but puzzlement and suspicion.

‘Wait here,’ said the soldier, and closed the door.

It was to be expected, Stivan thought. Most of the household would never have known him. That would change. In time, they’d be glad of their new lord. He’d be fair and just. A better master than his tyrannical father. Better than Alden, who was Jerdis’s true son in all ways. He’d followed his bastard brother like a puppy when they were together, but after Stivan left he’d transferred that sycophantic affection to their father.

Jerdis Cragheart. Nine, how Stivan hated that man. Hated, and feared, and yet still loved in some twisted way. After all, what was familial love but a craving for approval, that pathetic yearning for the glimmer of pride in their eyes? Jerdis had starved him so ruthlessly that Stivan had devoted all his life to seeking it. He’d made of his father an iron god, to be worshipped and adored in terror.

Distance and time had made Stivan recognise the poisoned nature of those bonds. Yet they bound him still, if he was honest. He was a very different man from the one that left, but he didn’t trust himself to stand up to his father even now. Perhaps that was why he’d been so careful to ensure his absence. Perhaps he didn’t dare face him.

He closed his eyes, holding down the fury. Even now, at such a great remove, the shadow of his father loomed large. But he’d let nothing keep him from his birthright.

It was a long while before the wicket gate reopened and an elderly man in a heavy velvet robe peered out. At the sight of one another, both men’s faces lit up.

‘Master Herry!’ Stivan cried.

‘Keddin! It is you!’

Master Herry stepped outside into the cold. His favourite teacher was an old man in his winter now, weathered and white; it was a shock to see him so changed. But then Master Herry threw wide his arms and embraced him, and Stivan was hit by a surge of nostalgia so tender and sweet it almost unbalanced his calm.

‘How’ve you been, boy, how’ve you been? I knew you’d be out there somewhere. Knew it! You there, guard, be a good fellow and see to his horse. Come inside, come in!’

Stivan was ushered into the cavernous passage beneath the gatehouse. His heart lifted as he looked around. No other place in the world was so familiar to him, none so comforting as this. Even in the cold, it warmed him.

‘They said you were dead!’ Master Herry went on, leading him through the gatehouse. ‘Said that was the only explanation. Not a word in how many years?’ Master Herry wagged a finger. ‘But I knew you, my boy. Knew how stubbornly you take to a task. You’d sit there, quiet, never asking for help, never a word of complaint, but Vaspis blind me if you’d do any other thing till you cracked it. Single-minded, you always were. And I told them: when he’s done what he means to do, he’ll be back, but not a day earlier. And don’t expect a peep in the meantime!’

Stivan could hardly keep down a smile as he listened to the old man ramble. ‘And how have you been, Master?’

‘Oh, well enough, well enough, I suppose. But time for that later. I expect you to join me for a glass of wine and you can tell me all about your adventures, but not till you’ve seen your father, of course.’

The smile disappeared from his face. ‘My father is here?’

‘Yes! Yes, you’re in luck! He was meant to be in the north, you know, but then he got ill, terrible cold in his chest. Of course, he wanted to go anyway – you know him, hardly been sick a day in his life and wouldn’t admit it when he was – but for once Master Spiro got the better of him. He’s an old man now, like it or not, and in no shape for riding with that damp in his lungs and the snows coming on. Only shame is that Alden’s away, he’d have dearly loved to see you. Always talks of you fondly.’

Stivan was scarcely listening. All thought of comfort was gone. With his father absent, he could at least expect a welcome as a guest, which was all he needed for one night. But he’d come home to find the old draccen still in his nest, and only now did he realise how profoundly he’d wanted to avoid that. He’d meant to take the Fang and keep it, and if he died in the attempt so be it. But he’d never planned to see the disappointment in his father’s eyes, or the hatred in his brother’s. That was a worse death than a Krodan sword could give.

‘Still,’ Master Herry was saying, ‘at least you’ll see your brother when he returns. You are staying, aren’t you?’

‘Yes,’ said Stivan, a knot gathering in his chest. ‘I’m staying.’

‘Well, I’m sure you could do with a drink and a hot meal, but your father wants to see you right away. I’ll take you to his chambers. He’s eager to see you.’

‘No doubt,’ Stivan agreed.

Master Herry led him through the keep, through corridors he’d run in as a child. They went up stone stairs bowed by the impact of thousands of feet, hollows that the brothers had once tried to deepen by running up and down them endlessly, until in their exhausted delirium they began to believe they’d made a difference. They passed through rooms hung with portraits of grim ancestors, still in their places, unchanging. At last, they came to the entrance to their father’s chambers, where a guard waited.

‘I’ll leave you here, then,’ said Master Herry, patting him on the arm. He gave him a meaningful look. ‘Good luck, boy. Find me in the small hall after you’re done. I’ll have the cooks fix you something.’

Stivan nodded. ‘Thank you, Master. I look forward to it.’ He steeled himself and faced the guard. ‘Show me in.’

The guard took him down a short corridor. As boys, they’d never been allowed inside Jerdis’s chambers, and even as an adult he felt like a trespasser. They passed his father’s study and came to his bedchamber. The guard knocked on the door and took station outside.

‘Enter,’ came the voice from within. The mere sound made Stivan tense up. Thinned by age, but still firm and harsh.

There was nothing else for it. No going back now. He was committed. So he opened the door, and went inside.

Narrow windows were patterned with sleet, holding back the cruel dark, but the room was stuffy with the warmth from the fire, and the shadows leaped in its light. Jerdis stood before it, his back to the door, looking into its depths. He was wearing a fur-lined cloak in spite of the heat, clasped around his shoulders. He’d always been gaunt, but his face – what Stivan could see of it – was more hollow than ever. When Stivan had left, he’d been as towering and stern as the keep he ruled over. Though he still stood erect and tall, he was an old man now. Stivan had never imagined that would be the case, somehow. It hadn’t seemed possible.

‘Keddin,’ said Jerdis slowly. ‘We thought you dead.’

Stivan didn’t answer that. He knew not to use wasteful words with his father. A reply that didn’t advance the conversation wasn’t permitted.

‘Three decades of silence.’ His voice was low and hard. ‘Now you come to my home, walking in from the storm as if no time has passed. What have you to say?’

Stivan found it hard to say anything at all. Inside he was a little boy again, cowering in fear of his father’s wrath. Just the sound of Jerdis’s disapproval paralysed him.

‘I became … tired of wandering,’ he said at last.

Jerdis turned his head slightly. The fire lit the sheen of sweat on his face. He was ill. Should have been lying down. But he wouldn’t allow others to see him so weak.

‘Where have you been?’ he asked. Stivan was shocked to hear his voice waver a little towards the end. Suppressed rage, or something else? He’d never heard anything like it from his father before.

His throat dry, he tried to formulate an answer, but had none. ‘It’s a long story,’ he said. Then, before he could think better of it, he added: ‘But I would not want to tax you overmuch tonight. You are not well.’

The words sat like stones in the silence that followed, heavy with defiance. The kinds of words he’d always wished he could say as a boy, but had never dared. To avoid the question was un-acceptable. To advise his father in any matter was far, far worse. But he’d grown since then, and that absence had given him the strength to do what was once impossible.

The boy in him clamoured to take them back, to apologise, to abase himself. The man he’d become refused to.

‘What do you want here?’ Jerdis said at last.

‘I mean to stay,’ said Stivan. ‘With your permission, Lord.’

Jerdis tried to reply, but a coughing fit took him, bending him over. Stivan knew better than to lend an arm to help, so he waited there stiffly, as if it wasn’t happening. He watched his father recover, wipe spit from his mouth with his sleeve.

You are just a man, he thought, and in doing so, he stood a little taller. Just a man, and one weaker than I. Long have I scorned you in my heart. I will not be afraid of you now.

‘Come here,’ said Jerdis. ‘Let me look at you.’

Stivan approached and faced his father. Up close, the furrows of time were stark, and though he was still hard as birch, to a son’s eyes a new mortality showed itself. It shook him unexpectedly. Even those eyes, cracked and rheumy now, had lost a little of their force.

‘You’ve grown,’ he said, and that was a surprise, too. A useless statement, indulgent, entirely unlike him.

And then his face tightened, just for a moment, and he turned away, back to the fire again. Stivan stared at him, amazed and appalled.

Did his father almost cry?

‘We will talk again on the morrow,’ Jerdis said hoarsely. ‘Now go.’

Stivan couldn’t leave fast enough.

He walked away in a daze, rattled to his core. This wasn’t how he’d foreseen it. This wasn’t how his return was supposed to be. Jerdis was upset? It was like the sun had risen in the west, like a third moon had appeared in the sky. One of the central pillars that held up his understanding of the world had fallen in ruin.

He was upset. Not angry. Emotional. Emotional, because his son had returned to him. Given time to recover, he’d be the granite-faced despot of old. But that didn’t matter. Already the starved boy in him feasted on that tiny grain of love.

We’ll talk again on the morrow. But by the morrow, the true reason for his son’s return would have been laid bare. He’d come to deliver the Fang to the Northguard’s mortal enemies, but he hadn’t counted on this new complication. If he let them in, the Fell Folk would get their hands on his father, and he had few illusions about what they’d do to him. Nor how they’d react if they discovered Stivan was Keddin Starkeye, which they would if they took Jerdis alive.

Worse, if he went through with his plans tonight, he’d never know for sure what tonight’s meeting with his father meant. He’d never know if his father forgave him, missed him, loved him with that twisted, parched love of his in spite of all. He’d only ever dreamed his return would be met with scorn and disappointment and rejection. Never once had he considered an alternative. Not while his father lived.

As he walked hastily away from his father’s chambers, for the first time since his plan to take the Fang was hatched, he thought: What if I don’t?

What if he didn’t betray his family? What if his father welcomed him back to the fold? Then he might bide his time in comfort, let the winds of fortune blow where they may, help the resistance from a position within the nobility. If the Krodans were ever driven out, and Ossian law re-established, the Fang would be his again by law of succession. Better that than this near-suicidal power grab.

That was the scared boy inside him talking, he told himself. The one who didn’t dare face his father’s wrath or hear his brother’s accusations. It was far too late for things to change. Not for one glimmer of affection.

And yet it had. A new path had opened, one he’d never expected. It would require a sacrifice, of course: what choice worth making didn’t? The cogs of history were greased with the blood of sacrifices; it dripped from their teeth. Without it, they didn’t move.

The only question was: whose blood? His family’s, or the Fell Folk’s?

Mind swirling, chest tight, he headed for the small hall where Master Herry waited. He was in need of wine and conversation, and he ought to quiz his former tutor about the keep, in order to prepare. Before dawn’s light, he’d have a decision to make, and not an easy one. Whichever path he chose, people were going to get hurt.

But treachery was an axe, not a scalpel.
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‘I don’t like this,’ Megwyn muttered.

Harod couldn’t help but agree. There was nothing to like about it. Thirty men and women crammed into a narrow fissure with barely room to turn, let alone fight. The only light came from the mouth of the cave, where water thundered and wind shrilled and sleet spattered the stone. At the back, where Harod and Megwyn were, they could hardly see at all.

But she was close. Awkwardly, uncomfortably close. He could feel that. It occupied a lot more of his mind than it should have.

The cave was only just large enough to admit them all. There was no question of staying outside; there was nowhere to go. They’d sneaked across the plains under cover of wolfskins, given to them by the Fell Folk, and found a steep zigzagging path hidden in the folds of rock at the lip of the gorge. Had Stivan not told them of it, they’d never have seen it, not even in daylight. As it was, they followed it down the side of the gorge and found this tight cave just beside the falls.

At the end of the cave, they found a tighter gap still. It was big enough to admit one person at a time, and it was gridded with thick black bars. A postern gate with a solid-looking lock prevented them from going any further. Here they waited for Stivan.

Megwyn shuffled in place, craned her neck to check on those behind them. They were mostly her mercenaries, a rough and irritable-looking bunch. Scur the Skarl was there, scowling through his tattoos. A few Greycloaks were among them, experienced warriors all. Some of the Sards had wanted to come, too – Balaca, their boisterous leader, loudest among them – but Megwyn forbade it. She wanted seasoned fighters only, and she was calling the shots here. The Sards were eager to prove themselves, but they were not a people used to war. They’d have to content themselves with joining the Fell Folk in the assault to come.

‘Where is he?’ Megwyn hissed, peering through the bars. There was a rough tunnel beyond, leading into the dark. An old escape route, most likely, a sallyport for the Fang in case of siege. If an army surrounded the keep, those inside could use it to get behind their lines and slip away, or send out troops for a surprise attack. But a way out was also a way in, if you knew about it.

‘He will come,’ Harod muttered.

‘He’d better,’ Megwyn grumbled. She hated being trapped in here. ‘We’re putting a lot of trust in the word of a man we don’t even know.’

‘Yarin has looked into him,’ said Harod. ‘Whatever else he is, there’s no doubt he’s been a plague to the Krodans for a long time.’

‘He’s a noble,’ Megwyn told him quietly. Stivan’s heritage wasn’t common knowledge, but a select few knew of it. It was necessary to keep it from the Fell Folk for now. ‘And he thinks like one. You and I both know what that means. How many times have we watched good people turn bad when they get a sniff of a title?’ She spat, narrowly missing Harod. ‘He deceived everyone for decades, then when the moment was right he shed his skin to backstab his family. A man like that does it once, he’ll do it again.’

‘I do not trust him, either,’ Harod said. ‘But we are committed now.’

‘Doesn’t mean I can’t gripe about it,’ she said, and punched him in the arm just because.

A tiny smile touched the edge of Harod’s lips, a reaction that would have been unthinkable just a short time ago. But things had changed. No longer was he a disconnected mannequin of meat, the world a play for his benefit in which he had no part. Slowly, something had happened in his mind and body, like dead nerves regrowing, joining him to the lives of others once more. The numbness and alienation came and went now, in and out like the tide. In those times when the feeling returned, he’d be surprised by stabs of joy and sorrow so exquisitely sharp they left him marvelling. As if everything was new again, clean as a polished blade.

He’d forgotten how to be human. How was it possible to forget that? But at last he was remembering; and he had Megwyn to thank for that. Insufferable, vulgar, delightful Megwyn. The only one that knew him.

It was a horrifying realisation, when it came. Until their paths crossed on the shore of the River Cassin, he hadn’t spent time with anyone who understood him since the day he’d left his home. His friends in the Dawnwardens knew his ways, but they didn’t grasp what it was like to be Harrish, to navigate a suffocating maze of traditions every day, to have formality and pattern and the terror of change baked into your being. Even Orica had never grasped that. Each of them had found something in the other that they admired and envied – his unflinching honour, her unquenchable freedom – but neither of them had really comprehended it. And though it still felt like blasphemy to question what they’d had in their brief time together, he found himself able to talk about it now, and to consider the possibility that it wasn’t all he’d thought it was.

Megwyn knew him, though. Knew him from before, when he was young and naïve enough to speak from the heart and dream true dreams, ignorant of the coming world. Being with her gave him a freedom he’d never felt with Orica.

‘Run me through the plan again,’ Megwyn said.

‘We have run through it a hundred times.’

‘Humour me. I like to be thorough.’

‘Very well. We are to slip into the keep by this secret way. Once inside, we are to make our way to the dungeon, avoiding detection if we can, and there free the scions of the clans that have been imprisoned under the Penance Tax.’

Megwyn nodded along, eyes roving, her face a picture of furious thought. He knew that expression from long ago, when she was a young girl calculating mischief.

‘That done, we will make our way outside and send up a flaming arrow as a signal that the Fell Folk’s children are safe. The Fell Folk, who have by now approached under cover of night and the storm, will throw off their camouflage and attack the keep. In the chaos, we will fight our way to the gatehouse and open the gates. As Stivan promised, the army is away and the garrison is low. Once the Fell Folk are inside, the Fang will be overwhelmed, and we will have our victory.’

Megwyn chewed that over for a moment, then nodded again firmly. ‘I still don’t like it,’ she concluded.

‘Yes,’ said Harod. ‘That is a matter well established.’

They were interrupted by a scraping noise from down the tunnel, beyond the bars. There came a growing light, illuminating the rough rock walls and timber supports. At last Stivan appeared, a cloaked and hooded shadow, carrying a lantern. A ripple of relief went through the assembled mercenaries, puncturing the tension.

‘Finally,’ Megwyn announced loudly. ‘Thought we were going to be stuck here all night, choking on Wenna’s sweaty gut-breath.’

‘An’ I’d been holdin’ ’em in so as not offend yer delicate nose, Milady.’ Wenna cackled over the muffled laughter of his fellows. ‘Just for that, you can have the big finale!’ And he let rip a thunderous fart with a stench so rank it set one man to retching.

Harod did his best to maintain his dignity as Stivan approached the gate and unlocked it with a key. ‘This way,’ he said tersely, and that was all.

The mercenaries needed no encouragement to get out of that cave. Stivan led the way, with Harod and Megwyn behind. The tunnel was crude, not much more than an old water channel that had been expanded and propped open, wide enough for one in comfort and two at a squeeze. The brief moment of good humour was pressed out of Megwyn’s mercenaries by the weight of the walls around them. Their laughter faded and they became grim again, talking little, focused on what lay ahead. They knew their business and were good at it.

‘Strange to leave a route inside unguarded,’ Megwyn murmured to Stivan.

Stivan looked over his shoulder, checking they were not overheard. ‘It has long been forgotten, as best I can tell. Most of the Fang was built more than five centuries ago; I would be surprised if this was its only secret.’

‘No others know of it, then?’

‘Only my brother. We found it together while exploring. It was open, and the key in the lock on the inside. Whoever used it last never came back, it seems. So we hid the key and swore each other to secrecy. We meant to use it to save our family, smuggle them out if ever the Fell Folk turned against us.’ He gave a short, bitter laugh. ‘Boys’ dreams. Now look at us.’

He fell silent after that.

The tunnel came to an end at a wooden wall. An iron bar had been set into it at waist-height, as a handle of some kind. Stivan motioned for silence, then put down his lantern and took hold of the bar. He pushed, and where the wall had been a heavy door swung open, whisper-quiet despite its weight.

They stepped into a narrow, dead-end passageway with vaulted brick ceilings, lined with wine racks. Dusty cobwebs hung in clots, the bodies of their former occupants stuck to them. The smell of mildewed wood was strong in the air. Stivan ushered them in, and they came warily, with weapons drawn. Once they were through, he pushed the door closed, and they saw that it was a section of the wine racks that had swung outwards, and now that it was closed the door was invisible behind them.

‘How did you ever find that?’ Megwyn asked in amazement, when the others had gone ahead.

‘Chance. There was a time I knew every inch of these cellars,’ Stivan said, and Harod heard bitter hunger and loss in his voice. ‘They were our playground for many years.’

The wine cellar was deserted, all the bottles gone except for a few that held only vinegar now. Stivan took the lead again, guiding them up a set of stairs to another door, which he unlocked with a different key.

‘This section has been all but abandoned, but now we enter the cellars proper,’ he told them. ‘There may be servants about. Be quiet.’

He pushed the door open and led them in. The vaults beyond were better kept than those below. Here they found more wine racks – well stocked this time – a disused cheesery and a series of large larders, each dedicated to a different kind of preserved food. Under Megwyn’s whispered direction, the mercenaries prowled ahead to check corners. They wanted no surprises. If they were seen, the alarm would be raised, and the longer they could put that off, the better their chances.

A hiss drew Harod’s attention, and he saw Scur beckoning. He and Megwyn hurried over. Looking around the corner, they saw lamplight. A group of six servants were sleeping on bedrolls on a heavy hemp mat, wineskins and the remains of a meal nearby. Beyond them was a door set into an arch.

‘That’s the way up, yes?’ Megwyn asked Stivan. Stivan nodded.

‘We could sneak past them?’ Harod suggested.

Megwyn gave him a look of fond condescension. ‘You’re sweet, Haro. But not exactly quiet in all that splint mail.’

‘We should take ’em out,’ Scur said.

‘They’re not to be harmed!’ Stivan snapped, his voice a harsh whisper. Scur gave him a strange look. ‘They’re just servants.’

They’re to be your servants one day, Harod thought to himself; not that Stivan could say that to Scur. Interesting that he should think of them as such, and it was to his credit that he sought to protect them. A dishonourable man in some ways, then, but not in others.

Megwyn caught on immediately. ‘Move up on them,’ she said to Scur. ‘We’ll bind and gag them. I don’t want them making a sound.’

Scur nodded, pointed at a few of the men and motioned them forward. They went with practised efficiency, closing on the servants with quick feet. One of the sleeping men stirred as they approached, but the mercenaries lunged in, and in moments the servants were caught, with arms around their throats and knives to their eyes.

‘Not a word, boys,’ Scur growled. The terrified servants did as they were told.

They left them bound and gagged, trussed up out of sight, and made their way out of the cellars. A set of spiral stairs took them to the area where the keep’s kitchens lay. A grey stone corridor, dimly lit by low-burning lamps, passed archways that looked out over cavernous rooms where herbs and carcasses hung. Dormant ovens smouldered in the gloom; tables were laden with baskets of apples and vegetables. Two dozen servants slept around a small stove.

The corridor took them past more larders and a laundry room before ending in a T-junction. Stivan checked the coast was clear, then waved them on.

‘The dungeon is this way.’

Megwyn gave Harod a look of caution. She was still suspicious, even now. It was in her nature, he supposed.

Stivan went left at the junction. They’d just begun to follow when they heard a door creak open to their right, a short way down the corridor. They froze as a spindly young man emerged from the doorway, still in his nightclothes and yawning. A night-time visit to the privy.

He saw them immediately: a gang of armed folk, creeping through the keep. Glazed eyes sharpened with shock, and he turned tail and ran.

Wenna was the quickest to react and bolted after him. Someone else fired an arrow, but it went wide and skipped off the wall. Wenna and the boy disappeared around a corner, and they heard running footsteps.

‘There goes the stealthy approach,’ Megwyn said. ‘Let’s get to the dungeon. Wenna will catch us up. Move!’

Wenna did catch them, not far down the corridor. He was out of breath and panting. ‘Fleet little bastard,’ he said, by way of apology.

‘Be ready, boys,’ Megwyn said. ‘We’ll have company soon. This is where we earn our corn.’

They reached the dungeon shortly after, by way of dark and lonely corridors, and they encountered no one on the way. Harod had expected to hear a clamour by now, but to his surprise there was none. They were heading in the opposite direction, he supposed, and the walls were thick and killed sound. So large a keep would not be quick to rouse. Perhaps the scared boy had taken time to recover his wits before he found his lungs.

‘There is the door,’ Stivan said. It stood at the end of a short corridor, stout and iron-bound with a viewing-slot at eye height. ‘Harod, come with me. You others stay back till we have the door open.’

They approached the door, and Harod stood to one side, out of sight. Stivan knocked. They heard a groan from behind, followed by slow movement, and at last the slot was pulled back.

‘What’s your business?’ came the voice from behind the door.

‘I’m here to see the prisoners, on order of Lord Jerdis.’

‘And who are you?’

Stivan gave him a knowing smile. ‘Don’t you remember me, Gundry? I remember when your father stood in that place. You were a little boy then, but I used to let you share my sweetrolls in the garden.’

‘As long as I asked nice!’ said Gundry, his voice rising in amazement as he remembered. ‘Keddin? Godspit, are you back from the dead?’

‘As you see, the Lady of Worms does not have me yet,’ said Stivan. ‘It’s good to see you again. Now, if you’ll let me in, my father bids me speak with the Fell Folk. It’s a matter of some urgency, or I wouldn’t trouble you at night.’

‘Of course, of course,’ Gundry said. Harod heard the jingle of keys and the door was unlocked.

Gundry was just pulling open the door when they heard the faint sound of a bell, tolling urgently from somewhere in the keep. Stivan’s eyes met Gundry’s through the slot. A moment of realisation, a moment too late.

Stivan shoved the door open just as Gundry tried to shove it closed. Then Harod sprang into place and put his own shoulder to it, and Gundry fell back before their combined strength. Harod stormed in, caught Gundry as he was scrambling for his club, and slammed him up against the wall, a sword to his throat. He was a brawny, tubby, shaven-headed man, his front teeth missing and his breath stinking of old wine and sleep.

‘Do not struggle and you will not be harmed,’ Harod told him firmly.

Stivan called up the corridor, and Megwyn and her men swarmed in. Harod pushed Gundry into a side room and locked him up, then they hurried for the cells. The prisoners were already clamouring, having sensed the disruption. There were five of the Fell Folk here, among other prisoners; he identified them by their voices and opened their doors. The rest pleaded for freedom, but he ignored them. Maybe they deserved their imprisonment; he wasn’t in a place to decide their guilt.

The hostages came out one by one: Borl Hamfist of Clan Standing Stone, big-shouldered, big-bellied and shaggy, filling the doorway in his fury; Utten the Dray, son of Mudge Hammerbrow and even more imposing than his mother; Hallis Six-Toes and Vakke the Wreake, daughters of Cardell Twiceborn and Larinda the Atoner; and Athor Blackfeather, spiral-shaven hair grown out into an untidy, uneven mess, his mole-dotted face keen with cold rage. They were handed fellhammers as they emerged, which Megwyn’s people had brought with them.

‘Your clans are waiting outside for our signal,’ Harod told them grimly. ‘We will take the gates and throw them open. Join us. Tonight the Fang will fall.’

Borl Hamfist gave an elated roar at the news, and Vakke grinned, but Athor said:

‘No.’

‘No?’ Megwyn cried in amazement.

‘You have freed us, and for that you have our thanks. But I owe blood vengeance, and it will not wait.’ He turned to his companions. ‘You all remember what that fool jailor said. Jerdis Cragheart is still within these walls.’

‘Help us take the gatehouse, and we will capture this keep and its master!’ Harod told them. Like Megwyn, he hadn’t expected them to argue.

‘Capture him?’ Athor said. ‘Aye. That is exactly what I fear. I will not leave his fate to any other, so I will find him myself. Which of you are with me?’

‘I,’ said Hallis Six-Toes. ‘My uncle lies dead on his account.’

‘And me!’ thundered Utten the Dray.

‘Joha speed you, Athor,’ said Vakke. ‘I will fight with these strangers for the gate.’

‘I go with you, Vakke!’ said Borl.

‘Fine. Then if you’re all decided?’ Megwyn said impatiently. ‘Rot me, how I wish for the days when a rescue was simple. Stivan, lead us to the gatehouse!’

There was no reply. She looked around for him. ‘Stivan?’

Harod frowned in puzzlement, searched the faces in the corridor, stepped out into the next room to look. In the distance the bell was still ringing. The door to the jail was open, but there was no sign of Stivan anywhere. At some point, while the prisoners were being freed, he’d slipped away.

Megwyn saw on his face what had happened. ‘I told you I didn’t like this,’ she said darkly.

Harod had a sinking sensation in his guts. ‘Forget him. We’ll find our way to the gatehouse ourselves,’ he said. Then he lifted his voice to the others. ‘Raise your weapons, friends. From here on, we fight!’
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Down the grim stone corridor, hurrying, hurrying, surrounded by the creak of leather, the clank of metal, hard breath and the smell of sweat. The only people they’d seen so far had been servants who fled at the sight of them, but there were bells clanging all through the keep now, and battle was coming. Harod sensed it.

Sensed it, and welcomed it.

His heart was pumping, skin hot, hand clenched tight around the grip of his longsword. A savage anticipation had taken hold of him, unlike anything he’d experienced before. After so long without feeling, his pent-up passion thundered in his veins.

Control, he told himself, for the Harrish fighting style was rooted in cool, deadly patience. Keep your head.

They burst out of the corridor into sudden whirling sleet, and almost onto the swords of two guards coming the other way. The men were unprepared, and Harod and Megwyn got the first blows in. They didn’t need more than that.

They found themselves in an interior courtyard, surrounded by steep grey walls. Torches and braziers held back the enormous dark overhead, from which frozen rain lashed down, coating the flagstones in slush. The arched tunnel that led beneath the gatehouse was visible at one end, but between them and their goal were two dozen Krodan soldiers in the process of mustering behind their commander. Scattered archers were rallying on the gatehouse towers.

‘Light arrows!’ Megwyn called back into the corridor, as the rest of her mercenaries sallied out. ‘The rest of you, charge ’em!’

They let out a roar, and Harod felt his blood surge as he broke into a run. The last two men emerged with arrows in hand, their tips wrapped in oil-soaked rags. They lit them from the braziers, then sent them high into the air, arcing over the gatehouse, trailing bright fire into the blackness.

The signal to the Fell Folk outside. The prisoners were freed.

Borl and Vakke ran alongside them. They were unkempt and ill-smelling from their confinement, but it only increased the primal threat they exuded. Teeth bared and yelling, ragged hides flapping around them, they looked like creatures of folklore, agents of nature’s savagery.

The Krodans tried to form up, but they weren’t quick enough. Harod, Megwyn and the two Fell Folk warriors were in the vanguard, and they crashed into the soldiers, destroying their attempt to organise. Harod heard the crack of bones as Borl pummelled their opponents with his fellhammer, a crazed beast from the storm, howling louder than the wind. Harod stabbed inside a soldier’s sloppy guard, impaled him in his armpit, swung again and met a shield. Then the rest of the mercenaries reached them, and there were blades and heaving bodies everywhere, the clamour and press of close combat.

Control, he told himself again. He made space, backed off, found his stance. It was an effort to restrain himself. He wanted to throw himself into the fray, desperate to take lives in payment for what they’d taken from him. But there was more at stake here than his need for revenge.

More soldiers were arriving in the courtyard. The archers on the gatehouse walls had taken notice and were angling for shots. The advantage of surprise was fading fast. Sooner or later the Krodans would outnumber and surround them.

They had to get to the gate.

As if in answer to that thought, a horn lowed in the storm. Beneath it, rising like a tide, was a great swell of voices, a throng of thousands all crying out for battle. The archers on the battlements turned their attention outwards, and they began to gesture in panic and alarm as the Fell Folk revealed themselves and came running towards the walls.

‘Let’s go,’ said Megwyn, catching his intent. Her face was spattered with blood. She slapped Borl Hamfist on the shoulder. ‘You, too. We’ll need your arms.’

She commanded with such confidence that the burly Fellman didn’t argue. He swung his hammer down on another soldier’s helmet, then followed them as they split off from the combat, skirting around the edge of the courtyard. Several soldiers went to intercept them; Harod let them come at him and impaled them one by one.

An arrow whickered through the air, narrowly missing Harod’s ear. Standing still too long was dangerous. They ran towards the arch of the gatehouse, Borl and Megwyn fending off attackers to the left and right. Behind them, the Krodan soldiers abandoned their attempts to form up, collapsing into rout beneath the mercenaries’ assault. They fled for their lives or were hacked down where they stood.

The respite was momentary. Another group of soldiers, twice as many this time and moving in strict Krodan lockstep, arrived from deeper in the heart of the keep. They set their shields and began to advance.

‘Wenna, Daxon, with me!’ Megwyn cried. ‘The rest of you sluggards, hold them!’

Two of the mercenaries broke away and hurried through the sleet to aid her. Daxon was rangy, with a long axe-scar down his cheek; Wenna was bulky and bearish, near every inch of him covered in dark hair, from the backs of his hands right up to his eyes. The Fellwoman Vakke came, too. She was slighter than most, but what she lacked in size she made up for in speed and viciousness.

The roar of the Fell Folk was louder now, and arrows came flying up at the battlements from below. Somewhere out there, the men and women of the Reaches were rushing at the walls, driving in pitons, climbing the stone. Their attempts were more for show than effect – they couldn’t storm the castle without ladders and siege engines – but it divided the garrison’s attention and gave those within a chance.

More soldiers ran to defend the gate, but in their haste, they didn’t take the time to organise. They reached the intruders one or two at a time, and were cut down.

Under the arch of the gatehouse they went. A short tunnel lay ahead of them. Harod looked for murder holes through which defenders might send arrows or boiling oil, but the stone was solid. A half-dozen guards waited nervously between them and the gate, which stood iron-bound and barred against the horde outside.

‘You might want to get out of our way,’ Megwyn suggested. They weren’t much older than boys, and looked ready to down weapons and surrender; but then Daxon cried, ‘Behind us!’ and they saw another half-dozen soldiers running at them from the courtyard, having evaded the mercenaries fighting there.

Megwyn sighed as she saw new conviction creep into the eyes of her opponents. ‘Haro, Wenna, hold ’em off. We’ll deal with this lot.’

Harod turned and set his feet as Wenna ran to stand beside him. Over his shoulder, he heard Borl and Vakke yell as they charged. Megwyn’s fighters were skilled and the Fell Folk fierce; he had no doubt about the outcome there. His job was to keep the enemy back until they could get the gate open.

He felt an unfamiliar tug at his lips. A smile. A Harrish fighter was never more dangerous than when they were standing still.

He parried the first strike, saw the follow-up coming and deflected that, too. A quick twitch of his wrist and he cut his attacker’s throat. In the few seconds it took for the man to realise he was dead, he made a useful shield against his fellows, so Harod switched his attention to keeping their blades away from Wenna. The Harrish style was as much about defending your fellows as yourself. More bodies in a battle meant a better chance of victory.

Wenna was quicker and cannier than his bulk suggested. He had a dirty way of fighting that ignored the rules, a brawler’s style, but he knew all the tricks. Harod saw him make a high parry, then use the distraction to stamp on his enemy’s ankle and drive a dagger into his thigh with his free hand.

Control, he told himself a third time, but as blades came at him fast, he felt his blood heating up again. Stiff-backed, he stepped here and there, his blade hardly moving as he tapped away his enemies’ swords, frustrating them, waiting for an opening; but oh, how he wanted one, how he couldn’t wait to—

There! He stabbed, retreated. Another man dead. But it didn’t feel like enough. This careful dance of death was thin gruel to a starving man.

He pressed the attack. He didn’t need to, but he wanted to. Sword darting, metal clashing on metal, he pushed them back, made them give way before him. A quick, savage swing; his blade bit into flesh; hot blood sprayed across his hand.

There was fear in their eyes as they recognised his skill. He grinned.

‘Here’s vengeance, you squarehead scum!’ he cried, and even though his high, piping voice didn’t sound as threatening in reality as it had in his head, he was too swept up to care.

He lunged, thrusting his sword into another man’s belly. The next swing was wild and was parried. The counterstrike almost caught him, but he struck again, and again, and on the third blow the soldier’s guard was weak and Harod sheared his hand off at the wrist. Another man came at him, bringing his sword down in a swift arc; Harod hardly saw it coming and barely knocked it away. His retaliation was way too hard, but his enemy wasn’t braced right and it staggered him. Wenna hacked into his calf and he went down to the cobbles.

There were more of them, more coming from somewhere. Battles were going on all over the courtyard; Megwyn’s mercenaries were in pitched combat. Vakke was fighting at their side now, defending the entrance to the gatehouse arch, and Daxon was there, too, having dealt with his opponents. Megwyn and Borl were somewhere behind him, no doubt working on the gate. Wenna went down, an arrow in his leg, and scrambled out of the way just as a fresh wave of soldiers hit them.

After that, Harod lost track of what was going on around him. As if infected by the savage cries of the Fell Folk beyond the gate, he’d become something feral. Rage and joy and terror swirled inside him, drowning his thoughts.

After so long, Harod felt again. He felt everything, overwhelmingly. It was wonderful, and terrifying, and he wanted more.

An arrow skipped off his pauldron, coming from somewhere in the courtyard. He ignored it. The dead were piled at his feet, but it was the living he was concerned with now, each Krodan soldier another tiny mark in the tally against Orica’s death. He was swordsman enough that, even now, he was more than a match for most. He killed, and killed, and in the throes of slaughter he believed himself unstoppable.

And it seemed that the Krodans believed it, too, for they broke before him and ran, leaving him laughing in their wake. Then the roaring in his ears intensified, not the thunder of blood but the thunder of bloodthirst, and a moment later a horde of Fell Folk swept past him like a raging river, buffeting him, pushing him aside. He was pulled away by Daxon and stood panting as the furious mass poured into the courtyard, spreading through the keep, smashing aside all resistance.

The gates were open, and there was no closing them now.

There was no time to explain to the guards outside his father’s chambers, so Stivan killed them instead. They weren’t expecting the knife from an ally. People rarely did.

As he stood there over the corpses, breath quickened with the fearful thrill of murder, he heard Fell Folk voices rising up inside the castle. The savage wave had come; the Fang had fallen. It was only a matter of time before its occupants surrendered.

Whether the Fell Folk would be merciful was another matter. The Fang and its occupants had been the linchpin of their oppression for generations. Such a savage folk; there was no telling what they’d do in their lust for revenge.

He thought of Master Herry. How many other beloved retainers from his youth would suffer for his ambition?

But there was no time to take care of everyone. Only enough time for one.

He pushed into Jerdis’s room to find him standing by the fire, struggling into a suit of black leather armour. Just like the old man to try to do it himself while he was sick. He looked up as Stivan entered, pasty-faced and shocked, his thin grey hair in disarray. Then his gaze went to Stivan’s knife, still wet with blood, and his face hardened into the scowl his son had long known. He let his chest-piece drop to the ground and straightened.

‘You always were a child of ill omen,’ he said, his voice a hateful croak. ‘You came into this world uninvited and long ago outstayed your welcome. I opened my arms to you, and you repay me in treachery’s coin. Would that you’d stayed gone.’

The scorn and disappointment in his father’s words withered him. At once he was a child again, weak and inept and hating himself for it. ‘I’ve come to get you out of here.’

Jerdis’s scowl deepened. ‘Five centuries and more this keep has been a bastion against the uncivilised. The very night you arrive, the barbarians storm the gates. That is no coincidence.’

Stivan fought for words but had none. ‘You weren’t supposed to be here.’

‘This is my home.’

‘No,’ said Stivan, and venom flooded his voice. ‘It’s mine!’

Jerdis shook his head. ‘I would have given it to you, gladly,’ he said. ‘But things change. The world changes. Those who refuse to change with it … well, I’ve spent my whole life defending our land from people like that.’

‘This place was promised to me!’ Stivan cried, his fury outrunning his fear at last.

‘Yes. And then it was taken away by the Krodans, and there was nothing I could do about it. Would you have me fight the laws of the land for your sake?’

‘You could have tried.’

‘Selfish boy!’ Jerdis snapped. ‘All this because you were disappointed? My wife bore three babes without breath before your brother came by. That is … disappointment.’ He advanced on Stivan, his face becoming red with anger, angrier than Stivan had ever seen him. ‘Yet for your paltry grudge you would bring down your family, destroy your history, give your home to the grubbing filth that even now swarm these corridors!’

‘There’s no time!’ Stivan cried, backing away involuntarily before his father’s wrath. ‘They’ll kill you if they catch you here. I have a way out!’

Jerdis laughed in bitter disbelief, which turned into a coughing fit that doubled him over. When at last he was finished, he wiped spit from his mouth, glaring at Stivan over his sleeve. ‘Is that your atonement? You’ll wear the mantle of traitor, but patricide discomfits you?’

Stivan was bewildered as to why his father was still arguing. He didn’t seem to understand the urgency of the situation. ‘Father, they will be here any moment! Will you come or not?’

‘Come with you? To wither in the wilderness with the one I most abhor? No, you fool! I am the Northguard! If the Fang falls, I will fall with it!’

‘Father, you don’t know what they’ll do—’ Stivan protested limply.

‘I know exactly what they’ll do. And I will know the cause.’ The anger had left him now, died down to smouldering hate again. ‘It should have been you that was born dead.’

Stivan felt something collapse inside him, like the tumbling of a wall. All this time he’d hated his father, he’d never been hated in return. Scorned, criticised, bullied … but never hated. Never till now. It shook him to his foundations.

He heard running footsteps outside, rough voices calling to one another. Fell Folk. It didn’t seem possible. How could they have found him so quickly, when they’d only just breached the gates? He should have had more time!

They burst through the bedroom door. Foremost was Athor, fellhammer in hand. Utten the Dray loomed behind him, and Hallis Six-Toes followed.

The prisoners. They must have gone searching for Jerdis immediately, instead of helping Harod and Megwyn with the gates. No doubt they got directions by threatening a servant. Another part of his plan gone awry.

‘Hold there!’ Stivan cried. He stepped in between them and Jerdis, his blade drawn. ‘This man is a prisoner of the Dawnwardens!’

‘Is that so?’ Athor looked at Stivan for only a moment before his eyes switched to Jerdis, hungry for vengeance. His voice was the purr of a hunting cat. ‘No, that is not what I see. I see the architect of more misery than a human heart can hold. I see the grief-bringer, the torturer, slayer of children, father of cruelty. And there are no Dawnwardens here.’ The others fanned out to either side of Stivan, advancing into the room.

‘The Dawnwardens have given you the Fang. I have given you the Fang! And the Northguard is a valuable hostage for—’

‘Aye, hostage,’ Athor interrupted. ‘There it is. Kept safe, to be traded for favour. And he’ll go on dining in comfort, a soft pillow for his head, looked after till the end of his days by those he served along the way. I know how it goes, in the south.’ His eyes were on Jerdis, who was wracked by another coughing fit, hard enough that he had to steady himself on the arm of a chair. ‘By his order my father was killed, and that’s but a crumb of the great banquet of pain he has served to my people. He dies now. So do you, if you don’t stand aside.’

‘I won’t—’ Stivan began, but then he saw movement to his right, and he turned his sword in surprise. It met the Fellwoman’s hammer and was knocked from his hand. A moment later he was seized from the other side, encircled by mighty arms. Utten the Dray was far stronger than he, and he was dragged aside, a fellhammer pressed to his chest as he was pushed against the wall.

He hadn’t been ready. He’d thought they’d speak first, try to negotiate. Thought they’d be reasonable.

Stupid.

‘Give me a weapon, you curs,’ Jerdis spat at them.

Athor ignored him. ‘Bring me those,’ he told Hallis, motioning towards the velvet curtains to either side of the window, held open by plaited tie-backs. Hallis stripped them from the curtains and knotted them together to make a rope.

‘Jerdis Cragheart,’ said Athor. ‘It’s my dearest wish to take my time with you, but I’ll not give you a chance to escape your judgement.’

‘Judge me?’ Jerdis scoffed. ‘Does the dog judge the master that keeps it from biting?’

Athor grabbed Jerdis by the hair and headbutted him in the nose. Calm, quick, efficient. Jerdis was left gasping, stunned, snorting through snot and blood and shattered cartilage.

‘You animals!’ Stivan cried. ‘He’s just an old man!’

Athor turned to him with barely suppressed impatience. ‘Do I know you, stranger? Who are you that speaks to me so?’

‘Stivan of the Greycloaks, and the one responsible for your rescue!’

Jerdis coughed through the blood on his lips, raised his head, staring in surprise and realisation. Stivan met his eyes and knew his mistake. They didn’t realise he was Jerdis’s son, of course. But now Jerdis knew. The name of Keddin Starkeye hadn’t been forgotten by the Fell Folk. A word from him would put it out in the open, and the mood the Fell Folk were in, Stivan doubted he’d survive the revelation.

He could see Jerdis’s eyes narrow, the chill calculation in his mind. How wrong this had all gone, how fast it was all slipping from his control.

‘Stivan of the Greycloaks,’ Athor said to him. ‘You have my gratitude for saving us from bondage. Now still your tongue. We have business with the Northguard.’

Hallis had fashioned a noose by now, and she threw it over a beam that crossed the ceiling. Athor dragged the dazed Jerdis to him, put it around his neck and pulled it tight.

‘Don’t do it!’ Stivan cried, but then Utten punched him hard in the stomach, driving the wind from him.

‘You don’t listen so well,’ Utten told him.

Stivan doubled over, gasping, watching through tearing eyes as Athor took up the other end of the rope. Jerdis’s gaze was fixed on Stivan, icy with loathing. Stivan reeled, bewildered at how thoroughly his ambitions had unravelled, knowing that at any moment his deception would be brought to light and a second noose made for him to hang beside his father.

‘Anything to say, butcher?’ Athor asked of Jerdis.

Jerdis’s eyes stayed on his bastard for a long moment more, and whatever went on in his mind, Stivan couldn’t say. Then he turned his attention to Athor.

‘Vicious rabble,’ he said, his bruised voice dripping with spite. ‘Blind, stupid. Incapable of ruling yourselves. You kick against your rightful masters, but all you do is—’

Athor hauled on the rope before he could get any further. Stivan tried to cry out as his father was pulled into the air, legs kicking, fingers clawing uselessly at the noose around his neck; but he was too winded. The wet gurgling sounds coming from Jerdis’s throat were as something from a nightmare. His face reddened and his eyes bulged as he spun and jerked, dancing an idiot jig in the air. Athor held firm to the rope, the muscles of his arms taut.

