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      Hello

      

      This is an advance reader copy of ‘The Severed City’, I hope you enjoy it.

      

      Feel free to contact me with any typos/errors/feedback at:

      

      info@christophermitchellbooks.com

      
        
        Kind regards

        Christopher
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            The Peoples of the Star Continent

          

        

      

    

    
      There are five distinct peoples inhabiting the Star Continent. Three are descended from apes, one from reptiles, and one from amphibians. Their evolutionary trajectories have converged, and all five are clearly ‘humanoid’, though physical differences remain.

      

      1.	The Holdings – the closest to our own world’s Homo sapiens. Excepting the one in ten of the population with mage powers, they are completely human. The Holdings sub-continent drifted south from the equator, and the people that inhabit the Realm are dark-skinned as a consequence. They are shorter than the Kellach Brigdomin, but taller than the Rakanese.

      

      2.	The Rakanese – descended from amphibians, but appear human, except for the fact that they have slightly larger eyes, and are generally shorter than Holdings people. They are descendants of a far larger population that once covered a vast area, and consequently their skin-colour ranges from pale to dark. Mothers gestate their young for only four months, before giving birth in warm spawn-pools, where the infants swim and feed for a further five months. A dozen are born in an average spawning.

      

      3.	The Rahain – descended from reptiles. Appear human, except for two differences. Firstly, their eyes have vertical pupils, and are often coloured yellow or green, and, secondly, their tongues have a vestigial fork or cleft at their tip. Their heights are comparable to the Holdings and the Sanang. Skin-colour tends to be pale, as the majority are cavern-dwellers. Their skin retains a slight appearance of scales, and they have no fingerprints. They are the furthest from our world’s humans.

      

      4.	The Kellach Brigdomin – descended from apes, and very similar to the Holdings, they are the second closest to our world’s humans. Their distinguishing traits are height (they are the tallest of the five peoples), pale skin (their sub-continent drifted north from a much colder region), and immunity to most diseases, toxins and illnesses. They are also marked by the fact that mothers give birth to twins in the majority of cases.

      

      5.	The Sanang – descended from apes, but evolved in the forest, rather than on the open plains that produced the Holdings. As a consequence, their upper arms and shoulders are wider and stronger than those of people from the Holdings or Rahain. They are pale-skinned, their sub-continent having arrived from colder climates in the south, and they occupy the same range of heights as the Holdings and Rahain. The males bear some traits of earlier Homo sapiens, such as a sloping forehead and a strong jaw-line, but the brains of the Sanang are as advanced as those of the other four peoples of the continent.
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      Grey Mountains, Rahain Republic – Summer’s Day 505

      It wasn’t her fault.

      The lizards made her do it.

      Keira cracked open her swollen left eye. A watery grey light was seeping under the door. Morning again. She rolled over, her chains grating against the dark stone floor.

      They had told her everyone in the city was already dead, but they had lied.

      She had seen people running, fleeing the flames. Heard their screams.

      She clenched her fists, and blood trickled between the fingers of her right hand as the rusty nail bit into her palm. She had found it on the floor of the flying carriage the lizards had used to bring her to wherever she was being held. For days she had tried to use it to pick the locks on her shackles. When that had failed, she thought up ways she could use it to end her life.

      She was alone in a large room, and although she could hear guards outside the door, she could see no one. Everyone kept clear of her. Afraid, or maybe disgusted, she didn’t know. When she had arrived, a pair of robed lizards had told her that their government was debating what to do with her, and that she wouldn’t be allowed to see her brother until they had decided.

      She had freaked out, really lost it, and had lunged for the bastards, earning a high-end beating from the guards. Still, it had been worth it for the look of sheer terror on the faces of the two officials.

      Slashing her wrists should do it.

      She wouldn’t wait to see what the lizards decided. Either they would execute her, get rid of her, or they would force her to use her powers again.

      Fuck them.

      Let them find her dead on the floor of the cell. Ha fucking ha.

      Keira closed her eyes, and a wave of screams and flames flooded her memory, the same images of burning bodies, the same sounds of agony that had been with her ever since she had destroyed the refugee city. There was no escape from the pain, and her breath caught as she dug the nail deeper into her palm.

      Killop had been right. Part of her was relieved that she had not seen him since that day on the hills overlooking Akhanawarah. How would she be able to meet his eyes? He would hate her for what she had done. He was always the good boy, always trying to do the right thing. Pious prick.

      Another reason to end it.

      She gripped the nail between her fingers, and traced its bloody end down the inside of her left forearm. When she reached her wrist, she moved the nail back up to the soft spot on her inner elbow and ran the nail down her arm again, harder. And again, harder.

      She clenched her teeth as pain burned through her. She brought the nail up again, and hesitated, the point an inch above the scored skin. She opened her eyes. Blood was flowing from the ragged wound, but not fast enough to end her. She would need to do it again.

      Keira stared at the nail, then tucked it back into the palm of her clenched fist. She rolled over, the blood from her arm dripping onto the cold stone floor.

      Not today.

      Not yet.
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      Keira lay still in the silence.

      Something was different. She tried to focus her thoughts, but was groggy from the blood-loss, and it took her a few moments to realise what had changed.

      There were no guards. She had heard the day-shift depart that evening, but not the corresponding set of boots that marked the arrival of the night-shift. No guards meant no evening meal, and no water. Without food she wouldn’t heal. Were they just going to let her wither away and die?

      Alone and forgotten. Imprisoned at the arse-end of nowhere. Left to rot.

      She heard a gentle shuffling, and a key turning. She opened one eye, just a slit, and saw her cell door swing open. Three men, dressed in black. One carried a small glass-encased lamp, its blue light casting a cold spell on the room. Another had a crossbow trained on her, while the third held a sword.

      ‘Savage,’ one said, ‘lying in her own piss.’

      ‘Wake up!’ the second called, keeping his voice low.

      Keira remained motionless.

      ‘Look at her arm,’ the first said, ‘that’s a lot of blood.’

      ‘Do you think she’s already dead?’

      ‘Don’t know,’ the third said, raising his sword, ‘but we’re not leaving until we have her head. Orders said we were to make sure.’

      The second man raised his crossbow, aimed and loosed.

      A bolt slammed into Keira’s right thigh, jolting her backwards.

      ‘She’s dead all right,’ the first said. ‘Never flinched a muscle.’

      ‘Right,’ the third said, ‘let’s take her head and get out of here.’

      The three men approached.

      ‘She was a piece of ass,’ the first said, crouching above her, ‘be a shame to waste it.’

      The second grimaced. ‘She’s covered in shit, you freak.’

      ‘We could wipe her down first. Just think, we could tell everyone we fucked the fire mage. We can miss out the bit about her being dead.’

      He stretched his hand out to touch her.

      Keira swung her right arm, ramming the nail into his eye. With her left she drew the knife from his belt, and stabbed it deep into the third’s man’s groin. As the second raised his crossbow, she leapt onto him, bowling him over. She punched the knife down into the man’s chest, just under his throat, and ripped him open to the waist. She grabbed the keys from the man’s belt, and unlocked the shackles on her wrists. The chains fell to the floor.

      She looked around.

      The first man was writhing on the stone floor, clutching his face, while the other was crawling to the door, still grasping his sword, blood trailing from the knife wound in his crotch.

      Keira reached down into the rent corpse beneath her, and scooped out a long string of intestines. She stumbled over to the crawling man, and knelt on his back, her weight pinning him down. She wound the slimy guts round and round the man’s throat, and pulled, choking the last breath out of him.

      She turned to face the last assassin. He was lying on the ground, convulsing, blood pouring from his left eye-socket.

      ‘So you wanted to fuck a fire mage?’ she smirked, picking up the glass lamp from the floor. She cracked the casing on the stone slabs, revealing the small blue flame beneath.

      ‘You’ll have to wait a fucking minute,’ she said. She gripped the end of the bolt sticking into her leg, and yanked it out. ‘Bastard.’