‘I am Athor Blackfeather!’ he cried. ‘Son of Brac Blackfeather of Clan Riven Moon, brother of Edéan and Narne! There is Hallis Six-Toes of Clan Falling Light, and Utten the Dray of Clan Sundered Ox! You will die with our names in your ears!’

The horror and panic on Jerdis’s face would follow Stivan to his grave. His struggles weakened as his face turned from red to purple and his eyes filled with blood, and finally he went limp, and hung there, twisting. Only after all was quiet did the splatter of urine begin to sound on the rug beneath his feet, and the air filled with the smell of his voided guts.

Athor dropped him in a heap onto the damp rug. He lifted his head and listened to the sounds of battle outside. ‘Leave him,’ he said, motioning at Stivan. ‘Our clans need us.’

The giant Fellman let Stivan go, and the three of them hurried out of the door, with no ceremony or even a backward glance. Stivan slid to his knees, still fighting to pull in his breath. His father was a lump of cooling meat, folded over awkwardly in his own piss, red eyes staring out as if in terror. In the space of a night, Stivan had faced him, found him and lost him again, and his heart was furrowed with the scars of it.

He’d never wanted this. He never wanted his father dead. He just wanted what was his.

But treachery was an axe, not a scalpel.



73

Klyssen lay in his hammock and sweated. His whole body ached with weakness. He wore nothing but a vest and shorts, soaked through, exposing his pale, soft flesh. The burns on his face itched abominably; the touch of the hammock on his skin was like sandpaper.

Not going back. Not going back.

The phrase made a circle in his fevered mind, a chain of words going around and around. His talisman against temptation.

The men all wanted to. He saw it in their eyes. They hated him, and they wished he’d die so they could leave. If not for their Krodan discipline and respect for authority, they’d have lynched him and mutinied days ago.

But no one was leaving this island until Klyssen had what he needed. Even if it cost the lives of every last one of them.

The hammock hung between two trees, beneath a fabric canopy the men had strung up to keep off rain, sun and deadly spiders that might drop from the branches above. Around him, the camp was a ragged sprawl. Some were in their hammocks, sick like he was. The rest were out in the jungle. Two guards stood watch for beasts, but they were only half-alert, exhausted by the heat. Besides, the real killers on Yaga were the things you didn’t see.

They’d been thirty when they landed. They lost ten to ogren as they crossed their hunting grounds, trying to avoid the elaru patrols. Just two of those monsters ripped them to shreds and destroyed half their supplies. Another man was bitten by a centipede and died choking on his own spit. The twelfth died when he accidentally touched a spiked vine, which wrapped around his arm quick as a whip and left him completely paralysed. They did him the mercy of killing him before he could suffocate.

They pushed on to the plateau, following a stream, but somehow they became hopelessly lost and separated. No one could understand how it happened, that was the worst part. Krodans were not superstitious as a rule, yet there was nothing natural about eighteen men all wandering away from each other and not a single one of them noticing.

Most of them found their way back and regrouped downstream. Five of them didn’t.

Shaken, demoralised and by now terrified, they set up camp to plan their strategy. But that night the sickness made itself known: six of them went down with the shakes, including Klyssen.

For two days and nights, Klyssen was in and out of delirium. In his dreams, he hurried his daughters through moonlit chambers, the air treacly with dread, pursued by the nameless terror he’d encountered in the Doctor’s sanctum at Revenhuss. They cried that he was hurting them as he pulled them along, and struggled against him, but that only made him pull harder in his desperation to save them.

Eventually they became too heavy to move, and he looked down and saw that he was dragging two hessian sacks, their contents tumbling as he pulled them along. He dropped the sacks in horror, and from inside spilled the arms and legs of small children, neatly detached, like dolls’ limbs. Dozens of them.

Little star, oh little star,
Lay down your head.
The time’s right for dreaming,
The sun’s gone to bed.

They had to gag him after that. His screams were liable to attract the elaru.

In time, his mind cleared, and though the sickness still lingered he was able to think straight again. The first thing he did was demand a report. His second-in-command hadn’t returned after their attempt to ascend the plateau, so authority had fallen to his successor, a tall, sallow man called Gussner who never smiled. Gussner, thankfully, was far more capable than the man who’d died, and he’d organised scouting parties, set up traps around the perimeter and foraged for supplies to replenish those lost in the ogren attack.

‘The men are in low spirits,’ said Gussner. ‘Very low. They’ve begun to talk of this place as if it’s cursed. They say the Primus’s light doesn’t reach here. They’re afraid to try the ascent again, and we’ve come across signs of elaru patrols to the east. In short, Watchman Klyssen, they want to leave.’

The fact that Gussner was reporting such open dissent was a sign of how serious he thought it. Klyssen would be well within his rights to demand the names of the people who’d said it, and punish them. Gussner knew that and was telling him anyway.

‘And you?’ said Klyssen, already knowing the answer. ‘Do you want to leave?’

‘I have faith in your decision, Watchman,’ he answered diplomatically.

Klyssen laid his head back in his hammock. ‘No one is leaving till we have the Shadow Casket,’ he croaked.

Gussner accepted the news with no sign of the disappointment he surely felt. ‘There is more,’ he said. ‘Our scouts found something.’

He went on to tell Klyssen about the campsite they’d discovered nearby, only recently vacated. He set people to lie in wait there, in the hope that someone might return. Someone did. A Lunishman named Yan, terrified, babbling about sorcery and monsters.

‘Bring him to me,’ said Klyssen.

So they did, and he learned that Aren and Cade were on Yaga looking for the Shadow Casket, along with the druidess that had burned him. The news shocked him. It was almost enough to make a man believe in fate, but Klyssen didn’t credit such things. Fate was just what people called it when cause and effect became too complicated for them to understand. Somewhere, there was a link he was missing, but he was too sick to try to puzzle it out. Besides, he might never know. By the sounds of it, they’d likely not survived the plateau.

But what if they had?

That had been a week ago. Eleven days, by the calendars of Embria. One man had died of fever since then, four had recovered, three more had caught it. Their best scout had been savaged by something out in the jungle. He just about made it back to camp before drawing his last breath.

What were they waiting for? the men asked themselves. What was the point of staying here, dying slowly? They didn’t have the numbers or the will to attempt the plateau again. None among them believed the Shadow Casket was anything more than a pretty treasure. None but Klyssen understood why the Chancellor wanted it so much. They’d come for the glory and honour of serving the Empire, but they’d seen little of either.

Klyssen didn’t care what they thought, and serving the Empire was the last thing on his mind. All he cared about was his daughters; all he wanted was to have them back in his arms. Unless he returned with the Shadow Casket, he was powerless against Vanya and her wealthy husband. As a mere watchman, the best he could hope for was to prostrate himself for the scraps she fed him, forced to suffer whatever humiliations she felt he deserved just for a glimpse of his golden-haired girls. It was only a matter of time before she tired of tormenting him and removed him from their lives entirely.

And so he’d endure this hell of heat and disease. He’d stay here until he died, or until the ogren tore him limb from limb, or the elaru caught him and made him a drudge-man. And if he was staying, so were the others. Krodan mettle was tougher than the weaker folk they’d conquered. Authority was their backbone, and they’d stand firm, even if it meant their deaths.

It was a small sacrifice, in Klyssen’s mind. The deaths of a handful of people he didn’t care about, for the sake of two little girls who meant all the world to him. The Iron Hand had been built on such cold-hearted calculations, and so had the Empire it served. He’d sacrifice every man here, and ten times their number again, if it would bring his children back to him.

‘Watchman Klyssen!’ It was the familiar voice of Gussner – Gussner was the only one who spoke to him voluntarily now. Klyssen raised his pounding head from the hammock, found his spectacles in a pouch tied nearby, and put them on his nose. The blurred shape of Gussner sprang into focus, hurrying excitedly towards him through the camp with a reprehensible lack of discipline. Excitement kindled in Klyssen’s belly at the sight.

‘They came back?’ he said, his voice dry with hope.

Gussner saluted proudly, closed fist across his chest. ‘Just as you said, Watchman.’

‘All of them?’

‘Only one.’

‘Help me out of this thing,’ Klyssen snapped, struggling to swing leaden legs from the hammock. With some assistance from his second-in-command, he found his balance. Standing up made him dizzy, but he forced himself to focus until his surroundings steadied again. With no little difficulty, he pulled on trousers, a shirt, some shoes. Dishevelled, dirty, but halfway presentable.

I am authority, he told himself.

He walked slowly and carefully to the woman they were dragging into camp. Her hands were manacled behind her back and she was thrashing and spitting, cursing her captors in a language Klyssen didn’t know. They clubbed her around the back of the head with the hilt of a dagger, which took the fight out of her. Then they tossed her forwards into the dirt, where she landed on her knees and face. One of the men was clutching his forearm, where a bite-mark flowed freely with blood. The other had deep scratches down his neck.

Klyssen looked down at the Keddishwoman. He’d have preferred it to be Aren or the druidess kneeling in front of him, but this one would do. She was filthy, covered in dirt and dried gore. Her wiry white hair had leaves in it and her skin was a mass of scar tissue and badly sunburned. Symbols that Klyssen didn’t recognise had been roughly cut into the flesh of her cheeks and forehead, and all down her arms. Some of them were fresh enough to bleed.

‘What happened to her?’ Klyssen asked.

‘We found her that way,’ said the man with the nail-marks. ‘By the stream, just where the Lunishman said. She was cutting herself with a stone.’ His lip curled with disgust.

‘Did you get any sense from her?’

Pel lifted her head, saw him for the first time, and bared bloody teeth. Her face twisted in an expression of hatred and she spat at him, before launching into a crazed tirade that was all gibberish to Klyssen. She was silenced by another blow to the head.

Klyssen calmly took off his spectacles and wiped away a few drops of spittle with his sleeve. His head was fogged and his whole body felt like it was throbbing in time with his heartbeat, but he kept up the outward pretence of control.

This plan had been a long shot at best. As far as Yan knew, his entire group had been killed by the shriekers up on the plateau. The Lunishman hadn’t stayed to find out; he’d run for his life in the chaos and somehow escaped unnoticed. But Klyssen reasoned that if anyone was leaving the plateau, they’d come down the same way they went up. If, by some chance, they found the Shadow Casket, they’d follow the stream on their return.

Attempting the ascent again was foolish under the circumstances, so Klyssen sent men to wait at the bottom, and at last his patience had been rewarded.

‘Was she carrying anything?’ Klyssen asked.

One of the guards lifted a battered hide satchel to show him. By the weight on the strap, there was something heavy within.

‘What’s inside?’ Klyssen wouldn’t allow himself to believe, not yet.

The two men exchanged a sheepish glance. ‘We thought you’d want to see for yourself,’ one of them said. Meaning: We don’t know.

Klyssen held out a hand and they gave him the satchel. The weight of it was surprising. He fought the urge to tear it open.

More men had arrived by now, their swords drawn, guarding the prisoner. Yan the Lunishman was among them, his legs shackled to prevent him escaping. His eyes widened as he stared at her in horror.

‘Get those wounds seen to,’ Klyssen told the men who’d brought her in.

‘Thank you, Watchman,’ said the bitten man, with no small amount of relief. He’d been manfully bleeding away the whole time without complaint.

The others were as keenly interested in the contents of the satchel as Klyssen was, sensing their salvation. No hope of opening it in private, then. Klyssen undid the satchel, reached in and drew out what was inside.

They stared at it, mystified. In his hand was a sphere the size of a small cannonball, made of reflective metal. Its surface was covered in detail: circles within circles, a labyrinth of golden lines. Wherever Klyssen looked he saw exquisitely wrought symbols and patterns.

It wasn’t steel, nor iron, nor silver. But he’d seen its like before, once. His weakness momentarily forgotten, he lifted it into a shaft of hazy sunlight that came cutting down through the canopy. Where the light struck, the metal gave back a sullen red lustre, like the last hour of sunset. The beauty of it made him catch his breath.

Embrium. The same metal used to forge the Ember Blade. He held enough wealth to buy a country.

‘Is it the Shadow Casket?’ someone asked.

Was it? Klyssen didn’t know. But then, nor did anyone. No one knew anything about it, other than the fact it was rumoured to be hidden in the ruins of Eshkabel. No one knew what it looked like. No one was even sure what it did, beyond cryptic hints from a millennium ago.

In the end, it didn’t matter if this was the Shadow Casket or not. What mattered was that Chancellor Draxis believed it was. For Klyssen’s purposes, that would do.

‘Yes,’ he said with absolute certainty. ‘It’s the Shadow Casket. We have it.’

Pel’s scream warned him an instant before she launched herself face-first at his leg, mouth wide to bite him. He stepped back and the sudden movement made him lose his balance, stumbling into Gussner’s arms, clutching the sphere to his chest. Pel landed cheek-first in the dirt, her hands still manacled behind her back. One of the men grabbed her, holding her by the arms and hair, a knee in her back, pinning her down.

She shrieked and thrashed on the ground, spitting curses, eyes wild. Klyssen took a moment to find his feet again, but the jungle was slowly spinning now. He closed his eyes and waited for it to pass. ‘You. Lunishman. Is this how she was before?’

Yan shook his head fearfully.

Klyssen’s vision had steadied now. He blinked away the last of the disorientation, tried to focus on Pel. She was a pitiable sight, filthy and bloodied, screaming herself hoarse, her face and arms ruined by the mutilations she’d visited upon herself.

What did she see in Eshkabel? What was so terrible it stole her reason?

‘Watchman Klyssen,’ Gussner said. ‘Her cries could bring the elaru.’

Klyssen nodded. There was little that could be done with her. ‘Put her out of her misery,’ he said. ‘Then pack up the camp. Be ready to leave when the scouts return.’

He turned and made his unsteady way back to his hammock, Gussner at his side, the sphere still clutched to his chest with one hand. No matter the weight of it, he didn’t want to give it up. It meant too much to him.

Pel’s string of foreign curses followed him for a few moments, then abruptly ceased, leaving peace in their wake.

‘I will rest until it’s time to go,’ said Klyssen. The exertion of the last few minutes had drained him entirely. ‘I leave the details of our departure in your hands.’

‘Thank you, Watchman,’ said Gussner. He helped Klyssen undress and into his hammock. Klyssen kept the sphere with him, tucked in the crook of his arm. The cold weight of it was a comfort in the heat. At last, he lay back and closed his eyes with a sigh.

‘Watchman, just to be clear … are we going home?’ Gussner asked, hardly able to keep the hope out of his voice.

‘Yes,’ said Klyssen, not opening his eyes. ‘We’re going home.’

‘What about the Lunishman?’

‘There are many who’d covet the Shadow Casket if they knew it was in the hands of the Krodan Empire. Can we rely on his loyalty, Gussner? Can we guarantee he will not speak a word of what he’s seen here on this island?’

‘No, Watchman Klyssen.’

‘Then you know what to do.’

‘I’ll see to it at once.’

Klyssen lay there in his own private darkness, watching the colours swarm against his eyelids. Despite the ache in his body and the thickness in his head, he was shot through by a shining thread of pure joy.

The things we value make us weak. They can also make us unstoppable.

Klyssen had never cared much for the coast. All that sand and salt. The mountain lakes of Kroda were his paradise, where the water was clear and still, and there was soft grass all the way to the shore. But he’d never heard any sound so welcome as the lapping of the waves that night, as they stood on the cliffs and looked down on the cove where their boat was hidden.

The journey had killed three more men. One they lost to the fever, one fell into an animal trap left by the elaru, and one just lay down and died for no reason anyone could explain. Only a handful remained now. It was blind luck that Klyssen was one of them.

They climbed down the steep path to the beach. Klyssen had most of his strength back, having fought off the worst of the illness, but his legs were still shaking by the time they reached the sand. Half of that was relief to be out from under the trees, with high black cliffs all around and the safety of the sea before him. The sense of threat had been so constant that it was only once it was lifted that he noticed how heavy it had been.

He set the men to uncover the boat while he rested. They found it undisturbed where they’d hidden it, buried under branches, out of sight of the cliffs above. Gussner directed the operation with efficiency and discipline. Klyssen had been pleasantly surprised by his ability and drive since he’d stepped into his role as second-in-command. There’d be a commendation for him when he got back home.

Home, where there was order, beauty, peace. It was hard to imagine being there again, after all they’d gone through on Yaga. By the Light, he couldn’t wait to leave this place.

He hefted his backpack, jogging it on his shoulders until he could feel the Shadow Casket inside, securely wrapped in clothing. He’d allowed no one else to carry it. It was far too valuable for that.

I’m coming, my little ones.

Once they’d pulled the boat down to the waves, Klyssen walked over to meet them. The currents all flowed east this time of year, so they said. The tide would bear them away before the dawn found them.

Then a cry of alarm. Drawn steel.

Klyssen turned to see, his stomach knotting in dread. Elaru, he thought. Here, at the last, they’ve caught us.

But there were no elaru. Instead, he saw a lone figure in the dark, hands raised, stumbling across the sand towards them. He was too far away to make out his face, but Klyssen knew his shape.

‘Lower your swords,’ he said. The men did so, uncertainly. The sight of a stranger walking out of the night in this gods-forsaken place made no sense to them.

The figure approached, until he was close enough to make out by moonlight. Bruised, scarred, half-starved and smelling of sweat and foulness. He let his arms fall to his sides and stood there.

Cade.

He didn’t say anything. Exhaustion and hunger had robbed him of his voice. He just looked at Klyssen with the flat eyes of someone who’d lost everything and had nowhere else to go. It was a look Klyssen knew well. He’d seen it enough in the mirror.

Klyssen studied him for a long moment. Then he nodded towards the boat. Without a word, Cade walked past him and clambered in.

‘Who is he?’ Gussner asked in amazement and confusion.

‘His name is Oskin Derth, a loyal son of Kroda,’ said Klyssen. ‘And he’s coming home with us.’
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The month of Hearthkeep was creeping to its close when Aren first set eyes on the Fang. In other days, back in Shoal Point, there’d have been excited preparations underway, decorations out ready for Hearthfire’s Eve, secret plans made for the Hush. Now was the time for warmed wine and logs snapping on the fire.

But there was no cheer in Aren’s heart on this chilly morning. The land was leached of colour, and the Fang stood grim and stark on the plain ahead. Where once he’d have seen the spoils of a great victory, now he saw only a tomb.

The Fell Folk had found them several days before, labouring through the mazy ways of the Reaches to the west. They’d sent an escort with horses and guided them in. On the way, they’d spoken of taking the Fang, and Aren heard in their voices a fierce pride, a sense of invincibility. So long a downtrodden people, the toppling of the Northguard was a victory so enormous they were still coming to terms with it. Having done that, they felt they could do anything.

Aren didn’t share their optimism. The Krodan army was coming, and the dreadknights with them. No amount of pride would help them then.

The others were no brighter than he, weighed down by loss and failure. Their journey to Yaga had been a folly that ended in disaster. Loca dead, Ruck dead, Cade almost certainly dead. The shock of it had passed, but the misery remained. And now they returned, the hero and his herald, having promised hope and come back empty-handed.

Yet as low as they felt, there was none lower than Vika. Ruck’s death had torn something vital out of her, and though she hadn’t said so, it was clear she blamed herself. She barely raised her gaze from the ground and her voice was weak and faint. She spoke no more of the Aspects or the Shadow Casket, but found solace in her meditations instead. Each day she gathered herbs while they travelled; each night she brewed strange-smelling concoctions and drank them down. Then her mind would wander and her eyes drift, and she spoke in an ancient tongue to beings they couldn’t see.

Aren was worried for her. He’d witnessed the effect it had on her sanity when she pushed herself too far. The poisons that helped her see into the unknown were enough to kill a normal person, and though the druids had remarkable powers of recovery, they still took their toll. Even when she wasn’t under their influence, Vika’s speech had turned rambling since Ruck’s death, and made less sense by the day.

Grub was mostly back to his old self, if a little gloomy at the prospect of what was to come. A month was a long time for him, and the disappointment of their failure had been forgotten. He’d seen the Shadow Casket as a quick fix, as they all had; for him, it was a shortcut to the fame he desired. To return in glory with that fabled trophy would have been a great deed to boast of. Now all that lay ahead was the thankless grind of battle, where small heroisms went unnoticed and the leaders took the credit.

As to Kenda, she was a knot he didn’t know how to unpick. She was stoic and supportive of his grief, but he sensed a watchfulness and caution in her now. Her conversation was almost exclusively political; she took refuge in the impersonal. They had long discussions about the state of things in Durn and how it might be in Ossia after the Krodans were gone. They spoke of how other countries were governed, and what that might teach them. But while it pleased and intrigued him to share her dreams of a world more just than this one, he couldn’t share her passion. After a time, he realised why.

It was because he no longer believed they’d win.

That night they’d lain together in a hammock, Aren had felt something change between them, heady possibilities springing to life in that most deadly of places. But then tragedy had struck, and the moment had slipped away. He didn’t know how to get that feeling back again, and didn’t know if he deserved to.

A chill wind blew around them, tugging at their cloaks as they cantered across the bleak, stony plain that surrounded the Fang. A promise of snow hung in the air. An early winter might close the passes and spare them for a time, but it would leave them starving come springtime. And the Krodans would still be waiting when the snows melted. Inexorable. Unstoppable as the tide of time.

I helped start all this. Now I don’t know how to finish it.

They were nearing the fortress when a cowled rider emerged from the gate and came galloping towards them. It was only as she got closer that Aren recognised her, and even then he half-believed he was mistaken until she drew up before them and unhooded herself.

‘Fen!’ he cried, for she was wearing a wide and unexpected smile of welcome. They dismounted together and ran into each other’s arms, and he held her to him, his eyes closed in happiness.

They’d heard what happened at Redfields on their journey back, soon after they arrived on the mainland. Word had it that some had escaped the Krodan attack, but nobody knew who. It was only when they got to the Reaches that the Fell Folk scouts found them and told them Fen was alive. She’d made it here with Agalie and the apprentice druids. Relieved as he was at the news, he wasn’t sure how she’d greet him. Their last parting had been unpleasant.

‘Oh!’ He drew away from her suddenly, looking down at her belly. He was conscious that he’d squeezed her hard. ‘I’m sorry. Did I—?’

She laughed and laid her hand on it. There was barely anything to see: a little tightness of her clothes around the waist, nothing more. ‘Don’t worry. It’s very safe in there.’

He stared at her in wonder. There was colour in her cheeks and life in her eyes. She wore an easy happiness that Aren had never seen on her. The change was remarkable.

‘Where’s Grub’s hug?’ Grub demanded, imposing himself on their reunion with characteristic lack of tact. ‘Grub not bathed for days, but that no excuse.’

Fen rolled her eyes in mock-despair. Grub cackled and bear-hugged her. ‘There you go, Freckles! Grub hug both of you! Baby Freckles, too!’

Once she’d prised him off, Fen raised a hand at Vika and Kenda. Kenda raised one back; Vika just stared blankly, enough that Fen’s good humour withered at the edges.

‘I came to fetch you,’ said Fen to Aren. ‘Come with me.’

Aren looked questioningly at Kenda. She raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Are you asking my permission?’ she said dryly. ‘Go. I will find a hot bath and never come out.’

‘And Grub needs a dump!’ Grub declared. ‘Grub always take dump when he go somewhere new. Claiming the territory.’

Aren stared into the middle distance as he first tried to come to terms with that concept, then to erase it from his mind.

They mounted up again and rode away from the pack, with thanks and farewells to the Fell Folk who’d seen them this far. Aren was a halfway competent horseman, having had some lessons in his youth, but Fen had never ridden at all, to his knowledge. She certainly knew how to ride now; in fact she went recklessly fast, as if thrilled by her new speed.

She slowed as they reached the gatehouse, and they took their horses to the stables where they dismounted.

‘Where did you learn to ride like that?’ Aren asked.

‘The Fell Folk taught me,’ she said. ‘I’ve been riding every day.’

‘Aren’t you worried about … you know, your condition?’

Fen gave him a chiding look. ‘I’m pregnant, Aren. I’m not an invalid.’

She led him into a busy courtyard. Fell Folk practised archery while cooks braised meat in the open air and stable-boys carried bales of hay. Some of Megwyn’s mercenaries loafed about hungrily, and cats lurked in the corners. The decorations for Hearthfire’s Eve were up: snowberries and candles everywhere; effigies of Old Ganny Gam, capering and fat; promise-cages to keep good intentions safe throughout the Hush to come, so that they might be let out again next year. Hearthfire’s Eve had always been a time of warmth and deep comfort for Aren, even in his most trying days. Now it felt desperate, the last hurrah of the doomed. What was there to celebrate here?

‘Sardfriend!’

It took Aren a moment to recognise Balaca, the leader of the Sards, whom he’d met on the docks of Coldhaven, where he’d pledged himself and his people to Aren’s cause. He came pushing through the crowd, a grin on his broad, mutton-chopped face, and clasped Aren’s forearm with punishing strength.

‘By the Mummer, it does my heart good to see you again!’ Balaca cried. ‘I trust you found success on whatever secret errand led you to miss out on all the fun?’

‘Of a kind,’ Aren lied. ‘How fare you and yours?’

‘Better than ever!’ he said, throwing his hands wide. Then he leaned in, grinning. ‘I came to offer my thanks, on behalf of my people. We played a small part in taking this pile of rocks, but even that slender contribution was glorious. To strike back against those Krodan bastards … I can’t tell you how it feels, Sardfriend. We all walk taller within these walls.’

‘You give me too much credit,’ said Aren. ‘You all won the Fang together; I wasn’t even there to help you.’

‘Ah, but it’s thanks to you we were even here to fight at all.’

Aren forced a smile and made it look genuine. ‘It gladdens my heart to hear it,’ he said, but he couldn’t feel the truth of those words. I spared you from one death, only to condemn you to another.

‘Excuse us, Balaca,’ said Fen. ‘My friend is in low spirits and needs a remedy.’

‘Of the liquid kind, I hope?’ Balaca said, with an insinuating raise of the eyebrow.

‘Perhaps afterwards,’ said Fen with a smile, and led him away.

‘You’ve got your energy back,’ Aren commented, as he followed her through the knots of people. ‘And then some.’

‘Remember what I was like before?’ she threw over her shoulder. ‘Ill, exhausted. Joha, it was like the life was being drained from me. Even the smallest exertion took me to the limit of my strength. Then, one day, it was gone.’

‘What do you mean, gone?’

‘I woke up one morning and I was better. No longer weak, no longer out of breath going up stairs. Like a new person. Of course, I panicked. Went to see the Sage-Mother, thinking the baby had died, because it didn’t feel like it was killing me any more.’ She shook her head at herself. ‘Apparently it’s just like that, sometimes.’

She went through a doorway, taking them into the chilly gloom of a corridor that seemed to have too many people in it. Aren dodged after her, mystified. ‘And the baby is well?’

‘The baby’s fine. I’m fine. Everything’s fine,’ she said breezily. ‘These past weeks I’ve been … I don’t know how to say it, Aren. Clan Riven Moon have taken me in. Bridda … Well, it’s not been said, but she knows whose child it is. I’ve been talking with the Sage-Mother a lot, and every day I’m out in the wilds, hunting, riding, learning the land. I’ve been making good use of the spyglass you gave me on your birthday.’

He smiled faintly at that. That was the day they first met one of the Fell Folk. It all seemed so long ago.

‘I feel like … I’ve found a place here,’ Fen continued without pause. ‘Maybe I’m wrong, but …’ Her eyes flashed in excitement. ‘We took down a warg not three days gone!’

‘Isn’t that, erm, dangerous?’ He winced at how he sounded.

‘You mean, dangerous in my condition?’ Fen prompted.

‘In any condition,’ Aren said, though that was exactly what he’d meant.

‘I think you’re forgetting who shot a warg through the eye, and who nearly got eaten by it. Come on. Down here.’ She led him along a servants’ passageway, which was narrower and less trafficked, striped with the thin light of the morning slipping through arrow-slit windows. ‘Listen, I understand. I thought, when it happened, that was the end for me. Bedridden for the better part of a year, then shackled for the better part of my life. All my hopes and dreams, everything I was, given up for the service of another, and it wasn’t even my choice. Nine, I was terrified!’

‘Fen, about that—’ Aren began, but she was still talking, faster and more openly than he’d ever heard her before, the words like a torrent from a broken dam.

‘But it doesn’t have to be, Aren! They’re not like that in the Fell Folk. They shoot and hunt till it’s time to birth, and not long after, they’re in the saddle again, babies on their backs! And when it’s time to play, well, the children all play together, and they look after each other, and you only need one or two of the mothers and fathers to keep an eye on things and the rest are off doing whatever they like!’

‘Fen, can we—’

‘I was just … I thought I’d have to do it alone. I didn’t know what was happening to me, I didn’t have any help, and—’

‘Fen!’ He pulled her to a halt by her arm. ‘Fen, will you just … Will you let me say I’m sorry?’

Puzzlement creased her eyes.

‘For leaving you alone like that. I was angry … about Edéan, about the baby. I didn’t understand. I don’t understand. I suppose I just don’t know much about … this.’ He waved his hand at her belly.

‘It wasn’t your responsibility to take care of me,’ Fen said.

‘It was. I’m supposed to be your friend.’

‘And I’m supposed to be yours,’ she said. ‘Neither of us has been acting like it lately, have we?’

Aren felt something swell up inside him, a bubble of pure sorrow that brought tears to his eyes. ‘Cade’s gone,’ he said.

‘Yes. The scouts told me,’ she replied softly.

He pushed out the words before they could stick. He needed to have them said. ‘I don’t want to lose you, too.’

‘Aren,’ she said. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

He looked into her eyes, and there was an earnest and peaceful calm there where he’d only ever seen uncertainty. He knew then what he’d sensed all along: that she’d found some inner truth hidden from him, and it had altered her. She’d committed herself to a new course, and in the fires of that commitment all doubt had burned away. In that moment, he both admired and envied her.

‘People change,’ she said. ‘Everything changes. You can’t stop it. You have to change with it, or you leave them behind.’

‘I know,’ said Aren. ‘But Cade … I never thought …’ His face hardened. ‘The Iron Hand got to him. Klyssen got to him.’

‘Tell me what happened.’

So they walked, and he told her. How Cade had been pulled from the fires of Hammerholt by the Krodans, how they’d taken him, twisted him, turned him into their agent. Time had dulled the sting of betrayal a little, but talking about it brought back the hurt. He explained how he’d uncovered Cade’s treachery and abandoned him on Yaga.

‘After Eshkabel, after we gave up on the Shadow Casket, we headed straight back to that camp,’ Aren said. ‘Vika took one of her concoctions and she managed to guide us. I was hoping he’d still be there, that he’d stayed for some reason. I wanted to tell him … I don’t know. I don’t know if I could have forgiven him. I don’t know if it was his fault or Klyssen’s. How much of what he did was his choice? What would I have done?’

Fen nodded sadly. ‘Sometimes people become so different, you don’t even know who they are any more. My da was that way, after Ma died. It was like a stranger was wearing his skin.’ She looked down at the floor. ‘He was still my da. Even after he dropped me, broke my legs, made me crawl back home. I would have forgiven him. That’s why he left, in the end. All the time he was trying to teach me: don’t rely on anyone. They’ll only let you down.’

‘You’re not making me feel any better,’ Aren said, half-joking.

‘I’m saying he was wrong,’ Fen said. ‘Cade didn’t let you down. He was trying to save you. Even if he hurt you, that was why. Just like Da. Cade’s ideas might have changed, but what he felt for you … that didn’t.’

Aren shook his head in amazement. ‘I’ve never heard you talk like this before.’

‘Things change,’ Fen said, a hand on her belly. ‘Sometimes more than you think.’

Aren smiled. ‘I’m happy that you’re happy,’ he said.

‘I am,’ she said. ‘One day we should try both being happy at the same time.’

They walked in silence for a while, as Fen led him into the chilly depths of the keep, where vaulted tunnels of rough stone ran between half-forgotten pantries and storage chambers. Fen took a lantern from a sconce to carry with them as they headed into the darkness.

‘Where are we going?’ he asked at length.

Fen looked over her shoulder at him, the flame of the lantern reflected in her eyes. ‘There,’ she said, pointing to a door up ahead. It was banded with iron, worn by time and no different from any others down here. She drew out a heavy key and let him in.

Beyond was a small chamber where crates and chests lay under dusty blankets. Ghostly ropes of ancient spiderweb waved in the corners as their entrance stirred the stale air. Aren looked around for the reason they were here as Fen hung the lantern on a hook, and found none.

‘I wanted to show you something,’ she said. ‘Something I think you’ve forgotten.’

She went to a chest, threw back the blanket that covered it, and opened it with another key. Then she raised the lid and stepped back, inviting him.

He looked inside. There, cushioned on a bed of old, dirty sacking, was the Ember Blade.

Aren stared, caught by the sight of it. Its presence seemed impossibly incongruous, lying as if forgotten in this neglected place. Instinctively he understood why – they kept the sword hidden in places no one would look – but coming upon it unprepared, it struck him as horribly wrong. The magnificent scabbard, the witch-iron hilt with its flowing quillons polished to a gleam … To leave such a thing on a ragged piece of fabric, shut away in the dark, jarred him. It stood out in the grey gloom, somehow more defined, more substantial, more real than everything surrounding it.

‘I thought …’ Aren wasn’t sure what to say. ‘I thought it might be lost. But how did you get it away? The Krodans came to Redfields for the Ember Blade, didn’t they?’

‘If they did, they were slow about it. I found Cai, and we went to the old shrine and got it away before anyone could come. Travelled north, hard through the hills to stay out of sight. Nine, that was no easy journey. We made it over the Cut in a fisherman’s boat and headed for the Fang.’

‘That doesn’t make sense,’ said Aren, frowning. ‘Why didn’t they take the blade? I’d have thought it was the first thing they’d have gone for, before they attacked the manor. Shades, they didn’t even need to attack Redfields: more or less our entire army had already left for the Reaches.’

Fen shrugged. ‘Mara had the army set off pretty unexpectedly. Early, and sudden. Might have been that the Krodans thought they’d catch us all together.’

‘But if they weren’t seeking the Ember Blade …?’ Aren said, dread settling into his bones.

He heard Cade’s words again, branded on his memory. His face desperate. Begging. Pleading. I didn’t tell ’em. When it came to it, I’m an Ossian. I’m a Dawnwarden. And I’m your friend.

You always were a good actor, Aren had told him, cold as frost.

But what if he’d been telling the truth?

‘Aren,’ said Fen, reading his expression. ‘We don’t know if Cade was lying. Probably we’ll never know. Now take it.’

Aren stared at the blade. The last time he’d laid eyes on it, he’d used it to anoint Cade as a Dawnwarden.

‘I don’t want it,’ was all he could say.

‘It’s yours all the same.’

It was hard to take his eyes off it. They began to sting and blur. When he lifted them to Fen, they were sheened with tears.

‘We’re going to lose, Fen. We can’t hold this place. The Shadow Casket was our only hope.’

‘We never needed the casket,’ she said. ‘We have the Ember Blade.’

He gave a laugh that was half a sob. ‘Haven’t you been paying attention? We’ve had it for years and there’s been no revolution! Everything got worse!’

‘We took it and hid it away,’ she said, steady as stone. ‘For fear of losing it, we didn’t dare to share it. No wonder, then.’

He looked off into the musty gloom, his joy at seeing her soured by faint anger. He’d left her behind and returned to find her a different person. He’d always calmed her fears and doubts, not the other way around.

‘I’m no leader, Fen. I’m not who they want me to be.’

‘Then be who you want to be,’ she said.

‘I don’t know what that is,’ he said helplessly.

‘Yes, you do.’

He felt her hand on his arm and turned to her. It was hard to meet her gaze. The sight of her brought back things he didn’t want to feel any more.

‘You and Grub, you’re two of a kind,’ she said gently. ‘Always worried about what you should be doing. Forget Vika and her visions. Forget what anybody thinks of you. What do you want?’

I want Cade back. I want my father back. But these were a child’s wishes. Three years ago, he’d sworn his life to a cause. For all that had happened in between, nothing had changed that. ‘I want my country back,’ he said.

‘Then take it!’

Aren looked down at the Ember Blade, lying on its bed of coarse burlap. The mere sight of it sent pride creeping into his heart, filling it with heat and light. It struck him then how little he’d touched it or looked upon it since the day he’d taken it. He should have stood up to the others when they locked it away in the dark. Held in the shape of that sword was everything he loved about the land he’d been born to. Once they’d been conquerors, artists, philosophers; but that wasn’t what Aren fought for. He fought for the glint of sunlight through an inn’s window as friends raised a mug in peaceful camaraderie; he fought for the taste of spiced redfish eaten on the shore with the groaning of hull whales in his ears and the ghost tide lighting up the sea; he fought for the mummers’ troupes and the Sard caravans and the lazy negligence of the Ossian gods over the gloved fist of the Primus. He fought for a world without fear.

It was a naïve dream. Always had been. But winning the blade had been a naïve dream, too.

He lifted it from the chest, held it up before him as if weighing it in his hands. With a sudden jerk, he pulled the scabbard halfway down the blade. The light of the lantern fell on the length of embrium, throwing back the reflection of his eyes clear as a mirror, touched with red fire.

‘No one’s asking you to lead them,’ said Fen, by his side. ‘No one expects you to be faultless. But we started something when we took that sword, and it’s brought us here. There’s no going back now, not for me. If we give up this chance, there’ll never be another.’

And there was the truth of it. They were too far down this path to change course. Too many losses, too many sacrifices along the way. To falter now would make all that meaningless. There was no other choice but this.

With that thought, something turned over inside him, like the righting of a capsized ship. The despair he’d been nursing ever since Cade’s betrayal fell away and sank, and a familiar resolve rose in his place. The same resolve he’d felt when he dedicated himself to capturing the Ember Blade, and when he’d fought to free the Sards at Wittermere.

‘You were right,’ he breathed. ‘I’d forgotten.’

She smiled. ‘I knew you would. I know you.’

I know you. Aren would never have imagined the joy of it. They’d been friends for so long, despite their many misunderstandings. He’d never been able to read her like he could read others, and she’d never been able to read anyone at all. But she’d seen into him before he’d even reached the Fang, known what he was feeling, known what he’d need to put him back on his feet. It was beautiful, to be seen like that.

These moments, these connections, these small truths of the heart. If there was anything worth dying for, it was this.

He slid the Ember Blade back into its scabbard. Returning it to the chest felt impossible now. Instead, he belted it to his waist. ‘No more hiding,’ he said.

In her eyes was a fierce love and a strength he’d never seen before. ‘No more hiding.’
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‘Five dreadknights?’ Not even Wilham the Smiler was smiling now.

The Fang’s great hall had once been hung with pennants bearing the emblem of the Northguard, and heavy tapestries depicting the Taming of the North. The Fell Folk had burned them outside the gates and put their own totems in their place. Now the walls held hides and skulls, and the air smelled sharp with the memory of the Smoke-Eaters’ vapours, but for all that, this was still the house of Jerdis Cragheart. Its tall, grim arches looked like alcoves for his lean, fleshless silhouette. The frowning gallery recalled his stern brow. They were still visitors here; the ghost of its lord remained.

‘Five dreadknights. That is my information,’ said Yarin. He stood to the side of the hall, where the grey light from the windows barely reached. Fen had hardly known he was there until he spoke up. Somehow, he always seemed to occupy the spot where he was least noticeable. ‘Three we knew; two more have ridden from Kroda to join them. One is called Tempest; it’s said the winds obey his command. The other … I do not know.’

Fen looked around the chamber to see how the rest of them were taking the news. Aren was there, stone-faced, the Ember Blade at his hip. Mara was deeply uncomfortable with his wearing it in public, but in this, Aren wouldn’t be overruled. Bridda, representing the Fell Folk, showed no reaction either. There was nothing from Megwyn and Harod, standing together as they often did these days – but then, Harrish didn’t wear their feelings on their faces. Then there was Vika, leaning on her staff with her face hooded and shadowed. She’d been muttering to herself the whole time and didn’t even seem to hear.

‘This is not unexpected,’ said Mara. ‘The Krodans know how vital this battle is. Their dominance in Ossia has never been in question. Some of us have never known a world where we were not ruled by them. But if they lose control of the north, their grip on the south will slip. Our people will see they can be beaten, and they will ask: why should we be ruled by them?’

Yarin nodded. ‘Such is their fear, so my spies tell me. They will stop at nothing to take back the Fang.’

‘Well, that’s fitting, since we have nothing to stop them with!’ Wilham cried, throwing up his hands.

‘We?’ Mara said acidly. ‘You were not here when the Fang was taken.’

‘No, Mara,’ Wilham replied, a patronising grin on his face. ‘I was in the south, preparing our people for the glorious uprising that would follow Kroda’s defeat in the Reaches. They will be defeated, won’t they? Because it doesn’t look like it from here.’

Fen had never liked Wilham. Small, beardless and baby-faced, he hid within him a bottomless well of rage and spite. It was said he was a master of his craft – indeed, it was no small feat to lead the resistance in the capital for so many years without the Iron Hand catching up with him – but Aren had always told her that he loved causing chaos more than he loved his country.

Still, despite his unpleasant nature, he was a powerful ally, and his surprise arrival from the south had caused some consternation in the Fang. That he should come in person to see how matters stood was a mark of how gravely important he counted them.

‘This is our land, not theirs,’ said Bridda. ‘The Thief-Queen almost broke upon these cliffs; the Krodans will have it no easier.’

Wilham turned a smile of feigned respect onto her. ‘Clan-chief Bridda. Your people fought valiantly to win this keep. But you had surprise on your side, and inside help. The Krodans will come in greater numbers, with better armour and weapons than we possess, and they fight with a discipline few can match.’

She stood with the bearing of a leader in the face of that barely hidden condescension. Nine, how Fen admired the Fell Folk’s pride, even after everything they’d suffered.

‘Discipline might carry the day in the flat lands of the south, but these are the Reaches,’ she said. ‘Here, the weather can turn in a moment. Canyons will flood, paths will become impassable, and there are ways that show on no maps, ways not even the Northguard knows. These lands are made for fast horses and nimble climbers. Their armour will weigh them down, their supply wagons will founder and we will harry them every step of the way, striking from the shadows and disappearing like smoke. We will give them no rest. By the time they reach the Fang, they will already have turned for home in their hearts.’

‘I think you underestimate their will.’

‘As you underestimate ours. The Northguard has cast a shadow over this land for centuries. This brief taste of freedom has been the dream of generations. We will die – every man, woman and child – before we give it back.’

Fen felt a sinking in her guts. Will you? she thought. Because it may yet come to that. Even if we win.

When Aren told her Mara’s plan to take the Fang, she’d hardly been listening, caught up as she was in her own concerns. Mara and Stivan had made a deal: he’d help the Dawnwardens win the keep if she’d restore him to his rightful place as the Northguard once Ossia was free. Terrified at the news of her pregnancy, trapped and suffocated by the future closing in, Fen had barely given a thought to the Fell Folk. It was just politics, and she’d never troubled with politics. The world had ever been at the mercy of forces beyond her understanding. She had to look after herself.

That thought shamed her now. When she’d arrived from Redfields, exhausted and carrying the Ember Blade, Mara had reacted with relief, but her true concern was for the sword. It was the Fell Folk who’d welcomed her and hailed her as a hero. Once her strength had returned, Bridda held a feast for her, and after that everyone knew who she was. They took her in with such thoughtless, easy warmth that Fen had half-believed she was dreaming it.

Her whole life, she’d never known anything like that feeling. As a child, she’d lived in idyllic isolation with her parents, a perfect existence until suddenly it wasn’t. In the Dawnwardens, she’d found a shared purpose and meaning, but she’d only allowed herself to get close to Aren. The others were too different. Not her people.

The Fell Folk were. They lived outdoors, close to the land, attuned to the seasons and the rhythm of the world around them. Theirs was a world of sun and wind, a world without roads, where the only limits to their freedom were the limits of their bodies. They kept their animals close, took only what they needed, and worshipped the Aspects with a passionate certainty that Fen found inspiring.

In the camaraderie of the firepit, Fen was struck by a profound realisation. Here among the Fell Folk, for the first time since her childhood, she was truly at home.

And yet, there was a worm gnawing at the core of her newfound happiness: the knowledge of Mara’s deal. It would be Fell Folk blood shed for the Fang, the very men and women she shared meat with each evening. Any victory would come at a terrible cost; they were all aware of that. But the thought that their prize might be ripped out of their hands once the revolution was done, that the Fell Folk would be cast back to their fastnesses after all their sacrifice, to be ruled once again by a new Northguard … that was a betrayal Fen could hardly bear to think of. These people would never be trusted, never be seen as anything but unruly barbarians, too dangerous to live without governance.

She wanted to tell Bridda. Bridda, who’d shown her nothing but kindness, deserved to know. But to tell her would undo the unity they’d fought so hard to create, tear the alliance apart just when they needed it the most. Arguments, division, infighting would follow: everything that had doomed Ossia before. To tell her would be to destroy the one chance they had of freeing their country. And she couldn’t do that to Aren.

The dilemma made her sick to think on it. Politics. Vaspis damn all politics.

‘Now let me give you some good news,’ said Wilham. ‘The Krodans are stretched thin south of the Cut. In gathering their armies, they have emptied their garrisons, and there are no reinforcements to spare. Kroda’s attention is to the east, where the Seventh Purge is underway, and to the north, where the Brunland rebellion grows ever more bloody. Road patrols are hardly to be seen, soldiers are scarce on the streets, cargoes and ships go unchecked. Even the common folk have noticed it. They begin to listen to whispers.’ His smile widened. ‘And we have been whispering.’

He began to pace the room now, swaggering, caught up in his own importance. ‘There has never been a better time to throw the spark of revolution. The country is primed for it. And I have such plans! Assassination. Sabotage. Disruption on a scale never seen before, all over Ossia. Once done, our fat and idle overlords will never be safe again in our land.’

Aren was cautiously intrigued. ‘How did you keep a scheme so great from the attention of the Iron Hand?’ he asked. ‘They’ve broken up every assembly in time, infiltrated every organisation.’ His tone soured. ‘Even ours.’

‘By keeping all parts of it in the dark. The left hand does not know what the right hand is doing. Only one person knows the breadth of it, and he stands here before you. It’s been my life’s work.’

Fen glanced at Mara. She seemed unsurprised by the news. No doubt this had been part of the scheme all along. As much as they hated each other, they were partners by necessity. She wondered what else Mara was keeping from them all.

‘Once set in motion, this plan cannot be stopped,’ Wilham said. ‘Once the pieces are connected, the Iron Hand will move on us. If even one part of the network is compromised – and I’ve no doubt it is – then the whole network is vulnerable. We’ll have to move fast. One chance. That’s all we have.’

One chance. Her thoughts went to the tiny bundle of possibility curled between her hips. One chance to change the future her child would be born into. She’d never cared for that future before, never thought she had much of a stake in it. Everything was different now.

‘All of Ossia waits to hear what will become of the Fang. They all remember what happened at Salt Fork, how a brave band of rebels took over the town, only to have the resistance collapse at the first sign of the Krodan army.’ He turned to Fen. ‘You were there. You remember.’

Fen held his gaze steadily. Once she might have looked away, embarrassed. No longer. She wouldn’t be weak in front of Bridda. ‘That was different,’ she said.

‘It had better be,’ said Wilham. ‘Because if we can’t hold this place, no amount of chaos is going to get Ossia on its feet. We killed the Emperor’s son and stole the Ember Blade, and that didn’t work. The people need to see the Krodans beaten.’

‘Yes, you’ve made it clear enough,’ said Megwyn, who was getting impatient with his grandstanding. ‘The south needs the north to win, or the spark you throw won’t catch. What do you want? A guarantee?’

Wilham rounded on her, face red and fire in his gaze. ‘There are hundreds of people involved in the operations I mean to carry out,’ he spat. ‘Every one of them knows what the Iron Hand will do to them if they catch them. Their children will be tortured to death before their eyes! I want to go home and tell them that they will not risk that for nothing. I want to believe that you can win.’

‘You wanted this!’ Mara cried, frustration overtaking her. ‘Damn you, Wilham, you pushed and pushed me to act, and so I did! Here you are: we made our move! We have the Fang and the Fell Folk stand with us! Yet still your courage falters?’

‘We can hold this keep,’ said Megwyn. ‘The Fell Folk will whittle them down. We will break them in the passes where their numbers count for little.’

‘And how are you planning to hold back the dreadknights?’ Wilham asked. He swung around, throwing out an open hand in antagonistic invitation. ‘Vika! We haven’t heard from you yet!’

At the sound of her name, Vika stopped mumbling. Slowly she lifted her head. The hood tumbled back, showing half her face. Her once-black hair was shot through with grey, the streaks of paint on her face were smeared and clumsily applied, and her eyes had aged decades. She focused on Wilham with the slow effort of something ancient; then her attention drifted to the window, and the wintry light struggling through.

‘Vessels,’ she said. ‘They need to be vessels, I told them. Not quick enough. Not ready. No good.’ She chewed the inside of her cheek. ‘Wanted to be a weapon. Wanted to make them weapons, too.’ Her eyes sheened with tears and her voice caught. ‘I never should’ve gone. I’m sorry. Oh, I’m sorry.’

Fen looked down at the floor. To see the druidess in such a piteous state was hard to bear. She was in no state to be invited to a meeting like this. Maybe that was exactly why she had been. Mara had clashed with Vika many times over the direction of the Dawnwardens. She made little secret of her disdain for religion, and she’d thought the search for the Shadow Casket was a fool’s errand. With this final humiliation, Vika’s authority was buried for good. There was little question where the power lay now.

Wilham gestured at Vika, the damning evidence in his case. Aren spoke up then. He never could stand to see somebody bullied.

‘We faced dreadknights in Hammerholt,’ said Aren, his voice hard with conviction. ‘They are terrible foes, but they can be killed. Harod slew one himself; Vika another. The Krodans have taught us to fear them with rumours and whispers, turned them to living nightmares, and we have swallowed their stories. Anyone is invincible if you don’t dare oppose them.’

Wilham bristled at the implication, but before he could argue, Aren drew the Ember Blade. All eyes fell on it. ‘This will be our weapon against them,’ he said. ‘This, and our wits, and our hearts.’ He met Fen’s gaze and she saw his gratitude there, for righting him. She gave him a small smile in return. ‘There are only five of them,’ he said quietly. ‘We are thousands.’

As Wilham looked on the blade, she saw childish hope in his eyes. Anything seemed possible in its presence. Fen didn’t know if it was some kind of sorcery, or merely the power of belief, a thousand years of tales and legends crushed by the weight of time until it seamed the soul of every Ossian. And in that moment, she wondered if Wilham might be convinced, if his doubts would be swept away and he’d return to the south to set his great and secret work in motion.

Then he closed his eyes, screwed them shut and turned reluctantly away. ‘Fine words,’ he murmured. ‘But words only.’

‘Speak plain, Wilham,’ said Mara coldly. ‘No plan will convince you, no assurances will set your mind to rest. You’ve doubted me since the day we met. Now here is Megwyn, leader of her Oathbreakers, and Bridda, who has united the Fell Folk. On our shoulders rests the defence of the Fang.’ Her eyes narrowed dangerously. ‘How it must gall you, that three women hold custody of your hopes and dreams.’

Wilham reddened in fury. ‘That has nothing to do with it!’

‘And yet I’ll wager you never spoke to Garric this way. Garric, who failed at Salt Fork, who failed at Hammerholt until we rescued him. We have done more than he ever managed, and still you don’t trust us.’

‘Don’t play the victim with me! Hiding behind your sex like it’s an excuse—’

‘Hear me now, Wilham!’ she snapped, silencing him with the steel in her voice. ‘We are committed. There is one chance to change the fate of this country, and it is now. If you do not seize it, history will remember your lack of nerve. I will see to it.’

Wilham was struggling to control his rage. Mara faced him without fear. Fen saw Harod tense, ready to intervene if he had to. She remembered a time when Wilham almost stabbed Aren for speaking to him so.

‘Garric knew what needed to be done, and had the strength to do it,’ Wilham said through gritted teeth. ‘I have no such faith in you.’

Then he turned and stormed away, his footsteps echoing through the hall until they ended in the resounding slam of a door.

Yarin gave her a mild look. ‘That was not helpful. We will need Wilham’s cooperation if—’

‘I know it, Yarin!’ she shouted. Her agitation was plain to see. Wilham had that effect on her.

In the awkward silence that followed, the only sound left was Vika’s quiet, anguished muttering.

‘Five. Five coming. Not ready. Not ready.’
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‘We will be trying something a little different today,’ Mara said.

Kiri seated herself warily, eyes roving the castles board, devouring it with her ferocious intelligence. Instead of the usual layout – six castles divided by a river – Mara had placed stones on many of the hexes, forming three choke points around the edge of the board. In the centre was a single castle. A river ran past it, ending in a row of black tiles that cut across its path, close to the castle.

‘It’s the Fang,’ she said. She brushed her hair out of her eyes and pointed. ‘There’s the river, and the black tiles are the gorge. These are the passes: Greywatch to the west and Cutter’s Gap to the east; both have stockade walls midway and a gate to defend them. Then there is one narrow pass to the north-east, across the river. The Edmensway, named for the path King Edmen took when he returned to find the Fang’s tower had been struck by lightning.’ She looked out of the window next to the board. ‘That one there.’

Mara sat. From her chambers, it was just possible to see the mouth of the pass across a plain of rocks and meadows. The yurts of the Fell Folk covered it now, fogging the morning air with the smoke from their firepits, and their animals grazed among them. The clans had abandoned their fastnesses to the winter; everything they owned had been brought here. There was no going back. No going back for any of them now.

Sacrifice the north to liberate the south. That had been the plan, once. Stir up the Fell Folk and let the Krodans run themselves ragged chasing them around the Reaches. She’d never intended to be here with them when the enemy arrived. But so the world turned, as the common folk said. Treachery had robbed them of their sanctuary in Redfields, even as they’d won a new stronghold in the Fang. Leaving now would fatally undermine their efforts, and besides, none of the others would leave with her. Like it or not, this was where they would make their stand.

Kiri was keen and attentive, waiting for instruction. Mara studied her with the desperate affection of a parent trying to commit their child to memory. So young, so much life ahead of her. She felt a wave of icy terror at the thought of what she had to do, the sheer brutal magnitude of the task before her. It choked her throat, clogged her heart, crushed her inside. And yet she couldn’t flinch. Couldn’t fail. For the sake of every young woman like Kiri.

‘Are you alright?’ Kiri asked, suddenly concerned.

Mara wiped something imaginary from her cheek and composed herself, inwardly appalled that she’d allowed the girl to see. ‘Useless question,’ she said automatically. ‘“Alright” is a relative term, is it not?’

‘You seemed upset for a moment,’ Kiri said, chastened. ‘I was wondering why.’

Mara didn’t trust herself to engage with that. ‘Pay attention,’ she said, more harshly than she’d meant to. Kiri jumped. Mara hated herself for the look on the girl’s face. ‘I will play with only these few pieces. You will play with all of yours. What should my strategy be?’

Kiri went back to the board. ‘You need to hold the passes,’ she said at length. ‘If I break through to the centre of the board, I’ll win with superior numbers. I’ll be able to attack your forces from the rear, open up the other passes to my troops. Then I can take the castle.’

‘But here is a problem. Look at my pieces. What do you see?’

Kiri examined the pieces laid out before Mara. Her eyes flitted from the pieces to the board and back again. ‘You don’t have enough to hold all the passes?’

‘Is that a question, or an answer?’

Kiri thought for a moment longer. ‘An answer,’ she said.

‘Good. Correct. To have any hope of holding you off, I will need to concentrate my forces on two passes, with only a skeleton defence on the third. And now let us take our minds from the board for a moment, and think of considerations beyond the battle. The Krodans will want to use their superior numbers to their advantage so they will certainly prefer the wider passes. This pass to the north-east is high and difficult, and if the snows come early, it will be twice as hard. Even if they make it through, they will have to cross the river at the ford to reach the castle.’ She placed two of Kiri’s pieces at one end of the pass, two of her own at the other. ‘A token defence force will suffice there; they will not come in number.’

‘Are you sure?’ Kiri said uncertainly. ‘What if you’re wrong? They’ll break through with no trouble at all.’

‘It’s a risk,’ Mara admitted. ‘But not so much of a risk as leaving the major passes undermanned. We are not in an easy position. Now, let us play.’

They set up the rest of their pieces. Kiri divided hers between the two wide passes. Mara placed hers in defence, and they began.

For a time, there was no conversation between them, only furious concentration. Mara didn’t want to think about anything beyond the game. She set up a valiant defence with her knights and trebuchets at the passes, but although Kiri took heavy losses, she broke through the eastern pass with the creative use of an assassin and a carefully targeted eagle strike. Once that was done, as she predicted, it was over. Mara’s pieces had nowhere to run; anywhere they tried to find safety, another of Kiri’s pieces was waiting. Kiri made sure to mop up anything dangerous, then took the castle.

Her expression indicated that she didn’t quite believe it had happened. ‘I won,’ she said quietly.

Mara gave her a tight smile. ‘You did,’ she said. ‘Now, set up again. This time come at me through the north-eastern pass.’

They played three times more, with different combinations of attack and defence. Kiri won every one. As an experiment, Mara tried dividing her forces evenly among the passes, and that was a rout.

As the final game ended, Mara tipped over the castle at the centre. ‘Well,’ she said, with forced brio. ‘We shall have to do better in real life.’

‘It was just because I had more pieces,’ said Kiri, trying to soothe the burn of defeat. Kiri had never won against Mara at castles before, let alone dominated her like that. She felt guilty.

‘The enemy have more pieces,’ Mara said. ‘Anyway, we have learned one thing. We cannot divide our forces. We will hope for the snows to block the narrow pass, and defend the others as best we can.’

‘We’ll win,’ said Kiri, with certainty. She nodded to herself. ‘We will.’

Mara marvelled at her brazen lack of fear. She was nervous of many things, but not death. She’d never feared that. Mara had missed something in teaching her: she’d failed to realise that intelligence wasn’t understanding. Kiri wanted to learn all there was to know, but she was still so young, incapable of truly comprehending risk. She could imagine the shape of consequences, but couldn’t feel their weight. She could consider others but only guess at what they felt. Her world was small and inward. She moved through her life day by day, with no idea what she was dealing with.

Mara had always despised ignorance. Any knowledge, no matter how painful, was worth the seeking. But not this. Stay blind, she thought to her protégé. It’s better that way.

Mara sat back in her chair and looked out of the window again. Above the pass, strange formations stood against the skyline: thick fingers of rock, a peculiar conical mound, shaggy jags of stone that defied natural explanation. Once it had been the fortress of giants, so she’d been told. Mara felt herself teeter as if with vertigo and suddenly she felt terribly small. The vastness of time spread out in her mind – the infinite past, the endless future – and just for an instant she thought she glimpsed the scope of it, the cold, uncaring majesty of the centuries.

I don’t want to disappear. I want to be remembered. I want to leave something behind.

Once, she’d invented an artificial limb that had made her rich and improved the lives of uncountable people. But nobody knew about that. She’d given the credit to the man she loved. What was left, then, if she died now? She’d be a footnote in the histories at best, if the Krodans allowed it to be recorded at all. Failed leader of a failed revolt. Erased from time.

She’d turned down the chance of children when it had come to her. There was no one out there to bear her crafter’s mark, none to carry her memory. Her pupils had been her surrogates, cherry-picked for potential so as to avoid disappointment. All were lost but one. Mara could hardly bear the thought of losing Kiri, too.

It was Lyssa’s Watch this afternoon, when she stood alone in the sky, small and pale, hovering just above the settlement. Remote, serene, lonely. Mara gazed at the moon, and wished herself there.

‘Have you written to your father lately?’ she asked.

‘A letter came to me at Redfields,’ she said, wary of this change of tack. Anything that wasn’t a lesson, she suspected as a trick. ‘One of our people brought it back from Morgenholme. He is well.’

‘Does he have everything he needs?’

‘I think so.’

‘You should write to him,’ she said. ‘I will see it sent. There are still messages going out with the riders.’

Kiri nodded shyly. ‘I’d like that.’

‘It might be your last chance,’ Mara said. Her voice trembled a little at the end. Her emotions were unacceptably out of control today.

‘Mara?’ Kiri’s quiet voice deepened in puzzlement.

‘Be sure … be sure to tell him all the things you should.’ She forced a smile. ‘Just in case.’

Kiri’s bewilderment was turning to fear. ‘Why are you saying that? Is something wrong?’

Everything. Too much. I can’t do this. I have to do this. ‘You know …’ she said. ‘I would have looked after him, if you’d asked. I would have given him whatever he wanted, if …’

‘He’s well, I just said so!’ Kiri was beginning to panic. ‘I don’t understand! Did I do something wrong?’

Mara sucked in a steadying breath, forced calm upon herself. ‘I’m just sorry I dragged you into this. I only wanted … I wanted better for you.’

Kiri’s eyes were wide. ‘Aren’t we going to win?’ she asked.

Mara could have cried at the look on her face. She ached with the need to clutch her close and soothe her fears. But that wasn’t her place. This wasn’t her daughter. She was her father’s, in the end.

‘Yes,’ she said, face and eyes dead. ‘Yes, we’re going to win.’
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Thin rain sifted down from a blank grey sky, chased here and there by the wind. Crouched on the lip of the Fang’s eastern pass, a lone figure looked out across the wild uplands. His cowl was pulled over his head, half for shelter and half from habit, but a few straggling locks of hair had escaped and blew damply about in the wind.

From his vantage point, Stivan could see far across the Reaches. This was his heart’s country, this labyrinth of gorges and plateaus, steep valleys and sheer walls. Winter had made it raw and bleak, but Stivan loved its brutality as much as its beauty. Here, a man’s comfort was hard earned, and all the better for it.

Cutter’s Gap was busy with activity. The Fell Folk were digging pits in front of the old stockade wall and raising earthworks behind it. Drays pulled carts loaded with long stakes. Centuries ago, this pass had been the route by which the stone-cutters and quarrymen hauled the rocks that built the Fang. Now it was a dam against a tide of soldiers such as the Reaches hadn’t seen since the days of Queen Luda.

Would it hold? None could say.

A gust of wind blew rain against his cheeks. He turned away, screwed shut his eyes. Saw his father’s blood-bloated face, eyes wide in terror as he strangled.

Accursed old tyrant. Death was no more than he deserved, he told himself, but the thought was hollow bravado. Though they hadn’t seen each other for decades, Jerdis’s murder left him bereft. His towering presence was an absence in Stivan’s life, and there was nothing to fill it but remorse. His bastard son had come home only to commit treachery. The last thing he felt for Stivan had been disappointment. No victory could erase that.

And yet, why hadn’t he told his killers the truth? Jerdis had the opportunity to strike back at his betrayer by revealing Stivan as his son. They’d have hanged him right alongside his father. Stivan had seen the thought cross his mind, but he’d kept his silence. Was it love that stayed his tongue, or practicality: the cold-blooded desire to preserve his bloodline? Stivan didn’t know, but he’d always be haunted by that mercy.

The rain petered out, as he’d known it would. In the distance, shafts of sun broke through the cloud. He raised his gaze and looked to the horizon.

Somewhere out there was his half-brother Alden. Bullish, eager Alden, always happy to play his games, always so easily led. He probably wanted to come marching back to the Fang as soon as he heard the news. Stivan suspected his generals had persuaded him otherwise. Better to bide his time and wait for the Krodans. After all, it was only by their hand that he was the heir to the Fang at all.

He didn’t blame Alden. None of this was his fault. It was the Krodans and their ridiculous laws that had authored this tragedy, by declaring that a bastard was worth less than a child born in wedlock. If not for that, Stivan would still be the heir, and there’d have been no revolt in the north.

But these things had happened. His father’s death had happened. And one day soon, he’d have to face Alden and account for it.

‘There are rumours in the keep,’ said Kenda’s voice from behind him. Lost in thought, he hadn’t heard her approach. ‘They say Jerdis Cragheart’s bastard was seen inside the Fang just before it fell. Keddin Starkeye. Can you believe it?’

He didn’t rise to the scorn in her tone. ‘Only a fool listens to rumours. Keddin Starkeye died a long time ago.’

‘Yet you’ve been keeping out of the way, just the same.’

‘Thirty years it’s been, but old heads have long memories. It would hardly help our cause if I were recognised.’

Kenda settled herself on the wet rock beside him and gazed out across the land. ‘Ah, that’s right. The cause. What a patriot you are.’ She was scathing as ever, but there was no strength in her malice. She sounded tired.

He gave her a sidelong look. ‘A patriot is exactly what I am. Are you here for a reckoning?’

‘No.’ She met his gaze for a moment, then looked away again. ‘I’m here to say farewell.’

He nodded to himself, as if at the rightness of it. Now that she said it, he realised he’d been expecting it for some time.

‘Where are you going?’

‘Back to Durn. To report on the state of things here.’

‘You really are a spy, then.’

‘I told you I was, didn’t I?’

‘I was never entirely sure if you were joking.’ He pushed back his hood, turned his face up to the sky. ‘Have you told Aren?’

‘Why him, specifically?’ she said sharply.

He wasn’t in the mood for evasions. ‘You know why.’

She sighed. ‘Not yet.’

‘Are you going to?’

‘It would seem the decent thing to do, don’t you think?’

They lapsed into silence. She shuffled her feet and looked at her boots.

‘Nothing’s going to change,’ she said at length. ‘I thought it might. For a long time, I did. But now I see.’

‘It’s not enough to liberate a land?’ Stivan replied.

‘You nobles were here before the Krodans. When they came, you made your deals and kept your power. When they’re gone, you’ll make another deal and go right on ruling. That’s not liberation. That’s not what I came here for.’

‘An end to gods and kings,’ Stivan said. ‘That was what you wanted, wasn’t it? I hear they’re executing enemies of the people on a daily basis in Durn. Garrotting them in public squares while crowds cheer. Is that to be Ossia’s fate? Not while I breathe.’

‘It doesn’t have to be that way.’

‘The nobility are the bones that hold the body together,’ he told her. ‘You may not like the way things are done, but it’s been done that way for centuries. Everyone knows how it works, and because of that, it works.’

‘It works for you,’ she said bitterly.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We hold the power. Look at your homeland, look at what happens when you give all the power to people who don’t understand it. Your trust in the nobility of humankind is admirable but misguided. We are base, little more than clever animals. We need our leaders to be made of greater stuff than us. We need to believe they are better.’

‘And when the Fell Folk have decimated themselves winning back your country, you will reclaim their lands and reduce them to servitude, with nothing to show for their sacrifice but more graves than they can reckon.’

‘I am not like my father. It will be better than before. That’s all we can ask: that things become better, little by little.’

‘I ask for more,’ Kenda said.

‘You ask for chaos. What I did, I did for the good of my country.’

She snorted. ‘Forgive me. I thought it was about a little boy who lost his castle.’

Her insults slid off him, just as the rain had. Small discomforts. He hardly noticed them.

For a time, they sat together, watching the activity in the pass. She didn’t seem inclined to move, and he was content to share her company. Whatever she thought of him now, he was sorry to see her go. They’d spent many years together in the Greycloaks, and they’d been good years.

His eyes found a train of covered carts making their way slowly through the pass, under heavy guard. A group of Xulans rode with them, standing out against the rough horde with their oil-black skin and elegant poise. Mara had informed him of their coming; she smuggled him all kinds of information since he couldn’t be present at their gatherings. A nasty surprise for the Krodans, one of several they had in store. It would take every dirty trick they could manage to overcome their shortfall in numbers.

‘I believed in you,’ she said out of nowhere, breaking into his thoughts.

‘I never led you false,’ he replied calmly.

‘You should have told me you were the son of the Northguard.’

‘We didn’t talk about our pasts in the Greycloaks. You were happy about that, once. Have I ever asked what you write in that little book of yours?’

‘You could have. I might have answered.’

Stivan couldn’t bring himself to care. Her disappointment in him was a drop in the ocean. His life had been shaped by disappointment.

‘What were you trying to prove, going to Yaga?’ Stivan said. ‘Chasing off halfway around the world after a dream?’

‘I never thought the Shadow Casket was real.’

‘That’s not the dream I meant.’

‘There was the chance to learn about a place where little is known. That has value to my people.’ She glanced at him guiltily. ‘It wasn’t all about him.’

‘Mostly, though.’

‘I lost my faith in the cause when I heard what you and Mara did. Perhaps I hoped he might restore it.’ She sucked her teeth ruefully. ‘I have a soft spot for idealists, I think. But I don’t want to die for one.’

She got to her feet. In the distance, the clouds had broken up and there was blue sky between them. She gazed at it thoughtfully. ‘Do you believe in omens, Stivan?’

‘No.’

She smiled. ‘Me neither.’ She began to walk away. ‘Good luck with your revolution,’ she said over her shoulder as she went. ‘In time, kin.’

‘I’ll miss you, Kenda!’ he called.

‘I’ll miss the Greycloaks,’ she replied. She raised her hand in farewell, and didn’t look back again.
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Vika-Walks-The-Barrows sat motionless by the fire as the chill in the air deepened and dusk dimmed the land. A small pot, hanging from a tripod, bubbled over the flames beside her. Her hand lay open on the ground, and in her palm was a mound of seed.

Her camp lay at the bottom of a crease in the land, where spindly evergreens grew from the loamy walls and bushes clustered by the banks of a shallow stream. A narrow waterfall slipped down from higher altitudes, guided by a groove of its own long making. Rock doves hooted in the foliage, calling over the restless, endless turning of the water on its way to the sea.

Once, Vika would have made herself part of that. To slip into the flow of nature, to bathe her senses in it, had been easy as breathing. No longer. Her senses had been amputated with the death of Ruck, her composure destroyed. The calm she needed was impossible to gather when her thoughts flopped and floundered like suffocating fish.

But there was a way.

A rock dove, fat-bodied and clumsy, flapped down to the ground nearby. It made its sidelong way towards her, eyeing the seed in Vika’s hand, pecking at the ground as it approached in a show of badly feigned nonchalance. When it got close enough, Vika snatched it up, quick as a viper, and broke its neck with one sharp twist. Then she threw it on the pile with the other five.

When Agalie found her, she was busy bleeding out the doves, squeezing their juices into the bubbling pot. In between scattered thanks to Ogg and Hallen, she muttered to herself, chewing on her lip as she did so.

‘Blood makes change, ha! Take your possibilities, put them in the brew. Making a difference now, little doves!’

She jerked and looked up when Agalie said her name. ‘Didn’t hear you coming,’ she said accusingly. ‘Never do, do I?’

Agalie gazed at her friend with pity in her eyes. Vika scarcely noticed. She was distracted by her friend’s goat-skull staff. The goat’s gaze seemed an accusation; it crossed her mind to take offence.

‘Oh, Vika,’ said Agalie. ‘I warned you no good would come of this.’

‘Warned me. Warned me, ha!’ Vika shook out the last of the dove’s blood and tossed it away. Agalie frowned disapprovingly at her lack of respect for the animal she’d sacrificed to the pot.

‘That is a lot of blood,’ Agalie said carefully, noting the heap of carcasses. ‘How strong do you mean to make it?’

‘Strong enough,’ Vika said. Then: ‘She’s gone. Severed.’ Her mouth pulled downwards, as if she were about to cry; but there were no tears left in her, nor ever would be again.

‘I know,’ said Agalie. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Where have you been?’ Vika snapped, whiplashing from sorrow to spite in an instant. ‘Why weren’t you here?’

Agalie laid down her staff and settled herself cross-legged by the fire, pulling her tattered red and brown cloak around her. ‘I was wandering the wilds. Seeking wisdom from the spirits.’

‘Wisdom!’ Vika snorted. ‘What’s their wisdom worth?’

Agalie was puzzled. ‘What are you doing here, if not asking for their help?’

‘Not their help. They lie. But there are others, those who showed me once, set me on the true path.’ The very thought made her snigger.

Agalie took a moment to understand. ‘The Torments?’

Vika leered at the horror in her tone.

‘This madness must stop, Vika,’ Agalie told her. ‘You have pushed yourself beyond reason.’

Anger sparked in Vika. It wasn’t Agalie’s place to tell her what to do. ‘Who’ll save us, then?’ she snapped. ‘The land of the living and the dead, with no Divide. I saw it! One chance we’ve got, no more! Turn back the tide or the whole world’s to drown! Who’ll save us?’

‘It does not have to be you!’

‘But I was chosen,’ she said, her face twisting. ‘You were not.’

Agalie’s look of hurt made her turn away, her anger plunged into the ice-cold waters of remorse. Suddenly she was calm. Her emotions were so changeable now. Were they always so? She couldn’t remember. She couldn’t remember a time when she’d been able to concentrate.

Her gaze drifted up to the sky, where the stars were beginning to show themselves in the gloaming. Shards of the Creator, scattered through the void when he destroyed himself to give life to the universe. She too had destroyed herself; she too was scattered now, disconnected from the world, from herself. She wanted Agalie to understand, but how could she tell her, when the distance between thought and word had become so great? She and Ruck had been entwined in ways too subtle and numerous to count. So were the damages done to her when her companion was ripped away.

Her only consolation was the Shadowlands. In the ever-changing mirror-world of the spirits, she was made whole again, and she walked there as she had of old. Each trip she roamed further and further, at first to lose herself, but later with a destination in mind. She was seeking the way to the far side, to Kar Vishnakh, the Citadel of Chains.

‘The Torments chose me, even if the Aspects did not,’ she said. ‘Showed me what was to come. Helped us once, aye. Might be they’ll do so again.’

‘You stray too close to the Abyss, Vika. You chose a dark path that day you set forth for Yaga.’

Broken memories of their parting came to Vika’s mind. Had they argued? Yes, she was sure they had.

‘Five are coming,’ she said quietly. ‘We are not ready.’

‘The druids are not weapons.’

‘They can be!’ Vika snapped. ‘What of their training? Have you shown the young ones how to face the five?’

‘I cannot show them what I do not know,’ Agalie said grimly. ‘I have always had the art of speaking to beasts. I have taught them that, and in that they have flourished.’

‘Animals!’ Vika darkened at that. ‘I should have stayed. Should have taught them myself.’

‘Abandon this path, Vika. You must rest and heal, your mind and body both. The battle will not be won or lost by you, nor by the one you heralded. It will be won by all of us, or none.’

Vika gnawed at her lip as she turned that over in her mind, then shook her head. ‘Too much at stake. Doesn’t matter the cost to me. Keep going. Someone has to.’

Agalie sighed and got to her feet. When next she spoke, her tone was solemn and firm. ‘I have taken Galarad’s blood from your hiding place, Vika, and I will keep it from you. Now I know your mind, I am certain it will not be long before you seek that power for your own. It will be the death of you. I will not allow it.’

Vika stared into the waters of the stream and said nothing. The fire spat, cracking the silence.

‘I am ever your friend, Vika,’ Agalie said, as if that would soothe the betrayal. When Vika still didn’t look at her, she walked away.

Only once Agalie was well out of earshot did Vika let out the laughter she’d been holding inside. ‘It’s deer’s blood,’ she chuckled to herself. ‘Deer’s blood. You think I’d leave it there for you?’

She reached into her cloak, ran her fingers over the clay phials there, found the one she sought by the imprint on its wax seal. Hidden safe inside was the lifeblood of Galarad-Under-The-Crag, the last remnant of the elder druids.

‘You weren’t chosen,’ she spat sourly into the gathering gloom. ‘I was.’
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Night came early in Hearthkeep, and it was already upon them when Mara and Kiri pushed through the door to her chambers, clad in furs and blowing on their hands.

‘Take your ease. I’ll get the fire going,’ Mara said.

‘Can I help?’

‘No need, child. You’ve worked hard enough today.’

Indeed, they both had. They’d been out with the sun, stout boots on their feet, into the canyons and up onto the western plateau. All day they’d walked, until they were alone in the emptiness. There, Mara had shown Kiri the nest of a rare burrowing bird, and they’d studied the hardy heather of the Reaches, and spoken of the seasons and the sky and the vast, impossibly complex dance of invisible forces that made the weather.

Kiri drank it all in, her fascination endless, never happier than when she was learning something new. Her mood was buoyant as they made their way back to the Fang. Even the sight of the earthworks being raised in the passes didn’t dent her good cheer, nor the Fell Folk drilling their youngsters in the art of shooting from horseback. The coming battle weighed on her not a bit. She was only glad to have her teacher’s attention again, for Mara had made herself absent these past few days, shamed by her unforgivable moment of weakness over the castles board. Now she was back, all was well.

Mara busied herself at the fireplace while Kiri quietly read. She’d made an effort to decorate, for once. Snowberry clusters, dolls of Old Gammy Gam and such. Hearthfire’s Eve was near at hand, when all of Ossia lit bonfires to hold back the long night of midwinter, as Joha had held back the darkness of the Abyss when he drew the Divide between the living and the dead. Children with lanterns would chase their parents through the streets, the adults dressed as demons, fleeing from the light. Afterwards, presents would be exchanged before the fire, and then would come the Hush: three days of festivities, the last hurrah before the coldest months of winter set in. The Court of the Heron King packed up and left, and Joha went to his river to fish among the stars. It was a time of wild abandon, where moral judgement was suspended and secret desires indulged. After all, no one was watching.

Mara was of the opinion that no one was watching anyway, nor ever had been. But Kiri liked the decorations and the mounting excitement in the air, so Mara indulged her.

Once the fire was burning well, Mara found a flask she’d kept to one side, and poured its contents into a small pot to heat over the flames. Kiri looked over curiously.

‘It’s a surprise,’ Mara told her, without turning her face from the fire.

‘It smells good,’ Kiri ventured.

Mara just stirred the pot.

When it was heated enough, she took it from the fire, poured it into a bowl and put it on a table in front of the settee, with a small pie on a plate to one side. ‘Sit,’ she said. ‘Eat. You must be tired.’

Kiri came over warily. ‘Is that cold eel pie?’ she asked, recognising the distinctive crimping on the pie lid.

‘It is.’

‘Is it my birthday or something?’ Cold eel pie was poor folks’ food, the kind of food people ate in the Canal District. Despite Mara’s best efforts to wean her onto more sophisticated fare, it had never stopped being her favourite.

‘Don’t ask redundant questions,’ Mara said gently.

‘What’s this drink?’ Kiri was mesmerised by the heady sweetness of its scent.

‘It’s cocoa. From Xula.’

Her eyes widened. ‘Ain’t you – aren’t you going to have any?’

‘I’ve tried it before. Too sweet for me.’

‘Oh.’ She sipped it, sipped it again, then took a greedy gulp.

‘Steady now,’ said Mara. Ever the grasper, she thought. This girl who’d grown up with nothing, and couldn’t help but take. At the sight of it, she felt the same grief wash against her as she’d felt that day at the castles table, a poisonous black wave of unbearable horror. But she’d shored up her defences since, and she kept it inside, forced a smile instead.

I won’t let them hurt you. I won’t let anyone hurt you.

Once Kiri had finished the cocoa and cleared her plate, Mara put them aside and sat with her on the settee, facing the fire. The heat of it beat against them, and its light threw back the dark. They sat together in the drowsy warmth, gazing into the flames.

‘Thank you for today,’ said Kiri, quietly.

Mara felt a stab like a needle in her chest. She could hardly keep from crying out with the hurt of it. ‘You’re such a serious girl. I just wanted to see you happy.’

Kiri gave her a strange look. Mara returned a smile that was half an apology. ‘I wish I could explain,’ Mara said.

But Kiri wouldn’t understand. Couldn’t. That was the tragedy of it. Mara wanted to bathe her in the desperate, pathetic love that gripped her, have her feel its heat like the light of the sun. But Kiri couldn’t even tell.

‘I am tired,’ Kiri said.

‘We walked a long way, you and I, and it’s late.’

She nodded sleepily at that.

‘I loved a man once,’ Mara said. She hadn’t meant to, but she did. ‘Loved him, body and mind. He wanted children, and I didn’t, and I lost him over that. Wasn’t willing to make the sacrifice.’ She smiled faintly. ‘Sometimes you have to give up a castle to get a castle.’

Kiri frowned at her. This kind of talk made her uneasy, even when put forth as a board game analogy. It made Mara uneasy, too, but that hardly seemed to matter tonight.

‘I had so much to do,’ she said, ‘and I was afraid they’d stop me. That when it came to it, I’d always put them first. My light would dim as theirs grew. Do you see?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Ah, you’re young. So young. You don’t know what it was like before the Krodans came. Women used to be invited to the Glass University. We were physicians, scholars, architects. Once you know your worth, you can’t ever agree to be lesser. Not really. It’s a betrayal of yourself. It eats at you in ways you don’t even notice.’

Kiri stifled a yawn. ‘I’m sorry. I am listening, it’s just …’

‘That’s alright,’ Mara said fondly. ‘Lay your head on my shoulder, if you want.’ Kiri gave her a look of surprised puzzlement, suspecting a trap. Mara smiled. ‘It’s alright,’ she said again. ‘I’d like it if you did.’

Kiri brushed her hair back from her face, radiating uncertainty. Then, unable to refuse or unwilling to, she laid herself against Mara, and Mara put her arm around her. At first, she was stiff, tensed as if to escape; then she settled herself and relaxed. Mara squeezed her eyes shut, when she was sure Kiri couldn’t see. The bittersweet weight and warmth of her, this girl who’d never be her daughter, made her soar and die all together.

‘That’s why I got upset before, you see,’ Mara said quietly. ‘I’m sorry for that. It’s just that it means so much to me. When I think of all the young women like you, all those uncountable minds like seeds that will never be watered, all that potential wasted …’ She stopped as her voice threatened to betray her. ‘I can’t let anything stop me. Do you understand?’

Kiri nodded sleepily. Mara dared to pull her in a little tighter, and she snuggled close.

‘It’s been a big day, hasn’t it?’ she said soothingly. ‘Good to get out of the cold, in front of a fire.’

‘Redundant,’ Kiri murmured, with a little smile.

Mara gave a little laugh. ‘Quite right.’

She gazed into the fire, willing the light at its heart to burn away her thoughts. Instead, she’d conjure a world of her own, in which the girl lying against her was hers, and belonged to no other. A world in which the Krodans had never existed, and none of this had come to pass.

But she’d never been one for fantasies. Truth was to be faced, always, no matter how it scarred and scalded. There was altogether too much deception in the world already.

‘It was a good idea of yours, about the traitor,’ she said. ‘Give a few people individual pieces of information, see which the Krodans respond to. When I heard about the attack on Redfields, I despaired. I knew it had been foolish to let Cade join the Dawnwardens. I was always opposed to it.’

Kiri made a sleepy mutter of agreement.

‘But then Fen came to the Fang with the Ember Blade. The Krodans are not so lax as to fumble an opportunity like that. Fen got to the Ember Blade first because they didn’t know where it was hidden. And that meant Cade couldn’t have told them. After that, it was just a matter of mathematics.’

She stared into the fire, stroking Kiri’s head absently, running her fingertips over her dark, dry hair. She was asleep, her breathing deepening steadily. Mara’s eyes brimmed. She’d spent the whole day holding back her grief, and now at last, she allowed it out. Kiri would never know.

‘I was so happy when I heard you were asking for me in Morgenholme,’ she said, her voice becoming hoarse. ‘You always tried so hard in my classes. If I could just save one of you …’ She swallowed down the bitterness, the shame, the hatred she felt at her own weakness. ‘But of course, the Iron Hand knew that.’

She looked down at the girl in her arms. Her face, peaceful and untroubled in sleep, was blurred by her tears. Perhaps it always had been.

‘I don’t blame you,’ she whispered. ‘You’re a good daughter. Helping out your father. You know what they’d have done to him if you didn’t.’

Kiri let out a long sigh. Mara stroked her hair and rocked her.

‘Ssh,’ she said, as the tears spilled down her cheeks. ‘Ssh. Mama’s got you.’

The fire had burned low by the time Wilham came knocking, and Kiri was cold by then. The sound roused Mara from her numbed stupor. She lifted Kiri off her, laid her on the settee and walked to the door like a woman much older than her years.

‘What’s this Yarin tells me?’ Wilham was as belligerent as ever. ‘Another traitor? Can’t you keep your people in order?’

‘There was only ever one,’ Mara said, her voice flat and toneless. ‘We gave them false information about the assault and made sure they passed it on to the Krodans. The Krodans think they will catch us by surprise, but they will find a trap waiting. That is how we will beat them.’

Wilham was wrongfooted, but still determined to seek fault in her methods. ‘Where is the informer, then? They will need to be interrogated.’

‘I know how you interrogate,’ said Mara. ‘I will not let you lay hands on her. Nor the Fell Folk, nor any other. I have dealt with the matter.’

Wilham’s eyes went to the settee, visible from the doorway. Kiri lay there, her arm hanging to the floor. Something about the way she lay told him, and the colour drained from his face. He looked from Kiri’s body to Mara and back again with horror in his eyes.

‘Return to Morgenholme,’ she said. ‘Tell them we will win the north. Whatever it takes.’

‘Mara, I—’ he began. It might have been an apology, or an offer of sympathy, but the void in her eyes swallowed it up. ‘I’ll leave on the morrow,’ he said.

She wasn’t looking at him any more, but at Kiri, sprawled upon the settee. She waited for his footsteps to fade in the corridor outside, then closed the door gently behind him, so as not to make a noise.



80

Klyssen jerked out of his reverie, looked about in alarm, and was momentarily surprised to find himself in his office.

Light, that’s happened too often of late. Now, what was I doing?

The headquarters of the Iron Hand in Morgenholme was a warren of cells and torture chambers below ground, a dim maze of offices above it. Klyssen’s was small and cramped and shared with another watchman by the name of Gurt whom Klyssen had never actually met; neither of them was here often. A small, high window let weak winter daylight down onto a pair of desks, some overstuffed bookshelves, and locked wooden cabinets containing hundreds of files, each one an account of a person’s life, their sins and passions, all their beautiful vulnerabilities laid out and waiting for their moment to be used. Information was the ammunition of the Iron Hand, and they were well armed.

What had he been doing? Klyssen couldn’t quite bring it back to mind. Some administrative task, he was sure – a form to fill, a request to make – but in that moment he’d lost it entirely. For a man who prided himself on his sharpness, it disturbed him deeply. Almost as deeply as what had distracted him.

The Shadow Casket. He’d kept it jealously close the whole way back from Yaga, but it was far too dangerous to carry around in Morgenholme. So he’d put it in a vault, set two of his most loyal men to guard it, and hardly slept a night since. Whenever his mind was idle, it drifted back to the casket: that strange, segmented embrium orb with its mesmerising patterns and unfathomable rings.

Long days and nights at sea he’d laboured over it, his fingers spidering across its cool surface, turning this, moving that. The sphere was a puzzle. Everything on it moved, sometimes only in a certain direction, or only together with something else. The rings could be rotated, making new connections among the labyrinth of lines. Symbols could be pressed and slid. The combinations were endless. He had no idea how such an intricate contraption had been devised, but the minds that had made it were beyond him.

Whether it was a good idea to open it or not was a consideration that was quickly discarded. He only wanted to beat it. But try as he might, he was always frustrated.

The Shadow Casket had a value to Klyssen even above and beyond the colossal wealth it represented. That strange sphere was the key to getting his daughters back. Small wonder he obsessed over it so. He needed to deliver it to Chancellor Draxis, so that he might deliver it in turn to Doctor Baltazar Gless in Revenhuss and make heroes of them both. Maybe then, once it was truly out of his reach, he could stop thinking about the damned thing.

A city of bone and sinew. Abominations on a blasted plain. Humankind enslaved in an infinity of suffering.

The vision hit with such force that Klyssen became dizzy, and he had to lean on his desk to steady himself. When he opened his eyes again, he still saw the after-images, unspeakable shapes prowling beneath the skin of his surroundings. At last they faded, and all he saw was the dim office once more.

Klyssen swallowed. He was sweating. That damned Doctor had got into his head at Revenhuss. He was far more dangerous than Klyssen had ever imagined. Klyssen had known all kinds of tricksters, and he knew how a person’s mind could be turned to make even the most improbable realities true. But here was a man that could make you see things, could make even the most hostile audience believe the impossible. Hard as it was to admit, Klyssen had found himself out of his depth in Revenhuss. And though he insisted there was a rational explanation for the horrors he’d experienced there, he couldn’t make himself forget them.

A knock at the door startled him.

Calm, he told himself. I am authority.

It was Underwatchman Dorff, an oily slip of a man whose career was stalling because he was so fond of torture that even his colleagues mistrusted him. ‘Oskin Derth is here,’ he said. ‘Shall I send him up?’

‘Yes,’ said Klyssen. ‘And bring my mail afterwards, as we agreed.’

Dorff nodded knowingly and disappeared.

Oskin Derth – or Cade, as Klyssen knew him better. Citizen of the Empire, or Ossian rebel. Klyssen was never sure which, and the young man was admirably hard to read. Certainly, he looked the part of a Krodan these days: stiff-backed, his blond hair cut short, a far cry from the starving wretch that had boarded his boat on the beach at Yaga. Throughout the journey back he’d talked of atoning for his failure, of bettering himself, of making his fellows proud. No doubt he was deeply hurt when Aren cast him away, but was the hurt deep enough to ensure his loyalty? That was what Klyssen meant to ascertain.