      With the exposed blue lamp in her left hand, she wove her fingers above the flames, and directed a short burst of fire at the bleeding hole in her leg.

      ‘Right,’ she said, looking at the dying man at her feet, ‘your turn.’
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      She had drunk blood before, she wasn’t ashamed to admit it. When things got rough, and you needed to heal quick, then blood could be a great help. Rahain blood tasted foul, but she bore it, and drank her fill.

      So the lizards had sent men to kill her. Well, ha fucking ha. She shook her head as she lowered the arm she had been drinking from. She had been close to ending it herself, and now she had a small flame, and an unlocked cell door.

      She got to her feet. She took the sword from the dead hand of the third man. It was light, more like a long knife in her hands.

      The screams of the dead refugees were singing in her head, echoing with a new song.

      She opened the door. No guards, and an empty corridor, with glass lamps down one wall. There was a low roar of noise, of gathered voices, coming from the large door at the end of the passageway.

      Sounded like the bastards were having a party. Could it be Summer’s Day already?

      She glanced up.

      A wooden ceiling. She smiled.

      Within moments she had smashed every glass casing in the passageway. She backed up to the door at the end of the corridor, and raised her hand.

      Blue flames began to arc down the wall, joining lamp to lamp, until they formed a single ribbon of fire. She swept her fingers upwards, and the blue ribbon burst across the wooden boards of the ceiling, sending them into a roiling mass of flames.

      She lowered herself to the ground, as the flames grew above her head. Smoke belched down, and she covered her mouth. Cries and shouts came to her ears, and the sound of thumping boots. When the flames and smoke were almost too much, she kicked open the thick door, revealing a large hall, with long tables, and a high wooden roof. Sitting at the tables were dozens of Rahain soldiers, drinking and feasting, maybe a whole company’s worth. Most were looking up, to see what was causing the commotion.

      ‘You wee pricks having a party without me?’ Keira said, rising to her feet.

      An officer yelled, and soldiers began falling to their knees, pushing the tables over, and unshouldering their crossbows.

      ‘Happy Summer’s Day, ya scaly fucks,’ Keira cried. She swung her right arm over her head, firing a vortex of spiralling flame into the hall, smashing it down into the mass of Rahain soldiers. The fire ripped through them, funnelled and directed by Keira’s right hand. Wherever she pointed was incinerated. Her fuel was now almost limitless, as the hall started to burn.

      She pointed at the large set of double doors at the end of the hall, blowing them out in an explosion of metal and wooden fragments.

      Her eyes narrowed as she saw the dark night sky through the doorway. Outside. So close.

      She walked across the hall, clearing a path through the flames before her, and firing bolts of fire at any soldiers who still moved. She heard a great crack, and part of the huge ceiling fell, crashing down onto the floor of the hall behind her.

      She reached the door. Mountain air. She breathed deep.

      All around were shacks and out-buildings, and she recognised some from similar places the lizards had built in Kell.

      A mine. They had been holding her in a mine.

      A crossbow bolt whistling past her nose brought her back to the present. She whipped her arms around, gathering a thick and towering pillar of fire above her head. She swept her hand in a long low arc, and the flames followed, sending every building into flames, and turning any living thing out in the open into ash.

      With half the compound ablaze, Keira shielded her eyes and walked round the burning hall. No one stood up to her. Every lizard within sight ran, and she laughed as she sent little spiralling rods of flame after them, burning through each like spears.

      She reached the gaien paddock, and hitched a wagon to a pair of the beasts. She loaded some gaien feed and water barrels behind the driver’s bench. What was good enough for them would do for her.

      She clambered up, and took hold of the reins.

      ‘Right,’ she nodded at the beasts, ‘Betsy and Bobby, off we go.’

      She heard a rustle from her left, and a squad of Rahain soldiers ran out from behind a building, their crossbows aiming up at her.

      She shook her head, and directed a long stream of flame tumbling from the roof of the burning hall down into their faces.

      The soldiers screamed, she cracked the whip, and the gaien began to lumber through the gates of the paddock, and onto the beginning of a mountain track.

      Keira glanced over her shoulder at the conflagration she had unleashed.

      She smirked. ‘Fucking amateurs.’
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      Broadwater, Sanang – Summer’s Day 505

      ‘Chane,’ said Agang. ‘Get up.’

      The Holdings woman groaned, but remained sprawled over his bed.

      ‘Hodang will be here any minute,’ he said. ‘You need to put some clothes on.’

      ‘Fuck off,’ she mumbled into a pillow.

      Agang shook his head. He took the corner of the blanket in one hand, and whipped it off the bed, exposing his slave’s naked body.

      ‘You bastard,’ she said, sitting up and rubbing her head. ‘You know I’m not a morning person.’

      ‘Maybe if you didn’t get drunk every night.’

      She gave him a scowl and pulled a robe from the back of a chair.

      ‘How long have you been up?’

      ‘Hours,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t sleep, not with what’s happening today.’

      ‘No one will be arriving for ages,’ Chane said, standing and slipping the robe over her shoulders. ‘Why is Hodang coming over so early?’

      ‘I want to go through the details one more time.’

      She raised an eyebrow, yawned and walked over to the dressing table.

      ‘How about doing something of actual use,’ she said, ‘and making me some coffee while I get ready to greet your chief minister.’

      Agang frowned. He went over to a cabinet, and pulled out a cup and a flask. It was day-old concentrate, but he had no time to waste brewing a fresh batch.

      ‘Sometimes Chane,’ he said, ‘I wonder if I should gag you each morning, and only allow you to speak when your hangover’s worn off.’

      ‘Fucking try it,’ she said, as she applied her make-up. ‘See what happens.’

      He brought over her coffee.

      She leaned back and took the cup, and lit a cigarette.

      Agang walked away, avoiding the clouds of tobacco smoke. He pulled a rope, and the long curtain which divided the room opened, allowing daylight to flood the end where the bed lay.

      Chane puffed out her cheeks and sighed.

      She stubbed out her cigarette. ‘Sorry for being a grumpy bitch.’

      ‘You keep me grounded Chane. With all the bowing and saluting I get every day, I need you around. Someone I can be myself with.’

      She looked like she wanted to say something, but kept silent. She picked up a brush, and pulled it through her long dark hair.

      He needed her for more than that, he knew. Her instruction in Holdings training methods and military organisation had revolutionised his army, making it the best in Sanang. Her relentless drive and optimism about his cause had prevented him from veering off course on many occasions, and she had shown him complete loyalty. When Daphne Holdfast had run away from Beechwoods over a year and a half before, she had left Chane behind, gifting Agang the ultimate proof of her fidelity.

      And, for over a year, she had shared his bed.

      There was a knock at the door.

      ‘Enter,’ Agang called.

      Chane got to her feet, transformed from the sleepy and dishevelled woman he had awoken into an apparition of regal beauty, her robes shimmering, her slender figure tall and graceful, and her expression serene.

      And that, he thought. He needed her for that. Her beauty often gave pause to visitors, once they had got over the surprise that a woman was even present, and an unveiled one at that. Not that Agang ever allowed her to leave his quarters, unless on an escorted trip to see some of the other Holdings slaves in the citadel, when she would be fully covered head to toe. Only here in his rooms would he let her be seen, and the rumour of the stunning foreign slave serving his desires helped enhance his reputation among the common folk in the town.

      The door opened and Hodang Tipoe entered, a pale middle-aged man.

      ‘My lord,’ he said, bowing as a guard closed the door behind him. His eyes flickered over to Chane, and she gave him a knowing smile.

      ‘I know what you’re both thinking,’ Agang said, as he walked to a large table at the end of the room. ‘You’re asking yourself what, after we stayed up half the night studying the plan, we could possibly learn by going through it one more time.’

      ‘I do have rather a lot on today, my lord,’ Hodang said, ‘what with two dozen allied chiefs arriving this afternoon.’