In truth, Klyssen had found him of limited use, considering all the effort he’d put into turning him. Whoever Commander Bettren had in his pocket – his spy in the Dawnwarden camp – was better placed and faster. Klyssen had been unable to get ahead of him. Bettren knew about the Dawnwardens coming to Hallow Cove long before Cade’s message arrived, and Bettren knew about the Ember Blade, too. Cade’s warning of the attack on Wittermere should have come earlier. And Klyssen hadn’t received any word of their journey to Yaga at all, though Cade protested he’d sent it. Possibly it was lost on the way.

Possibly.

It was Bettren’s spy who revealed that the Dawnwardens were about to leave Redfields, not Cade. The Iron Hand had been aware for a while that the rebels were using it as a base – Bettren’s spy again – but they were biding their time, waiting for the Ember Blade to show itself. That was the real prize. Then the spy wrote to them with news that the Dawnwardens were leaving, heading north to join with the Fell Folk, and it was decided that some gains were better than none.

In the event, the Dawnwardens were gone before the letter even arrived. That hadn’t stopped Bettren blundering in. He claimed victory, a blow struck against the enemy, but everyone knew he’d only picked up scraps. In return, the Fang was stolen from under their noses.

The Emperor was furious. Bettren was humiliated. Had there been an obvious candidate to replace him, he might have been ousted then, but over the past few years he’d done a good job of pruning the Iron Hand of anyone with the competence to threaten him.

But he hadn’t quite finished Klyssen off.

You should have been Commander in Ossia, not Bettren, Chancellor Draxis had said once. Nobody had ever promoted a mere watchman directly to the position of Commander before, but there was a first time for everything. And Bettren’s career would be over if he faltered at the Fang.

Another knock at the door and Cade was shown in. He seemed leaner and harder after his ordeal in Yaga, and his eyes had lost their kindness. Marken Dassel’s reports had always painted him as a joker, a storyteller, someone who needed people to like him. On the journey back from Yaga, he’d neither joked nor told stories. His only conversation had been about matters of the Empire and the Sanctorum. In that, he’d reminded Klyssen depressingly of Gremmler: a man whose only opinions were those sanctioned by the authorities.

‘How are you finding Morgenholme on your return, Oskin?’ Klyssen said, using his Krodan name. ‘Your lodgings are suitable?’

‘Tomas said: “Seek not earthly comforts, but the bonds of your brothers, which grow stronger in suffering than safety.”’

‘I know what Tomas said,’ Klyssen replied disinterestedly. ‘Here. I have a message for you. It arrived yesterday.’ He held out a sealed note. ‘From a fond acquaintance of yours.’

Cade took the letter, and Klyssen watched his cheeks colour as he recognised the handwriting. Lassa, Marken’s daughter. Their falling in love had been useful, if predictable. She was the type to rescue strays, and given his inexperience with women, he was bound to be smitten by her beauty.

‘I informed Marken that you were back. No doubt the young woman is keen to see you again.’

‘My thanks,’ said Cade carefully.

Underwatchman Dorff knocked again, and Klyssen bid him enter. ‘Your mail, Watchman Klyssen,’ he said, holding up a handful of letters. ‘And you asked me to tell you when Overwatchman Gremmler arrived? He’s in his office now.’

‘Ah, excellent. Leave the letters on the desk, please. Oskin, would you mind waiting a moment? I have something to discuss with the overwatchman.’

‘Of course,’ said Cade.

Klyssen shut his office door behind him, leaving Cade alone inside. There was a glimmer of satisfaction in his eye as he made his way through the bare, narrow corridors, passing dozens of tiny offices just like his. For a time, he’d lost his passion for his job, but day by day it was creeping back. The sweet complexity of his machinations thrilled him, the grand games as much as the small and intimate ones. There in his office, Cade was undergoing a test, though he didn’t know it. Small Klyssen might be, burned and hideous to his fellow man, but there was a joy in exercising his wits that never got old.

In the pile of letters left on his desk was the one Cade had sent from Redfields. It was placed in the middle, so that Cade would only find it if he was looking through the stack.

Klyssen had read it already, of course. He’d had it resealed afterwards by one of the Iron Hand’s forgers, so Cade would never know it had been opened. If he found it, and what he did with it, would tell Klyssen a great deal about his future intentions.

Gremmler was in his office with Malloch, the rangy, pox-pitted captain of the Iron Guard whom Klyssen had last met in Hallow Cove a lifetime ago. Neither looked pleased to see him.

‘Watchman Klyssen,’ said Gremmler. ‘Back from your latest endeavour, I see. Secret business, I assume?’

‘Isn’t it always?’ Klyssen said, with a smile calculated for maximum annoyance.

Gremmler was sensible enough not to embarrass himself by probing further. Klyssen had been his pet project at Revenhuss, but he’d disappeared afterwards without a word. Reassigned, officially, but Gremmler no doubt suspected the truth. He’d seen Klyssen buttering up the Chancellor, and while there was no official connection between Klyssen’s long absence and Draxis, Gremmler had put two and two together and resented the sum of it.

‘Captain Malloch,’ said Klyssen pleasantly. ‘What of our dealings in the north?’

Gremmler answered for him. ‘Our armies are massed at the edge of the Reaches. Final preparations are being made to begin the march inward. We have inside information about the Dawnwardens’ battle plans.’

Bettren’s spy, thought Klyssen. ‘Are you certain the information is good?’

‘Commander Bettren is taking nothing for granted. That is why he’s sending myself and Captain Malloch, to make sure that things go smoothly.’

‘The Empire couldn’t be in safer hands,’ Klyssen said, so earnestly that it was clear he couldn’t possibly mean it.

Gremmler didn’t rise to the bait. ‘And how fare things with you?’ he said, after a pause long enough to indicate that neither of them wanted him here.

‘Secret business. You know how it is,’ said Klyssen. ‘Hail to the Emperor.’

He walked back to his office with a warm feeling inside. He’d come a long way from his shameful breakdown at Hallow Cove. It was good to reassert himself.

I am authority, he told himself, and it felt real this time.

Cade was still standing where Klyssen had left him. Klyssen looked him up and down. Going to see Gremmler had been mostly an excuse to leave Cade alone in the room, but that short conversation had given him a new idea.

‘What will you do next?’ he asked Cade. ‘For myself, I am departing this evening and heading east. I can arrange transportation to Falconsreach if you so desire. Marken will see to your gainful employment, and Lassa will welcome you back. You could find happiness in the heart of the Motherland. You’ve earned that much for your service.’

Cade seemed to consider that, but Klyssen suspected his mind was already made up.

‘Lassa writes for me to go back to her. But I wouldn’t want to return this way,’ he said. ‘Not until I’ve distinguished myself. Her brother Jannus died for the Empire. I haven’t done enough.’ He fixed Klyssen with a determined gaze. ‘Let me serve the Empire. Let me serve you.’

Klyssen studied him closely. He really was a good actor, this one. Until he had a chance to look at the stack of mail, he had no idea if the offer was genuine.

‘I do have a task for you, as it happens. We’ve received information from a spy in the rebel camp, detailing their plans for the defence of the Fang. Overwatchman Gremmler means to ensure there are no nasty surprises in store for us. Go with him to the Reaches; I’ll have you assigned to the Iron Guard, in Captain Malloch’s division. Nobody knows you there, and I trust you can blend in well enough. I want you to keep an eye on Gremmler for me.’

‘Is there reason to suspect him of something?’

‘Maybe. Maybe not. Get close to him if you can. Report anything you learn to me.’

‘I understand.’

No, you don’t, thought Klyssen. There was nothing to dig up on Gremmler that he hadn’t already found. He just wanted to put Cade in the position where he might do the most damage, in case that was his intent.

‘You’d better go. Don’t let Gremmler or Malloch see you on the way out. I’ll make the necessary arrangements.’

Cade saluted with a fist across the chest and turned to leave. Klyssen stopped him.

‘One thing, Guardsman Derth. I had a report of four people passing through Gullcliff some time ago, a white-haired Durnishwoman and a tattooed Skarl among them. It seems likely your friend Aren survived, and he’s probably at the Fang. That won’t be a problem, will it?’

Cade’s expression hardened. ‘No, Watchman. None at all.’

Klyssen waited until he was gone before he picked up the letters from his desk and shuffled through them. A tiny smile touched the edge of his lips.

Well, well, well. I wasn’t sure if you’d do it.

The letter from Redfields was gone. The letter that should have contained information about the Dawnwardens’ secret hideout, but instead contained a clumsy but heartfelt declaration of his loyalty to the Ossian cause. The meat of it was: I quit. Klyssen was touched that he’d had enough respect to explain himself and resign.

What he felt now, after his humiliation and rejection by Aren, Klyssen was no longer sure. But a loyal Krodan would never have looked through those letters in the first place. Klyssen had no need of an untrustworthy spy, but he might yet prove useful in other ways. If his heart was still with his homeland, despite everything, he might yet find some means to help his fellows at the Fang, and that wouldn’t be entirely unwelcome. On the other hand, if he sought retribution against Aren in order to prove himself to the Krodan cause, that would be fine, too. That was why Klyssen had originally saved him, after all: as a method of vengeance against the one who’d brought him low at Hammerholt. But that all felt childish in retrospect. Klyssen had better things to do these days.

Whether the Krodans won in the north was neither here nor there to him now. He’d long ago lost faith in the way the Iron Hand was handling things in Ossia, and it was better for him if Bettren was seen to fail. Whatever the Empire did with itself, there was only one outcome that mattered to him.

He went to his desk, unlocked a drawer and took the folding picture case from within. It was a brass ellipse, inlaid with rays and circles, holding two miniature portraits of his girls. They were years old now, and he’d never been satisfied with them. The artist had done nothing to capture Lisi’s thoughtfulness, nor Juna’s wild imagination, nor the light that shone from both of them when they saw their daddy. Drab shadows of life; yet he feared that this was what they were turning into.

Every day he was away, they became a little less his, a little more hers. Vanya was choking the joy from their lives, stealing their frivolity and replacing it with a soulless lust for objects. She taught them to value fine things simply because they were fine, every new acquisition a cold calculation of wealth and worth. Silliness and flights of fancy were met with disapproval, so they learned not to be silly or fanciful. Each time he saw them they were more serious, more grave, less happy.

He couldn’t bear it.

He’d asked to see the children as soon as he returned to Morgenholme, of course. Vanya had denied him, as expected. Told him he couldn’t just come and go as he pleased. As an afterthought, she mentioned they were moving to Falconsreach in the summer, and taking the girls. It was getting too dangerous here, and they needed a proper education in a place that had some culture.

Klyssen held his tongue, suffered the burning hatred inside with the obsequious deference she’d become used to. You’ll never set foot in Falconsreach, he swore silently. Her husband’s wealth and connections had rendered Klyssen powerless while he was a lowly watchman, but he wouldn’t be a watchman for long. The Chancellor of Kroda owed him a very big favour.

All the wealth and connections in the world wouldn’t save her then.

He closed his eyes and saw again the ruined plain, the city of sinew. Not for the first time, he experienced a pang of dread at the thought of what he’d done, what he was about to do. Whoever Doctor Gless was, Klyssen was afraid of him, and he had an inordinate amount of influence over the Empire. It was entirely possible that he was nothing more than a master manipulator, and the Shadow Casket just a spectacularly valuable trinket for his collection of oddities. That was what Klyssen told himself, at least. Because if he was wrong, there was no telling the consequence of putting it into the Doctor’s hands.

But whenever he began to doubt, he had only to think of his girls. How they’d run into his arms, laughter in their eyes. He was scarred and monstrous to the world, but they saw only the man he wanted to be. That love was the only pure and simple thing left in his life.

He snapped the picture case closed, put it in his pocket and left. Let the doctor have his toy, whatever it cost. All he wanted was his girls. And he’d burn the whole world to have them.
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Sailday, Hearthkeep 29, 13th Year of the Republic

Well, that’s all, I suppose. Farewell to the Reaches. I wasn’t sure they’d let me go, to tell you the truth. They could have locked me up. What if I went straight to the Krodans? What if I were captured and interrogated? I suppose, at some point, you just have to trust people a little. A lesson our kinfolk could learn, I think.

Yes, don’t worry, I’ll burn this journal before I get to the border. I’m not stupid. I know what the Bloody Watch would do if they read it.

Good question. Why am I going home? Oh, Lilia, I’m not sure. I just think I’ve done all I can here. I thought I could make Ossia’s revolution better than ours, you see? Fix the recipe so the bread doesn’t come out quite so burned. Isn’t that arrogant?

Don’t answer that.

All this with the Tallow Council and Trikke getting hanged, maybe that’s all growing pains. Maybe you have to hurt before you heal. And I shouldn’t be giving up on our revolution just because I don’t like how it started. It’s easy to start things. Seeing them through, that’s the hard part.

I know, I know. I sound like Papa, don’t I?

Do you remember him, bent among the graves, pulling up the weeds? In the old days, before they threw out all the surnames and named us after our parents’ occupations? Back then I was Kenda Ostrik, not Sextonsdottir. It was all simpler then. Ignorance is bliss.

Leaving the Fang wasn’t hard. I played no part in winning it. Leaving Aren was harder. He took it well, considering. Stoically. A few histrionics wouldn’t have hurt, but a girl can’t have everything.

His mind’s on other things than me, that’s all. Once Fen showed him that sword again, it was all over. He wears it on his hip now. There’s no wine as strong as patriotism, so they say. He’s only thinking of the victory now, not the aftermath. He knows what will happen to the Fell Folk and he’s chosen to stay silent. For the greater good. For Ossia.

Yes, I’m disappointed. I really thought he was better than that.

And you’re right, of course. I could have told the Fell Folk. Overturn the Dawnwardens’ plans, sabotage the revolution, get myself executed as a foreign spy stirring up trouble. That would have been the right thing, but it’s not my cause to die for. Not my place to interfere. Maybe Bridda is smart enough that she’s already seen it coming.

Ah, you and I know these are only excuses, don’t we? I’m no better than he is.

I’m just tired of death. I’ve spent my life surrounded by it. Mama died giving birth to us. I grew up in a graveyard, spent the revolution mercy-killing on the battlefield. None of it seemed to mean anything. I don’t want to die without it meaning anything. And it won’t mean anything here.

You? You’re not dead, though. Not really. I mean, you’re here, aren’t you? Your body never made it out of Mama’s womb, but I’ve always carried you with me. My sister. My twin. It’s always been the two of us.

Maybe I’m asking too much. I always did ask too much of things. Of people. I suppose I always felt I had to live for two. Couldn’t waste it. No half-measures.

I’ll miss him, though. I hope I got into his head a little, made him question things. That’s the best you can hope for, in the end. You show people a different way. After that, it’s up to them.

Aren never understood that. He still thinks a revolution is a story about heroes. It’s not. It’s the story of the unsung, the story of everyone, each person playing their part.

My part’s over now. I hope I did some good.
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Snow whirling in the dark. Boots cracking the skin of frozen puddles. Chilled hands grasping skeletal trees, dragging their owner onwards.

Vika blundered through the woods, half-blind, vision swarming with shapes that belonged in another world. The denizens of the Shadowlands bulged through the fabric of reality, slipping and writhing in the corners of her eyes. Her mouth was sticky and tasted of ash. Blood beat hard against her cheeks and the tips of her fingers.

where are you where are you

She was looking for Ruck. No, she was looking for answers. No, she was … She was looking for …

She didn’t remember. She flailed onwards nonetheless, her thoughts flapping like washing on a line, precariously pegged to sanity, apt to blow away. The empty wood was full of darkness; beyond the nearest trees, the void surrounded her. A thousand hissing whispers filled her mind, the murmurations of the spirits, but she moved in an island of moonlight, all alone.

What had become of her? What had happened to that young girl from the village, blessed of the Aspects? That girl had walked with Hallen in a cornfield, spoken with Meshuk the Stone Mother in the depths of a cave. Once, Prinn had woken her and led her on a midnight dance while the village slept. Five times in all she’d encountered the Aspects – five times more than anyone she’d ever met – and they’d been as real to her as the dirt beneath her feet. There was no question of them, and no question of her place in the world.

Then, the silence. The abandonment. She became a druid to serve them, and in return they stopped visiting. Every day since had been a battle to claw back that state of grace.

She looked down at her hands. Palms seamed and filthy, nails cracked. A window of clarity opened in the madness and she saw herself as she was, haggard, ruined, broken inside. The mischievous spirits mocked her; try as she might, she couldn’t bend them to her will. No longer powerful but pitiful.

Distant drums, a stuttering rhythm in the distance. With no other direction, she followed it.

Agalie had given her a puppy once. Part of her training, to help her learn. The speech of creatures had always eluded her. But something was different with Ruck. They grew together, became entangled, their senses impossible to separate.

Instead of learning to speak to all animals, she joined with only one, and they needed no words. Their connection was so profound, so deeply set, that she couldn’t tell where one of them ended and the other began.

The pain of Ruck’s absence was too great to be borne.

On she went desperately, stumbling and drooling. The emptiness all around was the loneliness that waited when her mind cleared. Her only comfort was chaos.

Then she was out of the trees, snow dancing around her, lurching like a marionette towards a precipice that she barely noticed in time. She jerked to a halt and stood there, swaying, her eyes roving in and out of focus as she looked down on the scene below.

The plain surrounding the Fang was alight with bonfires. Hundreds of yurts blistered the land, thousands of Fell Folk between them. The sounds of drums came from everywhere, a dozen different rhythms clashing and rolling like the tide. Smoke from the cooking-pits fogged the snowy air, and the smell of meat and spices drifted over her. Everywhere was drinking, carousing, fellowship.

She stared in appalled confusion. Didn’t they know? Didn’t they understand the horror of what was coming? The dreadknights were only the tip of it, heralds of the abominations to follow. If they lost here, they lost everything. What did they mean by this infernal debauchery?

The laughter of the spirits sounded all around her, and somewhere within it, she divined the answer. Hearthfire’s Eve. It was Hearthfire’s Eve. Of course it was. She’d forgotten. And though the Krodans forged through the Reaches at speed – a week away, no more – the Fell Folk celebrated anyway, knowing that for many it would be their last.

Her outrage became sadness in an instant. The swirling torrent in her mind turned, and she saw herself as if from a distance, a mad, befuddled prophet standing on a crag, far removed from the light below. Their joy was a distant spectacle, a flitterwisp feast, ever beyond her reach. If she should set foot in that circle of warmth, the fires would go out, the voices fall quiet, and she’d be left in darkness once again. All at once it struck her, the knowledge of what she’d lost. She fell to her knees and keened with the pain of it. Somewhere in the night, a warg howled in return.

Then she was scrabbling inside her cloak, frigid fingers climbing over the vials inside. It was impossible that she could live this way, impossible she could go on a moment longer. There was only one path left to her. The one she should have taken long ago.

They’d shown her. The Aspects had shown her, right from the start. They chose her to visit, no other. They sent the Torments to warn her. Was the evidence not clear enough? This silence was a test. She had to muster the strength to see her task through to the end.

No one else could save them. No one else had been asked to. She was chosen.

She pulled the phial containing Galarad’s blood from her pocket. With shaking fingers, she broke the seal. She held it to her lips, hesitated.

You are too young for it. It would kill you, or at least drive you mad. Agalie’s warning, from long ago.

But there was no way out for her now. No way but this.

She tipped the phial and gulped down the cold blood inside.

It hit her stomach like a fist. Her body cramped with the need to reject it, but druids were adept at swallowing poisons of all kinds. She mastered the desire to retch it up. Gasping, on hands and knees, she stared into the cauldron of light below as the bonfires seemed to spread apart, the distance between them increasing, darkness growing wherever it found a crack. Heat, scalding acid heat, bloomed from her centre: her skin prickled as her pores gaped, and her already dilated pupils swelled until there was no iris left in them. Her senses expanded, travelling outwards, through the forest, into the earth, into the sky where the stars waited beyond the clouds.

The barriers fell between her and the world. The wind was the breath of her lungs, the grinding earth her muscles, magma in her veins. Life poured in unstoppably, an unbearable profusion, overwhelming her. She understood the busy industry of the ticks, the restless perambulations of the millipede, the mindless call of the cricket. She felt the roots of the trees as if they were her fingertips, the leaves like the hairs on her head.

And the spirits! She saw them now, on the other side of the membrane that kept them out, once impassibly thick and now so terribly thin. They held no shape as they moved, flickering and changing, echoes of the living world they passed through. Motes of consciousness, scraps of knowledge, hungry for form and order. She felt she could reach out and touch them, pluck them into reality like snatching a fish from water.

A sound from the forest. The crack of a twig, loud as broken bone. She stood: or rather, she thought about standing, and her limbs responded after some interminable time, levering her upwards, slow as a dream.

There among the bare and frosted trees, a hooded figure stood in the restless dark.

The sight of it turned her cold. Its presence cut through the chaos, the only steady thing in her sight, impossible to ignore. It was like a hole in the world into which all other things flowed. Its surroundings seemed to crawl towards it, but never reach.

She staggered after it, her legs faltering. The figure seemed to recede into the woods, but Vika gave chase. This was what she’d waited for. She wasn’t giving up now.

The drums faded as she blundered through the stark wood. The figure didn’t move, and yet she seemed to get no closer as she ran. Her head was thundering, joints swollen in agony, lungs aflame. Galarad’s blood was like something alien, spreading deadly tendrils inside her.

‘Show me!’ she cried, spit flecking her lips.

She pulled up with a cry as she almost ran into the figure. A moment ago it had seemed far away; now it was right in front of her. She quailed before it, beaten down by the force of its presence. There before her stood one of the sentinels of Kar Vishnakh, set there by Joha himself to guard the mouth of the Abyss, and keep imprisoned what was inside.

‘How do I save them?’ she whispered.

Slowly, the Torment raised its head. A band of rusted metal encased its eyes; the face beneath was cadaverous and white. Though its features were expressionless, it radiated fury. Vika’s heart bucked in her chest, hard as a punch. She faltered beneath the weight of that rage.

‘What did I … What did I do wrong?’ she wheezed, but somehow she couldn’t find the breath.

Her heart cramped again, a stabbing, burning pain, and she knew that something was dreadfully wrong. She fell back from the Torment, tripping to the ground, terror filling her. Her heart fluttered, cramped again three times, each more agonising than the last. Her vision began to fill with sparkling lights, and the strength drained from her body. She couldn’t hold herself up any more, and tipped onto her back on the hard-frozen ground.

the blood the blood

Snow fell down towards her, spiralling from the tree-cracked night. Her vision slid out of focus, turning the flakes to hazy blobs. There was a colossal weight on her chest.

chosen i was chosen

Her heart thumped once. It had been a long time since she’d last felt it. Everything was far away, and nothing mattered any more.

She felt a warm tongue lapping at her hand. Smelled the dry, musty scent she knew so well. Ruck. Somehow Ruck was here, beside her. If she only had the strength to turn her head, she’d see her.

A darkly dressed figure stepped into her field of vision, blurred and indistinct. At first, she feared the merciless face of the Torment; but it wasn’t that. This figure was small, the size of a child. Its head was a white smudge, with two smears of red where its eyes would be.

A tear slipped down her cheek, and a smile of desperate joy spread over her face.

‘You came,’ she whispered.

chosen

Her heart twitched once more, and never again.
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The sablewood tree stood alone on a high crag, enormous and old, black branches spread wide against a stone-grey sky. Those gathered beneath were cloaked against the icy wind: Dawnwardens, druids and Fell Folk alike. They’d come to send Vika to the earth.

Agalie-Sings-The-Dark led the proceedings, offering prayers to Sarla, the Lady of Worms. Fen stared into the grave, half-listening. Vika lay there, wearing a wooden death-mask decorated with the same black and white swipes that she once painted on her skin. The mask – an uncommon sight in Ossian funerals – only added to the unreality of the scene.

Her gaze went to Vika’s hands, laid together across her belly. Those once-strong hands had become monstrously gnarled, veins standing stark, hard as roots.

They said her face was worse.

‘Take now this vessel into the soil to nourish the world anew,’ said Agalie, her voice toneless and steady, a bulwark against her grief. ‘We commit this beloved servant to the great green journey once more, which takes us from life to death to life again.’

It didn’t make sense. Of all of them, she’d never have imagined it would be Vika. She was their guiding light, even when she’d guided them astray. With her strange wisdom, her mysterious powers, her gods-given certainty, she was unshakable, towering, eternal. Her absence shook the foundations of Fen’s world.

She looked to Aren, who was standing at her side, grim and sombre, his hand on the hilt of the Ember Blade. She couldn’t guess what he was feeling. Behind him was Harod, with Megwyn at his side. Grub stood beyond, uncharacteristically subdued, his eyes faraway and faintly worried. He sniffed back snot and didn’t take his eyes off the corpse.

Mara stood a little apart, face hard. Her grey hair had always been kept short, but in recent days she’d cut it brutally close, giving her a military look. They were all afraid of her after Kiri. What little warmth she’d had was gone, leaving her icy and commanding, shorn of doubt. Nobody knew what she was capable of now.

She turned her head and met Fen’s eyes. Fen looked away quickly, but she sensed Mara’s stare lingering. Unconsciously, she laid her hand over herself, covering the slight swell of her belly. Mara had never loved her – she wasn’t clever enough to inspire the older woman’s interest – but since Fen had tried to rid herself of her baby, Mara’s indifference had soured to dislike. Now, in the wake of Kiri’s death, she could scarcely disguise her loathing. Fen didn’t know Mara well enough to guess why, though she dimly understood it was something to do with her being pregnant.

Think what you will. I don’t need you.

Across the grave, she found Bridda Blackfeather. All the clan-chiefs had come, as a mark of respect to the druids. Mudge Hammerbrow, Rilke Thunder’s-Child, Larinda the Atoner, Aelfride Eagle-Marked and more. Even if the rest of Ossia had forgotten them, the Reaches still honoured the guardians of the old religion. Just one of many matters in which Fen felt more in tune with the Fell Folk than the folk of the south. They hadn’t shrugged off their piety like the rest of Ossia; they hadn’t given up the ways of their forefathers just because a brighter alternative showed itself. The world Fen knew was a dishonest and uncertain one, where those in power had no use for morality except when it served them, and trust was unacceptably dangerous. She’d always passed through it but never fitted in, never engaged. The Fell Folk were less than perfect, of course, but their life was less tawdry, more true, and it called to her.

Agalie had finished with her prayers now. She stood in silence at the head of the grave, goat-skull staff in hand, her tatty brown and red cloak blowing in the sharp wind that skated across the plateau. The sablewood’s bare branches rattled and tapped.

‘Vika-Walks-The-Barrows was a servant of the Aspects,’ Agalie said at last. ‘To her final breath, she sought to do their will. It may be that, in the end, she reached too far. It may be that she took too much of the world’s weight, to spare others the burden. But that is no fault. Such was her dedication to Ossia, and to the Nine. She gave her life in the hope of defending them.’

She lifted her head and swept her gaze over the apprentice druids. There were a dozen or so, all of them around Fen’s age, hailing from countries all over Thea. Some of them looked scared. The rest were hiding it.

‘You, the children of Heddek-Braves-The-Storm. Look into this grave. There lies the end of the old order. The blood of the elders is gone, the ancient power it once carried lost to the earth. The druids are scattered and broken. The Communion is no more.’

She thumped her staff against the ground. ‘But I say to you, this is not an end but a beginning. Sometimes, an old forest must be razed for new growth. The Communion had long become decrepit, the druids aloof from the matters of the world. We sat on our hands while our land was conquered and the Nine wiped from history. No longer will we wait and do nothing.’

Her voice rose and strengthened, carrying over the gusting wind. ‘Let this be a new dawn for the druids! From these few seeds will we grow a new Communion, a new order, one that dares to stand with the people of the land, not apart from them! One that dares to stand against the darkness that comes to consume us! And so we will stand here, at the Fang, with those who’d defend it. That is what Vika would have wanted of us.’

Fen caught Cai’s eye, the tall Zothan who’d carried her on his back away from Redfields. He nodded at her, his face stern and determined.

A new dawn, thought Fen. It was an inspiring idea. But the knowledge that the Krodans were on their doorstep was hanging over them all. The army was creeping ever closer, and while they mourned the dead there were already Fell Folk dying to the east, Clans Hidden Rabbit and Grey Claw and Falling Light, who’d been making the enemy pay for every step they took into the Reaches.

Sunrise had always been Fen’s favourite time of day. ‘The daily miracle,’ her da used to call it. Like Vika, she’d thought of it as something infinite. Yet the cold truth was, she might have fewer dawns left than fingers on her hands.

Something fluttered inside her, a tiny bump in her belly. It was still new enough that it was a pleasure and a shock each time. The proof of what had hitherto felt unreal, uncertain, untrue.

You’ll get your chance to see, she told the life inside her. I promise you. I’ll show you the dawn.

They each took their turn to cast a handful of earth into the grave, and afterwards drank sprin from stone cups. It was tradition to toast the dead with stone, for stone was the bones of the earth to which they all returned. In other days, there’d have been merriment and celebration, a time for remembering a life ended. But this farewell was made solemnly and in haste, for the enemy was at the gates and there was preparation to be done. It was a tribute to the esteem in which Vika was held that they managed to say goodbye at all.

Fen rode among the clan-chiefs as they made their way back to the Fang, with Bridda Blackfeather at her side. The deaths of her son and husband had cut new lines in her broad face, but they hadn’t diminished her. Rather, she seemed stronger, indomitable as a mountain.

‘The day of battle comes, Fen,’ she said. ‘How do you feel?’

‘I feel well,’ said Fen, not certain what Bridda was driving at.

‘Those who cannot fight, we will protect inside the keep. None would think less of you if you joined them. You carry precious cargo.’

‘Hiding behind walls won’t keep us safe. We need every able hand. I will fight.’

Bridda gave her an approving nod. ‘Good. My son chose well,’ she said.

The comment took Fen aback. It was the first time Bridda had acknowledged the relationship between them. She didn’t know what to say to it.

‘You’re one of us, Fen,’ Bridda said, her thick black braids bouncing with the motion of the horse. ‘I saw it from the start. Edéan saw it, too.’

My lioness. She remembered him saying those words, lust in his eyes. Lust, and something more. She’d never loved him, but maybe he’d loved her. Her hand went unconsciously to the warg’s-fang pendant at her throat. It twisted her guts to think how she’d left him alone on his deathbed. Would Bridda have spoken so kindly, if she knew?

‘Would that he were here to see this,’ Fen said, not entirely certain that she meant it. She’d come to accept the idea of having a child, but she’d got there on her own terms. Had Edéan still been alive, he’d be making claims on them both that she didn’t want.

‘He was never content with what his father built,’ Bridda said. ‘They both desired liberty for our people, but Brac lost his thirst for it after Narne died. It just made Edéan want it more. The young do not understand the price of things.’

She cast out an arm, taking in the vista. They rode down the slope of the plateau, and the broken sea of the Reaches lay before them in the wintry grey, sharp and hard and majestic. ‘Ach, but here is freedom,’ she said. ‘It takes strength to stay proud when your enemies have made you lesser. Not easy to believe in something you’ve never had. But look at us now. Your child will never know the Northguard’s boot upon its neck, never know the Right of First Night, nor the Penance Tax, nor the thousand small injustices we suffered every day. We will reclaim the fertile lands they took from us, and the Reaches will be ours once again. And when that little one is born, it will hear our histories, and know what freedom cost.’

Fen was overwhelmed with gratitude at her words. The thoughtless way Bridda included her, the assumption that she’d remain among them. Right from the start, they’d let her in. At first, she’d suspected it was because of the child she carried, Edéan’s son, one of theirs. But she soon understood that it wasn’t. They saw in her what Edéan had seen, what Bridda saw: she was one of them. And she was home.

And yet, hard on that joy came the sickening taint of deception. Bridda’s dreams were doomed by Mara and Stivan’s machinations. If they survived the battle at the Fang, if they drove the Krodans out, there was no way the Fell Folk would give up their gains. Even weakened by war, the clans would never submit to new subjugation. The new Ossian dawn would begin with the bloody reclamation of the north by the nobles, and the end of the Fell Folk.

Your father’s land, gone, she thought to her future child. Your people, gone. That will be the history you hear of. That will be the cost.

And knowing that, she could bear it no longer. If she opened her mouth, she had no idea of the damage she might do – to herself, to Aren, to Ossia. But politics had never been her game; the scale of it was too great. All she could do was be true. In giving up her secret, she was putting the fate of her country at stake; but in her heart, she knew no victory was worth this.

‘Bridda,’ she said. ‘There’s something you have to know.’
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If Aren hadn’t known it was there, he wouldn’t have seen the fortress at all. Time had worn it into strange shapes, overgrown it, roughened its edges. All that was left was the sense that something wasn’t right, that those sudden fingers of rock were too abrupt to have been made by nature, that the tops of these shallow canyons, scored into the surface of the plateau, lined up a little too neatly. But if he unfocused his mind, looked past the accretion of millennia to the symmetry beneath, it was just possible to imagine the corridors where giants had walked.

Once seen, it couldn’t be unseen. Tunnels through the rock became doorways. Streams turned into gutters. He wandered an eerie, snow-laden maze, a mouse chasing the echoes of history. For a time, it diverted him, and that diversion was enough. Anything to take his mind off the battle to come. Anything to hold back the morrow.

The Fell Folk had fought hard, ambushing the Krodans at every turn, winnowing down their numbers. But those numbers were too great, greater than they’d ever imagined when all this began, and now the enemy were at the doorstep. The Krodans had drained the southern garrisons dry for their assault, and the Fell Folk’s best efforts could do little to slow the advance from the east. Yarin guessed the hand of the Emperor was behind it – his thirst for revenge against the Dawnwardens likely caused him to override his more conservative generals – but what was good for Wilham’s uprising wasn’t good for the Fang.

The Smiler had kept to his word, at least. They’d had reports of Krodan military ships aflame in Marisport, temples sacked in Oxfell, a group of overwatchmen assassinated in Gallowcroft. Rainlander locals had taken control of the harbour at Spur; the slums at Tarnsmouth were a battleground. In Morgenholme there were riots in Clockcross, in the shadow of the Horolith. They’d taken the Promise Bridge and Patron’s Bridge alike, and Sovereign’s Isle was under rebel control. Chaos in the south, each new uprising sparking another. Their overlords’ control was slipping.

But it would all be for nothing if they couldn’t hold the Fang.

They’d hoped that the news from the south would force the army to divide, splitting up to deal with the crisis. But the Krodans were too wise to fall for that trap. They knew it was better to hold their course and crush the Fang rather than risk failing both objectives. All that was left, then, was Mara’s plan.

But the plan, to him, didn’t make sense. Even if everything went their way, he couldn’t see how they might hold the enemy in the passes. They were too numerous, too well trained. Perhaps there was some angle he wasn’t seeing, some part being kept from him. He wouldn’t put that past Mara – after all, secrecy was key, and not everyone was privy to the whole picture – but if she had a miracle in mind, he couldn’t imagine where it would come from.

Then there were the dreadknights. Five of them. Courage and guile were the defenders’ only weapons against the powers of the Abyss.

He wasn’t sure it would be enough.

And yet, for all that, Aren couldn’t find it in himself to despair. He’d gone too far to turn back now. Whatever happened, he’d face it. Peace came from certainty.

He laid his hand on the pommel of the Ember Blade, hanging at his hip. The royal sword, handed from ruler to ruler since the first king of Ossia. Shades, this damned sword had been in his life even before he was born. His father gave it away to stop a war, and ended up murdered by Klyssen as bait for a man sworn to avenge that crime. For Aren, it had been an atonement for his father’s betrayal, but once he had it, it became a millstone around his neck, a responsibility he couldn’t deliver on.

Thoughts of Randill brought a wave of sadness. What he’d give to see his father now, to walk around the next corner and find him there, rangy and lean, wearing the kindly smile he’d known as a boy. He’d run into his arms, the way he’d always done when Randill came home from his frequent trips away. Dawnwarden or traitor, hero or villain, none of that mattered now. He’d been the best father a boy could hope for. Life was too precarious to hold grudges against the ones you loved. You never knew when they’d be gone.

He wished he’d been kinder to Vika while she was here, tried to understand her instead of resenting what she wanted to make of him. He wished he’d listened to Cade instead of exiling him in fury. He was telling the truth when he said he hadn’t told the Krodans about the Ember Blade. He might have been genuine in his desire to come back to the Ossian side. Aren would never know now, and it ate at him.

His boots crunching in the snow were the only sound in the damp silence, and he felt small and alone. Fen was still his friend, at least, but she was preoccupied with her baby and the Fell Folk she surrounded herself with. Kenda was gone, leaving a wistful regret at what might have been, if only he’d been more decisive, more certain of himself. As he wandered the cyclopean ruins of the fortress, he wondered if he was lost, and if he’d ever find his way out.

Presently, he heard signs of life: a distant creak of rope, men calling to each other. He followed the noises to their source, picking his way through a series of small clearings divided by broken fins of rock. In one of the clearings there was a large, roughly circular hole with a dozen Greycloaks and a handful of Xulans gathered around it. They’d set up a pulley system over the well and were lowering barrels into it with great care. The Xulans flowed around the edges of the hole, directing the endeavour with fluttering gestures and tuts while the Greycloaks grunted and swore.

Elarite oil, Aren thought grimly. Little good had come of the stuff in his life thus far. He and Cade had almost been killed in an elarite explosion while slaving in the mines at Suller’s Bluff. Later, Garric used a large quantity of elarite to obliterate the Krodan high command at Hammerholt; in the destruction that followed, Aren lost Cade and thought him dead. Elarite oil was dangerous and volatile, as likely to harm to the one using it as the one it was used against.

Desperation made the risk necessary. It had been Aren’s idea to obtain the elarite oil, via Yarin’s seemingly infinite connections. Mara had told Kiri that they’d leave the narrow north-eastern pass all but undefended, and Kiri had passed on that knowledge. The Krodans had made all haste to arrive before the snows blocked it off, and by the way they’d positioned their armies, it seemed clear they intended to attack through the pass in force, just as Mara had planned. Thousands of Krodans, cramming into that tight space, with high cliffs on either side.

Cliffs Aren meant to bring down upon their heads.

It was a wild plan. No one knew what the effect of so much elarite oil would be. Even the Xulans, who knew more about it than most, could only guess. Would it have enough force to crack the mountainside? Would the rock contain the blast, or would it kill the brave souls tasked with detonating it? All Aren knew was that if it didn’t work, their defence of the pass was doomed. They could hold back the Krodans for a short while, but not for ever. Once they broke through onto the plain, it was all over.

One of the Greycloaks present, a creased and sagging man named Wallek, had been an architect in other days. He and Aren surveyed the cliffs together for a place to put the barrels, and while exploring the fortress they’d come across this hole, which turned out to be a well that had once supplied water for the giants. The bottom of the shaft had caved in long ago, and Wallek declared it perfect. This way they could put the barrels deep underground, and if the explosion was strong enough it would do the job.

Probably.

The process of detonation wasn’t without danger. So much so that Wallek insisted he do it himself. The barrels would be put down the well and covered in lamp oil. To set them off, a burning torch would be dropped down the well. The barrels were thick, and would take a few moments to burn through before the elarite oil ignited. Those few moments would be all the time Wallek had to run for his life. If the explosion was too fierce, he’d be killed along with the rest of them.

‘Reckon I’ll be fine, though,’ Wallek had said cheerily. ‘And if I ain’t, at least I won’t know much about it.’

He raised a hand to Wallek and was about to greet him when he heard running footsteps approaching. To his surprise it was Grub, hustling through the snow in an ungainly lope. He came to a halt in front of Aren, and by the look on his face, Aren knew he wouldn’t like the news.

‘Mudslug better come,’ he grunted. ‘It’s bad.’

The Fang was in uproar. Aren could hear the shouting from within as they hurried towards it, saw Fell Folk riding away with bedrolls and supplies. On the plains behind them, he saw a yurt’s roof collapse as it was dismantled.

It was true, then. They were leaving.

They met Mara, Harod and Megwyn near the entrance. Mara’s eyes were alight with impotent fury.

‘She told them! Wretched traitor! She’s condemned us all!’

‘Where’s Stivan?’ Aren asked. He wasn’t interested in her hatred.

‘Wise enough to make himself scarce,’ said Megwyn. ‘No one’s seen him since this all began.’

‘Have you talked to Bridda?’

‘To say what?’ Mara cried. ‘She won’t listen to reason, just like the rest of her ignorant kind!’

Aren gave her a stern glare. ‘You’d do well not to look down on them, Mara. That’s what got us here.’

‘That’s what got us the Fang!’ she snapped. She wasn’t accustomed to being spoken to in such a way by Aren. But Aren was running low on respect. He resented her for the deal she’d made with Stivan – which made him resent himself in turn for not standing up to her – and he was appalled by how cold-bloodedly she’d dealt with Kiri. She’d burned all that was soft in her on the altar of victory. She was no better than Wilham now, no better than Garric.

‘Where’s Bridda?’ he asked Harod.

‘In the courtyard.’

‘Come on. We have to try to fix this.’

He swept past Mara without a glance, and the others followed. Mara tailed after, her fury increasing with every step.

The courtyard was packed with bodies. The Fell Folk were stripping the Fang of everything they could carry, and flooding out of the gate. Megwyn’s mercenaries and the Greycloaks were helpless to prevent them, and not sure if they should try. Megwyn called to several Oathbreakers as they passed through, bringing them in as guards. The atmosphere was volatile, and though the Fell Folk outnumbered them many times over, Aren felt better with a few swords behind him.

They found Bridda at the far end in a huddle of clan-chiefs, poring over a map of the Reaches. Aren spotted Fen nearby; she met his eyes, and he saw fear there for an instant, a flash of the uncertain girl she’d once been. Then her face hardened, and she patted Bridda’s arm and pointed. Bridda saw him, straightened, and regarded him with imperious scorn. The other clan-chiefs were no less hostile in their attitude.

‘Aren of Shoal Point,’ she said. ‘The champion with the bright blade.’

Faced with that wall of anger, Aren realised he had no idea what to say. There was nothing words could do here. But words were all he had, so he tried them. He had to try something. The alternative was the end of all he’d fought for.

‘Bridda Blackfeather,’ Aren said. He gazed around the courtyard and held out a hand in entreaty. ‘Don’t do this. I beg you. You know what it means if you leave.’

She gave him a long look. ‘You knew about the deal, didn’t you? All of you knew.’ She spat on the ground. ‘Southerners.’

‘I wanted no part of it,’ Aren said weakly.

‘And yet you took that part regardless,’ said Bridda.

‘I did, and it shames me. Shames us all. But we couldn’t have won the Fang without it.’

‘So that is what a Dawnwarden’s friendship is worth.’

‘You’ve come too far with us to abandon the cause now!’ Aren cried. ‘Divided, we won’t survive. They’ll hunt you down in your fastnesses. You’ll die out in the Reaches!’

‘At least we’ll die for ourselves. We will scatter and survive as we can. You will not reap the spoils of our sacrifice.’

‘You’d let the Krodans take your homeland?’

‘Krodans, Ossians. You’ve treated us much the same. What does it matter to us?’

An angry crowd had gathered around them, hemming the Dawnwardens in. Grub jostled them away threateningly. Aren looked to Fen for help, but though there was pity and regret in her eyes, she gave him nothing. She’d picked her side.

‘Don’t ask me, Aren. I’m leaving with them.’

‘Turncoat!’ Mara accused.

‘Better that than a liar,’ Fen replied calmly.

‘You’ve handed our country to the enemy, you stupid girl!’

‘Watch your tongue, Mara of Whitherwall,’ said Bridda stonily. ‘You are fortunate I am not the vengeful kind. But unlike you, I will not shed the blood of my people without cause.’

‘There must be something that can heal this rift between us!’ Aren pleaded. ‘What would you have?’ He sought desperately for some way to undo this harm, but everything he could think of was hopelessly inadequate. He felt like was teetering on a precipice and the ground was crumbling beneath him. The unity they’d worked so hard to achieve was falling apart in the final hour.

How could Fen have done this?

‘Give us Keddin Starkeye!’ cried Borl Hamfist. ‘Let’s hang him from a pole! That’d be a beginning!’

Aren looked to Mara helplessly. Are you keeping him? Do you know? Mara didn’t meet his gaze, but she gave him a quick, angry shake of the head.

‘We don’t have him,’ Aren said.

‘Then what can you offer?’ Bridda said dismissively. ‘You made a deal with the son of our most hated oppressor. You intended to use us and then put us back in shackles. What promise can you make now? What can you possibly do that will change things?’

Change, Aren thought. That was all that was needed. To do what Edéan and Kenda had been begging him to do all along. Change.

And suddenly it became clear, and he knew what he must do, what he hadn’t dared imagine before. The strength of certainty filled him, the righteous conviction that had eluded him these past few years. He felt fire in his veins as he pulled the Ember Blade from his belt and held it up before him.

‘I will not give you words, for words are not enough. Instead, I give you this.’

The crowd went silent, staring in bewildered amazement. It was as if the world held its breath.

‘Aren, you can’t,’ Mara said sharply. ‘It is not yours to give away!’

‘Wasn’t I the one to take it?’ Aren asked her. ‘Haven’t I borne it all these years? Am I not a Dawnwarden?’ He met her gaze levelly. ‘Whose is it to give, if not mine?’

‘The nobles will never accept it!’ Mara snapped.

‘The people will,’ said Aren, ‘and the nobles will be forced to follow. The ruler that bears the blade is chosen of the Aspects, and the faith still runs strong in the common folk. It would be a fool that went against them.’

‘There’s no such thing as the Aspects! They’re a fiction!’ Mara cried.

An angry murmur rose among the Fell Folk, but Mara was too impassioned for diplomacy.

‘Does it matter?’ he asked her. ‘What matters is what you believe. And the people of Ossia believe in this.’ He raised the Ember Blade so all could see it. Even in the weak light of winter, its blade shone with an inner flame. ‘I believe in this.’

Mara was almost choking on her frustration. ‘Aren, think! The Ember Blade is everything we fought for! It is the most powerful weapon we have!’

‘Yes,’ said Aren, looking at Fen. ‘And if we keep it to ourselves, it means nothing.’

She took a step forward to argue further, but Harod held out a hand to stop her. He muttered something to her in Harrish that made her sag. Aren could guess the meat of it: Stop now. You’ve done enough. After that, she had nothing left to say.

Aren walked up to Bridda, the Ember Blade laid across his palms. There was a great calm upon him now. In this moment, he was no longer a callow young man of nineteen; he carried himself with the confidence of twice that.

‘From the first king to the last queen, the Ember Blade has been there, and ever have the Dawnwardens served the one who carries it,’ he said, his voice raised to address the courtyard. ‘To hold the blade is to hold the favour of the Nine. To hold the blade is to hold the right to rule!’

He bowed his head, went down on one knee at Bridda’s feet, and lifted the blade to her. ‘Bridda Blackfeather, I offer you the Ember Blade. Fight with us now, help us free our land, and when all is done, you will be Queen of Ossia.’

Bridda stared at the blade, for once lost for words. Of all outcomes, she hadn’t expected this. She reached out a hand, uncertain, as if she might find it a mirage. The Fell Folk stared in wonder as her fingers closed around the hilt, and she lifted it from Aren’s hand.

Harod stepped forwards to stand by Aren’s side, and with courtly grace, he bowed and went to one knee. Grub knelt too, on Aren’s other side.

‘Why we kneeling?’ he whispered, sotto voce. Aren tried to keep down a smile.

Fen came forward too, then, to join them in kneeling, but Bridda put a hand on her shoulder and shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘You do not kneel to me. That is not our way.’

She turned her eyes to Mara. ‘And you, Mara of Whitherwall? You who were the author of this treachery? Will you call me queen? Will you serve the blade as your oath commands?’

Mara’s jaw was rigid with fury. She looked around for an ally, as if searching for a way out of humbling herself. She found only Megwyn, who gave her a crooked smile and shrugged.

‘It’s this or another few decades of the Krodans,’ she said cheerily. ‘Makes no odds to me.’

Mara squeezed her eyes closed, wincing against the pain of her submission. ‘When the last Krodan is driven from this land,’ she said to Bridda. ‘I will call you queen.’

‘I will have that promise in writing, Mara of Whitherwall,’ said Bridda. ‘I have learned not to trust your words.’

‘You shall have it,’ said Mara.

‘Then kneel.’

And, at last, she did.

‘You have all heard what has passed here!’ Bridda cried, addressing the Fell Folk crammed into the courtyard, and those who watched from the balconies above. ‘Spread the word! We stay and fight, to the last man, woman and child! We fight for our freedom! We fight for our future!’

A great cheer went up from the Fell Folk then, and in the tumult she turned her back and swept away into the crowd, taking the Ember Blade with her. No sooner had she left than Mara stood and pushed her way out, sparing a hateful glare for Fen and Aren both before she left.

‘Getting up now?’ Grub grumbled as the others rose. ‘Up, down, up, down. Grub’s knees hurt.’ He rubbed his head and gave Aren a puzzled look. ‘Mudslug not champion any more, then?’

Aren gave him a grin of pure relief. He felt giddy, lighter than he could ever remember. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No, I’m not.’

He found Fen and went to her. She shook her head at him as he approached, an apology in her eyes. ‘Aren, I had to do it …’

He embraced her and held her close. Startled, she tensed in his arms; then she relaxed and held him in return. The din of the crowd, the threat of the morrow, all was forgotten as he clutched her and felt the blood beat through her body.

‘Aren?’ she whispered.

‘Thank you,’ he murmured.

She didn’t understand. It didn’t matter.
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The night before the battle was a blood moon, brittle and clear and perishingly cold. Lyssa was hiding, perhaps afraid of the carnage to come, but Tantera hung bloated and furious overhead, a shattered black orb glowing with inner fire. Joha’s River was rising in the east, a glowing wound of cloudy light, and the constellations shone bright around it: the Fox, the Hangman, the Anvil where Kellid the Wright forged his wonders still.

In the red gloom and the silence, Stivan crept along gullies and hidden ways, heart smouldering with bitterness and rage.

It hadn’t been hard to stay hidden in the Fang. He and his brother had explored the place top to bottom in their youth; no one knew it like they did. He’d made his base in a draughty room in the broken tower, where no one ever went. From there, he sallied out infrequently, usually to meet with Mara to discuss battle plans. He went hooded and took routes that were little trafficked. Only a few servants were old enough to recognise him, if they got a good look, but none of them ever did. As to the Fell Folk, they preferred their yurts and the company of their own; most of them stayed away from the keep entirely.

But not this morning. This morning there’d been a great clamour. He’d made his way down from the tower and overheard the news from some servants: his plan had been discovered, and the Fell Folk were leaving.

His first instinct had been to try to escape. To be caught by the Fell Folk would mean his death. But in the dizzying horror of the moment, he hadn’t been thinking clearly. The Fang was his. It was all he’d wanted, all he’d worked for. He couldn’t turn his back on that.

So he’d taken a risk and gone closer, needing to find out more. He was at a window overlooking the courtyard when he saw the Dawnwardens arrive. From there, he witnessed Aren handing the Ember Blade to Bridda, and in that moment he knew the final door had been closed on the dream that had driven him all his life.

He’d never have the Fang.

Just to think it opened up a chasm inside him. The death of his father had shaken the foundations of his world, but this new knowledge destroyed them. Thirty years he’d fought for the Ossian cause in the hope that his rightful place would be restored at the end of it. Now, at a stroke, that hope had been extinguished, his guiding star gone, leaving only the void ahead of him. Even if the Ossians won, he’d never be the Northguard.

If only Bridda hadn’t found out. If only it had come a few days later.

But treachery was an axe, not a scalpel.

He still felt bruised from the shock of it. He’d spent the daylight maddened, unbalanced, feeling hunted. Desperate to act but not certain how to go about it. He’d visited Mara’s chambers in secret and raged at her, demanding to know her intentions. She’d been ice and stone. Nothing she could do. Aren and Fen had delivered a double blow that had upended all their careful planning. Their only choice now was to give Bridda everything she wanted, and hope they could win the day.

‘I delivered the Fang to you!’ he snarled. ‘We made a deal!’

‘And I made it in good faith, but I cannot honour it. Our deal is dead, Stivan, and so you must decide: what will you do now?’

He’d spent the rest of the day wrestling with that question. When night came, he slipped out of the Fang unseen, and into the Reaches.

Light ahead of him. A campfire, throwing its glow against the cliffs. He sneaked closer, keeping to the brush. There were a dozen men here, watching the way: sentries for the camp beyond.

He took one last look around, climbed out of cover and walked towards them with his hands raised.

‘Hail to the Emperor!’ he called in Krodan. Those who weren’t already standing leaped to their feet: two of them aimed crossbows.

‘Identify yourself!’ one of them called.

‘Keddin Starkeye! Son of the Northguard!’

‘The Northguard’s son is named Alden,’ one of them scoffed.

‘He’s my half-brother,’ said Stivan. ‘And I need you to take me to him.’

The scale of the Krodan camp was staggering. Firelight filled the canyons and passes, and spread out across the plains between. A blazing landscape of tents and carts and moving shadows. Stivan had never seen such numbers.

They’d been fools to think they could hold back so many.

A pair of sentries led him through the smoky chill. Many were sleeping, but as many were not. Cooks prepared for the day ahead, smiths sharpened swords, and some just loitered about and talked. Stivan had known all kinds of soldiers during his days as his father’s general. Some would rest easy the night before a battle, empty-headed, not a care in the world. Others, veterans and new-bloods alike, couldn’t sleep for the fear of it.

It was a long way to Alden’s tent, which they found by the flag of the Northguard flying above it. When at last they arrived, the disgruntled sentries told him to wait.

‘I’ll announce you,’ said one. ‘And if you aren’t who you say you are, we’ll make sure you regret it.’

Stivan ignored that. It hadn’t been difficult to get the sentries to escort him, begrudgingly or not. A Krodan’s greatest fear was doing something wrong; better to pass the decision up to a higher authority than make a mistake. If he really was Alden’s brother, they dared not delay him, whatever their doubts.

Still, his stomach was churning when the sentry stepped out and beckoned him sourly inside. It had been thirty years since he left, thirty years since he’d last seen his half-brother in the flesh. He ducked inside the flap and found himself inside a sparse and cheerless tent, hastily erected, with a lantern hanging overhead lighting a desk, some chairs, a trunk and a bedroll. Alden had always kept things spartan: he loved the soldier’s life and chose to sleep on the floor when he could.

Now here he was, wearing a different face. There were enough echoes of the boy to recognise him, but the sight was still a shock. He was broad-faced and thickset, his once-wild black curls cut short. All the smoothness had left him; even shaven, he was grizzled and lined, skin made tough by the elements.

Alden stared at him in suspicious puzzlement. He must have been entertaining the same thoughts: the sibling he’d once worshipped was now grey-haired and dishevelled, rangy and rough.

‘Is that the best welcome you’ve got for your brother?’ Stivan said, holding his arms wide. They’d always called each other ‘brother’, even if it was only half-true.

A grin spread across Alden’s face, and he strode across the tent and embraced him hard. ‘Light, it’s really you! I thought that soldier was mad! Thirty years, and it’s you!’ He stepped back and took stock of his brother. ‘You look like dried cat shit!’

‘And you got heavy.’

‘All muscle, brother! All muscle.’ His smile faded suddenly. ‘You heard?’

‘About father? Yes, I heard.’

‘That’s why you’re back?’

‘That’s part of it.’

‘Sit down,’ Alden told him. He went to the trunk, pulled out a bottle of Carthanian red and a pair of pewter goblets, poured them both a drink and handed him one. It was well-practised and automatic enough that Stivan wondered how often he did it.

Alden raised his goblet. ‘Jerdis Cragheart. Greatest Northguard there’s ever been.’

Stivan raised his in return, with a grim nod. Alden sat and took a deep drink.

‘Filthy, tilth-grubbing scum,’ Alden muttered. ‘Murderers. He deserved better than that.’

‘He did,’ said Stivan, meaning it.

‘The Fang is mine now,’ said Alden, suddenly suspicious. ‘I’m the Northguard. You know that, don’t you?’

‘I know the law. This isn’t about that.’

‘Then why are you here? Why now?’

‘Because the Fang is my home. A home I thought to come back to one day. We always spoke of that in our letters, didn’t we?’

Alden nodded. ‘You’d be welcome, always. I told you that.’

Stivan took another drink. The warming, subtle taste of expensive wine on his tongue. He’d missed that during his decades in the wilderness. ‘I won’t see my home in the hands of barbarians,’ he said. ‘I’m here to help you get it back.’

‘No offence, but we don’t exactly need the help. You’ve seen the army we’ve got. Tomorrow is a blessed day. The day we break the Fell Folk for good.’

‘No. It won’t be that easy. You don’t know them like I do. They’ll never let you have the Fang – they hate the Northguard too much. If it comes to it, they’ll put the place to the torch. Even if they’re still inside.’

Alden looked uncomfortable at that. The thought of anything other than complete victory had evidently not occurred to him. He always was a weak echo of their father. ‘You’re jesting, surely. They’re undisciplined, divided. Ossian through and through. Once they see all is lost, they’ll scatter if they can, surrender if they can’t.’

Stivan shook his head. ‘It’s different now. This morning, the Dawnwardens gave the Ember Blade to Bridda Blackfeather. All but declaring her the new queen of Ossia, if you can believe it! Clans Shrike Shadow and Brown Bear stormed out in protest later that day, took their warriors and rode away west. But the rest … the rest are united in a way I’ve never seen. I don’t know how this will all play out, but they’ll die rather than go back to how it was.’

Alden stared. He’d been brought up all his life to Krodan ways, but he was still Ossian enough to understand what it meant to give away the Ember Blade. ‘How do you know all this?’

‘Because I was there.’

‘You were in the Fang?’

‘I told you, you don’t know them like I do. Haven’t I always stayed close to them, kept you informed of their dealings? When I heard they were going to attack the Fang, it was too late to warn you; you were far away. But it wasn’t too late to join them.’

‘You were part of the attack?’ Alden was becoming angry. He always got that way when he didn’t understand something. He hated to feel stupid.

‘It was the only way. I was trying to get inside in time to lead Father to safety.’ His expression darkened and he took another swig of wine. ‘I failed.’

‘And then you stayed? All that time? You didn’t come to me?’ Alden was still not sure whether to be outraged or not. Stivan saw an ugly thought cross his mind. ‘We caught some of their scouts a while back. They told us when they took the Fang, they went through the tunnel in the wine cellars. I thought only we knew about that.’

Stivan was ready for that, and the lie came smoothly. ‘Exactly why I stayed. Someone on the inside told them. I needed to find out who.’

‘Did you?’ Alden was still uncertain.

Stivan nodded. ‘One of the servants who worked the cellars. Young man with revolutionary ideas. I dealt with him.’ He leaned forward in his chair, keen to push on before Alden’s suspicions had time to take root. ‘Listen, brother. In losing Shrike Shadow and Brown Bear, they’ve lost some of their best warriors. We’ll beat them, there’s no question of that. But mark my words, the Fang will be in ruins when all is done. The Krodans don’t care about that, but I do, and I’ll wager you do, too.’

Alden was clearly upset by the news. He finished his goblet, stood and poured himself another, buying time to think. ‘So what’s your idea?’ he said, his back to Stivan. ‘I’m guessing you have one. You always do.’

Giving up the lead, Stivan thought. Just like when we were boys.

‘The Fell Folk will fight in the passes. When they can’t hold out any longer, they’ll retreat to the keep. We need to take the Fang before then. When they try to pull back, the gates will be barred against them. And the Krodan army will crush them against the walls of the Fang like a hammer.’

‘They’ll be guarding the tunnel to the cellars,’ Alden said. ‘They won’t let us use their own trick against them.’

‘There’s another path. You remember?’

Alden drank. Thought. ‘The waterway?

‘The waterway. Drinking water flows from the river to the wells of the Fang, and carries its waste away into the gorge.’

‘There are gates along the waterway, and they will be locked. Not to mention the fact that no man could fight upstream against that flow.’

‘I will see to it that the way is clear.’

‘You will? You’d go back inside?’

Stivan’s face was grave. ‘I can make it back before the dawn. Once inside, I’ll close the sluice-gate, shut off the water. Remember how they’d do that, when old Gabber went down there to scrub it? I know where Gabber’s keys to the gates are, too.’

‘What do you need from me?’

‘Bring a hundred men. Elite men, the best fighters you have. You remember that steep path down the wall of the gorge? Breakback Way? Have them waiting by the outlet when the battle begins. I’ll join you there.’ He drained his goblet, stood and put it on the desk. ‘I have to go. If the sun finds me outside the Fang, I’ll never get back in.’

‘Hold, hold!’ said Alden. He was almost panicking now. ‘You can’t just turn up after thirty years, tell me this and then leave!’

‘You’ll have the rest of the night to think on it,’ said Stivan. ‘But I must leave now, or our home will burn on the morrow. If you value your legacy, do as I say.’ He made for the entrance to the tent.

‘Wait!’ Alden called. ‘One thing! Promise me, Keddin. On the love that’s between us, promise me that this isn’t some scheme of yours to make yourself Northguard. I know how it’s troubled you all your life. What happened to you was no doing of mine.’

Stivan stopped. Just the thought of that loss was enough to draw a heavy sigh from him. ‘I never blamed you for it,’ he said. ‘The Fang will never be mine, I know that. This is greater than any man’s ambition. What I do, I do for the good of my country.’

‘Then promise it!’

‘I promise.’ He pulled up his hood and pushed open the flap of the tent. ‘Fate guard you, brother. Make the right choice.’
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The snow came down from a corpse-pale sky, fat flakes like feathers in a dream, drifting in eerie peace. It settled where it fell, gathering in the nooks and crevices of the cliffs to either side of Cutter’s Gap. Half of the pass – the half nearest the Fang – was sundered with earthworks, scored with ditches, sod walls and palisades. The rest was covered with a blanket of pristine white, with the old stockade wall forming the dividing line.

Harod sat straight-backed and tall in the saddle, looking down the length of the pass. Megwyn slouched alongside him. With them were the Fell Folk, clad in hide and fur, torcs and armlets polished and gleaming, their hair and beards elaborately braided for battle. They held bows and fellhammers, and those at the fore were on horseback. The stockade was behind them, the gates standing open. Hundreds of archers waited behind it, ready to rain arrows on any who approached. Others, packed inside the defensive maze, would fight on foot when the time came.

No doubt the enemy had expected to find them cowering behind the wall, instead of lined up to fight. This wasn’t the last surprise they’d have today.

At the far end of the pass, across the field of untouched snow, were the Krodans. Rank upon rank of fighting men, their armour burnished to a shine, wearing the black and white livery of the Empire. The frontmost were the chargers, mounted soldiers with long spears, but there seemed an infinite number of helmets beyond, disappearing into the grey.

‘Lot of ’em, aren’t there?’ Megwyn said drily.

Scur, standing nearby, scratched his nose. ‘We all got to go to the Bone God sometime.’ He eyed Harod and Megwyn. ‘You Harrish make for poor reading, though.’

Harod felt a flicker of annoyance. This was the time for great deeds and heroism, not chit-chat. ‘We will hold them here,’ he said. ‘Until those in the Edmensway can do their work.’

‘We’ll definitely try,’ said Megwyn. ‘Priorities, though. Scur?’

The Skarl sniffed, indignant at being tested. ‘Take down the dreadknights.’

‘Take down the dreadknights,’ Megwyn repeated.

‘You like how they gave us the easy part?’ Scur grumbled.

‘That’s what they pay us for,’ said Megwyn. ‘You got a complaint, tattoo it on your arse.’

‘No space, boss. Your face filled up both cheeks.’

Megwyn barked with laughter. Harod’s shoulders tightened. Somehow, she saw it – she always saw it – and she slapped him heartily on the back, irritating him further.

‘Come on, Haro. Live a little. Might as well, since we’re all going to die.’

Harod ignored her. She’d always infuriated and delighted him in equal measure, but now wasn’t the moment to be flippant. Never before had he felt so much at the heart of things, never so poised at the fulcrum of history. What happened here today would change the course of Ossia, for better or for worse. Failure would break the promise he’d made long ago, to the only one he’d ever loved.

He wouldn’t fail.

In the strange, cold, white world that enshrouded them, he fancied for a moment that Orica was in the saddle behind him. He smelled her breath, felt her lay her cheek on his shoulder: her warmth against his back, arms around his waist.

All his life, he’d read works of soaring love and heartbreak, and dreamed of feeling in fact what he’d felt in fiction. Yet he found the truth of love as agonising as it was exciting, and heartbreak wasn’t a place of beautiful suffering, but a wasteland. Only now, on the edge of battle, did he see himself in poetry. Only now was he ready to embrace the exquisite romance of death.

‘Hey! Cloth-ears!’ It was Megwyn, smacking him roughly on the shoulder. He stared at her blankly, torn from his reverie. Concern flickered across her face. ‘Enough of the grim knight routine. Buck up. We’ll get through it.’

He wanted to scowl but found himself giving her a smile of reassurance instead. He didn’t want her here, complicating things. How could he be what he needed to be when she was constantly undermining him? And yet he felt guilty just for thinking it. He did want her here. He wanted her life, her smile, her dirty jokes. She made him laugh and lightened his heart.

But that wasn’t how he was meant to be. That wasn’t who he was. Was it?

The snow began to swirl around them as the wind picked up, turning and tossing the flakes. Harod squinted and peered into the whirling grey. At this distance, it was becoming hard to see the enemy.

‘What are you waiting for?’ Megwyn murmured to their distant opponents. ‘You know the drill. Cavalry charge, archers fire, foot soldiers in behind. It’s not like you ever vary it much.’

The Krodan horses in the front ranks snorted and sidestepped, raking their hooves at the air. Impatient or uneasy. Harod saw something ominous in it, but he wasn’t sure what.

The wind blew a hard and surprising gust in their faces, blasting them with snow, forcing them to turn away. The pass was awhirl now, clouds of white darting here and there like frantic ghosts. Megwyn frowned, her hair flapping around her ears.

‘Hey! Someone want to tell Joha we’re on his side?’ someone yelled from behind them, raising scattered laughs. They died as the wind blew again, harder than before. The change in weather was so sudden, so steep, it didn’t feel natural.

‘Tempest,’ said Harod.

‘What?’ Megwyn yelled over the whistling gale.

Harod pointed grimly. The Krodan ranks had parted, and a dark figure rode slowly through on the back of a towering destrier. A grey cloak flapped around his shoulders and a tall helmet encased his head. Though it was impossible to make out detail at this distance, the crawling sensation Harod felt on the back of his hands was unmistakable. It was a dreadknight.

‘Tempest,’ said Harod again. ‘He who commands the winds.’

Megwyn looked back at the massed archers behind the protective walls of the earthworks. ‘Well, there goes our ranged support,’ she said ruefully.

A horn sounded, carried to them on a squall. A rill of unease spread through the Fell Folk. The young ones screwed up their courage and planted their feet; the elders looked grimly forward. The moment was upon them at last.

Slowly, but with gathering speed, the Krodan front line began to break away as the cavalry spurred their horses to attack. Over the howl of the wind, the air filled with the thunder of hooves.

Megwyn drew her sword with a cocky smile that was half-fear. ‘Ready to earn your corn, Oathbreakers?’ she cried. ‘Here they come!’

‘Here they come!’ Aren yelled.

The thumping percussion of hooves echoed from the steep walls of the Edmensway, rumbled through the ground till Aren could feel it in his ribcage. He held his sword tight and his nerve tighter, swallowing down the churning fear. A torrent of horses and spears was flooding towards him, throwing up a spume of snow before it. Aren stood in the first line of defence, a breakwater of bodies that spanned the width of the narrow pass.

The Fell Folk pummelled his ears with their shouts of defiance. They beat their fellhammers against their shields. Someone yelled, ‘Release!’ from behind him, and the air was suddenly full of arrows, whipping over their heads towards the oncoming cavalry. The Krodans let loose at almost the same moment – their longbows had considerably greater range – and one of Megwyn’s people shouted ‘Shields!’ right by his ear. With a clatter of wood, they crouched and locked their shields together, huddling like children in a den.

Aren closed his eyes, heart thumping in terrified anticipation. Once, twice.

A rapid staccato hammered along the line. Aren jumped as an arrow smacked into his shield. Men and women screamed as the Krodan shafts found gaps in their defences, and flesh and bone beyond.

‘Stand!’

Then they were back on their feet, cold with adrenaline and the biting air. Some of them were dead or wounded, but Aren wasn’t. Luck, nothing more. He didn’t have time to fret over his chances.

The Krodans were still coming, closer now, close enough that their own archers didn’t dare fire again. The Fell Folk had no such restriction, and released another volley. Mounted soldiers were snatched from their saddles; horses went tumbling. But still they came on.

Feeling suddenly alone, Aren looked for familiar faces but found none. Grub wasn’t stupid enough to stand on anyone’s front line, and Fen was with the archers. There was no one to draw strength from, no one to help him.

Someone to the right of him, a Fellman he didn’t know, caught his eye and gave him a steady nod. You’ll be alright.

Aren had never met the man before, but he felt a brotherhood in that moment. He nodded back. Took a breath. Squared himself.

Closer they came, the snow swirling before them, spears angled and ready. Closer, until the beat of their hooves was all he could hear, and he was ready to vomit with the effort of holding himself still.

They were close enough that Aren could see their faces, hard and grim with righteous zeal, when the ground collapsed beneath them. The thin matting of sticks and wicker that lay beneath the soil and snow gave way under the hooves of the frontmost horses, sending them tumbling down an earthen ramp into a trench, where hundreds of wooden stakes had been embedded in the far wall. Snow billowed up in a cloud as horses and riders hit the wall with bone-breaking velocity, impaling themselves with such force that the stakes drove right through them. Those behind, racing at full gallop, were unable to check themselves and crashed in behind to be impaled in turn. Even when the stakes were sheathed in the dead, they kept coming. Horses fell, their riders crushed and trampled, skidding and slithering down the ramp to be buried under those arriving afterwards.

‘For the clans! Attack!’ somebody screamed, and Aren screamed with them as they ran into the chaos.

‘For the clans!’ roared Mudge Hammerbrow, as she brought her fellhammer down in a great arc, crushing the skull of the soldier beneath.

Harod rode past her, swinging his sword, cutting through the shoulder of a man struggling to get out from beneath his mount. Through the lashing snow and switching winds, he caught glimpses of the chaos all around him. Horses pinned like grotesque butterflies, heads lolling and limbs at all angles, a man who’d been almost torn in half by a spike. The pristine snow of Cutter’s Gap was churned and pink, scattered with the dead and dying. The Fell Folk swarmed around him, killing those riders who’d avoided the trenches and were now cut adrift from their fellows, trying desperately to make it back to their lines.

Megwyn pulled up her horse alongside him, breathing hard, her blade splattered with blood. ‘Told you,’ she shouted over the wind. ‘Cavalry, archers, footmen. These rule-hungry squareheads couldn’t adapt if they tried.’

It was true that the Krodans weren’t accustomed to dirty tricks. It had been over seventy years since they took back Brunland, the only country that ever gave them significant opposition, and the only one that didn’t fight fair. Those lessons had been long forgotten. He hoped the others had fared as well in the Edmensway.

But it was far too early to celebrate yet. The trenches they’d dug all over the pass had taken the sting out of the attack; the ones the Krodans hadn’t yet discovered would keep them from trying a cavalry charge again. But now the foot soldiers were coming, tramping forwards in an orderly line that spanned the width of the pass. With them came the dreadknights.

He felt their approach in the back of his mind, dark and menacing as a thundercloud. Tempest rode at their head, and he saw Flay among them too, porcine and bloated, with his bladed whip and rusty billhook.

He saw that feeling come over the Fell Folk, too. Men and women paused in their slaughter to look anxiously towards the enemy, the confidence of their early victory ebbing away. Many of them remembered Flay from the ambush at Hallow Cove, when he’d killed Gordred the Reaver of Clan Hidden Rabbit, splitting him apart with a single blow. They recognised in Tempest the author of this unnatural storm, and wondered what other sorcery he commanded. But the fear the dreadknights exuded was something deeper than that, something primal: the fear of the Abyss from whence they came, a race memory of unbridled madness.

‘Back! Back behind the gate!’ came the cry.

Their retreat was planned, even if it happened with a little more haste than Harod would have liked. The Fell Folk had no intention of meeting the enemy on open ground. They turned their horses and headed for the stockade, leaving the Krodan survivors to flee back to their fellows. With one last hateful look at the enemy, Harod followed.

The first skirmish had gone to the defenders. Now the real battle began.
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A hand clawed over the lip of the snowy bank, scrabbling for purchase. Grub put a dagger in it. The man on the other side screamed in pain, so Grub booted him in the face to shut him up. He went tumbling and sliding down the bank, leaving Grub’s dagger and two of his fingers behind him.

Grub grinned as he pulled his dagger from the ground. The squareheads hadn’t expected much resistance in the Edmensway. They certainly hadn’t expected to have their cavalry broken on spiked trenches, or to find themselves clambering into a moat and emerging sodden to assault a steep earthwork hill. But the Fell Folk had been given time to prepare, and they hadn’t been idle.

The squareheads were nothing if not determined, though. Grub had to give them that. They swarmed up from the water, freezing wet and terrified, climbing towards the horde of furious Fell Folk waiting to smash their heads in with hammers. Arrows peppered the line, but more often overshot – the Krodan longbowmen were too far away to see well in the snow, and they couldn’t move closer without coming into range of the defenders’ shortbows.

For their part, the Fell Folk archers kept up a steady rain of arrows into the packed mass of Krodans. The Krodans shot their arrows all together, in disciplined unison, which meant the Fell Folk knew when to raise their shields and defend. The Fell Folk’s barrage was chaotic and constant, forcing the Krodans to stay huddled under cover.

Yet still they came on, surging up the hill in threes and fours.

We just need to hold out, Mudslug had said. Just for a little while.

Grub looked up at the cliffs, rising sheer and cold to his left. Somewhere up there, hidden in the whirling white, a nasty surprise was waiting for the Krodans. Enough elarite to bury the lot of them, so Mudslug had promised. At least enough to block up the pass. Grub wasn’t sure Mudslug was as confident as he’d pretended, but the appeal of a giant explosion was so great that he was willing to go with it regardless.

Any moment now, he told himself. After all, the pass was stuffed with bodies. But maybe they were waiting for something. Maybe they were holding out for more.

Another pair of Krodans came scrambling up the hill, weighed down by their armour and their soaking underclothes. An archer standing next to Grub shot one of them in the throat, and sent him rolling back into the bloody water. The remaining soldier watched his companion fall, thought about fleeing for his life, but didn’t dare to. Instead he came on alone, thrust his sword leadenly at Grub’s legs and got a dagger in the eye for his trouble.

‘Squareheads,’ Grub muttered in disgust. They’d take certain death over disobedience. It unsettled him that there were such stupid people in the world. Who knew what else they might do?

An arrow whipped past his head and killed the man standing just behind him. Grub blinked, startled, then sheathed his knives and dusted his hands together.

‘Right,’ he declared brusquely. ‘Grub had enough being a hero for now.’ And he ducked back from the line and let someone else take his place.

He pushed his way down the far side of the hill, against the tide of eager Fell Folk waiting their turn to relieve their fellows. Killing exhausted squareheads from high ground was the kind of lopsided odds he enjoyed, but he reckoned he’d earned the right to a better death than a stray arrow in the forehead. He wasn’t going out that way if he could help it.

He’d been thinking on the subject a lot these past months. Whether he should stick around and probably die, or run for it like White-Hair. Yaga had discouraged him deeply. They’d failed in their attempt to retrieve the Shadow Casket. All they’d achieved was to not find something that probably wasn’t there in the first place. He’d gone to Yaga hoping to make himself a legend, and ended up looking pathetic.

On the long journey back, Grub had made a decision. He wasn’t going to stay. He would try to persuade Aren to come with him, to find adventure elsewhere. Rob a Krodan bank, maybe. Find a draccen and kill it. Something nice and simple that folk would remember. Something that would make a good tattoo.

But then Freckles met them at the gates of the Fang and took Mudslug away with her, and whatever she said to him, he wasn’t sad any more. He started wearing the Ember Blade on his hip. Started talking like they were going to win again.

Heroes don’t have to fight. They don’t even have to be the best at anything.

So what do they do?

They keep going.

Grub didn’t usually remember much, but that conversation in the secret bar in Coldhaven had stuck with him. And when he saw Mudslug pick himself up again, pick himself up and keep going, even after everything that had happened, even after Dumbface was gone and Fleabag died and all of that … Well, he changed his mind about leaving.

You trusted me to give you a story great enough to make the Bone God forgive you, Aren had told him, in that same conversation. Traded in the easy option for the long, hard road and a better ending. But I didn’t deliver.

Except Mudslug had delivered. Grub had been there when they escaped the work camp at Suller’s Bluff, survived Skavengard, and when they stole the Ember Blade and killed Prince Ottico. He’d played a part in rescuing the Sards at Wittermere, and he’d seen ogren and elaru on Yaga. Now he was fighting in the Battle of the Fang, or whatever they’d end up calling it. The stories he had to his name already would be enough for a comfortable retirement in the longhalls of Karaqqa. If not for his mark of exile, he’d be soaking in the admiration of young warriors by now, while they clamoured to buy his next drink.

He didn’t have to commit grand heroics to be a hero. That was what he was getting wrong. He just had to keep going, hold out, and the stories would come to him. Provided he didn’t do anything dumb, like get killed by a random arrow when there were so many meat-shields on hand.

‘Grub!’

It was Mudslug, appearing as if summoned by his thoughts. With his face sheened in sweat and grime, he looked more like a mudslug than ever. ‘This battle easy!’ Grub declared. ‘Squareheads killing themselves.’

‘It won’t be this easy for long,’ Aren said, looking worried. ‘Have you seen Fen?’

Grub shook his head. ‘Freckles going to be alright. Mudslug worries too much. Thought he liked White-Hair, anyway?’

Aren gave him a look that said: This is not the time. Grub gave him an insinuating leer.

‘What are they waiting for?’ Aren asked himself, looking up at the cliffs. As he blinked snow from his eyes, trying to get a view to the top, a bright beam shone out on the far side of the bank. It swept across the pass, then fixed upon those warriors on the ridge, blasting their shadows into the snow-mist. Aren’s face fell in horror. Grub’s did the same. He recognised that repellent light.

‘Mercy’s here.’ Aren’s voice was husky with fear.

The men and women caught in the light had gone slack, their rage draining from them. Mudslug moaned in remembered horror, his eyes faraway, seeing something Grub didn’t understand. He’d looked into Mercy’s light before.

The Fell Folk on the ridge stood unresisting as the soldiers swarmed up the bank, shadows in the blinding glare. They didn’t make a sound as the Krodans thrust swords in their bellies and hacked them down. Limply, and in appalling silence, they tumbled to the ground to make way.

‘Hold them back!’ came a roar from down the line, and the Fell Folk surged forwards to meet the Krodans. But now the Krodans had the high ground and were fighting their way downhill. In a matter of moments, their secure position had collapsed and the defenders were in disarray.

Grub looked to Mudslug, expecting a call to arms. Mudslug had the habit of running towards trouble instead of away from it. But he was staring up at the cliffs again, his face drained of colour and slack with worry.

‘Something’s wrong,’ he said.

‘Yes!’ Grub cried. ‘Horrible demon knight make everyone glad to die! Something definitely wrong!’

‘Something’s wrong up there!’ He pointed. ‘Why haven’t they detonated the elarite?’ Then he turned to Grub, a decision in his eyes. ‘Find Fen. Keep her safe.’

‘Grub find Freckles,’ he agreed. ‘Where Mudslug going?’

Aren pointed to the cliff top, lost in the hazy grey overhead. ‘I’m going to set off that explosion myself.’

‘Mudslug going to what?!?’

‘Brace!’

Harod ducked behind his shield, shoulders set and feet dug in. A surge of force sent him sliding back through the muddy snow. Swords poked between the wall of shields, seeking bodies; the defenders stabbed back through the gaps. Harod felt his blade hit meat and yanked it out with a grunt. He’d never know who he’d killed. It didn’t matter, as long as the shield wall stayed firm.

Their first line of defence hadn’t held for long. The enemy had brought battering rams all the way from the Essenmarch, and the stockade gate hadn’t been strong enough to resist them. But the Krodans found another surprise beyond: earthwork passages fringed with spiked palisades, meant to funnel the attackers, directing them into places where they could be easily killed with minimum casualties to the rebels. As long as Harod and the men beside him kept their place, the Krodan soldiers were trapped, with archers on the ridges above putting arrows into them at point-blank range. Holding their shields over their heads only protected them a little, especially as it meant they couldn’t use them in battle now.

‘Break!’ cried the commander, one of Megwyn’s men who understood discipline. The Fell Folk unlocked their shields and struck, cutting into the front rank of the desperate Krodans. Assaulted from two directions, they were quickly cut down.

But whenever a man fell, there was another man behind him. And the Krodans were not idly sending their warriors to die. Already there were grapples on the stockade wall and ladders being brought up. Soon the archers wouldn’t be able to shoot the Krodans fast enough to keep them back. The hellish wind was making it all but impossible to aim, so only close range was effective. It would cost the Krodans dearly, but they would break through, and the Fell Folk would fall back to the next defensive position.

Slowing them. Whittling them down. Would it be enough, in the end?

‘Haro!’ It was Megwyn, from behind him. He felt himself pulled. Someone slipped into his place in the line and he was tugged out of the press to find Megwyn there, sweaty-faced, hair wet with snow.

‘Haro, priorities! They’re breaking through! We have three hundred archers back there who can’t even fit on the walls, and they can’t put arrows over us for all this damn wind! We have to use them!’

Harod understood at once. ‘You want to go after Tempest.’

She gave him a quick nod. ‘Come with me.’

She led him away between the earthworks, blowing on frozen fingers. They passed wounded warriors being carried back to the Sage-Mothers, running children toting quivers of arrows up to the archers on the walls. The sounds of battle ebbed and swelled with the turning of the wind.

They found Bridda, surrounded by her warriors, with Athor at her side. Megwyn headed right for her; it was evident they’d already cooked up a plan.

‘I have the people,’ Bridda told Megwyn. ‘We will set up a distraction near the gate. You and your Oathbreakers will slip through the palisade where it meets the cliffs. My warriors will show you where.’

‘There’s a secret gate at each end of the stockade wall,’ Megwyn said to Harod. ‘We’ll sally out under cover of the snow, smash into the side of them. Scouts say Tempest is hanging on the flank. We can catch him, if we’re lucky.’

‘And after?’ Harod looked from Bridda to Megwyn.

‘We run like Azra himself is after us,’ she said. ‘Soon as the wind dies, our archers can fire. The Krodans will be too busy covering their own tails to chase ours.’

Harod looked doubtful. Megwyn slapped his arm. He hated it when she did that.

‘The dreadknights, Haro! You heard Mara. If we don’t take down the dreadknights, we haven’t got a chance.’

Harod rolled his shoulder to ease the chill ache there, a reminder of the wound Lacuna had dealt him. In his mind he saw an ancient bridge in a vast darkness, Orica hurrying towards him. A hooded shadow behind her, metal face frozen in an anguished howl. The glint of a blade.

His knuckles whitened on the hilt of his sword. ‘Lead on,’ he said.

Eagle takes queen. Trebuchet moves to high ground. Assassin moves to flank. Giant to defence.

Mara’s eyes roved over the castles board, calculating possibilities, mapping out her moves. She played rapidly, hardly pausing, taking one side and then the other. The board was set up as it had been for her last game with Kiri, in an approximation of the battlefield outside.

Over and again she played, reset the board, played again, completing each game in mere minutes.

Assassin takes queen. Archers go here. Draccen moves in. Archer takes assassin.

Snow blew against the window, and with it the sounds of distant battle, a clattering susurrus of clashing steel. Mara sat in her chambers alone, warmed by the fire in the hearth, her mind working furiously.

With every new report that had come in, she’d altered the board to suit the changing conditions and played again. The messengers gave her strange looks, but she’d hardly noticed. She knew what they thought. Playing games while people died.

They didn’t understand. Over and again. Over and again, she played.

Draccen takes … Draccen takes …

She was halfway through her thirtieth game – or was it her thirty-first? – when she came at last to a halt. The carved draccen piece hovered over the board. Her hand was trembling.

Gently, she laid it down where it had come from. She reached over to the castle at the centre of the board and tipped it over with her fingertips, as she’d done every time before.

It was impossible to hold the castle. Impossible to do anything but lose.

She closed her eyes, lowered her head, let out her breath. After a time, she turned and looked at the settee in front of the fire.

She’d done the right thing. The logical thing. No matter how she worked the mathematics, it came out the same. She had to use Kiri against the Krodans to give them any chance of winning. She had to put her to sleep to show Wilham she was committed. Sacrifice the one for the many. It just made sense.

The nightmares didn’t make sense, though. The sudden hysterical shaking fits of sobbing when she was alone. The hours when she couldn’t focus, when her previously formidable mind felt clogged and inept. The feeling of dread and despair whenever she opened her eyes in the morning, the black, cold weight lying atop her that required a fierce effort of will to shift aside.

But shift it she did, every morning without fail. She packed it down inside her, along with the grief, the loss, the jagged attacks of wild horror when she thought upon what she’d become. She forced them all down, because they didn’t make sense.

She’d done the right thing. Pursued the only reasonable action under the circumstances. All else was weakness.

And if she couldn’t bring herself to forget the weight and warmth of Kiri’s head against her shoulder, the furious concentration in her eyes as she puzzled at her lessons or the way she hid behind her hair … if she had to bear that every day of her life, then that was the price she’d pay, for the sake of every girl born in this land hereafter. Every girl she’d save from Krodan oppression. Every girl who’d be spared the need to make such bitter choices, just to get her due.

She stared at the board with a feeling of profound dissatisfaction. She’d always considered castles to be an arena of infinite possibilities. A lifetime wasn’t enough to explore every strategy. Every match was more than a game, it was a discovery. Navigating its unfolding complexities was an illumination of the mind, unveiling the player’s nature with every move made.

But not today. Today, this was no battlefield but a flat board. Her troops were not agents of understanding but pieces of polished stone, inert and dead. For all the possibilities they represented, they could never compete with the complexities of real life, the disordered, illogical, messy truth of human interaction, whether in love or war. This board was bound by rules, unbreakable guidelines of behaviour. People weren’t.

Wilham had been right all along.

She packed away the pieces with slow reverence. She owed the moment that. Somehow, she knew she’d never play again.

She was just returning it to its shelf when there was a knock at the door. It was Yarin, dusky and wrinkled, the arranger of uncounted machinations hidden inside the skin of a sleepy-eyed and innocuous old man. She let him in and shut the door on the guards outside.

‘Our trap in the Edmensway has not been sprung,’ she said flatly. She should have heard the explosion by now.

‘There’s been no word from the runners,’ said Yarin. ‘We must assume the worst. The Krodans have taken the high ground there.’

‘We had scouts on every route up to the plateau, and warriors to defend it,’ Mara said, with growing frustration. ‘It’s near impossible to scale it in numbers, it’s far too steep. Denying them the high ground was a tactical priority!’

‘Lacuna could ascend the heights unseen. There is at least one other dreadknight we do not know of. They might have opened the way for others.’

‘If they sent in dreadknights, they must have anticipated the danger,’ Mara said.

‘That seems likely.’

Mara thought on that, calculating outcomes. If the Krodans had taken the giants’ fortress, they were in an unassailable position. Trying to wrest it back would be a waste of time; the Edmensway would be overrun long before.

‘Send a small force – one that can reach the trap by stealth and trigger it.’

‘It has already been done,’ Yarin said, ‘but I fear they will not arrive in time. Even given how narrow the pass is, our forces cannot hold them back. If it is not blocked, they will break through. The troops in Cutter’s Gap will be caught in between—’

‘I know!’ she snapped. She held up a hand in apology. ‘Any sign of them from the west?’

‘None. If there was any attempt to flank us, we’d have known by now. It would take two days to traverse to the far side and enter through the western pass. They fell for the lure.’

‘But they were not foolish enough to swallow it whole.’ Mara clutched her fist in anger. ‘We have to kill those dreadknights!’

Yarin said nothing to that. His face, as ever, showed none of what he thought.

‘We have kept our plans close to our chests, as is proper,’ he said at last. ‘The right hand has not known what the left hand is doing. Even those on the battlefield are unaware what we mean to accomplish. But secrecy must be abandoned when swift action is needed. If the line breaks at the Edmensway, we will be overrun.’

‘I agree,’ said Mara. ‘We cannot risk waiting further. Gather those who need to be told. It’s time to begin.’
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Fen nocked an arrow, released, and had another on the string by the time the first found its target. Armoured silhouettes laboured into sight, backlit by the dreadful glare of Mercy’s promise, crawling like beetles in an endless horde. She shot down the Krodans with frantic haste, killing one after another as they surmounted the bank.

She couldn’t hold them back.

The line of battle was now on the near side of the earthwork hill. The Fell Folk had abandoned the ridge and were concentrating on keeping the enemy from coming down the other side. They battled ferociously upslope, where the hill shaded them from the disturbing light, but they were powered by desperation rather than confidence. The appearance of Mercy, and the subsequent massacre of their helpless fellows on the hilltop, had put fear into the hearts of the defenders.