      ‘I won’t keep you long,’ Agang said. He unfolded a large map, and his thoughts went back to Chane. Another thing he needed her for. She was a gifted map-maker, and had drafted many copies of maps of the Holdings, Sanang, and the Plateau for him. She had also trained some of his best scouts in the art, and together they had created what he believed to be the only collection of accurate maps that existed in the entire country.

      The two people he trusted most gathered at his shoulder as he set the map down, smoothing its edges on the table-top.

      ‘Let’s start with the setting-off points for the regiments, and the provisioning along their routes.’

      He heard a soft sigh behind him, and a smile touched his lips.
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      Muffled and distant, the drums and cheering began.

      Hodang glanced up at Agang and nodded.

      In the great feasting room of his hall, decorated with garlands of fresh flowers on every table, Agang sat on the raised throne, trying not to fidget. This was the part he hated. Not the meetings, not the confrontations, but the waiting.

      ‘Drummed in by the third regiment, my lord,’ Hodang said from below his shoulder, pitching his voice so that only Agang could hear. ‘All the folk of Broadwater are lining the streets, all the way up River Road, thronging the kerbside, cheering and celebrating the arrival of the war-chiefs, who have come to make council on Summer’s Day with the great and mighty Agang Garo, Lord of the Beechwoods and Master of Broadwater, commander of eight thousands swords.’

      Agang grinned at his friend’s words. Dispensing flattery was a traditional role of the chief minister, and Hodang did it well, skirting the edge of irony. He caught the eye of his nephew Echtang Gabo, who was standing next to his older brother a few steps below the level of Agang’s throne. He flattened his smile into something more appropriate and nodded at the boy. He noticed a door open to his right, and Mandalecht Naro, the one-eyed commander of the two regiments of soldiers garrisoned in the town, strode into the hall. He bowed low in front of Agang, then took up position alongside the others of his inner council on the steps below the throne.

      ‘By now,’ Hodang continued, whispering up to Agang, ‘the chariots of the allied chiefs will be reaching Castle Road, where they will dismount and be escorted by the fourth regiment up to the citadel, where the great lord awaits his guests. The war-chiefs, who are more used to hamlets and hovels, will no doubt be gawking in stupefied awe at the mighty works of the great Agang, to have built such a city, the likes of which have not been seen in Sanang since the days of the accursed Seulitch.’

      Agang felt a surge of pride. The words might be ingratiating, but they were still true.

      ‘Home to five thousand souls,’ Hodang went on, his voice a mesmerising whisper, ‘a population exceeding ten times that of its nearest rival. And a place of law, order, and civilisation, eked out of the forest by Agang the Enlightened One, the Protector, who guards the common folk. The wonders brought into being by the Master of Broadwater are thought incredible by those who have not witnessed them, a school for the sons of the common workers, an infirmary for the sick, temples for the pious, a courthouse and jail to shield the people from wickedness, and to administer justice to the lawless robbers that haunt the forest. A training ground for the renowned army of Agang, a forge to make steel weapons, a market where all-comers may safely and fairly trade their goods, and the high citadel, where the Lord and Master sits.’

      Agang could no longer tell the difference between flattery and the truth.

      ‘The allied chiefs ascend Castle Road on foot, past the exposed bodies of crucified bandits, two hundred captured from a recent raid into the forest, for such is the grim determination of the Lord Agang to rid Sanang of outlaws, that he will not rest until all the lands within his wide reach are free to walk without menace.’

      Agang knew that wasn’t entirely true. The town jail had been emptied to bring the number of executions up to two hundred. Still, the effect of the scene was impressive. A hundred crucifixions on either side of the road, all the way up the slope to the gates of the citadel. He hoped a few were still alive, groaning out their death agonies.

      ‘At last the chiefs set eyes upon the great hall, a tower, a bastion, the largest and most wondrous building in all Sanang. Within awaits the Summer’s Day celebration in the great feasting room, for all the war-chiefs and the nobles of Broadwater, and the Lord and Master himself in person. After the feast lies the hard business of politics for the chiefs and their lord, but until then, let the old grudges be forgotten. The men of Sanang shall drink, and feast, and smoke together.’

      The great doors of the hall swung open, and a gust of noise from outside billowed in, shouts of welcome mixed with the cries of the crucified. A crowd was in the doorway, and Agang could see it stretching all the way through the citadel, and down Castle Road. At its head were the allied chiefs, two dozen of the most powerful lords and leaders of Sanang.

      Hodang Tipoe faced the crowd, and spread out his arms.

      ‘The great Agang Garo, Master of Broadwater and High Chief of Sanang, welcomes you to his hall, and bids you to feast.’
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      ‘We all know,’ B’Dang D’Bang said, waving his stick of dreamweed at the other chiefs gathered in the council chamber, ‘that Lord Agang has only ever won a single battle, despite the hero-worship heaped on him by the peasants. Indeed, so pleased was he with his victory, that he built his little town upon the battlefield.’

      There were a few laughs at the little town remark. Agang remained passive, sitting at the high table with his closest advisors, while the war-chiefs filled the benches before him. Most had brought in their drinks and narcotics from the feasting room once the banquet had ended, and many were already intoxicated.

      ‘If I were in charge,’ B’Dang went on, ‘I’d gather all of our forces, and lead the greatest assault ever seen, upon the Wall of the Holdings.’

      Drechtan Goe, warlord from the west, snorted. ‘And get slaughtered like last time? I thank the gods daily that you are not in charge.’

      There was more laughter. B’Dang scowled, wrinkling the tattoos on his face.

      ‘Why don’t we just listen to what Lord Agang has to say?’ Drechtan went on. ‘At New Year he vowed he would deliver his plan for vengeance upon the Holdings. Let him reveal it now, on Summer’s Day as he promised.’

      The chamber hushed.

      Agang nodded to Hodang sitting on his right, and the man passed him a folder filled with documents.

      ‘This is my plan,’ Agang said. ‘A plan for the entire country, one that I urge us all to follow.’

      He paused, scanning the faces of the chiefs, knowing that none of them were literate.

      ‘My chief minister shall now read out the salient points.’

      Hodang nodded, and drew a single sheet of paper.

      ‘Dated Summer’s Day, year five-oh-five,’ he began. ‘This is the plan of the Lord Agang Garo for the restoration and reconstruction of the nation of Sanang.’

      Agang could see the looks of confusion pass over the faces of the chiefs.

      ‘The plan proposes the following: the introduction of education across allied Sanang territories, the construction of highways and bridges to link all regions of the nation, the foundation of a national army and a unified system of laws…’

      ‘What about the Holdings?’ called out Toa Banga, a cousin of B’Dang. ‘Skip all this bullshit, and get to the part about us kicking their arses.’

      Hodang looked over to Agang.

      ‘The plan,’ the high chief said, ‘contains no provisions for any military action against the Realm of the Holdings this year.’

      Several angry voices cried out.

      ‘Why is anyone surprised at this?’ B’Dang said. ‘We all saw Agang’s cowardice at the wall, when he refused to renew the assaults. He doesn’t want to attack the Holdings, because he wants to be like them.’

      Agang felt Mandalecht Naro on his left bristle at the insult, and raised his hand to calm him.

      ‘The Realm of the Holdings is wealthy, stable and powerful,’ Agang said. ‘It’s no secret that I wish Sanang to be these things also. Do you not wish that for our country?’

      ‘I want revenge, you book-loving fool!’ B’Dang shouted.

      ‘It pains me to say it, but he’s right, Agang,’ said Anganecht Bristang, the chief from the region between the Mya and Twinth rivers. ‘Four years of invasions, and each one ripped through my land, turning it into a desert. My people scream for revenge.’