How could they hope to fight against that?

A runner scampered past, a Fellgirl about eight years old, dropping a fresh quiver at her feet. Fen was standing on a slight rise with another two dozen archers. There were more of them elsewhere, sending a steady rain of arrows over the hill. The best archers, like Fen, targeted the Krodans on the ridge, but no others dared for fear of putting one in the back of an ally.

Her arms and shoulders ached. Her legs were beginning to tremble. She didn’t know if it was fear or the return of that insidious tiredness. The Sage-Mothers had told her she should learn to expect less of herself as her belly grew. It was noticeable now, rounded enough that she had to hold her bow awkwardly to accommodate it.

But she wouldn’t expect less of herself. She was a lioness. Whatever burdens her child put upon her, they’d fight together.

She smelled Grub before she heard him. One of the unexpected curses of pregnancy.

‘Freckles! You not dead!’

‘And I don’t plan to be,’ she said, aiming and shooting again.

‘Mudslug said I should look after you.’

‘I don’t need looking after.’

‘Think he just wanted Grub out of the way. Thought I might follow him or something.’ Grub snorted. ‘Grub no idiot.’

‘Follow him where?’

Grub tilted his chin towards the sky. ‘Mudslug gone to blow up cliffs.’

‘And you didn’t go with him?’

‘Freckles wasn’t listening? No. Grub not getting blown up.’

‘He’s your friend!’ Fen cried.

Grub shrugged. ‘Friends let friends do stupid things.’

Fen bit back the urge to swear. What did she expect? Grub was no more capable of doing the honourable thing than Aren was of not doing it. But she could hardly be angry at Aren for risking himself, not when she was out here with a baby in her belly.

She’d expected fury and resentment from Aren after her betrayal. Instead, he’d embraced her. Later he told her why: because she’d had the courage to do what he should have done himself. And by doing so, she’d shown him the way. He might never have given up the Ember Blade otherwise.

The Krodans were a relentless wall, pushing downhill. She kept shooting, picking targets where she could, but still they advanced. What would happen when Mercy reached the crest and shone his light down on all of them? What then for her, and her future, and her child?

Fen raised her eyes to the snowy sky, up where Aren had gone. But it wasn’t Aren she was thinking of. She lifted a prayer to Ogg, Aspect of Beasts, defender of nature. Help your people. You’ve been silent so long. You’ve all been silent so long. If you care for us at all, help us now.

Her pleas were swallowed by a vast hopelessness. Hadn’t every Smoke-Eater, every Sage-Mother of every clan begged for the same? Hadn’t the druids, those said to be closest to the Aspects, already asked this a thousand times? Yet the Aspects stood by while the druids were all but wiped out. Vika had given her life in the quest to please them, and never managed to. What was one more voice but a drop in a long-dead ocean?

She should have run before the battle began. For her child, she should have run. And yet somehow, she knew that wouldn’t have been possible. The changes inside her had left her no choice.

For better or for worse, she’d stand.

Grub hit her thigh with the back of his hand. ‘Freckles,’ he murmured. ‘See that?’

He was looking over his shoulder. She followed suit. Coming up from the lines behind them was Agalie-Sings-The-Dark, her goat-skull staff in hand. Behind her came the acolytes: Cai, Esper and the others. They wore ragged cowls and cloaks of hide and leather, a solemn procession like a Krodan funeral. The Fell Folk made way and watched them pass nervously, unsure what to make of their appearance. Even now, they held the servants of the old gods in high regard.

Before she reached the battle lines, Agalie stopped and planted her staff. The others drifted to a halt around her. Fen caught the sound of hollering from back along the lines, towards the mouth of the pass where it opened out onto the plain. She heard a cry of alarm among the earthworks, swelling to general panic.

‘Grub doesn’t like the sound of that,’ Grub muttered, his hands going to his knives.

Nor did Fen. Yet as the sense of foreboding billowed and thickened inside her, she turned back to the druids and knew it was their doing. How could it be otherwise, given the way they’d just appeared? Were they friend or foe now? In her confusion and fear, she forgot all about shooting at the enemy, and made ready to deal with whatever disaster was approaching from behind, where the yelling was getting louder and closer with every instant.

The Fell Folk scattered in disarray as the first of the wargs burst through the lines. A dozen more came after, and a dozen after that, barrel-chested and savage, saliva dribbling from their open jaws. Warped fusions of wolf and bear, with the speed of one and the strength of the other, they thundered on galloping paws towards the motionless druids.

Towards them, and around them, pelting onwards up the hill. The Fell Folk, taken by surprise, could do nothing but scramble aside, tripping and tumbling helplessly as the wargs sprang over them and crashed into the Krodans.

Fen stared in wonder, still caught between fight and flight as another wave of wargs bounded past, ignoring the Fell Folk entirely, tearing into the Krodans. The Krodan line collapsed, their legendary discipline crumbling to dust in the face of the impossible. This was primal savagery of a kind they couldn’t contain. Not the blessings of the Primus that gave the dreadknights their powers, but the kind of blasphemous sorcery the Sanctorum said didn’t exist. They tried to run and were knocked screaming to the ground, torn apart by the massive predators of the Reaches.

Grub cackled at the slaughter. ‘Go on, doggies!’ he gloated as the Krodans fled back to the crest of the hill. As they reached the top, they ran full into the sickened light of Mercy, and stood slack and gaping as the wargs raced up behind them and ripped them apart.

The beasts were turned to hulking shadows as they reached the top of the hill, blasted by the glare from the other side. But Mercy’s light had no effect on them, and they ran onwards without pause, down the other side and into the Krodan army, snarling and snapping.

Fen turned her amazed gaze onto Agalie, who was motionless at the head of the druids. After everything Vika had gone through, Agalie had found them a weapon at last.

‘Come on!’ she said to Grub.

‘Where Freckles going?’

‘A few dozen wargs won’t win us the fight.’

She was already on her way towards the hill, snatching up a fresh quiver as she went, driven by wild hope. Agalie’s intervention had given them a chance. What kind of chance, she couldn’t say, but for it to come so hard on the heels of her prayer … It had to mean something, didn’t it? She needed to believe that it did.

The Fell Folk were reorganising now, even if most looked like they were still trying to overcome their disbelief. The wargs had been the scourge of the Fell Folk for centuries, second only to the Northguard. To see their ancestral enemy turned to their side was bewildering. They cast frightened glances at the hooded druids as they hurried up the hill to re-form the defensive line.

Mercy’s glow was sweeping back and forth now, no longer a steady glare but a searching light, as he was moved back and forth by uneasy tides. The Krodan forces surged and ebbed, reacting to the chaotic rage of the wargs. They’d all but abandoned the crest of the hill now, but the Fell Folk didn’t dare take it again with Mercy on the other side. It had become a churned and bloody no man’s land of fallen bodies, already half-buried in snow.

Fen clambered up towards the top, one hand on her belly. When she was close, she went down to her knees, crawling the rest of the way until she was almost at the crest. The stench made her retch; cloven heads lolled inches from her nose. The smell of Grub, slithering up through the gore alongside her, was a relief by comparison.

‘Grub got your back, Freckles,’ he muttered, and to her faint surprise that was a relief, too.

Other Fell Folk followed from downslope, creeping as close as they dared, unsure of their intention but unwilling to let them go out there alone. All of them feared to be caught in the light: one glimpse of that deadly glare was enough to lose their minds.

Fen turned onto her back for the last distance up to the crest. She couldn’t lie on her belly. Shimmying backwards over the bodies, she got to the top, where she only had to raise her head and she could see to the other side. Snow fell on her face, and arrows whipped through the grey morning, some of them missing her by inches.

Mercy’s light swept over them, making her flinch. Swept away again.

‘If Mercy sees me, drag me back,’ she told Grub. The Skarl nodded. Then she sat up and looked.

The Krodan army was crammed within the narrow shoulders of the pass, stretching as far as she could see until the snow-mist swallowed them. Their front lines were broken and snarled as soldiers gathered in knots around the rampaging wargs, surrounding them with shields while spearmen jabbed at them.

A short way back was Mercy, seated atop a black destrier with a spear of his own in his hand. A red cape fell from his shoulders. His visor was up, and the light within shone out fiercely; the same light leaked through the joints of his witch-iron armour.

One of the wargs lunged at a soldier and knocked him back, sending a ripple through the front lines, jostling Mercy’s destrier so that he was forced to control it again. The beam of light from his helmet wobbled wildly, and Fen ducked down again.

‘Freckles see him?’ Grub asked.

She nodded. ‘He’s right at the front. Has to be, or else he’d mesmerise his own people.’

The light passed over them again. Still lying on her back, Fen took an arrow and nocked it. More arrows sped overhead, in both directions.

Deep breaths. Calming breaths. She felt the baby kick, a flutter in her belly, as if it sensed her anxiety.

There’d be one chance, and only one.

Ogg, guide my arrow.

Mercy’s light swept away again. She sucked in air to steel her, rolled to her knees and stood.

She was drawing the bow as she rose out of the carpet of bodies, exposed and alone on the crest of the hill, the only thing standing on the line between one army and the other. Blood roared in her ears at the sheer terror of it as she straightened her aim, sighting over the heads of the enemy towards Mercy, who was already turning his face in her direction. She had only a moment to realise she’d made a terrible mistake before—

Peace, and hush, and a wide white world around her. Her mind went blank, her anxieties obliterated, fears dissolving into the silence. She was perfectly comfortable, perfectly at ease. There, in the distance, she saw a golden figure on a horse, a creature of beauty and kindness, and she needed to go to him, needed to—

Needed to—

Everything flew apart, scattering in a whirl, and all that was left was the cold wind and the aching of her muscles and a terrible sense of loss that left Fen gasping. The light was leaving her, angling steeply upwards into the grey. She wiped snow from her face and stared as Mercy’s head tipped back, and the dreadknight toppled from his horse, the flight of an arrow protruding from the open face of his helmet.

She looked numbly at her hand, which was now empty. Was that my arrow? she thought.

She felt herself pulled hard by the arm, and she toppled over backwards just as a half-dozen arrows thumped through the air where she’d stood. She tumbled down the hill with Grub tangled around her, slithering over the dead to fetch up a little way downslope, gasping, confused. It was hard to get her thoughts straight, with the memory of the light still burning in her mind.

‘The dreadknight has fallen!’ someone cried, and a great bellowing of voices sounded all around her. Suddenly there were trampling feet everywhere, bodies hurtling up the hill, jostling past her. Shouting fiercely, hammers held high, the Fell Folk rushed to press the advantage.

Grub pulled her to her feet and muscled his way against the flow, guiding her out of the path of the attack. At last he laid her down, her back against the wheel of a cart, while she caught her breath, hand on her belly where the baby was twitching again.

‘Did I hit him?’ she asked over the noise.

‘Right in the face!’ Grub told her gleefully. ‘Nice shot, Freckles! That what Grub call a mercy killing!’ He roared in appreciation of his own joke, and Fen was so relieved that she burst into hysterical laughter in response.

‘Tell me you haven’t been saving that one up,’ she chuckled, wiping tears from her eyes.

‘Grub been thinking about it all day!’ he cried, and then cackled so long and hard that Fen couldn’t help but join him. There amid the din of war and slaughter, they clutched each other, laughing till their ribs hurt; and just for that moment, they were winning.
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Thirty years. Thirty years in the wilderness. Godspit, what have I done?

Stivan walked with lantern held high through the black tunnel of the waterway. Tiny flames gleamed from the wet rock as he passed. Beyond the range of his light lurked an endless dark.

Traitor, he called himself, the whisper of his conscience in the hush.

His whole life, the Fang had been there, a looming edifice just out of reach. As a boy, it was a promise to be kept; as an adult, a prize to fight for. Now?

Now it was just a dream.

He’d snatched a few hours’ sleep upon returning from the Krodan camp. That brief rest had calmed the turmoil in his mind somewhat, enough that he could think straight again. The loss of his home, his birthright, was still an open wound, but he’d ever been even-tempered and calm in a crisis.

He’d never have the Fang. He understood that now. Whether it belonged to Bridda Blackfeather or Alden, there was no route left to the destination he’d been striving for since he was old enough to reason. And yet it surprised him that the source of his mourning wasn’t the keep itself, but the thirty years he’d spent trying to win it.

All that time. All those years wasted. He’d given up his family, given up everything for the hard life of the rebel, always moving, always on the run. He’d spurned women who loved him, sacrificed the chance of a warm hearth and warm bed and perhaps a family of his own, all in service of his restless quest. All that, for nothing.

Well, not entirely nothing. He’d formed the Greycloaks, turning a hopeful rumour into a band of resistance fighters that had plagued the Krodans all over the north. And yet when the chance came to seize the Fang, he’d all but abandoned them. Kenda had left him. Loca and Cade were dead. The rest had lost faith in him after they found out what he’d kept from them.

The bastard son of the Northguard, who’d used them all in an attempt to win back his birthright. Some treacheries were too great to forgive.

But there was one more treachery to come, before all was done.

He’d used a sluice-gate to choke off the river water that usually filled these tunnels. It was opened and closed by a mechanism in a cellar room of the Fang, using a system of counterweights. It required the use of a detachable lever, its end fashioned in a particular shape so that it fitted into the mechanism like a key into a lock. Once inserted, it could be pumped to raise the gate, or pushed forwards to release it.

Old Gabber had been the keeper of the lever in his childhood days, and though Gabber was long dead, the place they kept it hadn’t changed. Gabber used to take it with him when he went down to clean the waterway, just to be sure that no one would open the gate while he was there. He hadn’t lived to such an age by taking chances.

Stivan took it with him when he went, too. Not that he feared anyone accidentally drowning him. Without water from the river, there’d be no supply for the wells, and soon no water at all for anyone inside the Fang. Without the lever, no one could open the sluice-gate.

The Fang’s walls were high, and it was built to weather a siege. If that happened, Stivan would make sure it was a short one.

The brick tunnel ended in a dark shaft of rough rock, with an iron ladder set into the stone. The waterway had been built to follow the route of an old fissure, which made its jagged way down towards the floor of the gorge. He descended to the bottom, and there the tunnel resumed.

His path was interrupted now and then by iron gates, still glistening with the memory of the river. He opened them with Gabber’s keys. Each one felt like a step away from the man he’d always been, each one a portal through which he could never return.

All his life, he’d been guided, drawn towards his destiny like a moth to a flame, a destiny bestowed on him by birth. All his decisions had been made in service of that; and so, in the end, they were hardly decisions at all. It took the snuffing of that flame to force him to come to terms with himself.

Thirty years in the wilderness, and none of the choices made were his own. Only now, now that everything he’d ever wanted had been taken from him … only now did he understand his heart. Only now could he make a choice that was truly his.

Traitor.

They’d called his father a traitor, too. When Jerdis Cragheart stood at the council of nobles and demanded they surrender to the Krodans, there were some that accused him of self-interest, saying he just wanted to retain his power. Jerdis argued otherwise. The Krodans offered peace; the alternative was to see uncountable Ossians slaughtered. Surrender was for the good of the country.

In the end, most of them agreed. The occupation that followed was a time of prosperity and learning such as Ossia hadn’t experienced since the days before the Fall. All it had cost him was his birthright.

But it was time to put personal feelings aside. Time to let go of what couldn’t be. Time to do what was good for the country, the way his father had.

Grey light in the distance, and the low moan of the wind. The end of the tunnel. He made his way towards it. One last gate to open, one last moment of doubt. Perhaps he could turn back, undo all this, take another path?

He tutted to himself and heard his father’s disapproval in it. A man had to make a choice and stick to it. So Jerdis had always taught, when he taught him anything at all.

face purple tongue lolling eyes full of blood

He closed his eyes. No. He wasn’t responsible for that. The Fell Folk had done that.

He put the key in the lock and opened the gate.

The waterway let out near the foot of the gorge, a few dozen feet above the ground. It emptied into the same river that plunged over the falls nearby, their relentless thundering echoing off the walls. The floor of the gorge was thick with undergrowth that survived on plentiful water and meagre sunlight, bushes half-buried under a coating of new snow.

He left his lantern in the entrance and stepped out of the tunnel, looking around for signs of life. No one was there. A frown creased his brow.

They’re supposed to be waiting. Where are they?

He made his way down the rocks to the ground. The river, fed by a small lake at the foot of the falls, ran past him, disappearing at last into the mouth of a cave. He and Alden had gone inside as children and found another waterfall deep within the rock, plunging into a cavernous hole to depths they dared not explore.

Concerned now, he cast about for signs of his brother, or the hundred men he was supposed to have brought. Alden knew how to get down into this gorge unseen; they’d climbed it enough times. But it was always possible they’d encountered trouble on the way. That, or he’d decided not to come at all.

Don’t let me down, Alden.

Sheltering his eyes from the falling snow, he looked up. Somewhere above him was the Fang, invisible beyond the lip of the precipice. The snow made it hard to see to the top. In the distance he could hear the faint sounds of battle, but here at the bottom of the gorge it was like being in another world.

Too late, he heard the footstep behind him. A knife was at his throat before he could react.

‘Don’t move,’ said a voice at his ear.

Half a dozen men rose from the undergrowth around him, emerging from thickets of thorny bushes, sloughing off snow. Sturdy men in light leather armour, dyed black and white. Krodan livery.

Stivan found Alden among them. ‘What’s the meaning of this, brother?’ he said, trying to keep the fear from his voice.

Alden didn’t answer. He looked about warily, then motioned to one of his men, who went climbing up the cliff face to the mouth of the waterway.

‘You’ve become suspicious,’ Stivan said.

Alden’s tone was unfriendly. ‘It’s no small ask, to appear in the middle of the night and demand that I risk a hundred of the Empire’s best. You’ve been among the Fell Folk a long time. No telling what strange ideas you’ve got.’

‘Strange ideas?’ Stivan’s tone hardened. ‘Alden, I watched them hang our father.’

Alden met his eyes, saw the anger and outrage within. He waved to the man behind him and Stivan felt the blade withdrawn from his throat.

‘Looks clear!’ the man at the entrance called.

Alden made a gesture of invitation to Stivan. ‘Lead on.’

With a reproachful stare at his half-brother, Stivan headed back towards the waterway. ‘Where are the others? You can’t take the Fang with a handful of men.’

Alden nodded towards the cave. One of the men whistled, and more Krodan soldiers emerged from the shadows. ‘Don’t worry. We have enough.’

Alden followed close behind as Stivan climbed up the rocks to the waterway. They made their way back into the dark, and walked in strained silence through the tunnels, the Krodans grim in the light of their lanterns. Stivan could sense Alden’s suspicion, and some childish part of him resented the lack of trust.

‘How did he die?’ Alden asked at length. ‘I mean, how did he conduct himself?’

Stivan glanced at him. There was a need for assurance in his voice. He’d always worshipped their father. ‘You know him. Defiant to the end.’

‘I should have been there.’

‘You couldn’t have known. Even they didn’t know. They thought he was out in the Reaches with you.’

Alden’s fury and frustration was palpable. ‘Filthy scum. Dogs biting the hands of their masters. If not for us keeping them in order, they’d tear themselves apart.’

The Krodans said much the same of Ossians like them, Stivan thought. He decided that now wasn’t the time to bring up the irony.

They climbed up ladders and along the tunnels, retracing Stivan’s path back to the Fang. The Krodans made hardly a noise, but for the rustle of clothes and the click of scabbards. For most of the journey, nobody spoke at all: the solemn, determined silence of conspirators. It was only as they neared their destination that Alden said something surprising.

‘I always looked up to you, Keddin,’ he told him, out of nowhere.

Stivan felt a pang of guilt. Neither he nor Alden were versed in the art of expressing themselves. Their whole lives they’d been taught not to show vulnerability. In this small admission Stivan sensed a world of grief, both for the death of their father and the loss of his half-brother.

‘I know,’ he said, regretfully.

‘It wasn’t easy when you left.’

‘I couldn’t be there any longer,’ Stivan said.

‘Yes, but … why?’

Stivan sucked in a sigh through his teeth. He didn’t want to have this conversation. ‘I couldn’t stand that the Fang was going to you, that Father let it happen. If I’d stayed … I’d have ended up hating you. And I didn’t want that.’

Alden frowned as he digested that. ‘And now?’

‘There are bigger things at stake than what I want,’ Stivan replied. He’d have liked to leave it there, but he knew it wouldn’t satisfy Alden, so he forced himself to speak further. ‘It hurts, brother. I won’t lie to you. Hardest choice I ever made. But there comes a time when we have to put aside old resentments and work together, or we’ll lose all we treasure.’ He lifted his lantern and saw the sluice-gate ahead, weeping and shivering with the effort of holding the river back. ‘Here we are.’

Just in front of the sluice-gate, there was a small iron door set deep into the wall of the tunnel. Stivan unlocked it and pushed it open, revealing a set of stairs beyond. He drew his sword.

‘You first,’ Alden told him, over the sound of a hundred blades clearing their scabbards.

Stivan headed upwards with Alden close behind him. Both of them knew the way from here. They hurried through darkened corridors, passing the Fang’s enormous dungeons, which now lay empty and eerily silent.

‘What’s your plan?’ Stivan asked him.

‘We make for the garrison. Take their best fighters by surprise. After that, we can deal with the rest.’

‘My thoughts exactly.’

They came to another set of stairs, leading to the more populous servants’ chambers. Stivan paused at the top, listening. ‘Have your men be ready. There will be battle soon.’

‘They are ready,’ Alden assured him.

Stivan pushed open the door. It creaked on its hinges, loud in the silence. The kitchens lay beyond: a sprawling chamber thick with darkness. Stairs ran up to a stone gallery, where doors led to other parts of the keep. Not a soul was to be seen.

Alden stared. ‘What is this?’

He and Stivan had haunted this place in their youth, begging pastries from the cooks. It was a place of swelter and bustle, ovens gasping heat and cauldrons bubbling, where the thump of rolling dough and the sharp whack of the cleaver punctuated the bawdy talk and raucous laughter of the cooks.

Never, at any hour, had they seen it empty. The ovens were cold now; no lamps were lit. There were no chickens hanging, waiting to be roasted. Even the sheaves of herbs were gone. The place had been stripped bare and abandoned.

‘These savages cook their food in the earth,’ said Stivan stonily. ‘They looted this place then ignored it. Even when they’re given kitchens, they don’t know what to make of them.’

‘By the Light!’ Alden breathed. The death of the Fang’s kitchens was a blasphemy to him.

The Krodans came in behind him, gazing warily about, holding up their lanterns against the dark.

‘Gather your men,’ Stivan told Alden. ‘They’ll need to hear what lies ahead. We’ll address them from the steps.’

They mounted the steps, and Alden beckoned the Krodans. They came with a familiar resentment in their eyes. Stivan saw it, even if Alden didn’t. Alden might be in command here, but he was still an Ossian to them.

‘Well, here they are,’ said Alden. ‘What do you have to say to them?’

Stivan surveyed the men before him. Soldiers all, seasoned and ruthless; he could tell by their manner. A force capable of taking the Fang down from within.

His heart was pounding hard in his chest as he lifted his voice.

‘Fire!’

The Krodans jerked and spun as a volley of arrows thumped into them. In the same moment, Stivan smashed the hilt of his sword down on Alden’s wrist. Alden let his blade drop with a cry, and Stivan slipped behind him, wrapping an arm around his throat, a sword pressed into his spine. He pulled his half-brother backwards up the steps as the Krodans stumbled for cover, tripping over their dead, while the archers on the gallery kept shooting. In the lanternlight, they were easy targets, but those who dared to abandon the light found themselves blind. Some of them fled for the door they’d come through, but it was slammed closed and locked before they could reach it. They were trapped in the open and shot there.

‘You bastard!’ Alden gasped as Stivan pulled him out of harm’s way. ‘Bastard!’

‘A bastard is exactly what I am,’ Stivan replied coldly. He raised his voice to a shout. ‘Enough!’

The archers stopped shooting. The flagstones of the kitchen were scattered with the dead. Wounded men crawled moaning for the shadows. Where the bodies were thickest, a fire had begun from a fallen lantern, and the air started to fill with the reek of burning corpses.

‘All those who’d keep their lives, drop your weapons and step into the light!’ Stivan roared. ‘You’re surrounded and there is no way out! Surrender is your only hope! You have my word you will not be harmed!’

‘Your word!’ Alden scoffed furiously, but Stivan tightened the grip on his throat and he was silent.

One by one they did as they were told, some fearful, some with the arrogant defiance of their overlords still in their eyes. Stivan heard movement behind him on the stairs and the Fell Folk slipped past him, bows raised, covering them. He didn’t miss the hateful glances they gave him as they passed, but that didn’t trouble him any. He’d never needed to be loved. They’d done as Bridda told them; that was all that mattered. Time to put aside old resentments, like he’d said. He just hadn’t been certain they’d do it until he heard the arrows fly. He’d feared he might yell ‘Fire’ and hear only the silence of betrayal in return.

‘Nemesis damn you, traitor!’ Alden spat. He didn’t have the wit for anything but insults.

‘They called Father that, too, when he surrendered to the Krodans,’ said Stivan. ‘Remember what he said? He did it for the good of his country.’ He leaned in close and spoke into Alden’s ear. ‘I’ll be dead in the cold earth before I let the Krodans keep this land of ours. I’ll take an Ossia ruled by savages over that.’

‘Is that so? Why not kill them all, then? Why not kill me?’ Alden wheezed, red-faced with rage.

‘Because we need your armour,’ said Stivan. ‘And we need it without blood and holes.’
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They gathered at the postern gate at the far end of the stockade wall, a hidden sallyport set close to the cliffs. Megwyn brought a dozen Oathbreakers, and two dozen Fell Folk were waiting there with enough horses for all of them.

Harod cast his eye over the group. He recognised Daxon and Wenna of the Oathbreakers – one tall and scar-faced, the other hirsute and bearish – and he saw Vakke the Wreake among the Fell Folk. Despite his martial training, he had no experience of large-scale warfare; but this seemed a pitifully small group to make a dent in the Krodan horde.

‘Stealth over strength,’ said Megwyn, reading his mind. ‘We’re not planning to fight our way through the army. We’re going to try to get near to Tempest first, take him by surprise.’

‘They’ll see us, surely?’ Harod said.

‘You’d be amazed what you don’t see on a battlefield,’ Megwyn told him with irritating vim. ‘Anyway, you might have noticed the snowstorm?’

Harod decided not to argue further. He was committed to the effort, and willing to trust in the plan if it got him close to another dreadknight. His defeat at the hands of Lacuna still burned in his heart, even as the wound he’d left still burned in his shoulder. He wouldn’t fail again.

‘You remember how to fight on horseback, right?’ Megwyn asked him.

‘I was well trained in the art,’ Harod said stiffly.

‘Sure you were. How long’s it been?’

Harod didn’t answer that.

‘It’s not the same as taking down dummies on the practice field,’ Megwyn said. ‘When we get out there, stick with me. I’ll keep an eye on you.’

‘I am a knight of Harrow and a scion of High House Anselm,’ said Harod, indignant. ‘I’ve no need of a chaperone.’

‘Think of me as more of a babysitter,’ Megwyn offered with a grin. Harod snorted and turned away.

A young Fellgirl called Chiss met them there. She was slight and sharp-featured, with the nervous speed of a bird. Her hair was gathered in a braided ponytail, and she fiddled with the ends as she addressed them.

‘Outside past the postern gate there’s a dry stream-bed full of bushes. It runs right along the foot of the cliffs. The Krodans haven’t found it because they’re scared of the pitfalls we dug everywhere. The foot soldiers are sticking to the path the cavalry took, down the centre of the pass.’

‘Almost as if we planned it,’ Megwyn said, to an appreciative cackle from her mercenaries.

Chiss gave her a quick smile. ‘I’ve been out there and back. Tempest is up on a hillock, clear of the rest of the army. Only a handful of soldiers around him. We can lead our horses on foot up the stream-bed, then ride out and catch him unawares.’

Harod was somewhat amazed that the Fell Folk were listening to this slip of a girl – she seemed too young to be holding any kind of authority – but no one older stepped in to take over. The Fell Folk murmured in agreement and made themselves ready. Some of the Oathbreakers looked quizzically at Megwyn; she made a gesture of invitation towards the postern gate. On you go.

‘Once we kill Tempest, the winds will drop and our archers will send up such a volley that the Krodans will have other things on their mind than chasing us,’ Megwyn told her mercenaries as she led her own horse down the slope to the gate. ‘Soon as he’s dead, ride like your arses are on fire. Understand?’

They stood by the postern gate, the Oathbreakers stamping their feet and blowing into their hands, and waited for the signal Bridda had promised. A constant percussion of metal on metal sounded out of the snows. All along the stockade wall, ladders were being thrown up and knocked away, and Krodans were cramming in through the sundered gate to die in the earthwork alleys beyond. The defenders were tiring while the attackers were endlessly renewed. Slowly, the Fell Folk were losing.

The business of war was too huge, too impersonal for Harod. Tactics and manoeuvres meant little to him. Individual valour was how the tide was turned. That was his interest; that was his task.

Be with me now, he thought, and as if in answer he sensed her, felt her by his shoulder so strongly that he almost turned around to look.

But he didn’t. Because if he did, he’d only find Megwyn there, frustratingly complicated, dirty and imperfect, warm and real. He didn’t want the muddy tangle she inspired in his mind, not here on the edge of battle. His was the pure and righteous wrath of the avenging lover.

A great cry went up from along the stockade, in the direction of the gate. Bridda’s distraction, whatever it was. Such matters were beyond his scope. All he had to do was hold his courage, and fight.

The Fell Folk drew back the bar from postern gate. Under his breath, he began to sing.

Sire, please beware, for a storm does draw near
That will tear down your walls and take all you hold dear.

The rhythm and pitch of the words followed grooves worn deep in his heart. The voice of Orica from beyond the grave. For others, it was the song of the revolution. For him, it was something greater. Her immortality. His atonement for letting her die.

Chiss pushed open the gate, looked through and slipped out, leading her horse. It was only just big enough to admit the beast. The others followed one by one. When it was Harod’s turn, Megwyn gave him a deep bow and said, ‘Ladies first.’

He waited for her to go. She grinned at him and stayed put until he realised it was a joke.

‘Very amusing,’ he said humourlessly, and ducked through the gate.

Megwyn tutted. ‘Rot me, you’re grouchy today,’ she complained.

The snowstorm was fiercer here than in the lee of the stockade wall, and they went with their arms held before their faces, leading their snorting mounts. Harod understood now how they might pass out into the battlefield unnoticed; it was hard to see more than a few dozen feet away, and the stream-bed was deep enough to conceal them from anyone who wasn’t standing on the bank. The cliffs thrust up to their right, overhanging the stream-bed in places, and the way was choked with thorny vines and bushes.

They forged forward through knee-deep snow. The sounds of battle seemed strangely distant now, muffled by the earthen banks, thrown back and forth by the wind. When Harod glanced behind him, the postern gate was closed again, and he saw that it had been fashioned to look like part of the stockade wall, all but invisible from a distance.

Out here in the freezing whiteness, Harod felt vulnerable. If they were discovered, they’d be hopelessly outnumbered. Dying in a ditch was hardly the end he’d imagined. But they were on their way now, and there was no choice but to go on and pray they remained unnoticed.

The path was hard, and they were soon scratched and sweaty despite the cold that numbed their fingers. As they moved away from the stockade the noise of combat faded, and they heard furtive movements in the blizzard, the clank of armour or the whicker of nearby horses. The Krodans were nearby; how close, it was impossible to tell. Harod kept singing quietly under his breath, his words hardly audible over the gale. He kept his head down and ploughed on.

Then, a cry from up ahead. Immediately he was blundering forwards, sword flying from its sheath, dragging his horse behind him. Snow blew in his face, blinding him. He plunged frantically on, seeking the source of the noise, despair seeping in even as he did so. So soon, they were discovered! What a fool to believe such a plan could work!

But when he caught up with the leaders, he found them with shoulders heaving, standing around the body of a dead Krodan, several arrows in his back. Their bows were drawn, and they were listening hard.

‘Scout,’ said Vakke the Wreake. ‘Came up the stream-bed. Not sure if anyone heard.’

They stood there, tense, listening. Chiss shifted her weight from one foot to the other and rubbed her hands. Eventually, when they heard nothing more, Vakke raised a hand and they moved on.

How long they travelled, Harod couldn’t have said. The snows robbed his sense of time. All he knew was the miserable trudge, the cold, the nip and cut of the thorns, the overwhelming sense of threat that beat down on them. When Chiss called a halt, it was a relief. She climbed up the bank and disappeared off into the snow.

‘Think the dreadknight’ll still be there?’ Megwyn asked.

‘Gonna be a long walk back if he ain’t,’ Wenna replied. He let rip a giant fart and looked pleased. ‘You should try it. Warms the legs up a treat,’ he explained.

Harod could hardly suppress the disgust on his face. Megwyn gave him a sly look. ‘Ah, come on, Haro. We’re all blood and guts and gas on the inside.’

‘Mostly gas, in his case,’ said Daxon, thumbing at his friend.

‘Why must you mock?’ Harod hissed at her. The venom in his voice took him by surprise, as much as it did Megwyn. ‘Why must you make light of everything? The path of uncountable lives rest upon this day! Can’t you just …’ He fought for the words. ‘Can’t you just show a little dignity?’

He clammed up again, ashamed of his outburst. There was a little smile on Megwyn’s lips, but it was a dangerous smile of warning, and her eyes were hard. Daxon and Wenna exchanged glances and wisely kept quiet.

‘Was she dignified, Haro? I bet she was. Charming, elegant, knew all the right things to say. Bet they loved her at your father’s court. Not like poor little Megwyn, embarrassing Father at every turn. She never quite got the hang of dignity.’ She took a step closer, putting her face right up to his, her voice dripping with disdain. ‘You know why we laugh at war? Because we’ve actually seen it. And it’s nothing like in your gods-damned poems.’

She drew back from him, leaving him equal parts furious and shaken by her scorn. Then, as if the last few moments had never happened, her face cleared and she gave him a wink. ‘Chin up, Haro. Krodan, Ossian or Sard. Blood and guts and gas, remember? It’s not all that serious.’

‘It’s more than that,’ Harod said, his voice trembling with suppressed anger. ‘Life’s more than that.’

She gave him a look of pity, which hurt him worse than her scorn ever had. ‘What do you know about living?’

Chiss came sliding down the bank, puncturing the moment. ‘He’s still there,’ she said breathlessly. ‘Only a score of men with him. Bring the horses up the bank.’

In the rush that followed, their argument was over, lost in the need for action. But as they led their horses hastily out of the stream-bed, Megwyn’s words still rankled, and Harod’s face was hot with resentment. They mounted up in a hurry, looking this way and that, conscious of being exposed; but though they saw distant shadows hurrying by, no one saw them.

‘Careful there!’ Chiss called over the wind. Where she was pointing, it was hard to see anything but virgin snow. ‘Pit trap! Go around!’

Harod couldn’t imagine what kind of marker she’d used to identify the trap, or if she simply had a much better grasp of the landscape than he did. But he had no time to think on it, for she was already off, spurring her horse into the whirling snow.

It felt like madness to follow a girl of no more than fourteen into the unknown. But madness was upon them all this day. He put heels to his horse and followed.

Hooves thundered around him as they accelerated to a gallop, plunging half-blind into the storm. He narrowed his eyes as the weather shoved against him. One freezing hand was on the reins, the other gripping his sword; his bowl-cut hair was soaked and plastered to his skull. Most of the group were lost to sight in moments; it took all his concentration to keep pace with the horse in front of him.

They hit a slight upward incline and he heard the ringing of blades ahead. Figures raced out of the white as he approached: Krodan soldiers, on foot. He brought his sword down in an arc, split a skull as he plunged past. Warm blood spattered his hand.

Suddenly he was among them, and there were soldiers all around. He stabbed downwards, piercing another man through the neck and shoulder, then drew back his sword and chopped to the other side. That soldier had his shield up and ready to receive the blow, but before he could return it, he was cut down from behind by Vakke.

Harod’s horse pranced away, shy of the battle, and he wrestled it back into order. A moment of respite; he searched for the dreadknight. Here at the heart of the storm it was difficult to see anything at all. A stray arrow spun through the air past him, and was caught by the wind and dashed away.

A wave of unease washed over him, a primal prickling of his senses. A flurry of snow blew aside and he saw the dreadknight there, a towering shadow astride an enormous horse. Tempest brought his sword down on someone unseen, and then the storm swallowed him again.

Harod spurred his horse, afraid that he’d lose his quarry; but Tempest was waiting for him as he arrived, materialising from the snows with his sword held ready. They met in a crash of blades that jarred Harod’s arm. The momentum of his charge carried him past, and he hauled his mount around again and faced his enemy.

Now he saw him up close at last. His black armour was fluted and ridged in long, sharp fins, crawling with moisture as the wind blew droplets over its surface. His helmet was tall and narrow, alien and impassive, with a horizontal slit for the eyes. His cloak blew around him frantically as he flexed his armoured fingers on the grip of his sword.

‘To arms, demon!’ Harod cried, and they rode together and struck again, metal crashing on metal as they sought a way past each other’s guard. The dreadknight’s speed was equal to Harod’s own – his armour was witch-iron and hadn’t half the weight of steel – but his strength was fearsome, and he had an ally. The wind blew against Harod, resisting his blows, trying to wrestle him from his saddle with such determined intent that it felt like he was fighting two.

Harod was wrenched away, hanging on to the reins as his mount shied and bucked in fright. He dropped his guard, and it was only pure chance that saved him from being decapitated as the horse jinked away from Tempest’s horizontal swing. It bolted then, carrying Harod away from the fight. Grey figures blurred past in the storm and the din of combat swept around him as he fought a private battle with his skittish mount.

Cursing under his breath, he fought to bring it to a stop. The dreadknight’s unnatural influence affected animals even more strongly than humans. He couldn’t fight Tempest like this, but he couldn’t fight him on foot, either. He’d have no chance against a mounted enemy.

Furiously, he pulled the horse around. Foaming spittle, it allowed itself to be turned. Only then did Harod see that Tempest had followed him, charging in pursuit. He had half a heartbeat to raise his sword before the dreadknight’s blade smashed into it with a force that almost unseated him.

Rocking in his saddle, Harod put up a desperate defence. Tempest rained down blows on him as Harod was spun back and forth at the whim of his panicked mount. An answering panic surged in Harod. His entire fighting style was based on discipline and control. This wasn’t the mighty duel he’d envisaged; this was chaos.

Tempest’s destrier reared, kicking out with a hoof, and Harod’s mount staggered backwards with a frightened whinny. Harod was almost pitched off, but at the last moment righted himself, bringing his sword up to protect his head against Tempest’s downward swing.

The parry was weak; he had no time to firm his arm behind it. With a resounding ring of metal, his sword flew from his grip and into the snow.

The sounds of fighting faded into the dull pulse of blood in his ears. Lacuna’s foul taint, the dreadknight’s touch from long ago, throbbed cold and sharp in his chest. His sword was lost, and with it, the battle. He’d failed. The impossibility of that fact stunned him.

He was meant to win. He was meant to avenge her. He’d never considered any other outcome but that.

Tempest sat in the saddle before him, blade held low and ready, his black destrier snorting. He knew, as Harod did, that the victory was won. It was only a matter of delivering the final blow. All that was left to decide was the manner in which Harod would receive it.

Grimly, he straightened in his saddle. His horse, for once, had gone still: at last cooperating with the moment. There was only one thing left to him in this moment of defeat. The core of his being, which had sustained him all this time. His pride. His dignity. At least he could die like a knight.

He closed his eyes as Tempest raised his blade. Forgive me, my love. I give up all that I am for you.

Then he yanked on the reins, spun his horse away and fled.

The shriek of outrage that followed him might have been the wind or its master. The storm blasted him in fury as he drove headlong against it. But his horse was glad to run, and for once it was in harmony with its rider. Harod looked back and saw Tempest close behind him, sword raised, leaning low over the neck of his destrier.

In shame and fear he rode, all but blinded by snow, with no sense of his direction. Hope was his only guide. His companions were somewhere behind him; there’d be no help from them. He pushed the horse to dangerous speed, his thoughts torn away by the flaying wind.

Yet still the dreadknight gained on him. Where Harod was slowed by the storm, Tempest was propelled by it. Harod kicked at his horse’s flanks, driving every last dreg of strength from it.

Faster!

The dreadknight was coming up on them now.

Faster!

His sword drew back for the final cut.

Faster!

Harod screamed as the earth collapsed beneath his horse’s hooves and he felt himself pitched forwards and down. For an instant he tumbled through purest terror, and then the impact took his senses from him.

Snow fell slowly through the air, settling on his cheeks. He stared blankly upwards in confusion. He could hear nothing over the ringing in his ears.

How did he get here? Then he remembered.

Pit trap.

He huffed out a little gasp of air. He’d found it. Exactly what he’d been looking for.

He tried to lift his head. The lance of agony that ran up his back made him whimper. He was aware of lying on cold hard ground, but it was difficult to feel anything over the aching that consumed every part of him. His bewildered mind couldn’t encompass it. How could he be numb and in such pain all at the same time?

He turned his head to the side a little. He could do that. If he moved his eyes as far as they could go, he could see something. A gory mass of black and red. His vision was too blurred to make it out for a time, so he stared until it made sense. A broken horse. An armoured rider. Two enormous spikes had impaled the dreadknight, thrusting through his chest and leg and out towards the sky.

His mouth was filling up. He gagged, and blood spilled over his lips and down his chin. He frowned. It didn’t make sense. Nothing made sense.

‘Haro!’

A figure appeared on the edge of the pit and came sliding down towards him, through the forest of buried spikes. He didn’t recognise her till she was close, and even then, it took him a moment. He’d never seen that expression on her face before, that look of absolute horror.

‘Greetings, Lady Megwyn,’ he tried to say, but it came out as a whisper. He couldn’t put any force in his voice.

‘Oh, rot and damn, Haro, what have you done?’ She was upset. It made him want to hold her. He wished he could move his arms.

‘Did I defeat him?’ he croaked.

She looked at the dead rider, then back to him, and nodded. ‘You got him.’ She gave him a sad smile, tears growing in her eyes. ‘You really messed him up. Really messed yourself up, too.’

He rolled his head again, till he could look down the length of his body. One of his wrists was broken, his hand lying at an angle. A spike the width of a limb was protruding from his guts, rising like a bloody tower into the sky above him. It didn’t seem real. He could see it, but he couldn’t feel it there.

His vision swarmed with sparkling motes as the pain faded away. Even the numbness was diminishing. His head felt so light, it seemed like it would lift away from his body.

‘Sorry, my lady,’ he murmured. ‘I know you wanted me to stay.’

She shook her head. ‘That’s alright, Haro. I know you wanted to go. I just … thought I could change your mind.’

‘Thank you …’ he said, but though his lips formed the words, no sounds came from them.

There was a sound like the whickering of birds in the distance. ‘That’s our archers,’ said Megwyn, looking up. ‘Storm’s over. Now we’ve got a chance. You gave us that.’

He tried to reply, but the grey of the sky was turning black, and she was fading to a shadow. The chill of the ground had seeped into his bones, and he was starting to shiver, and not only from the cold. A great fear was growing in him, a childish terror of the vast unknown that approached, and he wanted to weep and blubber and beg, anything so he didn’t have to face it. He struggled to keep it down, but there was no strength in him any more, and he felt it crash over him like a wave.

Then, faintly, he heard her voice, as if from a far shore:

The king stood at his window in his castle on the shore.
His family were sleeping, his foes were no more.
As he looked o’er the sea, he heard knuckles on the door.
’Twas his seer, white as a ghost.

Harod’s eyes grew wide and shimmered with tears. Orica’s voice, Orica’s song, which he’d heard a thousand times before. The wave drew back, leaving wonder in its wake.

When the darkness claimed him at last, he went to it gladly.

Megwyn saw him die before she reached the end of the song, but she finished it anyway. When it was over, and her voice had faded to silence, she laid her hand over his face and closed his eyes. It was a stupid tradition – who cared what the dead saw? – but she did it regardless. He looked a little more dignified that way.

She heard a footstep behind her and lifted her head. It was Daxon, with a freshly broken nose. He snorted and spat blood and phlegm at his feet.

‘Taken care of that lot,’ he reported. ‘No telling when more’ll come. We done here?’

Megwyn got to her feet, her eyes still on Harod. At last she blinked and looked away.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We’re done.’
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Don’t let him find me.

Aren huddled tighter into the corner, crouched up in a ball, his back against the freezing stone. A clump of knotty bushes screened him from the clearing beyond, a wide rectangular space bordered by the remnants of ancient walls. Snow sifted down on the giants’ fortress from the blank, sunless sky.

Out there, half-visible through the bushes, was a ragged figure. His face was empty, a leather mask without eyes, and a circular grille where his mouth would be. Filthy fingers, their nails cracked and shattered, encircled the hilt of a tarnished rapier. He shifted and flickered like a guttering flame, now here, now there.

Lacuna.

He came slowly through the snow, turning his blind face left and right. Seeking, seeking. Searching for Aren.

Aren wished for more courage in the face of peril, but the dreadknights unmanned him. The fear they exuded was more than he could overcome alone. Far from help, far from friendship, he could only hide and hope that the monsters wouldn’t find him.

The dreadknight stopped in the middle of the clearing and let out a long, halting breath, like the last exhalation of the dead. Aren wished he could silence the thumping of his heart. His eyes found the trench in the snow that led to his hiding place, damningly obvious.

But Lacuna couldn’t see. He looked around once more, a sinister clicking sound coming from his throat; then he hurried away, disappearing out of sight, flickering and jerking as he went.

Aren let out a trembling breath. He didn’t want to move again. He wanted to stay here, where it felt safer. But he could still hear the sounds of battle from the pass below, and he knew that time was running out.

As soon as he dared, he emerged again and crept onwards through the fortress.

Maybe he shouldn’t have come on his own. He could have persuaded Grub to accompany him, but he knew the risks of what he was attempting. There was no telling what the consequences of the explosion would be. It didn’t make sense for both of them to take that chance.

No, this was his choice, and his alone. No one had expected it of him. Knowing that gave him the determination he needed. It had kept him going as he climbed up the sequence of icy pitons, hidden in a fold in the cliffs: a secret way up to the plateau, put there by the Fell Folk. Kept him going despite his freezing hands and terror of falling.

Only a handful of people knew about the barrels of elarite oil piled at the bottom of the giants’ well. Even the warriors stationed here were unaware. It had to be that way, to keep it from the Krodans.

No one down in the pass knew that something had gone wrong. No one knew that there’d been a plan to save them. But Aren knew, and he couldn’t stand by and do nothing.

Voices ahead. He slipped into cover behind a pillar of rock. Krodan soldiers, talking among themselves. They were in his way, so he risked moving a little closer to hear them. The giants’ fortress was a maze of broken stone; there were a hundred places to conceal himself. It still didn’t seem enough.

‘It doesn’t make sense,’ one of the voices was complaining. ‘Why did they bother holding this place? It’s not like we can climb down the far side to get behind them. Were they hoping to drop stones on us?’

‘Maybe we shouldn’t have killed so many,’ said the other. ‘Someone might have enlightened us.’

‘Want to explain that to the overwatchman?’ the first voice scoffed. ‘Put in a request for a lighter touch next time?’

The second man snorted in amusement.

‘Anyway, we did take a prisoner, remember? That ratty bastard?’

‘He didn’t know what was going on, any better than us.’

‘That’s Ossians for you!’

Aren was too excited by the implications of what he’d heard to feel insulted by the casual slight. Let them laugh. The Krodans didn’t know about the elarite. There was still a chance.

He headed away into the fortress, giving the soldiers a wide berth. It was hard to tell where he was going in the snow, but he had the lip of the chasm as a guide to his general direction. Keeping his eyes and his ears out, moving from cover to cover, he made his way towards the well. There were other soldiers around, but they were less than watchful. Their business here was done, and they didn’t expect anyone to be coming from Aren’s direction, where the cliffs were sheer.

How did they know we were here? he wondered. It didn’t seem likely they were betrayed, since the Krodans had no idea what they were looking for. Perhaps the enemy had simply been cautious, anticipating a trap and intercepting it. They’d taken it seriously enough to assign a dreadknight to help, and an overwatchman’s presence meant the Iron Hand were involved.

Klyssen? he thought. Surely not. That toad-faced bastard might have twisted Cade’s mind, turned his best friend against him and chased them all the way to Yaga, but he wasn’t omnipresent. The Iron Hand liked to pretend they were everywhere, always watching. When you started to believe that, they won.

He came up short at the sight of a body in the snow. He’d passed several already, but none like this. The Fell Folk he’d seen bore signs of being killed by Lacuna, their wounds edged with frost, eyes misted over. This one was different. He lay in a rough circle of bloody snow, his body covered with knife wounds, his features almost unrecognisable amid the ruin. He looked as if he’d been stabbed in a frenzy, a dozen times or more. That wasn’t the behaviour of a Krodan soldier, nor of any dreadknight he knew.

But then, he didn’t know them all.

Disturbed by that thought, he kept going, and not long after he found the well.

Wallek had been slain in the same manner as the other man, pierced too many times to count. He lay on his side on a canvas of gore, halfway between the well and the lantern meant to light it, which sat undisturbed on a small rock, the flame still flickering within. However he’d died, it had been sudden. They must have killed in silence and moved at speed to have got this close without alerting him.

But Wallek’s fate only occupied Aren a moment, because his gaze was fixed on the lantern, overlooked by the Krodans, who didn’t know its significance. From his hiding place on the edge of the clearing, it was tantalisingly close. All he had to do was reach it and throw it into the well. He’d have a few moments to run for his life, and after that … Well, he couldn’t think of what came next. It had to be done. That was all.

He scanned the clearing, wary of a trap. The remains of the pulley and winch were buried under snow in a corner; there was a ransacked chest which still contained spare lanterns and oil; a tent had been slashed open. The Fell Folk had hauled the barrels up to the plateau on their backs – it was too steep for a cart – and the slings they’d used to carry them were piled in a heap. The acrid smell of elarite oil tinged the cold air. Perhaps some had leaked, or one of the barrels in the well had broken.

He left cover, heading for the lantern. He only made it a few steps when a voice froze him in his tracks.

‘I knew you’d come, Aren,’ said Cade. ‘I always knew you best.’

He stepped out from behind a rock on the other side of the clearing, wearing leather armour and the black and white epaulette of a Krodan scout. His blond hair was shorn close to his skull and his face was grim.

The shock of it was like being struck. Aren couldn’t find words in the turmoil of competing emotions. He thought he’d sent Cade to his death on Yaga. Every day since, he’d wished he could unmake that decision. And yet there was no hope of reconciliation in Cade’s expression, no sign of warm feeling there. He wore the uniform of the enemy, and there was a sword in his hand. Amid the relief and joy that he was alive, Aren felt the terrible, crushing knowledge that he’d lost his friend for ever.

‘They outguessed you,’ he said, as he walked across the clearing towards him. ‘They reckoned something was up with the Edmensway – a little too convenient that you were leaving it undefended – so they sent an advance force up here. But they still couldn’t work out what you had in mind.’

‘Cade …’ Aren began, but he had no idea what to say that would even begin to bridge the chasm of betrayal that lay between them.

‘I reckon I’ve got it, though,’ said Cade, as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘It’s the smell in the air. Remember the mines at Suller’s Bluff? I’ll never forget that smell. Elarite oil.’ His gaze went to the lantern, and the dead man lying nearby. ‘This whole thing had to be your idea, didn’t it? And when I couldn’t find you among the dead, well, I reckoned you’d make your way here to see to it yourself. So I hid.’ He cocked his head. ‘I know you, see?’

Cade’s gaze moved to something over his shoulder, then back to him, and his eyes hardened. He lifted his sword and pointed it at Aren. ‘Now drop your weapon, Ossian scum!’

‘Cade, what are you doing?’ Aren moaned in despair.

Cade gave him a bitter smile. ‘Just needed to keep you talking long enough for my superiors to arrive.’

‘Over here! I’ve found one!’ came a voice from behind him. Aren turned to see a tall, armoured Krodan in captain’s livery, his cheeks rippled with pox scars and his face narrow and wrathful. He had a crossbow aimed.

‘Captain Malloch, I beg you, do not fire!’ Cade called in Krodan, holding up a hand. ‘I know this one! He has information we can use.’ His eyes never left Aren’s. ‘Drop your weapon, now!’ he ordered.

Aren stared at his friend in horror. He didn’t recognise the young man he saw before him. This cold imposter wasn’t the boy he’d grown up with. Couldn’t be. But deny it as he might, the reality of the situation was sinking in. Cade was a Krodan now. And he meant to thwart the Dawnwardens’ last hope of victory.

‘You know this one, you say?’ A new voice: a broad-shouldered man in a long black overcoat, his features stern and aristocratic, with the double-barred cross of the Iron Hand on his shoulder. He’d arrived just after the captain.

‘I do, Overwatchman Gremmler. We almost caught him in Coldhaven. Aren of Shoal Point, one of those that call themselves Dawnwardens.’ The scorn in his voice was palpable.

‘You know I won’t surrender,’ Aren told Cade, his voice becoming hateful.

‘Do it, or you’ll die.’

Aren’s gaze flickered to the lantern. Could he reach it? Captain Malloch would shoot the moment he tried, but he might miss. It was Cade that was the problem. He’d already moved to block the way, as if he knew Aren’s mind. Maybe Aren could overpower him before he was killed?

Small chance. Shades, if only he’d reacted faster, if only he hadn’t been so dumbstruck by Cade’s arrival! Idiot!

But he wasn’t going to surrender to the Krodans. Not with what he knew. Not with the torture that awaited him.

He balled up his courage, flexed his fingers on the hilt of his sword. Scared as he was of death, this was the moment. At least he might take Cade with him, before the end. It would be suitable retribution for what he’d done today.

‘Last chance!’ Cade warned. ‘Drop your sword, or I’ll drop you, and feed your body to a she-warg.’ Then he shrugged. ‘Or a wild pig. Whichever is fine.’

Aren was so caught up in the act of preparing for his last moments that he almost missed the allusion. It was only because the threat was so bizarrely specific that it snagged on his memory. The memory of two boys, not yet adults but playing at it, hunting a she-warg in the caves near Shoal Point; a she-warg that turned out to be a wild pig. Two boys, secure in the safety of their small lives, best friends who believed they’d remain so for ever.

Why make reference to that at a time like this? What did it mean?

A flicker in Cade’s eyes. The slightest softening of his gaze. Pleading.

Trust me.

Doubt tore through certainty. Determination foundered on desperate hope. Cade was giving him a message, one that only they understood. A call to old friendship, begging for faith. But hadn’t Cade fooled him enough times already? How could Aren know it was genuine, and not just a trick to get him to put down his blade? How could he trust Cade ever again, after he’d been so grievously deceived?

He saw Cade then in his mind, hanging from a spar over a pit of smoke and fire in the depths of Hammerholt. The look in his eyes before he dropped. The depth of sorrow and devotion there as he gave up his life.

Gave it up to save Aren.

It was impossible, surely impossible, for someone to change so much. Such complete and selfless love couldn’t be alchemised to hate, not by any means. If he believed it could, then nothing was constant, nothing was true. Not the tides of the ocean, not the moons in the sky.

Trust me, Cade said with his eyes.

Aren held out his sword, and dropped it in the snow.

Cade smirked. ‘That’s what I thought. Not so brave after all,’ he said, and he stepped forward and kicked Aren hard in the side of the leg. Aren went down with a cry of pain. Cade threw Aren’s blade out of his reach and stood over him, sword pointed down at his throat. Aren stared in anguish at his impassive face.

I was wrong, I was wrong, oh shades, the bastard tricked me!

Gremmler and the captain came over, the captain covering him with his crossbow. Several more soldiers had appeared now, summoned by Malloch’s call. Aren looked around in panic and realised that there was no plan Cade could possibly have in mind that would have got them out of this. He’d been lying. Surely, he’d been lying.

‘What’s your name, soldier?’ Gremmler asked of Cade.

‘Oskin Derth, Overwatchman.’

‘The Empire commends you for your work here.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘And you,’ said Gremmler, his voice twisting with disdain as he turned his attention to Aren. ‘What were you doing skulking around here?’

‘If you’ll permit, Overwatchman,’ said Cade, before Aren could speak, ‘I think I can answer that.’

‘No!’ Aren cried, surging up on his elbows. ‘You gods-damned—’ He was silenced by a kick in the belly from Cade, hard enough to knock the breath out of him.

‘Apologies, Overwatchman,’ Cade said with an unctuous smile. ‘As I was saying: beneath our feet, at the bottom of that hole, is a great quantity of elarite oil. Enough to destroy this whole cliffside and bring it down on our army below. You can smell it from here.’

‘I’ve heard of such a thing,’ said Malloch. ‘A substance of great destructive force. It’s said the Lord Marshal covets it for the Purge, to blast the urds from their underground holes.’

‘Used by Cadrac of Darkwater at Hammerholt,’ Gremmler said stonily, ‘to murder the Emperor’s only son.’

The soldiers murmured in consternation, their eyes going to the giants’ well nearby: a circular hole, its edges ragged and shaggy, once ignored and now forbidding. Gremmler walked over to it, sniffed and looked inside. ‘I do smell something foul. Are you sure?’

Cade snatched up the lantern and brandished it. ‘I’m certain, Overwatchman. I worked in the mines as a boy, for the glory of the Empire. And see?’ He pointed to Wallek’s body. ‘What was that man doing here, otherwise? Why hold this place at all?’ He strode over to Gremmler and held out the lantern to him. ‘Look closely, if you please.’

Gremmler took the lantern and lifted it up before him. Aren gasped, trying to gather enough air in his lungs to resist, or at least throw a curse. But Malloch was standing over him with a crossbow aimed at his heart, and all he could do was wheeze.

‘The lantern is over-full with oil, and of fragile make,’ Cade told Gremmler confidently. ‘He intended to throw it down the hole, where it would smash and ignite.’

‘A task he singularly failed to do.’ Gremmler examined the lantern thoughtfully, the flame dancing in his eyes. ‘I believe you’re right, Derth. My congratulations. You’ve uncovered the most ham-fisted, sloppy operation in the history of military manoeuvres: ill-conceived, easily disrupted and most likely suicidal.’ A sneer touched the edge of Gremmler’s lips. ‘How very Ossian.’

Cade’s smile was equally nasty. ‘Ain’t it just?’ he said, and kicked Gremmler in the chest.

Gremmler tipped into the giants’ well and disappeared screaming into the void, lantern and all. Cade turned and flung his sword clumsily at Malloch. The flat of the blade smashed into the captain’s arm, enough to knock his aim awry, and the bolt from his crossbow thumped into the ground instead of Aren’s body.

The soldiers were caught for a moment between attacking Cade or running for their lives, but it was only a moment. Shock became panic as they downed weapons and fled. Cade – the only one ready for it, the only one thinking clearly – charged into Malloch and knocked him off his feet. He grabbed Aren by the arm and hauled him up hard.

‘Run!’ he screamed in Aren’s face, and they ran.

Headlong they went, with no idea of their destination, only that they had to get as far as they could from the cliff edge. Aren’s heart hammered as he ran through the falling snow, every nerve jangling with alarm. They dodged between broken pillars, past Krodan soldiers, some of whom yelled and set out in pursuit. Aren gave no thought to them. All he could think of was the flame now burning at the bottom of the well, eating through the wooden barrels to the elarite oil within. His feet couldn’t carry him quickly enough.

Something crashed into his shoulder, knocking him down in a blast of white powder. He landed on his back, one arm numb, blinking up at the sky. Lacuna flickered into sight as if from nowhere, crouching over him. One hand cupped his jaw with a freezing grip, cracked and dirty nails digging into his skin. Aren stared in horror at that eyeless leather mask, the blank, impassive face of evil, as the dreadknight drew back his rapier to strike.

There was a clap of subterranean thunder and the earth bucked beneath them. Lacuna stumbled, off balance, and Aren’s spidering, desperate hand closed on a rock buried in the snow. He swung it up into the side of the dreadknight’s head. Lacuna flickered wildly and was suddenly elsewhere, a little way to Aren’s left, his image stuttering and jerking as he clutched his skull.

Aren scrambled to his feet. The ground was shaking and there was a colossal rumbling, growing in magnitude. He fled again, driven as much by fear of the dreadknight as the roar from the earth. Through the snow he saw Cade, standing in a gap in the rock ahead, white-faced and beckoning frantically.

‘Move it!’ he yelled, and then moved it himself.

Through the gap was another wide clearing. White powder puffed up in a jagged line across their path and the ground dropped half a foot beneath them. They kept their balance – barely – and staggered onwards, driven by growing panic. More cracks were shooting across the ground wherever they looked, and the shaking underfoot was becoming more violent by the moment. A long black crack split one of the towering walls and a sliver tumbled into the clearing, breaking as it fell and sending great boulders smashing down. A cloud of snow blasted out, consuming them, but they didn’t dare stop even though they could barely see their hands in front of their faces. Aren shied away as a huge shadow loomed to his right: a boulder, still rolling from its fall, boomed to a halt a few feet away as he ran past.

Animal terror seized him, driving reason from his mind. He ran blind, the world collapsing around him, the very ground beneath his feet coming apart. Distant screams were drowned out by the roaring of the earth and the crash of stone: the sound of Meshuk’s rage, the wrath of the Stone Mother, wounded and furious. He was no believer, but in the midst of such power, it was hard not to ascribe it to a goddess.

He burst from the cloud of snow into clear air. Cade was nowhere to be seen. He ran onwards, looking about in desperation. Krodan soldiers fled in fear, their discipline in shreds, encumbered by their armour. He saw one of them trip as a crack yawned before them, and tumble headlong into the earth. Another man was pinned beneath a fallen chunk of stone, his legs crushed, hammering at the ground with his palms as he screamed.

Aren flailed onwards through the nightmare. He tripped as the earth bucked beneath him and went to his knees. As he got back up, he looked over his shoulder. There were several walls of the giants’ fortress between him and the cliff edge now. He saw the furthest one tip backwards and disappear, tumbling into the pass. When the next closest began to tip as well, he let out a moan of despair and ran once more.

He darted through a fallen arch and found himself in a place he hadn’t seen before, a tight warren of narrow ways between shuddering fins of stone, their tips crumbling. There he froze for a moment, dreading to enter that maze, but there was no way around and no time to do anything but plunge onwards and trust to chance.

Rocks tumbled and thumped down from the heights as he ran through the snowy passages between them. Sometimes they crashed into his path, forcing him to choose another way. His limbs and lungs burned. The shaking beneath his feet was so strong that he bounced from wall to wall, barely able to keep a straight path. He spotted a flickering figure, glimpsed through the gaps: Lacuna, lost in the labyrinth as he was. He ran the opposite way, no longer certain if he was heading towards calamity or away from it. Panic rose again as he was turned around and about: he’d never find a way out of here!

The wall beside him shattered as if struck by a hammer. He threw himself to the floor, hands over his head, eyes closed as chunks of rock twice his size came tumbling down from above. When the stones had all fallen and he hadn’t died, he opened his eyes again. The wall had tipped away from him, tumbling down a slope caused by a sudden crack. Beyond was clear ground and a low rocky bluff on which ancient trees stood, their limbs shaking wildly. Cade was running towards it, some distance ahead of him.

The sight of his friend was a beacon. New strength flooded into him. He clambered over the rubble, out of the giants’ fortress, leaped down to the ground and ran as he’d never run before. His arms pumped, his feet pounded, and though the land tipped and tilted beneath him he rode the swells like a leaf on a river, flotsam on a wave of momentum and luck.

Cade had scrambled to the top of the bluff now. He steadied himself against a tree, looked back and saw Aren. Aren heard him yell his name, but he needed no prompting. The sound of the fortress being swallowed by the pass was motivation enough. He dared a glance over his shoulder and saw that there was nothing behind him but a cloud of billowing snow; that, and the dreadknight on his heels, a flitting, jerking spectre of blackened rags, one dirty hand reaching out as if to pull him back.

With a cry of effort, he put on one last burst of speed. Cade was reaching down for him from the bluff, face ashen, shouting something that Aren couldn’t hear over the bellow of catastrophe and the blood slamming in his ears. The ground broke under his feet and the world tipped as he was pitched forwards. He threw out his hand, stretching for salvation, and found Cade there, clasping his hand in an iron grip. Suddenly everything was tumbling away all around him, and he was left hanging, suspended above the chaos. He caught one last glimpse of Lacuna falling in silence, and then the dreadknight was lost in the landslide, ground up by the rocks like a morsel in Meshuk’s teeth.

The rumbling and shaking went on for what must have been mere seconds, but which felt like an eternity. At last it faded, grumbling into silence, leaving only the plaintive lament of the wind.

Aren gasped a shaky breath. A fog of powdered snow surrounded them, mercifully sparing him the sight of the drop. Cade was kneeling on the lip of the bluff, one arm anchored to a tree root, the other at full stretch, hand clamped on Aren’s. His face was tight with effort.

‘If you wanted to find yourself a handhold or something, now’d be the time,’ he said, his voice strained.

Fear of falling had kept him still until now, but Cade’s instruction unfroze him. He reached out towards the cliff, slapping wildly against the stone, but found no purchase. The stone had broken off smooth. Frantically, he cast about for somewhere to put his feet.

A loud crack of wood stopped him. He looked up in alarm. ‘What was that?’

‘Nothing,’ said Cade. ‘Tree’s giving way, I reckon. Found anything?’

‘No!’

‘Alright then. Going to pull you up, okay?’ Aren felt a heave on his hand, and then there was another crack and he dropped a few inches, enough to almost jerk him out of Cade’s grip. He grabbed on to Cade’s wrist with his free hand in desperation.

Cade cursed under his breath. ‘Going to try again,’ he grunted. ‘Just … gotta get my feet under me.’ He scraped his knee along the stone, battling the immense downward drag of Aren’s weight, trying to slide his toes into place so he could attempt to stand.

‘The tree’s giving way, isn’t it?’ Aren said, his voice high and thin.

‘A bit. It’ll hold.’

But Aren could tell he didn’t believe that. Suddenly he was conscious of how precarious Cade’s situation was, as well as his own. If the tree root he was holding broke, if the lip of the bluff crumbled, Aren’s weight would pull them both into the pass.

He looked down into the white emptiness below him, and then up at his friend. Calm flooded through him as he understood what he had to do. Things were always better when they were simple.

Cade met his eyes and saw Aren’s mind.

‘Don’t,’ he warned.

Aren gave him a tearful smile. The surge of love he felt drove back the chill of fear, filled him with a swelling warmth that his body could barely contain. After all that had passed between them, Cade had come back to him. To have a friend like that … well, that was something. That was something you could treasure in a life.

‘You have to let me go,’ Aren said quietly.

‘Don’t be stupid.’ Cade was still trying to get one foot under him.

‘If you try to pull me up again, we’ll both go over.’

‘I ain’t letting you go,’ Cade said tersely. With a small grunt of satisfaction, he slid his boot into place, so that he had one foot flat on the ground.

‘Cade,’ said Aren. ‘Don’t do it.’

‘You didn’t hear me,’ Cade said, and he hauled on Aren’s hand, hauled with all his strength, so that Aren had no choice but to hang on.

‘I ain’t—’

Aren heard wood splintering behind him.

‘—letting—’

With impossible strength, he began to stand, levering himself up on one trembling leg, pulling all of Aren’s weight with him.

‘—you go!’

Now that the lip of the bluff was within reach, Aren let go of Cade’s wrist and threw out a hand, hooking an elbow over the edge. He pressed down with everything he had, lifting his lower body until he could get his knee up onto the bluff. At last he rolled onto the flat ground, gasping, drained, alive. He stared up at the bare branches of the tree, marvelling at how they moved in the wind, stunned by the simple fact of his continued existence.

Cade sat down heavily against the trunk of the tree. ‘You,’ he panted, ‘need to lay off the pies.’

Aren snorted, half-laughing. He felt hysterical. For a time neither of them moved, both catching their breath again. Then Cade got up, all practicality now, and held out a hand to Aren.

‘Come on, get up. Battle ain’t over yet. Hope the rest of your plans are better than this one.’

Aren let Cade pull him to his feet. The cloud of snow was thinning out now, and it was possible to see the floor of the pass. The elarite had done all they’d hoped for. The pass was choked with rubble along half of its length, the Krodan army buried underneath. Moans and cries drifted from below, and a few wounded figures crawled amid the destruction. Aren looked down on the unimaginable carnage they’d caused, and felt nothing.

Cade reached up to his shoulder, to the black and white epaulette there, decorated with the falcon of Kroda. He tore it free and tossed it into the wind. They watched it turn and flutter as it fell into the pass.

‘Let’s not do this again, eh? Any of it.’ He held out his hand to Aren. ‘Deal?’

Aren took his hand and pulled him into a hard embrace.

‘Deal.’
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‘Fall back! Back to the keep!’

Fen didn’t hear the order at first. Standing on the earthwork bank of the Edmensway, she gazed along the pass, awed and appalled in equal measure by the scale of slaughter she beheld. The flank of the plateau to her left had sheared off, leaving raw stone beneath. The floor of the pass was a landscape of broken stone, piled higher in places than others but never less than twice the height of a man.

There’d been thousands of them lined up in the pass a few minutes ago. Thousands of soldiers, fierce with determination and confident of their victory. They couldn’t possibly have envisioned what was coming, the inconceivable tonnage of rock set to dash them flat.

Good, she told herself. Every dead Krodan makes the world a little better.

There’d been hundreds of them that the landslide hadn’t caught, however. Hundreds of terrified soldiers, now sandwiched between the earthwork hill that the Fell Folk held, and the barrier of rubble that cut them off from help. Trapped like rats, all order and discipline torn away by the catastrophe, they were massacred by the Fell Folk archers.

She still saw their terrified faces in her mind as she shot them without mercy. She’d never thought of Krodans as people. They were empty shells to her: enemies, and nothing more, made soulless by their alien ideology. She couldn’t empathise with them, nor did she want to.

But she couldn’t stop seeing their faces, nonetheless.

‘Back to the Fang! All of you!’

She heard it that time, but she wasn’t sure she heard it right. She turned with a frown. Many of the Fell Folk were already on their way, hurrying out of the pass towards the plain, where the chipped tooth of the Fang waited, a grey shadow in the snow. Riders from several clans were moving among them, passing on the same message: Retreat, retreat, retreat. She saw Grub labouring up the hill towards her, picking his way among the tangled limbs of the dead. The tattoos that covered half his face were all but lost under a patina of caked mud and blood.

‘Freckles coming?’ he asked.

‘Why are we running?’ she asked in annoyance.

‘Because walking takes longer?’ Grub suggested.

‘Why are we heading back to the keep, I mean? We’ve sealed this pass, but they’re still fighting in Cutter’s Gap.’

‘Why Freckles asking Grub? When did anyone ever tell Grub anything?’ He shrugged. ‘Grub do what he’s told like a good little soldier. Also, safer there.’

It didn’t seem right. Hadn’t they struck a blow here? The snow had barely settled on their greatest victory since Hammerholt, and yet they were acting like it was a defeat. They should be reinforcing the other pass, not fleeing for sanctuary. That was like admitting they couldn’t win.

Was it possible all this would turn out to be for nothing? Did Mara know they were doomed from the outset, her only intention to do as much damage as possible before the end?

She turned her eyes up to the cliffs. Aren. Was it worth it?

Grub followed her gaze, and in a rare moment of insight guessed her thought correctly. ‘Mudslug be okay, Freckles. You’ll see.’

She hoped he was right. She hoped she was wrong. There was nothing she could do about either question now. But she’d slain a dreadknight, and they’d crippled the Krodan army; she wasn’t about to retreat, whatever anyone said.

‘I’m going to Cutter’s Gap,’ she said, and she headed down the hill past Grub.

‘Freckles sure she doesn’t need a lie down? Baby must be making you tired.’

She gave him a deadly look. He returned a crooked grin. Ribbing her. Her anger disappeared with a rueful smile and a shake of the head.

‘Did Freckles just laugh at one of Grub’s jokes?’ the Skarl called after her, amazed. ‘Grub saw that!’

She found herself a horse and headed out onto the plain. In the distance, a half-dozen Fell Folk were riding hard for the western pass. What business they had there, where there were no Krodans at all, she couldn’t imagine. More evidence of a secret hand, moving pieces to some purpose she didn’t understand.

She cursed herself. She was a Dawnwarden, wasn’t she? She had the right to be involved in those decisions. But she’d never engaged in the politics that Vika and Mara had played, never had an interest in the business of power. Now she saw she’d done herself a disservice, just as Aren had. They’d been given the chance to be part of changing things, and they’d wasted it. Because of that, Mara was in control. And Mara had her own interests at heart, not Fen’s, and certainly not the Fell Folk’s. She’d made ample demonstration of that already.

Yet Bridda had continued dealing with her even after her betrayal was revealed. Bridda had been part of making the battle plans, at least those concerning the Fell Folk.

Fen could only hope she knew who she was dealing with.

As she neared Cutter’s Gap, she saw the reason for retreat. Their forces were faring worse than she’d expected. Already they were spread across the plain, squeezed out of the neck of the pass by the oncoming Krodan force. Many of those in the rear were already heading for the keep. If they’d had the fierce fighters of Clan Shrike Shadow and Clan Brown Bear by their side, maybe they could have held out for longer; but Aelfride Eagle-Marked had chosen self-interest over the greater good, and Bost Stonejaw had followed her. May they fare well at the mercy of the new Northguard, Fen thought bitterly.

She guided her horse through the tide of people, heading towards the banners of Clan Riven Moon, and there, near the front, she found Bridda and Lady Megwyn, side by side on horseback, deep in discussion.

‘We will not turn tail and flee,’ Bridda was saying. ‘The enemy’s horse will run down our foot troops and cut them off. They’ll never make it back to the keep.’

‘Then we use our own horses. Charge them, push them back before they break out of the pass. Those on foot can run for it while the horses keep the Krodans busy; then when the time comes, we break and run for the gates.’

‘Why all this talk of fleeing?’ Fen said hotly, reining up alongside them. ‘Why don’t we fight?’

Bridda and Megwyn exchanged a glance. ‘We have fought,’ said Bridda. ‘And they have overwhelmed us.’

‘We misplayed our hand,’ said Megwyn. ‘The earthworks were supposed to slow them down. But with Flay at their head … rot me, that monster is lethal at close quarters. All those narrow spaces that were meant to hinder them are helping them instead. Once they got inside the stockade, we couldn’t stand against that thing.’

‘Not even Harod?’

Megwyn’s eyes tightened a little. ‘Harod is gone.’

Fen was still taking that in when Bridda said: ‘We will do as you suggest, Lady Megwyn. If they break out of the pass, none of us will make it back to the keep. Will you ride with me?’

‘You’re going to the front?’ Megwyn was surprised. She motioned to the Ember Blade, sheathed at Bridda’s hip. ‘You’re Ossia’s queen-to-be. You need to protect yourself.’

‘That is not the way of the Fell Folk. Clan-chief or farmhand, our lives are worth the same. No title will change that.’

Megwyn raised an eyebrow, impressed. ‘The Harrish are just going to love having you as a neighbour,’ she said with gleeful sarcasm. ‘Alright, Bridda, I’ll ride with you. Never let it be said an Oathbreaker doesn’t give you value for money.’

‘I’ll come, too,’ said Fen distantly. Megwyn’s news had rocked her a little. Another person from her old life gone, another ally lost to time.

Bridda lifted a curved horn to her lips and blew it. The sound brought riders from nearby, some of her finest warriors among them: Cran the Impetuous, Bodde Hacklehand, Mergha Dawnwing. ‘Summon everyone with a horse who can fight,’ Bridda told them. ‘We will relieve the fighters at the front. Send the rest to the keep with all haste.’

They rode to obey, and Megwyn set off to round up her Oathbreakers, leaving Fen and Bridda alone. For a short while, they watched the battle in silence. Stockades and spiked trenches had narrowed the pass to one last alley, which the Fell Folk were defending with their lives. Once the Krodans pushed through that, they’d have all of the plains to spread out in, and their superior numbers would make them unstoppable.

‘Do you think the nobles will truly bend their knees to me, when all this is done?’ Bridda asked.

Fen was surprised to hear doubt from her. She didn’t seem the type. ‘They will,’ she said. ‘Aren spoke true. And Mara will follow, reluctantly or not. She’ll have to, or give up the mantle of Dawnwarden.’

Bridda put her hand on the Ember Blade, looked down at it in puzzlement. ‘All for this? It seems a poor method of choosing your leaders.’

‘Aren used to say, it’s not just a sword. It’s a symbol. It’s all that Ossia is. The whole sense of us. Everything the Krodans are trying to wipe out.’ She winced. ‘I can’t explain it properly, not like he can. It just … means something. Something you feel deep. Here.’ She tapped her chest.

‘I see nothing but the blade of our oppressors,’ said Bridda.

‘It’s the blade that will be your freedom,’ said Fen. ‘The nobles may try to deny you, but the Dawnwardens will speak for you, and the people trust in the Aspects more than they’ve ever trusted the nobles. They will say the Aspects have chosen you.’

Bridda thought on that, and nodded. ‘If you say so, I believe you.’

‘Bridda …’ Fen began, and then stopped. She didn’t want to ask the question, didn’t want to sound weak. Or maybe she just didn’t want to know.

‘You are one of us, Fen. You should have no fear to speak in front of me.’

Fen’s hand had gone to her belly, unconsciously. ‘Are we going to die here?’ she asked, her voice shamefully small. It had never been something that concerned her overmuch in the past, but now it felt important.

Bridda gave her a kind smile, and laid a hand over hers, and the tiny life beneath it. ‘The Fell Folk have endured for centuries,’ she said. ‘We have been betrayed, enslaved and suffered more crimes than our Sage-Mothers can number, but still we survive. Have faith.’

By now the riders were assembling, and Bridda went among them to help rally the group. In short order there were a hundred, their mounts stamping and snorting, breath steaming the air. The Oathbreakers had done their best to instil some discipline and organisation in the Fell Folk, but their efforts had only done so much good. When Bridda sounded her horn, they galloped forwards as a rabble.

Fen, racing in the middle of the group, could hardly see what was going on outside of it. Horses thundered all around, snow-speckled manes whipping in the wind, eyes wild. Fur-clad Fell Folk leaned low in their saddles, fellhammers in hand, braids flying. She felt herself swept along with them, caught up in the tide of purpose. One of them. A lioness, running with her pride.

This is who your mother is, she told the child inside her.

When they reached the front lines, they reined in to a canter, and the forces holding the pass parted, allowing them to push through. As the earthworks rose to either side the riders narrowed their formation, moving like a slow spear through the centre of the congested alley. Those they passed began to flee, draining out of the alley to either side as the horses filled it from the middle. She heard the clashing of swords ahead, and then a space opened up, and the chaos of battle greeted her.

The front lines of the Krodans had been pushing forwards behind a line of shields. That had worked well against warriors on foot, but the sudden switch to horses unbalanced them. The Fell Folk swung fellhammers down on them from above. Forced to raise their shields high, they broke the defensive line, and there were archers waiting to shoot into every gap. Suddenly they were being forced into retreat, tripping over their own dead.

Fen wasn’t so confident a horsewoman yet that she could easily shoot while riding, so she kept her mount still and hung back, taking shots when the opportunity came. In truth, she was exhausted, her bow arm like a block of wood, her legs trembling; but she fought on regardless, because she wouldn’t acknowledge her limits, not when there was work to be done. She picked a target, let fly, drew another arrow from her quiver and aimed once more.

She killed again and again, mechanically, thinking of nothing else. When Krodans tried to scale the stockades, or creep through the spiked trenches, she shot them. When she had no other place to put an arrow, she sent one over the top of their shields. She drew and released, drew and released, ignoring the pain in her body, the nausea in her stomach. It didn’t matter that she’d killed a dreadknight today; didn’t matter that they’d crushed the Krodans at the Edmensway. The battle went on, and she’d play her part here, however tiny it might be. She fought for the future.

She felt the dreadknight’s arrival before she saw him. The Fell Folk did, too. Their attack faltered, confidence draining away as the crawling fear settled over them. Then he appeared, riding to the fore, his bloated, scarred body barely encased in its rusting armour, mad yellow eyes glowering from behind a boar’s-head mask. With him came a score of Krodan heavy cavalry. At the sight of them, the Krodan line firmed; in the presence of that terrible warrior, they were afraid of retreating further.

A few arrows bounced from his armour. One found a fold of his belly oozing out from beneath his breastplate, but though it stuck in his flesh, he seemed not to notice. He spurred his horse and broke out onto the battlefield, lashing with his bladed chain. Three men fell, knocked off their horses with bloody gouges all over them. A Fellwoman swept in, trying to get inside the arc of his chain, but he swung out his billhook and cleft her in two with sickening force.

Now the riders behind him pushed forwards and set about their opponents. The Fell Folk were lighter and faster, but their fellhammers couldn’t get past the Krodans’ heavy shields, and when the soldiers struck back with their swords they were too crowded together to dodge. Fen watched in dismay as the advantage shifted back to the enemy, and the Fell Folk began to crumble before them.

‘We have to give our people more time to get to the keep!’ she heard Megwyn yell. She was there with Bridda, the two of them sweaty and scratched, having taken their turn at the fore of the battle.

Bridda stared ahead, an expression of fierce thought on her face. She knew, as Fen did, that staying put would be slaughter. But the slaughter would be worse if the Krodans were allowed to break out onto the plain.

She drew the Ember Blade sharply. The ring it made as it cleared its scabbard seemed to cut through the noise, and all eyes turned to her.

‘Clans of the Reaches!’ she cried. ‘Hear me now! Once we were divided, riven by grudges and vengeance, but no longer! When we stood together, we toppled the Northguard! When we stood together, the Aspects delivered us this!’

She thrust the Ember Blade towards the sky. Even in the snow, the metal glowed like the red of sunset. Fen felt her heart ignite at the sight of it, and new strength flooded into her weary limbs.

‘This blade is the promise that one day, a Fellwoman will rule this land! One who will deliver back to us the territory we have lost, the rights we have long been denied, the chance to live and thrive! This blade is the promise of freedom!’

There was a great cheer of approval from those around her, and in it Fen heard a raw, angry yearning. Their history was soaked in suffering, their dreams come to nothing over and over again. They wanted this with every fibre of their beings.

‘Once more, all of you! Once more, for the Aspects, and for all you love! I go to throw back the enemy one last time! Who rides with me?’

The roar that came in answer was an exorcism of grief and rage and shame, brought up from the depths of them. Bridda’s words called it forth; the Ember Blade let it loose. Bridda put heels to her mount, and they surged forward with her. Fen went with them, unable to help herself, carried by the force of their emotion.

The sheer savagery of their charge took the Krodan calvary aback. They were not well set to defend against a determined counter-attack. Bridda rode at the fore, the Ember Blade aloft, and at the sight of it even Flay seemed to shrink, and the Fell Folk lost their fear of him. They fought fiercely, and their superior numbers began to tell against the heavy horse of the enemy. The Krodans retreated back into their lines, or found themselves knocked from their mounts, unable to fend off so many fellhammers at once.

Yet Flay still held the centre, his bladed chain cutting a great arc through the air, billhook swinging about him. Even robbed of the unnatural aura that sapped his enemy’s courage, he was a mountain of strength, and any who got close to him died. Fen took aim with an arrow, but with her mount shifting beneath her, she only hit his breastplate. Inspired by their champion, the Krodan foot troops locked shields and began to advance, taking back the battlefield. The power of the Fell Folk’s charge dissipated before their seemingly invincible foe.

Then Fen heard a high, ululating yell, and riding past her in a blast of wind and snow came the Sards. They aimed straight for Flay, and as he saw them he squared himself, readying his weapons. He threw out his bladed chain, cutting the legs of the first half-dozen horses, sending them screaming and tumbling, crushing their riders as they fell. The Sards behind them leaped over their bodies and came on, to be hacked like wheat by Flay’s billhook. Fen blanched at the sight of such casual slaughter.

And yet the Sards were undeterred. She saw on their faces a hatred and fury that made the passions of the Fell Folk pale in comparison. Their reckless assault was driven by the need to erase the blasphemy of the dreadknight’s existence. This was a demon formed from the blood of their kinsfolk, their persecution and torture made flesh. They fought without care for their lives, and they swarmed him.

Yet still, even surrounded, he couldn’t be unhorsed. Their blades battered at his armour, and some found a way between the plates, but still he fought, cleaving them to the left and right. His destrier reared and kicked, breaking skulls, and though they could hit him they couldn’t bring him down.

Fen saw Balaca among the surging bodies, saw him raise his sword with both hands and bring it down on the dreadknight’s wrist. The hand was severed clean and fell into the mud and snow, carrying the blood-soaked chain with it. Flay let out that terrible rattling sound, the voice of the Abyss, and swung his billhook about. Balaca parried, but the sword was knocked free from his hand, the tip of the hook missing his throat by a hair’s width. As his horse reared back, a nearby Fellman, seeing his plight, tossed a fellhammer for him to catch. He snatched it from the air, and as his horse’s front hooves thumped down to earth again, he swung with all his strength at the dreadknight’s head.

The blow was glancing, but it struck the visor of the boars-head helmet with enough force to rip it from its hinges, sending it flying away. The destrier reared back, lifting Flay high, and in a moment the horror of the dreadknight’s face was revealed. A noseless, half-formed thing, his mouth a ragged hole without teeth, yellow eyes bulging from sockets that could barely encompass them. The skin was red and blotchy, a mass of scar tissue, rucked and seeping as if burned. This was no accident of birth, as of nature’s plans misread. This bore the hand of some malevolent creator, a clumsy sculpture in flesh. His shape was so far corrupted from true that it shocked all around him, Sard and Krodan alike, driving them back, appalled.

Fen saw the enemy troops blanch as they looked upon the unmasked dreadknight. This was their champion? This abomination had been ordained by the Sanctorum to fight for the Empire? It had only taken the thinnest of deceptions to allow them to tolerate their misgivings – deference to authority was the Krodan way, instilled in them since birth – yet now they saw what their leaders had allowed, even they began to doubt.

‘Forward!’ cried Bridda, riding at the enemy; and the Fell Folk plunged forward one final time. The Krodan line wavered and broke, and Flay toppled beneath the tide of Sards. Fen saw them descend on him like wolves on a carcass, hacking and stabbing with feral hunger. She saw Balaca raise the fellhammer and bring it down again. Then the Sards went still, their fury drained in an instant, and she knew the creature was dead.

The Krodans knew it, too. Their retreat became a rout, soldiers clambering over each other, unable to flee in the narrow alley formed by the earthworks. The Fell Folk were merciless, killing all within reach. Each in their hearts knew this would be the last time the tide turned in their favour, and they were determined to take what advantage they could.

Bridda rode among them, cutting down the enemy with the Ember Blade. Fen watched her in wonder. All this time the Dawnwardens had hidden it away, too precious to risk, and yet Bridda had carried it fearlessly into battle.

If I will follow any queen, she thought, it will be you.

Fen loosed her bow again and again. How many she slew, she’d never know. Yet all of them sensed that no amount of casualties would be enough. The tide was coming back, and next time it came, it would be washing against the walls of the Fang.

When the horn blew, it was a relief. ‘Our work here is done!’ Bridda cried. ‘Ride hard to the Fang, brave warriors!’

They turned their horses and galloped out of the pass, leaving the Krodans in disarray behind them. Hooves drumming across the plain, they rode towards the grim shadow of the Fang. As they went, Fen felt the tiredness in her limbs soak into her core, where it turned to cold despair.

They’d fought with valour and courage, to the utmost limit of their strength. They’d made the Krodans pay dearly for their gains. And yet for all that, they rode now to the keep, to shut themselves within its walls while the enemy surrounded them. She could see no victory coming from that, only a delay to their defeat.

The end was upon them. It was only a matter of time.
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Grub pushed along the battlements of the Fang, searching for someone he knew. Mudslug, Freckles … anyone would do. Anyone to steady him, to assure him all was well.

Somehow, trapped and with nowhere to go, he’d got lost.

The din of battle rang in his ears. Shouted orders, running footsteps, the thump of bows and the creak of ladders thrown up against the walls by the Krodan army outside. Beneath, the steady, slow pulse of the battering ram, booming against the gate like a giant’s heartbeat.

Fell Folk and Oathbreakers manned the walls, bloodied faces drawn with exhaustion as they pelted the Krodans with arrows and stones, or tipped cauldrons of boiling fat over the edge. Arrows sped over the battlements in reply, whipping through the air, clipping stone, piercing flesh.

Grub dared a peek over the walls. He’d expected to see the whole plain awash with squarehead helmets, but the opposite was true. The space between the Fang and the rearing plateaus that surrounded it was mostly empty now; the falling snow had erased the armies’ tracks. The squareheads were all up against the walls of the keep, trying to get in. He could hardly guess at their number – anything over a few hundred tended to become vague to him – but it was fewer than before. A lot fewer.

Still far more than on Grub’s side, though.

Tiny black shapes hovered and swung over the pass. Crows – so many crows! – picking over the dead. Plucking out their eyes to learn what they saw, tearing out their tongues to discover their final words, titbits to bring back to the Bone God.

Dread crept into his bones as he looked up. Circling the keep, ragged wings spread wide, the crows were here, too. Waiting.