      ‘The Holdings will never invade us again,’ Agang said, ‘now they know we can defeat them, and now their war-mongering queen is dead. Their new king has forsworn the idea of any further invasions. We must use this time to rebuild our country. Think of what we’ve achieved so far. When the Holdings first invaded, they smashed us to pieces. In the second invasion, they crushed us again, right here at the Fords of the Twinth. In the third year we pushed them back, and in the fourth we defeated them. We obliterated their field army at these fords, and sent them running all the way back to their wall.’

      ‘Yawn, yawn,’ B’Dang said. ‘Yes, we’ve all heard of your glorious victory, you tell us about it often enough, but you cannot be our high chief on memories alone. If you don’t give us vengeance, then another leader will. I nominate Anganecht Bristang. After all, as he said, it was his lands that were raped more than anyone else’s. He should lead us, if you, Lord Agang, cannot.’

      The old chief snorted. ‘No chance, you shit-stirring little thug.’

      ‘The Holdings will never invade us again,’ Agang repeated, ‘but that doesn’t mean it would be wise for us to assault their wall. They have learned from their defeat, and their defences are lined with crossbows and catapults. If we repeat our mistakes, and charge as we did last summer, they will destroy us. It was only because I refused to sacrifice my army in the pointless assaults on the wall that we were able to resist their counter-attack in the autumn, otherwise our victory on the Twinth would have been for nothing.’

      The chiefs looked unconvinced, and many sat shaking their heads.

      ‘We will leave you for a few moments,’ Agang said, standing. ‘Allow you to consider my plan. Think on it carefully before you cast your vote. Give me a year to rebuild our country, let Sanang know peace for a time, I urge you.’

      His advisors also stood, and Agang led the way out of the council chamber, to a small suite of private rooms.

      A servant brought him a glass of honey wine.

      ‘Please, my lord,’ said Mandalecht, as he drew on a smokestick, ‘let me kill that little fuck B’Dang. Why you let him insult you…’

      ‘B’Dang’s a joke,’ Agang said. ‘It does me nothing but good when he speaks, because everyone knows how ridiculous he sounds.’

      Mandalecht shook his head, the vein above his eye-patch bulging, a sure sign his best commander was doing his best to hide his rage.

      ‘Well, my lord?’ Hodang asked.

      Agang sipped his wine. ‘Do it.’

      Hodang nodded and reached into his robes for another folder. He passed the documents to Mandalecht.

      ‘You know what to do,’ Agang said.

      ‘Yes, my lord,’ his commander said. He called to a pair of guards, saluted Agang, and strode from the room through a side door.

      ‘Well, that’s it then,’ Hodang said.

      ‘Did anyone believe for a moment that the chiefs were going to accept your plan?’ said Badolecht Nang, his high mage.

      ‘No,’ Agang replied, ‘but I had to try. I had to offer them the choice.’

      ‘Is that long enough, do you think?’ Hodang said.

      Agang nodded, and led the way back into the council chamber.

      ‘We have come to a decision,’ said Drechtan Goe, as Agang and his advisors sat. ‘The chiefs reject your plan, Lord Agang. Some of us here agree with the noble aims of rebuilding the country, but the thirst for revenge over the Holdings must be quenched first. They cannot be allowed to invade us for four years and walk away unpunished. Once vengeance is ours, then we can turn to your ideas for peace, and consider them anew.’

      ‘Very well,’ Agang nodded. ‘I’m disappointed, but my resolve remains.’

      ‘You must be replaced as high chief,’ B’Dang said. ‘You have gone back on your word. You promised us revenge.’

      ‘And you shall have it,’ Agang said, rising. ‘I declare to you, Sanang shall have revenge. I wished to offer you an alternative, to give you a glimpse of another Sanang, but you have rejected that path, and so now you must follow me down a different one. I have already dispatched orders to my entire army to move out, all eight of my sword regiments. I will lead them to punish the Holdings, as you desire. And the allied chiefs will follow me.’

      ‘If we go to war,’ Drechtan called out, ‘we’ll be there.’

      ‘But what about the wall?’ Toa Banga said. ‘Didn’t you tell us earlier that you believed we would be destroyed if we attacked their wall? How can we trust a leader who thinks we’ll be defeated?’

      Agang nodded to Hodang.

      ‘We’re not attacking the wall,’ he said, as his chief minister laid out an enormous map on the table. The chiefs approached.

      ‘Here is the wall,’ Agang pointed, ‘and here we are, at Broadwater.’

      The chiefs crowded around the table, peering down at the map. Agang wondered if this was the first time some of them had seen one.

      ‘This is the mountain range,’ he said, ‘the Black Hills that separate us from the rich farms and towns of the Plateau. And here,’ he pointed at a thin red line that snaked through the mountains, ‘is the pass my army will take.’

      ‘A pass?’ Drechtan said.

      ‘My scouts have been searching all spring,’ Agang said, ‘mapping every ridge and valley, and speaking to every goat-herder, looking for a passage through.’

      He paused, noticing the incredulous expressions on the faces of many.

      ‘And we found a way. It’s dangerous, and open only in high summer, but once we cross the mountains, we will be able to strike deep into the Holdings-owned regions of the Plateau, raiding their towns, and killing any who stand in our way.’

      He let them gape and gaze at the map for a few moments, as smiles started to spread among the chiefs.

      ‘Here is my new plan,’ he said. ‘To be on the Plateau in a third and a half, spend the same time collecting our due recompense from the Holdings for four years of invasion, and then come back via here,’ he pointed at the thick line of Holdings fortifications. ‘We will assault their frontier wall from behind, and raze it to the ground as we pass.’

      ‘That’s more like the Agang Garo that I remember,’ Anganecht Bristang laughed, ‘back when you were a savage young warlord, before you got all civilised.’

      ‘I’m a bit more organised these days,’ Agang said, frowning at being reminded about his past.

      ‘This changes everything,’ Drechtan said. ‘Shall we vote on it?’

      ‘You may vote if you wish,’ Agang said, ‘but as I mentioned before, orders to my regiments have already been sent out. I will be invading the Plateau regardless of any further vote you wish to take.’

      ‘So you think you’re our king, do you?’ sneered B’Dang.

      ‘I am high chief,’ Agang said, staring B’Dang in the eye. ‘And I command the armies of Sanang. Do any here refuse to follow me?’

      He looked around the table. No one spoke.

      ‘Good,’ Agang said. ‘Now, I suggest you send out messengers to your forces. We leave in the morning.’
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      The celebrations stretched into the night, and Agang made his way up to his private apartments much later than he had intended. As he passed the soldiers guarding the stairs, he heard voices coming from his study, and he turned along the passageway and entered the small room.

      Inside, Chane was sitting with Gertrude, Rebecca and Giles, three young and pretty Holdings slaves in his possession. Despite everyone believing that they were part of his harem, the two girls served no use to him other than to keep Chane company. When she had selected them from the market, she had told Agang they were skilled and knowledgeable about cavalry tactics and planning. He had guessed at the time that she had been lying to him, but had gone along with the fiction. He knew she had chosen all three to save them from a harsher fate, and didn’t begrudge her that, since she had on the same day picked out Stratton, a sturdy Holdings blacksmith who, after thirds of gentle persuasion and good treatment, had agreed to help Agang build Broadwater’s forge. The slave stayed down there, in a dedicated building close to the hall, inside the walls of the citadel. He had Giles to assist him, and though the boy was almost useless as Stratton’s apprentice, as a male, he was allowed to live with the blacksmith in the forge.

      Chane was sitting on a cushion by a low table. She looked relatively sober, he thought.

      ‘Lord Agang,’ she said, ‘congratulations.’

      He poured himself a drink from a jug on the table and sat down between Chane and Giles, who passed him a stick of dreamweed.

      ‘I’d be far happier,’ he said, ‘if the chiefs had chosen peace.’

      Chane frowned. ‘You knew they’d pick war.’

      ‘Yes. I knew. It was about planting the seed, putting the idea into their heads over and over. Now, when they see the farms and towns on the Plateau, hopefully they’ll realise that we can build the same here.’

      Gertrude snorted out a laugh.