An arrow shot past his face, so close that the flight cut the bridge of his nose. He shied back into cover.

‘Head down, Skarl, if you don’t want to lose it,’ advised a Fellman archer, crouching behind the wall nearby.

Grub bared his teeth and hurried on.

Where was Mudslug? He needed Mudslug’s advice, the kind that made him feel better. Because he didn’t know how he’d got here, didn’t know what he was doing, and suddenly, he didn’t see a way out.

Mudslug had promised him the chance to be a hero. The chance to be part of a story told through the ages, a story for the Bone God. But the Krodans were at the gates, and no one knew how to stop them. When the crows descended on the Fang, there’d be none left to tell the tale, and all that waited was the Forgetting.

He could feel himself becoming frantic. He hurried along the battlements to a tower, and there he found a shadowy niche behind a crate and huddled there. Grub wasn’t given to introspection, unused to extremes of emotion. Not knowing what to do, he hid.

Dark is coming. Dark is coming for Grub.

Where was everybody?

Footsteps. His ears pricked up as two Fellmen entered the tower, one running to catch up with the other.

‘Acca! Nine, I’ve been looking everywhere for you! Come!’

‘Come where?’

‘The cellars. I overheard some men from Clan Grey Claw. They’re heading down there. The whole clan!’

‘What about defending the walls?’

‘Exactly! Letting Clan Seven Skulls do the work while they hide in safety. Gorin and his brood, ever devious!’

‘I can hardly credit it. Why would they—?’

‘Ogg’s balls, Acca, will you stop trying to use your brain? They’re almost through the gate, and I don’t want to be swinging in the wind when they do. Get your boy and come!’

A moment of doubtful silence, then Acca raised his voice. ‘Ecken! Ecken, come here!’

Grub heard scampering footsteps. A child’s voice. ‘Sorry, Da! There were no more quivers, so I took one off a dead man. Here’s your arrows.’

‘Ach, leave that now. Come with us.’

‘Where are we going?’ Ecken asked in bewilderment.

‘You’ll find out when we get there, boy.’

They passed Grub’s hiding place, never seeing him as they crossed to the tower stairs and headed down. After a moment, Grub followed them on soft feet.

Through the keep they went, and Grub shadowed them. Two burly Fellmen, herding along a young lad of six or seven, long-limbed and striving to be older than he was. The ways were narrow and there were many turns, but Grub had grown up as a thief in the cold, stark tunnels of Karaqqa, and he was an expert at tailing marks.

He followed them, because he had no other direction. Mudslug was gone, maybe for ever; he didn’t know. He wasn’t interested in dying on a wall for a battle they weren’t going to win. He wanted to survive.

The corridors were busy at first, Fell Folk running one way or another, the occasional Oathbreaker passing with weapon in hand. As they moved into the heart of the Fang, it became oddly deserted. They passed through room after empty room, through silent kitchens and pantries stripped bare. Where yesterday the Fang had been teeming, away from the walls there was hardly anyone to be seen.

‘You were right, Barrat,’ muttered Acca. ‘Something’s up.’

‘Didn’t I say? Leaving us on the wall without a word!’

‘Where is everybody?’ Ecken asked.

‘That’s what we mean to find out,’ Barrat snarled.

‘But I saw Grey Claws on the wall!’ Acca protested. ‘They can’t be leaving their own, surely? Standing Stones, Falling Lights … Nine, all of us but Shrike Shadow and Brown Bear.’

‘Don’t speak those names to me!’ Ecken spat. ‘Damned cowards, running off at the last hour, leaving us to this! When all’s done, they think the Krodans will let them live, that pestilent flock of lickboots! Betrayed us, didn’t they? Just like in Edmen’s day. Never trust a Shrike Shadow, nor the Brown Bear that sniffs after them!’

They entered an empty hall, too open for Grub to follow. He was forced to wait by the doorway, listening to their diminishing voices, until they disappeared through an archway at the far end. As soon as they were out of sight, he hurried after them, fearful of losing the trail. He was almost at the door when he heard a series of wet thumps, and the boy screamed.

‘Go, boy! Run!’ Acca cried frantically. ‘Run!’

More wet thumps, a rapid staccato. Running footsteps. Silence.

Grub didn’t move a muscle, his breath the only sound. Sense told him run, but he rarely listened to sense. He was drawn to trouble like a nail to a lodestone.

He crept closer and peered around the edge of the archway.

The chamber beyond was gloomy, windows shadowed by the tower nearby. Tall, scalloped alcoves and overhanging galleries felt frowning and stern. On the floor, in spreading pools of glistening red, were the Fellmen. There was no sign of whoever killed them.

A noise made him jump. Something small, dropped or knocked over, bouncing off a flagstone floor. There was a doorway to one side, hanging open; the sound had come from there. Warily, he stepped out into the chamber and slipped past the Fellmen. Acca was still gurgling; a muscle at his throat twitched as he stared blindly at the ceiling. Grub ignored him and went to the doorway.

Dangerous or not, there was a story here. And Grub needed stories.

Through the doorway was an expansive bedroom, a space too big for the furniture in it. The four-poster bed was made tiny by the high ceiling; the mirrored wardrobe, enormous as it was, looked lost in the gloom. A dressing table and basin sat against a far wall.

There was no further sound, and nothing moved.

Grub searched the dim chamber, muscles tensed, ready to run or fight at a moment’s notice. Where was the killer? Where was the boy?

The soft scrape of a buckle drew his eyes upwards. Something dark crawled like a spider across the top of the wardrobe. As it peered over the edge, down towards the bed, weak light fell onto its face.

He wore a black leather mask, with a cruel, grinning mouth formed from a multitude of interlaced needles. There were mouths where his eyes should have been too, tiny fanged maws, each one made of dozens of sharp metal slivers, somewhere between teeth and eyelashes. And everywhere, everywhere there were sharp edges: a row of little spikes running from brow to nape, a ridge of tiny knives all along his back, curved daggers projecting from his elbows. He had a bracer on each forearm into which were slotted a dozen overlapping blades, fresh blood dripping from them onto the floor.

A dreadknight.

Grub had seen enough. Time to leave. But just as he was about to turn and go, another movement caught his eye, in the mirrored door of the wardrobe.

Hiding under the bed, unseen by the dreadknight, was the boy.

As if sensing he’d been spotted, he found Grub’s gaze in the wardrobe mirror. Braids dangled untidily across a ghost-white face. Utter terror had transfixed him. His eyes pleaded for salvation, for this inconceivable horror to somehow unhappen.

He was just a boy. He was nothing to Grub. Grub didn’t even like children.

Sorry, little boy. Bad luck.

He slipped away from the doorway.

And slipped back a moment later, silently cursing himself. The boy found him in the mirror again, tearful eyes growing wide in desperate hope. The dreadknight was still on the wardrobe. He knew the boy was in here somewhere. He was waiting for his prey to reveal himself.

This was Mudslug’s fault, Grub thought bitterly. The old Grub would have left the boy to his fate. But Mudslug had got under his skin, with all that talk of friendship and the like. Lumbered him with a conscience he didn’t want. Showed him how to be better.

Grub didn’t want to let him down.

Grub going to regret this, he thought, as he pulled in a breath.

‘Hey, Prickles! Grub is here!’

The dreadknight’s head snapped around towards him. Grub’s instincts blared a warning, and he pulled his head back from the doorway a moment before half a dozen blades thumped into the jamb. He stared at them, thin lengths of sharpened steel like quills, still quivering a finger’s width from his face. Then, driven by some force he couldn’t see, they pulled themselves from the wood and shot out of sight again, back towards the dreadknight.

‘Oooh, Grub done a stupid thing!’ he told himself, as he ran for his life.

The empty hall they’d passed through to get here was a death-trap. No cover. He took another path instead, trusting to chance. Running at the limit of his speed, panic snapping at his heels, he tripped just before he reached the doorway. That moment of clumsiness saved him. A spray of blades shot overhead as went rolling and sliding down the stone stairway beyond. He was pummelled and battered from all sides, right to the bottom, where he ended up on his back, looking up the stairway, stunned.

One of the dreadknight’s blades had fallen down the stairs alongside him, and now lay close to his head. His eyes slid over to it in apprehension as it began to tremble and then bounced end-over-end up the stairs, to be sucked out of sight through the doorway at the top.

The dreadknight stepped into the doorway, silhouetted in the gloom, and looked down on Grub, his needle-mouth grinning. Then he drew back his arm and flung it out, sending the blades shooting forth from his bracers down the stairs.

Grub backward-rolled out of the way as another flurry of blades smacked into the floor. He jumped to his feet and ran down the narrow corridors as fast as his feet could carry him. He took turnings at random, not knowing where he was going. Maybe he could lose the thing pursuing him. Maybe he could find a place to hide.

An echoing rattle came from somewhere behind him. Somewhere close. The voice of the Abyss, or perhaps the Forgetting.

He turned and turned again, desperately seeking somewhere to go. Rounding a corner, he almost ran into two startled Oathbreakers coming the other way.

‘Grub say watch out for Prickles!’ he yelled as he blundered past them. ‘Prickles right behind me!’ He heard a series of wet thumps. ‘Never mind!’

A door ahead, ajar. He shoved it open at a run, threw it closed behind him, and heard the rapid tattoo of blades hitting wood. He searched for a lock, but there was only a drop-latch that could be opened from both sides. Cursing, he looked about. A small turret room, with bookshelves, a side table and a seat beneath a latticed window: a place to retreat to and read. A place with no exit but the one he’d come in by.

His gaze went to the window. But for someone like Grub, perhaps there was one more.

Quickly he pushed it open and stuck his head out. The freezing air clouded his breath; snow settled on his bald head. Below him, the turret overhung the walls of a tower: no way he could climb down that. The only way was up, then.

It didn’t seem like a good idea, but staying put seemed a worse one.

He clambered onto the sill. The stone was rough, easy to climb for a man with his talents. He’d always had the knack of clinging on when there was nothing to cling to. He blew into his fingers, found his first handhold and went out onto the wall.

Up he went, a fly lost against the tower’s flanks. The sounds of battle drifted up into the sky, dampened by the blowing snow. He heard a creak and a crash and a roar of Krodan voices: the gate had been breached at last. Grub paid no attention. All he was thinking of was the next handhold, the next foothold. Heedless of the drop, he ascended fearlessly.

He looked down and saw the dreadknight’s head appear in the window. He searched around for a moment and finally fixed on Grub.

‘Ha! Let’s see Prickles follow Grub now!’ he told himself triumphantly.

The dreadknight slipped out of the window with insectile ease and began climbing the wall.

‘One day Grub going to learn to keep his mouth shut,’ he complained, and went back to it.

Above him was a balcony that ringed the tower. Thankfully it was narrow and didn’t project far from the wall; the balustrade around the edge would provide handholds. With his fingers going numb, he didn’t have much of a choice.

He clambered up onto it, thick arms straining as he pulled himself over the stone rail and collapsed onto the floor on the other side. The momentary relief he felt at being back on solid ground dissipated as he heard the shuffling of feathers. He sat up quickly and saw what surrounded him.

Crows. Dozens of crows. They strutted and pecked, crowding the balcony to either side. All of them were watching him. The Bone God was watching.

He scrambled to his feet. What did it mean? Had Urgotha come to witness his end? Was his merciless god so eager to cast him into the Forgetting, still Unremembered, still khannaqut?

Rage came on the heels of that thought, and suddenly he wasn’t afraid but furious. It wasn’t fair! He hadn’t redeemed himself! He hadn’t been given the chance! And besides, it wasn’t over yet. No one got to put Grub in his grave prematurely. Not the Bone God, and not his mangy servants.

He heard a scrape behind him: the dreadknight clambering up onto the parapet. He paid no attention, his fear of his pursuer eclipsed by the injustice of the situation. Faced with the colossal arrogance of his god, he did the only thing he could do. He bellowed in fury and charged the crows.

The birds exploded into flight all around him. He snatched at them, but his hands closed on nothing. He was battered by wings, cut with claws and beaks. Swiping, staggering this way and that, he wheeled about, trying to grab them from the air and dash them against the walls.

He saw the dreadknight, halfway over the parapet, flailing wildly at the torrent of birds. Saw him tip backwards, grabbing helplessly at the air. Saw him disappear.

Then, as fast as it had begun, it was over, the crows winging into the sky, cawing in anger. Bloodied, bewildered, Grub found himself alone on the balcony, the wind whistling eerily around him. He walked to the parapet and looked over. Far below, a black shape lay in the white snow, the dreadknight’s broken body sprawled across the cobbles of a courtyard.

He looked up at the diminishing cloud of crows. A smile of wonder touched the edge of his lips.

‘Heh,’ he said. ‘Maybe Bone God likes Grub after all.’
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‘The gate is breached!’

A horn lowed on the walls of the Fang, sounding out above the crash of swords and the shouts of dying men. Aren and Cade took hold of a ladder and shoved it away, sending Krodan soldiers tumbling down on the heads of their fellows. As fast as they threw one back, another appeared further along the wall; already the enemy had gained the battlements in several places.

‘Fall back! Fall back!’ came the cry along the wall. ‘Defend the inner keep!’

Aren wiped hair from his dirty brow, his brown curls soaked with sweat and snow. He could hardly contain the bitter disappointment. The Krodans were inside. What chance did they have now?

‘Still think you picked the right side?’ he asked Cade.

Cade gave him a look that could have meant anything.

In the distance, another horn blew, answering the first. Aren looked to the west, frowning. Who was out there to answer?

He saw riders charging from the western pass, the one that hadn’t seen battle. Hundreds of Fell Folk, snow churning beneath their hooves and banners held high.

‘It’s Aelfride Eagle-Marked!’ someone called. ‘Clan Shrike Shadow are here! Clan Brown Bear rides with them!’

‘I thought they’d abandoned you lot?’ said Cade in puzzlement. ‘That’s what the captured scouts told the Krodans, at least.’

‘That’s what I thought, too,’ said Aren, but it was evident that the timing of their arrival was too neat to be coincidence. ‘Must have been a performance.’

‘Reckon they didn’t give you the whole story,’ Cade said.

‘Do they ever?’

The Fell Folk seemed to take heart at their appearance, but Aren could only manage a tentative flicker of hope. If this was an intervention, it was too little, too late. The enemy were already inside the Fang. Though the Krodans had suffered catastrophic losses, the Fell Folk didn’t have the numbers to overcome those who remained, even with these reinforcements.

‘Let’s go,’ said Aren. ‘We’ll hold them at the inner keep. It’s all we can do now.’

The Fell Folk were pouring off the wall, abandoning it to the enemy. Aren and Cade joined them, plunging into the warren of corridors leading into the heart of the Fang. The main passageways were too crowded, so they took a route Aren didn’t know, hoping to find their way down to the courtyards where the battle was raging. Both were tired and bruised, battered numb by endless death, but they kept going because rest was impossible.

Having made the perilous climb down from the plateau, they’d raced on foot across the plains, barely making it to the Fang before the gates were shut. Cade had stripped off his Krodan livery, and with a cloak over his shoulders – pulled from a dead Oathbreaker – the design of his leather armour was sufficiently concealed that no one raised an eyebrow. Besides, he was with Aren, and everyone knew him: the champion that wasn’t, the former bearer of the Ember Blade, who’d made Bridda Blackfeather queen-in-waiting. Aren wasn’t sure if the Fell Folk pitied or admired him. Maybe both.

‘So, er, where are we going?’ Cade asked as they ran through another empty room.

Aren didn’t know. He hadn’t been to this part of the Fang before. He hadn’t expected to find it so deserted.

‘Maybe we should go back,’ Aren said.

‘Maybe we should keep looking for someone to hit?’ Cade suggested.

As if on cue, he heard the sound of clanking armour, a Krodan calling out. Coming closer.

‘Maybe him?’ Cade suggested.

Several Krodan voices answered the first, and the sound of clanking armour became a din.

‘Maybe not,’ said Aren urgently, because the voices were nearer than they’d thought, in the next room. ‘Hide!’

They ducked behind a tapestry, a Krodan design showing Emperor Steppen III presenting Tomas and Toven to his advisors, declaring theirs to be the one true religion. A moment later, Krodan soldiers hurried into the room.

‘This way!’ said the soldier at their head. ‘They’ve taken refuge in the library! If we’re quick, we can catch them!’

‘Pick up your heels, men!’ called their captain. ‘Let none of these barbarian vermin see another sunrise!’

The voice of the first man plucked a thread of memory in Aren’s mind. He peeked out from behind the tapestry as the soldiers ran by.

It was Stivan. Dressed in Krodan light armour, clean-shaven, his hair cut short and neat, but Stivan of Hawksmoor all the same. Or Keddin Starkeye, as he’d once been known.

Aren darkened with fury. So he’d sided with the Krodans, then. Gone over to his half-brother the Northguard, when he couldn’t have the Fang for himself. Just another noble, looking out for his own.

Well, if they were doomed to die in this place, if the revolution was set to fail, then at least Aren would have the satisfaction of taking one traitor with him.

As soon as the Krodans had left the room, Aren set off to follow.

‘Hoy, we’re going after them?’ Cade asked in bewilderment.

‘That was Stivan,’ Aren said coldly.

‘Ah,’ said Cade, and said nothing more.

They shadowed the Krodans as closely as they dared, pursuing them up a set of stairs, where they hid behind pillars to either side of a short corridor. The Krodans – ten of them, by Aren’s count – had gathered at the end, outside a thick wooden door. Stivan was standing by it.

‘Head through the next chamber and you’ll find the library,’ he was saying. ‘Have a care: some of them are armed.’

The captain nodded, and Stivan pushed open the door. The soldiers hurried inside, swords at the ready, set on the business of slaughter.

‘Ready?’ Aren muttered. ‘We’ll catch him when the others have gone inside.’

Cade nodded. As the last of the soldiers went in, Aren and Cade began to slip along the corridor, sneaking up on Stivan unawares. They’d almost reached him when he pulled the door closed, produced a key from his pocket and locked it, with the Krodans on one side and him on the other.

He turned away from the door to find himself staring at the points of two swords.

‘Aren!’ he exclaimed in surprise. ‘Cade?’

‘Ain’t easy to tell who’s on whose side these days, is it?’ Cade replied. ‘Mind telling us what you’re doing here?’

‘Careful with those swords. It’s not as it seems.’

‘What is?’ Aren shot back. ‘Now talk.’

‘We captured some Krodans. Took their uniforms. We’ve been leading them all over the keep, anywhere but the cellars. Everyone’s heading to the cellars.’

A bell began to clang, somewhere distant. ‘And that’s the signal!’ Stivan said, with increasing urgency. ‘We have to move, now. They’ll shut us out if we’re too late!’

‘You’re not going anywhere until—’ Aren began, but Stivan was already talking over him, anticipating his question.

‘Aren, the whole point of the battle was to hold the Krodans as long as we could, hurt them as much as we could. This isn’t a fight we hoped to win, this was a staged retreat from the start. And the last stage just started.’

Aren was still struggling to grasp it. They weren’t meant to win? ‘Clan Shrike Shadow? Brown Bear?’

‘Yes! They’ll draw the Krodans’ attention outward, slow their advance into the keep. It gives as many as possible the chance to get downstairs. And we’re going to miss that chance if we don’t go now!’

There was a banging at the door behind him; outraged Krodan voices sounded from the far side. ‘What’s the meaning of this? There’s nobody in here! Open this door!’

Stivan waved the key in his hand and gave Aren an expression that said: See?

Cade was convinced, at least. ‘How about we wait for the full explanation till we’ve got wherever we’re going?’ he suggested.

Aren stared into Stivan’s eyes, still reluctant to trust him. He had every reason to turn coat on them, now that Aren had given away his chance to rule the Fang. After so many betrayals, it was hard for Aren to accept that someone might do the right thing.

At last he lowered his sword. ‘Show us the way.’

Down, down they went, by stairs and bare passages, with Stivan in the lead. They saw more Fell Folk as they neared the cellars, summoned by the bell, and the sound of fighting was never far behind them. Aren couldn’t help but spare a thought for the brave warriors battling in the rearguard, giving their fellows the chance of life by giving up their own.

This was a staged retreat from the start.

Aren’s blood burned with bitter anger. How could they? Mara, Stivan, Yarin … all of them must have been in on it. Bridda Blackfeather, too. How would the people on the front line have felt if they’d known that even their leaders gave them no chance of victory? Their sacrifice was all for nothing, just the bloody-minded gouging of a cornered animal, trying to hurt its opponent as much as it could before the end.

He’d known their chances were slim, but he’d thought that belief would be sufficient. If they only had enough heart, enough will, they could overcome all the soldiers the Krodans threw at them. If they fought to the limit of their strength, there’d be a miracle. Stranger things had happened.

But there was no miracle here that he could see. They needed more reinforcements, and he couldn’t imagine where they’d come from. The Krodans had the Fang: once inside its walls, they could hold off an army of thousands.

This isn’t a fight we hoped to win.

But how could you fight without hope?

The trickle of Fell Folk became a flood, and at last they were funnelled down a final set of steps where a Fellman waited, ushering his fellows through a heavy iron-bound door into the vaulted, echoing cellars. Waiting beyond in the lanternlight was an anxious scattering of faces, watching the traffic come through.

‘We have to close the door soon, Sorcha!’ the man on the door was saying to a Fellwoman. Her eyes were puffy with tears and a young boy stood at her hip, head bowed and face grim with shame as he wiped away tears of his own.

‘Not yet!’ she said. ‘He’ll be here! He’s a Skarl, you won’t miss him!’

Aren and Cade exchanged a glance and stepped aside to hear more. Stivan hurried on regardless.

‘I saw a Skarl come through here not a few moments ago,’ the Fellman argued.

The boy shook his head. ‘Not him,’ said Sorcha. ‘Another one.’

‘He’s likely dead already, then. I’ll not risk us all just for him. When this door closes, it closes for good.’

‘Just one more minute! We are Fell Folk and we pay our debts! He saved my boy!’

‘A Skarl?’ Aren asked. ‘Short, thickset, black bar tattooed across his eyes?’

‘Kind of smells like a damp sock?’ Cade added.

The boy looked confused by this last, but he nodded at Aren.

‘He saved you? Grub saved you?’ Aren asked, incredulous.

The boy nodded again. ‘There was a dreadknight after me,’ he said, doing his best to be stoic.

‘Grub did what?’ Grub asked, having appeared silently behind them. Cade jumped and clutched his heart.

‘Nine, don’t do that to me!’ he cried.

‘How did you get in?’ Aren asked.

Grub shrugged. ‘Been here all along. Who this?’

‘Is that him?’ Sorcha asked Ecken. Ecken nodded. Sorcha clasped Grub’s forearm, eyes swimming with gratitude. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Thank you for my son!’

‘What happened?’ asked Aren, who was as confused as Grub looked.

‘One of those cursed demons killed his father,’ Sorcha said. ‘Would have killed him, too, if not for this man. He led the dreadknight away.’

‘And what happened to the dreadknight?’ Aren asked Grub, his amazement increasing every moment.

‘Grub killed him?’ Grub didn’t sound sure if he’d done it or not.

‘You saved this boy from a dreadknight, then you killed him?’ Cade scoffed. ‘You expect us to believe that?’

‘Yes?’ Grub still didn’t sound certain. ‘Wait, wasn’t Dumbface dead or a traitor or something?’

But Sorcha had already stepped in between, coming angrily to Grub’s defence. ‘Watch your tone, southerner,’ she warned Cade. ‘I won’t abide your scorn.’ She pointed at Grub. ‘This man is a hero!’

Grub stared at her. ‘Grub is … hero?’ he said, his voice gone suddenly faint.

Aren smiled at him, more proud and happy than he could have imagined in such a dire moment, and slapped his friend on the shoulder. ‘Grub is hero,’ he agreed.

Cade rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, for Joha’s sake!’

‘Krodans!’ came the shout from the doorway, as a group of Fellmen pushed through. ‘Right behind us! Close the door!’

‘No time,’ said Aren. ‘Come on!’

The door was slammed and locked, and they hurried to join the flow of people being ushered through the cellars. Down some steps they went, into a smaller cellar where wine racks stood empty. The Fell Folk were being led through to the back; several dozen more stood around in groups, making preparations or discussing plans. Aren stopped at the bottom of the stairs, taking in the gloomy space. Unless there was much more to it than he could see, it couldn’t possibly contain the thousands that had retreated to the Fang after the battles in the pass.

‘Where is everyone?’ he wondered aloud.

‘Aren!’ cried Fen. She ran up to him in delight and hugged him, and then her eyes fell on: ‘Cade?’

‘It’s a long story,’ Aren told her dryly.

Cade held out his arms and gave her a rueful smile. ‘I’m back!’ he said.

Fen was too relieved at the sight of him to care about the details, so she hugged him.

‘Oof, you got big!’ said Cade, holding her back from him to look down at her belly. She swatted him.

‘What’s happening here?’ Aren asked.

‘Come on. I’ll bring you over. They couldn’t tell us, in case we got caught. No one was allowed to know.’

‘Where’s Grub’s hug?’ Grub complained, trailing along after.

Fen led them to where Mara, Bridda and Megwyn were standing with Stivan, deep in conversation in a pool of lanternlight. As they approached, a Fellwoman of Clan Riven Moon hurried over to Bridda.

‘The doors are closed, Bridda.’

‘The Krodans cannot break through?’

‘We will be long gone before they do.’

Aren turned his gaze to the line of Fell Folk heading to the rear of the cellar. ‘Is there a way out back there?’ he asked.

Mara noticed him for the first time. She looked from him to Fen, her demeanour souring, as if she couldn’t decide who she disliked more.

‘An old tunnel,’ Stivan said. ‘The one we used to get into the Fang when we seized it. It leads out behind the waterfall and into the gorge. There’s a cave down there. Those who can’t fight are hiding in the cave. Those who can have made their way up the side of the gorge, and are joining Clan Shrike Shadow and Clan Brown Bear as we speak.’

‘It’s like a hole in a bucket,’ Megwyn said. ‘There were thousands in this keep, and it takes a long time to get them out. We just had to occupy them long enough for the bucket to drain without the Krodans noticing.’

‘So we’re giving the Krodans the Fang?’ Aren was still not certain what was happening here. ‘All these people dead, and we never meant to win?’

‘This is how we win, Aren,’ said Mara, her voice cold with certainty. ‘It was necessary to decimate their armies enough for our endgame to be viable. If there were too many of them left by the time they reached the keep, or if they still had their dreadknights with them, Shrike Shadow’s surprise attack would have been ineffective. As it is, the Krodan army is retreating into the keep, where they can defend the gate and take advantage of the walls. It’s the only reasonable option for them.’

‘We stripped the place of food and anything useful,’ Stivan added. ‘The water to the wells has been shut off. Once we leave here, we’ll lock the exits behind us. What’s left of the Krodan army will be trapped inside the Fang with no supplies, starving, dying of thirst.’

‘Meanwhile, the Fell Folk will regroup and besiege them,’ said Bridda. ‘Escape will be impossible. We will have food. They will not.’

‘The Krodans will be forced to surrender long before any re-inforcements can reach them,’ Mara said. ‘And then we will simply take the Fang back.’ He saw a minute flicker of pain cross her face, and knew she was remembering Kiri. ‘Sometimes you have to give up a castle to get a castle.’

Aren stared at her in amazement, marvelling at the intricacies her mind could conjure. Though the odds had seemed impossible, she’d come up with a way to overcome the might of the Krodan Empire, and despite a few hiccups on the way, her plan had run like clockwork. He looked at the others and saw not despair but confidence, not defeat but triumph.

‘We can beat them?’ he asked, hardly daring to believe it.

‘Aren,’ said Megwyn. ‘We have beaten them. They just don’t know it yet.’

Aren felt his legs go weak, and he had to lean on Cade all of a sudden. Cade whooped with joy, Fen laughed, and Grub cackled and capered about.

‘Reckon I picked the right side after all,’ Cade said with a grin.

‘I think we all did,’ said Stivan. ‘Come, time for us to go. Though I’d give anything to see those Krodans’ faces when they break in here and find it empty.’

The cellar was emptying fast around them. Dizzied with unexpected victory, buoyant with glee, they went to join the Fell Folk as they left the Fang behind, following them through the long, dark tunnel and at last into the light.
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Braw Tam was ringing fourth bell o’ dark in Morgenholme as Klyssen’s carriage rattled up the steep, cobbled lanes of Consort’s Rise. It was the first warm night of spring, and the cherry trees that lined the avenues would soon be in blossom. He passed tall, narrow houses with tall, narrow windows, glowing portals in the dark showing elegant pastel interiors and gold-framed portraits of the occupants.

It was quiet tonight, and Klyssen took pride in that. Not so long ago, it would have been unsafe for a man of his stature to travel here without an armed escort. Even after the riots died down, there were robbers and dissidents everywhere, and wealthy Krodan neighbourhoods were particularly tempting targets. The night hid the worst of the damage, but the evidence of past disorder was everywhere: broken pillar tops, walls chipped and burned, windows boarded up here and there; the glass shortage made it hard to repair them all.

Now it was quiet, and that was Klyssen’s doing. This was his city now.

The cigar glowed as he took in the smoke and let it seep out luxuriantly between his lips. How different it all could have been. He’d come a whisker away from exile in the Ozak mountains, eking out a life of menial tasks, utterly alone.

And look how it turned out instead, he thought, settling back into the plush leather seat of his own private carriage. Klyssen was never much for self-congratulation, but on this occasion, he allowed himself to feel a little smug. He’d earned this, after all.

Commander Bettren had always been an incompetent whose only real talent was flattery. The debacle at the Fang had been the final straw for his superiors. He’d made sure to insert himself into the operation at every opportunity, eager to harvest the glory. Instead, he’d harvested the blame for the most disastrous defeat in modern Krodan history. Particularly damning was the annihilation of their forces in the Edmensway, since it had been Bettren’s information that had sent them there. His informer had let him down, at the last. What a shame.

And so Bettren was removed from his post in disgrace and condemned to insignificance. Without an obvious replacement among the overwatchmen, Chancellor Draxis took the unusual step of reversing Klyssen’s demotion, and then immediately promoting him to Commander of the Iron Hand in Ossia.

Klyssen had wasted no time repaying his faith. Southern Ossia was in chaos in the wake of the Battle of the Fang. Uprisings had sprung up like flashfires, rebellion was everywhere, disobedience was rife. Klyssen took it upon himself to secure the capital, and he set the Iron Hand to the task.

Once he’d have argued for subtlety, gentle coercion, soft power, but that time was past. Things were too far gone.

It only took a few dozen public executions to get the point across. Countless more disappeared without any fanfare. Every lead was followed; every rebel interrogated. The torture chambers in their headquarters were never empty. They had to use the prisons as well, to accommodate the numbers.

The people had lost their terror of the Iron Hand. Klyssen corrected that.

Now, at last, there was peace, in Morgenholme at least. The Reaches were lost to them, and the rest of the country was in chaos, but with the capital under control, he’d steadied the ship a little. What would happen next, only time would tell.

He drew on his cigar again, and his reflection flared to life in the carriage window. In the red light a burned gargoyle looked back at him, its eyes hidden behind round spectacles. A monster on the far side of the glass.

These were dark days for the Empire. They’d lost their grip on Ossia. Brunland was still in open rebellion, with no end in sight. There were credible rumours of an urdish horde in the lowlands, threatening Kroda’s eastern border. The men of the motherland were being conscripted to replenish the armies, leaving no one to work the fields and mills, and the Sanctorum forbade women to take up the mantle.

To make things worse, news of the fate of the Sards had leaked all over Embria, appalling Krodans and their allies alike. The Archon was forced to defend the Primus’s use of dreadknights while the Emperor threw his subordinates to the wolves, pretending to know nothing. Even Klyssen had found himself disgusted by the revelations from Wittermere. Torturing a person for information he could understand, but Doctor Kreel’s experiments were abominable, disgracing the very name of the Empire. How far his beloved Kroda had fallen since the atrocity at Hammerholt.

A city of sinew beneath a black sun. A blasted plain crawling with horrors.

He frowned. For a moment, it was as if he still held the Shadow Casket in his hands, its panels and segments turning beneath his fingers. A puzzle he couldn’t solve. Even now, long after it had been delivered to Doctor Gless, his mind returned to it. Even now he thought on the things he’d seen at Revenhuss, and wondered what he’d done by giving such an object to such a man.

He blew smoke through his nose, dismissing the thought as he had a hundred times before. All he could do was look after his own. The fate of the Empire wasn’t in his hands. The fate of his children was.

All for you, he thought. Always for you.

The carriage left him in front of his house, a handsome property near the top of the hill, surrounded by a walled garden. They’d moved in a month ago. He admired it from the gate for a moment, basking in the satisfaction of ownership, before heading up the path to the door.

Gunda let him in, disposed of his cigar and took his gloves and coat. She was a stout, homely woman with a kind air. Klyssen liked having her around.

‘How were the girls tonight?’

‘Well behaved as always. They were sorry to miss you at bedtime. They always are, the little darlings.’

‘I’ll go up to see them. Would you pour me a brandy, please?’

‘Of course, Commander.’

He headed up the stairs, his legs weary, tired from the day. He tried to make it home for dinner with his family as often as he could, but the demands of the job meant it wasn’t always possible. Still, he never failed to look in on them when he returned. He liked to steal into their room and kiss their heads while they slept. He enjoyed their boisterous, imaginative chatter when they were awake, but in the becalmed innocence of repose, they were perfect. He’d stand over them and listen to their breathing, and marvel that something so good and true had come from him.

Baron Pickles was waiting for him at the top of the stairs, watching him with an air of superior disinterest. He was getting old now, rougher around the edges since Klyssen had stopped taking him to the groomer, and he looked all the better for it.

‘Baron Pickles, you silly bag of fluff,’ he murmured, kneeling and holding out a hand. ‘Come here!’

Baron Pickles extended his neck to give Klyssen’s hand a disdainful sniff, but then a terrified shriek sounded from the children’s bedroom, and he bolted.

Juna!

Klyssen sprinted down the landing, heart pounding, and was at their door in moments. He threw it open, casting the light from the corridor into the darkened room, and onto the two children there. Juna was in Lisi’s arms, sitting on her bed, sobbing. At the sight of her father, she abandoned her older sister and ran to him instead.

‘Juna, my sweet, what’s wrong?’ he asked, as he went down on one knee and enfolded her.

‘She had the nightmare again,’ Lisi told him.

‘The sha- the shadow p-people!’ Juna said, struggling to draw breath through her sobs.

Klyssen held her close, buried his face in her blonde curls and kissed her head. ‘Shh, shh, shh,’ he said soothingly. ‘It’s only a nightmare. It’s not real.’ He began to sing to her softly, rocking her from side to side as he did so.

Little star, oh little star,
Lay down your head.
The time’s right for dreaming,
The sun’s gone to bed.

He sang it over and over until her breath steadied and her sobs faded. At last she wiped her eyes and sniffed.

‘It’s not real,’ he told her again.

‘They took Mummy away and I couldn’t stop them,’ Juna said miserably.

‘Nobody took your mother away,’ Klyssen said. ‘She had to go to a far-off land with Davius, remember? Too dangerous to take you with her, you know that. We agreed you’d both stay with me. Isn’t that what you want?’

Juna nodded, but didn’t let him go.

‘She’ll be back one day, you’ll see. Until then, I’m going to make sure that nothing bad ever happens to you. To either of you.’

Juna nodded again, mollified. Over her shoulder, Klyssen caught Lisi’s gaze in the gloom. She was watching him with a knowing calm in her eyes. She suspected the truth of it, but didn’t care to ask the question. Some things were better left unknown. She’d never liked Vanya anyway.

My clever child, he thought proudly, and extended his arm to her. She came over and joined them in the embrace; the three of them together, a family once more.

‘Daddy’s here,’ he told them. ‘Daddy’s here.’
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The sky was cold and clear the day Aren and Fen went to see Vika-Walks-The-Barrows.

They trekked up to the crag on horseback, for Fen was heavy with child now, and of late she’d accepted the need to take things a little easier. When they got there, they found the sablewood tree in bloom, ropes of blood-red petals that were almost lost among the mass of brightly coloured prayer-cords that hung from every branch. The ground around the trunk was busy with offerings: carven figures, bowls of nuts, baby teeth, runestones.

Vika might have gone to the worms, but as far as the Fell Folk were concerned, she hadn’t gone far.

They dismounted, and Fen went to the tree, where she knelt on the mat that was laid there, lowering herself gingerly with one hand under her belly. Once settled, she looked back at Aren and smiled; then she lowered her head, closed her eyes and began to murmur a prayer.

Aren walked to the edge of the crag, leaving her to it. Fen had always been privately pious, favouring Hallen and Ogg, the Aspects of the wild. It was to Hallen she prayed now, for the health of her baby. The Sage-Mother of Clan Riven Moon had advised her it would be the last time she’d make this trip for a while.

Aren didn’t believe in the Aspects, and the tree made him faintly uneasy. Some of the Fell Folk swore they’d heard Vika’s whispered voice in the hissing of the branches. Though there were always birds and animals hereabouts, they only ever took the food that was offered, and never disturbed anything else. But despite his misgivings about this place, he was happy Vika was remembered. He wondered if this shrine was enough of a legacy to satisfy her. He wondered if anything would have been enough.

She’d guided them these long years, and they wouldn’t have made it far without her; but in the end, her guidance had led them astray, and she’d been undone by her need to live up to what she thought she had to be. Aren had taken a lesson from that. No more guides, no more mentors, no more heroes. Randill, Garric, Vika – all had proved fallible, all flawed. All human. He needed no one to light the path for him any more.

The cold spring wind blew against him, ruffling the fur of his cloak. His hair had grown unkempt over the winter, and for the first time in his life he had a beard – patchy in places, but thick enough to please him. Fen teased him about it, but he didn’t care. He felt more of a man than a boy these days. He was more at home in his skin than he’d ever been, and what was growing up but growing to know yourself? The beard was something he’d earned, just as he’d earned his new name, a title bestowed upon him by Bridda Blackfeather, in the manner of the great Ossians of old.

‘No longer are you Aren of Shoal Point!’ she’d told him, in front of an assembly of the clans, with the Ember Blade in her hand. ‘I call you Aren the Unchosen, and so you shall be known!’

Aren the Unchosen. A strange name to bear, but a fitting one. He found it suited him.

They’d wintered with the Fell Folk in and around the Fang, while the clans parlayed and wrangled and worked out their differences. But shared sacrifice and shared triumph had smoothed away petty grudges, and in time all was agreed. Bridda Blackfeather was accepted as their leader. Some had taken to calling her the Fell Queen, and they looked forward to the previously unimaginable freedoms that might come when a woman of the Reaches took the throne of Ossia.

Now the winter was ended, and many of the Fell Folk were preparing to make the return journey to their fastnesses, secure in the knowledge that the Krodans were not coming back. In time, they’d sally from the Reaches again, to harry the Krodans in the Grey Fens and the Essenmarch; but for now there were crops to plant, homes to rebuild, lives to be lived. They’d fought their war and won it. The battle now was elsewhere.

Aren took a breath of the chilly northern air, filling his lungs, satisfied. The land was awakening all around, plateaus softening with heather and bracken and meadow flowers, rivers running in the canyons. There was beauty in the Reaches, he couldn’t deny that, but his heart wasn’t here. He’d grown up on the coast, with the sighing of the sea in his ears, and the thaw had made him restless. Soon it would be time to move on, to travel south, where the battle was still to be won.

He looked forward to it, for the first time in years, with hope in his heart.

The news from beyond the Cut was better than they’d dreamed. The Krodans had taken back Morgenholme, but they hadn’t caught Wilham the Smiler, and no one caused trouble better than he. There were new uprisings every week, and stamping out the fires only scattered the flames to kindle elsewhere. They were attacking Krodan ships on the Redwater and the enemy didn’t dare set foot in Hacklewood. The docks at Spur were held by the rebels and there was talk of a people’s army assembling near Oxfell. Krodans were deserting Ossian cities in droves, heading for the safety of the motherland.

It had been three and a half years since the false dawn at Hammerholt. A long time to keep the faith. But at last he could be in no doubt: the revolution had begun.

We did it, Garric. We really did it.

And it wasn’t only Ossia that was turning against the Krodan Empire. The Sards they’d rescued from Wittermere had become the talk of Harrow. The Harrish had been unhappy about Kroda’s rapid expansion across Embria ever since they conquered Ossia, and now they sensed their rival was vulnerable. At Yarin’s request, King Petre V had offered to broker a deal between Kroda and the Fell Folk. Harrow would take possession of the prisoners that surrendered at the Fang – including Alden, the son of the Northguard – and exchange them for the remaining Sards kept in Krodan territories. In other days, the king wouldn’t have dared such a provocation for fear of inciting a war; but Kroda could scarce afford another conflict, and could do little but complain and comply.

It was a neat solution to the problem of what to do with thousands of Krodan soldiers that the Fell Folk were unable to feed and unwilling to kill. So neat, in fact, that Aren suspected it had been in Yarin’s mind all along. From this isolated keep in the north of Ossia, he’d reached out to free his fellow Sards all over Kroda. Aren couldn’t help but admire such cunning.

The world is turning against Kroda, Aren thought. But that’s the problem with tyranny. At the first sign of weakness, everyone you’ve wronged is ready to rip you apart. And everyone weakens in the end. Perhaps the best way to keep power is to spread it around.

It sounded like something Kenda would have said. The thought made him smile. Strange, how much she’d affected him. He’d known her only a brief time, but she’d shown him another side of things. Without her, he might not have dared to give away the Ember Blade. Had he not done so, the Krodans would have won.

Stivan had departed shortly after the Battle of the Fang, leaving the name of Keddin Starkeye behind him. He couldn’t bear to stay – it pained him too much to see the Fang every day – and the Fell Folk would never trust him again. Aren hoped to see him in the south, where he’d gone to rouse a new pack of Greycloaks to harass the enemy. For all his ill treatment of the Fell Folk, Aren admired how he’d conducted himself at the last. Stivan had fought with them, even after his birthright was lost, even when his personal interests lay with the Krodans. He did it for the good of his country. For a noble to act with nobility was a rare thing, and it gave Aren faith again.

He heard Fen getting up, her prayer finished, and he went to help her rise. Together they stood before the sablewood tree, its branches stirring in the wind, votive chimes tinkling in eerie chorus.

‘I miss her,’ Fen said.

‘I do, too,’ said Aren. ‘I miss all of them. Vika, Harod, Orica. Osman. Garric and Keel. Gods, some days I miss my father most of all.’

‘What do you think she’d say, if she could see us now?’

‘I don’t think she’d be too impressed with my new name,’ Aren said wryly.

‘You wear it well, though.’

‘Not as well as you, Fen Iron-Arm.’

‘Is it my fault if Bridda likes me better?’

Four of them had been named by the Fell Queen, in the end. Of the remaining Dawnwardens, only Mara hadn’t been given the honour, and Aren suspected she’d have refused it anyway. The rest had been recognised for their part in the Battle of the Fang: Aren the Unchosen, Fen Iron-Arm, Cade the Returner and Grub-of-the-Crows. Balaca of the Sards had been named too, called Foehammer for his role in killing Flay on the battlefield.

Grub had been frantic with excitement afterwards, dancing like a child, more gleeful than Aren had ever seen him. Later, a Fellwoman bard played a song for him by the light of a firepit, the tale of how he’d saved Ecken and slain a dreadknight by summoning a flock of crows. He’d barely managed to keep his dignity, and looked fit to burst with pride.

As to Cade, things were simple between them in a way they hadn’t been since the days of Shoal Point. After all they’d grown and changed, all the mistakes they’d made along the way, they’d come full circle to the uncomplicated friendship of childhood. All was forgiven and forgotten; neither had any interest in holding on to resentment. They might go separate paths, they might have different desires, but the bonds that held them together had proved unbreakable. Whatever the future held, they’d never be without that. They were a part of one another’s lives for ever. Aren found a deep and abiding comfort in that thought.

Aren, Cade, Grub and Fen. How far they’d come together. One day they might be called the authors of this revolution; yet the four of them were only a handful of those responsible. So many had died to get them here, so much given for the cause. History liked to put names to its heroes, but all great endeavours were the sum of many sacrifices, and most went unsung. They’d played their parts. That was all.

That was enough.

‘It’s all changing, isn’t it, Aren? And still I can’t see where it’ll end,’ Fen murmured. She rested her hand on her belly. ‘What kind of world is waiting for my child?’

‘The one we make for them,’ said Aren. ‘All of us, together.’

She laid her head on his shoulder then, and he put his arm around her. They stood there beneath Vika’s tree, taking respite in each other’s presence, made glad by it in ways they could never put to words. Then, as if by silent consent, they walked back to their horses, to finish the work they’d begun.
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