      Giles tutted.

      ‘Don’t mind her, my lord,’ Chane said. ‘She’s drunk.’

      ‘I’m not as drunk as you,’ Gertrude said. ‘You just hide it better.’

      ‘Then what’s bothering you?’ Agang said.

      ‘You need to ask?’ Gertrude replied. ‘In the morning you’ll be setting off to invade my homeland, to burn, kill and destroy my people, and you’re treating it as an educational experience for your stupid chiefs.’

      Chane frowned and opened her mouth, but Agang silenced her with a look.

      ‘Firstly Gertrude,’ he said, ‘I’m not attacking the Holdings. The Realm is safe from our army. We’ll be raiding the Plateau, and the settlements along the shores of the Inner Sea.’

      ‘But the folk living there are from the Holdings,’ Gertrude said.

      ‘Yes, they are,’ Agang replied, ‘and it will be a time of tears for them, when we arrive. But we’ll be moving fast, sweeping north to the frontier wall. We’ll be back by the second third of autumn. One short raid, Gertrude, weighed up against four years of invasion and occupation. I could not have devised a revenge attack that was less harmful to your country.’

      ‘But what if the Holdings decide they want their own revenge, my lord?’ Rebecca said. ‘The wars will start again.’

      ‘Yes,’ Agang sighed. ‘That is a risk.’

      He took a long drink and sat back, gazing at his inebriated slaves.

      ‘Chane,’ he said, ‘try not to get too drunk. I’ve decided you are to accompany the army tomorrow, as part of my personal retinue.’

      She looked up, her face split with a broad smile. She reached her arms round his neck and kissed him on the cheek.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘You won’t regret it, my lord.’

      He smiled.

      ‘What about us?’ Giles asked.

      ‘You three and Stratton will be staying here,’ he said. ‘I’m leaving Gadang in charge to rule Broadwater while I’m gone.’

      ‘Your nephew, my lord?’ Rebecca asked.

      ‘I know he’s young, but he’ll have the garrison here to protect the town. You’ll be safe.’

      ‘Safe to be bored out of our minds,’ Gertrude muttered.

      ‘Maybe you shouldn’t drink so much,’ he said, ‘or smoke all day.’

      ‘What else is there to do?’ Gertrude cried, slurring her words and close to tears. ‘At least Giles and Stratton get to walk about outside, while Rebecca and me are stuck in here day after day. And now Chane’s getting out.’ Her voice broke.

      ‘We’ve been over this,’ Agang said. ‘If I let you girls wander about on your own, then your safety would be at risk, and your honour would be in grave peril.’

      ‘Fuck our honour!’ Gertrude shouted, her face red. ‘Sometimes I’d rather go outside, and find a quick death, instead of enduring the slow one trapped in here.’

      The room fell silent. Agang felt his rage rise.

      ‘That’s enough Gertrude,’ Chane said. ‘You’ve no idea what Agang has done for you, you ungrateful bitch. I should slap your face.’

      Rebecca stood, and took a hold of Gertrude’s hand. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Bed.’

      ‘That sounds wise,’ Agang said, feeling Chane lay a restraining hand on his thigh.

      Gertrude rose to her feet, and allowed Rebecca to guide her to the door leading to their rooms.

      Agang watched them go.

      ‘She’s getting worse,’ Chane said as the door closed behind them.

      ‘She’s just drunk,’ Giles said. ‘I’m sure she didn’t mean it.’

      ‘Hearing a woman speak to her master so,’ Agang replied, ‘is a disgrace worthy of punishment. She’s lucky I’m leaving in the morning, otherwise I would have her flogged.’

      Chane touched his arm. ‘Come to bed.’

      ‘You go,’ he said. ‘I want to read for a while.’

      Chane opened her mouth, but said nothing. She kissed his cheek and got to her feet, slipping a bottle of something into her robes.

      Agang pretended not to see, picked up a book, and settled down on the cushions, Giles at his side.
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      Coastal Road, Rahain Republic – Summer’s Day 505

      Daphne vomited over the side of the lurching wagon, her long brown hair flying in the ocean breeze.

      ‘You all right, ma’am?’

      She looked up at the sergeant. She was riding Daphne’s horse just a few paces to the left of their convoy of three wagons, each protected by a guard loaned from the Holdings embassy in Rahain. Daphne nodded, and slumped back into the carriage, holding her stomach. She missed her stallion Jamie, but the smell of him made her even more nauseous. She had given him to the sergeant to ride, while she had to endure the constant motion of the wagon, as it wound its slow way along the coastal road to the Plateau.

      ‘Oh dear, miss,’ said Laodoc from beside her on the bench, ‘still no sign of it passing?’

      Daphne shook her head, unwilling to speak.

      ‘Miss Holdfast’s got a bit longer to go,’ said their guard from the front of the wagon, where she held the reins. ‘When I had mine, I was sick from the middle of the second third, right through to the end of the fourth.’ She looked over her shoulder at Daphne. ‘Yours does seem worse, though, ma’am. Mine used to fade each day by the afternoon. You seem to have it all the time.’

      ‘Fascinating,’ said Laodoc. ‘This child sickness, it does not exist in Rahain. I wonder if your condition is worse, miss, because the father was not from the Holdings?’

      Daphne frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well,’ he said, ‘of the five races inhabiting this continent, it would seem implausible that any two should be able to interbreed. I certainly cannot imagine a Rahain successfully mating with a Rakanese, or indeed someone from the Holdings. Yet your people, and the natives from the Kellach peninsula do share the most in common. After all, you are both descended from apes. But there are still differences, and these might be the cause of your heightened symptoms.’

      ‘The bigger the baby, the sicker the mother, my ma used to say,’ said Bedig, ‘but it’s different for us. Almost every pregnancy in Kellach Brigdomin results in twins, singles are very rare.’

      The guard’s eyes widened. ‘Ma’am, do you think…?’

      ‘No,’ Daphne said. ‘Shella’s checked. There’s only one.’

      ‘Just as well,’ Bedig said, laughing, ‘our babies are huge.’

      She glared at him.

      ‘Sorry, miss.’

      Daphne puffed her cheeks, the sickness rolling in waves through her. ‘This isn’t helping.’

      She turned, and pushed her head back through the gap in the side of the wagon. She felt the dry wind against her cheeks, and could smell the sea air. Fifty paces to the left of the convoy, the mountainside terrace fell away, a line of cliffs slicing down a hundred feet to the crashing ocean below. To the right the foothills of the Grey Mountains loomed, the higher peaks shadowed dark blue against the evening sky.

      The terrace had been carved through the hills many centuries before by the Rahain, Laodoc had told them, when they had been hunting for a way into the interior of the continent. The road that lay upon it hugged the coastline from the Tahrana Valley to the Plateau, and then ran all the way to Rainsby on the Inner Sea. This part of the route was barren, and Daphne looked forward to seeing the green lands beyond the mountains.

      She would miss the ocean breeze, though.

      ‘Feeling better, ma’am?’ the sergeant asked her, trotting alongside.

      ‘How long to the Plateau now, do you think?’

      ‘Another eight days or so, ma’am,’ she replied. ‘The Grey Mountains are lower here, and they’ll end soon. Once we round the last foothill, we’ll be there.’

      ‘And then on to Rainsby.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      ‘Are you familiar with the town?’ Daphne asked. ‘I’ve only been there once.’

      ‘I’ve done business for the embassy there many times, ma’am. Can’t say I like the place, but if you have the gold, you can get what you need.’

      Daphne nodded. In the bottom of her wagon was a chest, provided by the embassy, filled with gold for bribes and expenses. Daphne also had her own supply, money given to her by her father while she had resided in the Rahain capital. Money she intended to return to him as soon as she arrived home.

      Home.

      The thought that it was true, that she was going home, sent a thrill of energy up her spine. But first, she must drop off her passengers to the king in the city he was building on the northern shore of the Inner Sea. When Daphne had passed through over a year before, it had been a walled town of ten thousand, small compared to the major cities of the realm. Now, she had heard that the king was transforming it into a great capital, with a palace, and a new cathedral for the church.

      And then home. She wondered if her bump would be showing by the time they arrived at the Holdfast estate, and she realised that if so, her family’s eyes would be drawn there in an instant. What would her mother say? Her father? She started to feel sick again.

      She nodded to the sergeant, and slid back into the wagon.

      Inside, she noticed Bedig and the guard stop talking. The Kellach warrior looked away, his face turning as red as his long braided hair.

      ‘What did I miss?’ Daphne said.

      ‘Just Bedig being an idiot,’ the guard said.

      ‘Well?’ Daphne asked the Brig man. ‘Out with it.’

      ‘I was thinking, miss,’ Bedig began, ‘about your father. What will he think when he sees us arrive?’

      ‘I’m sorry, Bedig, but what’s that got to do with you? I can deal with my father.’

      Bedig nodded, his eyes lowered.

      The guard turned in her seat. ‘You stupid oaf, Bedig.’ She looked over and met Daphne’s eyes. ‘He’s shitting himself that your family will think he’s the father of your baby.’

      Daphne started to laugh.

      The guard and Laodoc joined in, and Bedig frowned. ‘Once he finds out the father’s Kellach Brigdomin, he’s going to think it’s me, isn’t he? After all, I’m the one accompanying you all the way home. Why wouldn’t he think it was me? Is there something wrong with me?’

      ‘No,’ Daphne said between laughs. ‘Don’t worry Bedig, I’ll set him straight.’

      ‘He does have a point, I suppose,’ Laodoc said. ‘Why else would he have come all that way? It might be hard for your family to believe it was out of curiosity alone.’

      ‘Not just curiosity, Laodoc,’ Bedig said. ‘I was there, remember, in Akhanawarah City when the Rahain destroyed it. I was at Mage Shella’s side the entire time. I’m a witness, and I intend to make sure that the world knows what your people did.’

      The laughter stopped.

      Laodoc’s face went grey, and he lowered his head.

      Daphne caught Bedig’s eye.

      ‘Sorry Laodoc,’ he said. ‘That came out all wrong. I didn’t mean to blame you.’

      ‘Look,’ said Daphne. ‘We’re all on the same side now. Holdings, Kellach Brigdomin, Rakanese,’ she looked at the old man, ‘and some Rahain.’

      The others nodded.

      ‘Will the king listen to us?’ Laodoc said.

      ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘From what Father Ghorley told me it sounds like he will. The mage-priests will have informed his Majesty that we’re on our way, so at least they’ll be expecting us. I have no idea what the Holdings will decide to do, though.’

      ‘Could you use your powers, miss,’ he said, ‘to find out what’s happening in the king’s palace?’

      ‘In theory,’ she said, ‘though I’ve never tried to see over such a long distance before, and to be honest, I don’t know what effect being pregnant might have. I always get sick after using my vision, unless I smoke, and Shella’s hidden all the weed. She says it’s bad for the baby.’

      ‘You should listen to her, miss,’ the old man said. ‘Smoking all those Sanang narcotics can’t be good for your health, either.’

      ‘Easy for you to say,’ Daphne said. ‘You’re not the one being sick every day.’

      Laodoc nodded, and picked up a notebook, which he used as a journal. He took his pencil, and began jotting something down.

      ‘What you writing in your little book, Laodoc?’ Bedig asked.

      ‘Still working on my speech to King Guilliam, my boy,’ he said. ‘I’m thinking of adding a passage on the danger posed by the tunnel the Rahain mages are digging through the Grey Mountains.’

      ‘Do you think it will open soon?’

      ‘At the rate they’ve been burrowing through the hills, I would estimate they’ll reach the Plateau in the early days of the last third of summer.’

      ‘That’s just two thirds from now,’ Daphne said.

      ‘It’s a pity they couldn’t have opened it earlier,’ Bedig said. ‘We could have gone through, and saved ourselves over a third’s travel.’

      Laodoc shook his head. ‘Firstly, the tunnel is fortified at several locations along its length, and I hardly think the guards there would allow us passage. And secondly, the first ones to go through the tunnel will indubitably be troops, and plenty of them. The Rahain government will be able to move their forces up to the Plateau in days rather than thirds. The King of the Holdings must be warned.’

      ‘I’m sure he already knows about the tunnel,’ Daphne said.

      ‘I’m sure he does, miss, but I have seen the plans, and know the work schedule, and the geography of the area, where the forts and suchlike are situated.’

      ‘You’ve been there?’

      ‘No, but the City Council had to approve the tunnel’s budget, and I examined the plans thoroughly at the time.’

      Daphne nodded.

      ‘Whoa,’ said the guard from the front bench. ‘The lead wagon’s pulling over.’

      ‘It’s not dark yet,’ Daphne said, ‘can you see…?’

      The canvas to the left of her head rustled, and the sergeant’s face peered through.

      ‘Something’s up ahead, ma’am,’ she said. ‘I’m going to check.’

      Daphne watched her trot off on Jamie as their wagon lurched to a halt.

      ‘Help me get down,’ she said to Bedig. ‘May as well stretch our legs.’

      ‘Sure, miss,’ he said. He pushed the canvas flap open at the rear of the wagon and jumped down onto the baked earth. He held out his arms for Daphne.

      She eased her way to the rear of the carriage, nausea rippling through her body. She looked at Bedig, and saw a crossbow bolt strike him in the leg.

      He called out, and fell to the ground.

      ‘Get down,’ the guard shouted, pulling Daphne and Laodoc to the floor of the wagon as bolts ripped through the canvas above their heads.

      There was a cry of pain from behind them that sounded like a Holdings voice and Daphne guessed the rear wagon was also under attack.

      The crossbow bolts ceased.

      Daphne tried to edge her way to the back of the wagon, but the guard tightened her grip.

      ‘You stupid bastard!’ she heard Bedig yell. ‘I’m Kellach Brigdomin, why are you shooting at me?’

      ‘I don’t give a fuck where you come from,’ a voice said. ‘You’ll give us your wagons, or we’ll kill you.’

      ‘We are a delegation from the Realm of the Holdings,’ she heard the sergeant call out. ‘You will not obstruct us.’

      ‘The Holdings?’ another voice said, deep and guttural. ‘Bitch, you’ve just made my day.’

      Daphne heard a chorus of laughter from outside.

      ‘My friend here,’ the first voice said, ‘is from Sanang, and has often told us what he’d enjoy doing to Holdings prisoners if we caught some, especially any females.’

      ‘Fuck,’ the guard whispered, her face inches from Daphne’s ear.

      Daphne closed her eyes. Wasn’t she supposed to be the one protecting the rest of them? Wasn’t that why she had been assigned the mission? She hated being pregnant.

      For the first time in a third, she pulled on her battle-vision, and her nausea cleared in seconds, energy and power soaring through her body.

      ‘If you’ll excuse me a moment, trooper,’ she said, brushing off the guard’s hand.

      ‘Ma’am?’

      ‘Could you pass me my sword, please?’

      The guard pulled a sword from under a bench and handed it to Daphne.

      ‘What are you doing, miss?’ Laodoc whispered.

      ‘My job.’

      She leapt from the back of the wagon, landing next to where Bedig lay holding his leg. He looked up at her in astonishment. She scanned the scene in an instant, her battle-vision taking in everything. Before her stood seven men and a woman, and above them on the low cliffs were another five, armed with bows. Their chief, the one who had been speaking, was a tall, blond Kellach man, hefting an enormous axe. Next to him was a Sanang warrior, the first she had seen since fleeing the forest land when she had escaped from Agang Garo. He was stripped except for a kilt, and was armed with a Holdings longsword.

      For a fraction of a second they stared at her in surprise.

      It was enough.

      She dodged to the side as a crossbow bolt sped past her, and sprang at the leading pair, going for the Sanang first. Before he could react her sword was through his throat, then she span and dived low as the Kellach’s axe swung over her head. Rolling under his wide stance, she slashed the backs of his knees, severing deep through muscle and tendon. He screamed, and collapsed. More bolts were fired down at her, and she blocked two with the armour enclosing her maimed left arm as she raised it to protect her head.

      Over to her left she saw the sergeant spur Jamie into a charge, her cavalry sword extended.

      The rest of the band, made up of more Kellach, Sanang, and a couple of Rahain, split into two. Three came at Daphne.

      Her movements became automatic, the battle-vision sensing movement almost before it happened, and driving her trained fighting instincts, honed through experience. She slashed and stabbed, moving faster than any foe could keep up with and in a minute all three were dead at her feet. She heard the sergeant call out, and ran to her assistance, ducking as more crossbow bolts flew past.

      She could feel her energy ebbing. If only she had some keenweed.

      The sergeant had killed one of her attackers, but the other two had her pinned against one of the wagons, blood flowing from a wound to her shoulder. Daphne covered the distance in an instant. She swept her sword down in a powerful arc, cleaving the red-haired Kellach woman from shoulder to waist, then punched out with her left arm, battering the armour’s fist-guard into the Rahain’s face, smashing through the front of his skull.

      The sergeant stared down at her, her mouth wide open.

      ‘Look out!’ someone shouted, and more crossbow bolts spat through the air. Daphne threw herself under the wagon as the firing stopped. A strange half-choking, half-screaming sound echoed from the hills, then went silent.

      Daphne crawled out from under the wagon. To her right stood a woman dressed in black, her right hand raised, her thick dark hair tumbling about her shoulders.

      ‘Looked like you needed a little help there, Daphne.’

      ‘Thanks Shella,’ Daphne said. She was about to get to her feet when she felt her vision drain away, her energy exhausted. Nausea filled her, and she collapsed, her right arm hugging her waist.

      ‘Daphne!’ Shella called out, running to her side.

      Pain streaked through her, pushing aside the nausea. Her head felt like it was exploding, her sinuses, ears and teeth were throbbing. Cramps gripped her abdomen, like the worst period pain she had ever gone through, and she clenched her eyes shut. She felt one hand on her forehead and another below her waist. She cried out in agony, and the cramps ceased, as if they had been switched off.

      She lay back sweating in relief, and let oblivion take her.
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      When she came to, she was in the back of a wagon. As soon as she opened her eyes the nausea returned, along with the toothache, but her cramps were gone.

      ‘The baby’s fine,’ she heard Shella say.

      She looked up. Shella and her brother Sami were sitting on the wagon’s inside bench, watching her. Sami was wrapped in a blanket, his face grey from the illness caused by the poisoning of Akhanawarah City. Their fellow Rakanese, Jayki, was at the front, guiding the slow moving gaien as they lurched down the road.

      ‘What happened?’ Daphne said. ‘Was I having a miscarriage?’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ Shella said. ‘I know fuck all about the bodies of Holdings people, especially down there. I know how to relieve cramps though, that’s something I can do.’

      Daphne groaned. ‘Can you do anything about the sickness?’

      Shella shook her head.

      ‘What about some dreamweed?’

      ‘No Daphne, I threw it all away.’

      Sami’s eyes went wide. ‘You liar!’ he said to his sister. ‘We smoke it every evening.’

      ‘Do you want me to punch you in the face you little halfwit?’ Shella said. ‘Fucksake.’

      ‘Well,’ said Sami, coughing. ‘Doesn’t seem fair.’

      ‘It’s bad for the baby, you idiot.’

      Shella frowned at Daphne, pursing her lips.

      ‘Please,’ Daphne croaked.

      ‘Okay,’ Shella said. ‘Just this once, and only because you used your powers. I can only imagine how shit you must be feeling.’

      She reached into her robes, and pulled out a wallet. She opened it, revealing several dozen small smoke sticks.

      ‘Here,’ she said, handing one to Daphne. ‘This one’s a mixture of dream, keen and dullweed.’

      Shella lit a match, and Daphne put the smokestick to her lips.

      She inhaled, and her nausea lifted, along with the last of the head pains.

      Gasping in relief, she lay back down onto the makeshift bed on the floor of the wagon.

      ‘I hate being pregnant,’ she said.

      Shella smiled.

      ‘You seem to be in a much better mood,’ Daphne went on. ‘That’s the first time I’ve seen you smile in ages.’

      Sami chuckled. ‘She got a kick from killing those bandits.’

      Shella frowned. ‘What are you trying to say?’

      ‘Well, didn’t you?’

      Shella laughed. ‘Yeah, okay, I admit it. First time I’ve felt useful for the entire trip.’

      ‘You killed the bandits on the hillside?’

      ‘Yeah,’ she grinned, raising her right hand. ‘Flooded their lungs. Drowned them.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘I tried to get out of the wagon to help you earlier, but our guard was basically sitting on me, for my own protection he kept saying. By the time I could push him off, you’d already killed most of them.’

      ‘You were amazing,’ Sami said. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it. I thought the Kellach were the best fighters I’d ever seen, but the way you tore through them…’

      ‘Stop gushing like a teenager,’ Shella said.

      Daphne smiled, the drugs relaxing her. She felt better than she had in days.

      ‘How’s Bedig?’ she asked.

      ‘Takes more than a crossbow bolt to put a Kellach down,’ Shella said. ‘He’ll be fine in a few days. The sergeant, on the other hand…’

      Daphne’s mouth opened. ‘I forgot. She was wounded in the shoulder.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Shella said. ‘She took a sore one. Might take until Rainsby before she heals. She’s recovering in your old wagon. I’ll check on her every day, and keep any infections out, she won’t die.’

      ‘Thanks, Shella. Who’s riding Jamie?’

      ‘We tethered your beast to the middle wagon,’ Shella replied. ‘He has a few scratches from the fight, but nothing serious.’

      Daphne nodded. ‘Was anyone else hurt?’

      Shella and Sami shared a glance.

      ‘One of your soldiers, Tommy, was killed,’ Shella said. ‘Bolt through the chest.’

      ‘Damn,’ Daphne said. ‘He was a fine trooper. Are we going to bury him?’

      ‘Already done,’ Shella said. ‘We laid him in a pit and covered him in rocks.’

      ‘I should have been there.’

      ‘Don’t beat yourself up,’ Shella said. ‘Everyone saw what you did to the bandits, no one thinks bad of you for taking some time out to recover.’

      Shella plucked the smokestick from Daphne’s fingers, took a puff, and handed it back.

      ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘our guard has taken over the rear wagon, where Tommy used to be, which explains why Jayki is in control of the reins.’ She nodded over to the Rakanese male up on the front bench. Jayki turned and smiled at Daphne.

      ‘I figured,’ Shella said, ‘it’d be useful if he learns a trade. That way at least one of us will have a job when we get to Plateau City.’

      Daphne let out a long breath. She felt exhausted, despite the keenweed in her system.

      ‘Thanks for looking after me,’ she said.

      Shella smiled. ‘No problem. Reminds me of when I used to help our sister Noli when she was pregnant. Though she was nowhere near as sick as you, and she had sixteen of the little brats swimming about inside her.’

      ‘One’s bad enough, believe me,’ Daphne said. ‘I hate being pregnant.’

      ‘So you keep saying,’ Shella said. ‘Listen. I know this is absolutely none of my business, but I think I have to tell you something.’ She paused.

      ‘What?’

      ‘One of my powers,’ she said, ‘I mean, all Rakanese high mages can do it, not just me. Anyway, I mean, one of the things we were sometimes asked to do, back in Arakhanah City…’

      Daphne leaned up on her right elbow, listening.

      ‘Sometimes women would ask us,’ Shella went on, ‘if we would end their pregnancy, you know? If they didn’t have a spawning licence or if they just didn’t want to have children.’ She looked into Daphne’s eyes. ‘If you want, I mean if you really hate being pregnant, and want it to stop, then I can do it for you.’

      Daphne said nothing, her mouth opening in surprise.

      ‘Don’t answer right away,’ Shella said. ‘Think about it. Think about what’s right for you.’

      ‘No,’ Daphne said.

      ‘Okay,’ Shella said, raising her hands. ‘No problem, I just wanted you to know you have the choice.’

      Daphne put her hand to her stomach. Did she want to have the baby? Killop’s baby? She dreaded the thirds ahead, carrying around an ever-growing burden, and being tortured by unending nausea. As for the birth itself, she refused to allow herself to think of it. As a teenager she had been at the birth of her sister Ariel’s son, a terrifying and bloody experience, and she would never forget her sister’s screams. She shuddered at the thought of going through it herself.

      ‘I’m going to keep the baby,’ she said. ‘I have no idea where Killop is. There’s a good chance I’ll never see him again, I know that. This baby might be the only thing I ever have of him. I don’t want to lose it, and I don’t want to face Killop, if he does show up, only to tell him that I…’

      ‘I understand,’ Shella said. ‘I can help you, just like I used to help Noli. In fact, let me check you now, after you’ve smoked almost a whole stick of weed.’

      Daphne nodded. Shella rested her hand against her abdomen, and closed her eyes.

      ‘I can feel it,’ she said. ‘I can sense its heart beating, and the blood flowing through its tiny body. Ha,’ she laughed. ‘It’s squirming around like a tadpole.’

      She took her hand off. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Two things. First, I can’t sense any direct damage being done by the smoking, but I’m cutting off your supply. One now and again might not be too bad, but I’m not taking the risk of you becoming addicted again.’

      ‘I wasn’t addicted.’

      ‘Don’t bullshit me,’ Shella said. ‘I saw the state you were in the first time you went without a smoke, right when we started this journey. Just how much were you using when you were living in the Rahain capital?’

      ‘Not that much.’

      Shella cocked an eyebrow and shook her head.

      ‘I’ll be keeping hold of it for now,’ she said, patting her robes where the wallet lay.

      ‘You mean you’ll be smoking it yourself.’

      ‘Yeah, that too,’ Shella said. ‘There’s easily enough to last us to Rainsby, and anyway, I’m not the pregnant one.’

      Daphne took a final draw from the smokestick, and stubbed it out on the wooden floor.

      ‘What was the second thing?’

      ‘You’ll have to stop using your powers,’ Shella said, ‘unless it’s an emergency. At least until your period of sickness is over. Leave the killing to me for now, if any has to be done.’

      Daphne lay back again, sighing. She hated when Shella was right.
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      Mountains east of Rahain Capital, Rahain Republic – Summer’s Day 505

      Killop crouched in the thick undergrowth, his eyes scanning the deep blue sky above. A few paces to his right Larissa knelt among the brambles, her eyes gazing upwards. In her hands she held a shortbow that she had fashioned herself. Behind her huddled Dominic, grasping a sack, half-filled with the bodies of several plump birds that Larissa had shot.

      Killop nodded. ‘We’re clear. It’s gone.’

      ‘That’s three winged gaien in the last few days,’ Larissa said, pulling herself free of the thorns. ‘Reckon the lizards are on to us?’

      They scrambled loose and stood on the stony hillside.

      ‘Maybe they discovered the remains of the slave-hunters we ambushed,’ Dominic said, emerging from the bushes with the sack over his shoulder. ‘And well spotted, Larissa, you’ve got good eyes. For a Lach.’

      Larissa glared at him.

      ‘I think we’ve enough for today,’ Killop said. ‘Let’s head back to the camp.’

      ‘I hope Draewyn has remembered to bring in the firewood,’ Dominic said. ‘It was freezing last night. I don’t understand why it’s so chilly. Summer must be starting about now.’

      ‘Colder up the mountains,’ Larissa muttered, shouldering her bow. ‘Idiot Domm.’

      ‘Better than being a lazy turnip-eating Lach,’ he called back to her.

      ‘I hope you get on better after I’ve gone,’ Killop said.

      ‘If you’re leaving him in charge,’ Larissa said, nodding at Dominic. ‘Then I might be coming with you.’

      As Dominic was about to respond, he paused, his ear cocked.

      Killop heard it too, a faint noise coming from a stand of trees a dozen yards away.

      ‘Get down,’ he hissed.

      Larissa had her bow ready in a second.

      ‘Don’t shoot!’

      A man emerged from the trees, his hands raised.

      ‘Kylon!’ Killop cried. He ran down the slope and the two men embraced.

      ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ Killop asked, unable to keep a grin from his face.

      ‘Looking for you, boss.’

      The trees rustled, and two more warriors strode out. The first was a tall blonde Kellach woman, armoured in plate and mail, with a longbow gripped in her hand. The second followed after her, a shorter man, holding an army-issue crossbow.

      ‘A fucking Rahain!’ Larissa shouted, aiming at the man’s chest. He brought his crossbow up, and the two squared off.

      ‘This is Baoryn,’ Kylon said. ‘He’s a friend. We’re all on the same side.’

      ‘I’ll never be on the same side as a lizard,’ Larissa said. At Killop’s nod she lowered her bow, but her eyes never left Baoryn.

      ‘Do you think Rahain slaves and peasants do not yearn for their freedom?’ Kylon said.

      ‘This an old friend of yours, boss?’ Dominic asked Killop, his hand on his sword hilt.

      ‘Aye,’ he replied. ‘We fought together during the war.’

      ‘How did you find us?’ the Domm man said.

      ‘Had some help.’ Kylon gazed up at the sky. ‘We should get into cover, in case any more flying lizards are about. Are you camped close by?’

      ‘We have a cave a couple of hour’s hike through the valley,’ Killop said. ‘Will you be staying?’

      ‘Not for long,’ he replied. ‘I have news.’

      ‘About what?’ His thoughts went to Daphne.

      ‘Let’s get to your place first,’ he said. ‘We haven’t eaten all day.’

      Killop smiled. ‘Well, we can fix that.’
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      The group mingled and chatted along the steep path to their mountain camp. Larissa got involved in a long and intense discussion with Leah, the blonde warrior, about the longbow she carried, and about her plans for making her own. The renegade Rahain Baoryn said almost nothing the entire trip, despite Kylon stating that he understood the Kellach language. Instead of talking, he remained on his guard, cradling his crossbow and scanning the hillside. Dominic, Kylon and Killop talked about the war, the Domm man boasting of his escapades, while the two Kell listened. Dominic had been the notional leader of a band of slaves until Killop and Bridget had freed them, and was looking forward to resuming his authority once Killop had gone.

      Kylon refused to answer any of their questions about what he had been doing, saving it for the camp, so Killop told him his story, from their parting in the temple caverns under Fire Mountain, through their captivity and escape, and finally about the departure of Kallie and Lacey.

      ‘So you’ve broken up with Kallie for good, then?’ Kylon said.

      ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘After they left, me and Bridget ran into a wagonload of slaves, and freed them. We’ve been sheltering up in the cave for twenty days while they recover, and get used to being free again.’

      ‘What do you have planned?’

      ‘I don’t know what the rest of them will do, but I’ll be starting my search for Daphne soon.’

      Kylon said nothing.

      They passed through a narrow crevice, its entrance hidden by a mass of ivy, and came out into an airy cavern, lit by shafts that pierced the roof. Tunnels branched off from the area where they stood, while a large opening lay ahead of them.

      ‘Here it is,’ Killop said, gesturing. ‘Our refuge, home to nineteen ex-slaves from all over Kellach Brigdomin.’

      Kylon shook his head. ‘I’ve been listening to foreigners call us that,’ he said, ‘but I didn’t think I’d ever hear you use their name for us.’

      Killop shrugged. ‘All the slaves in Rahain use it. It’s strange to think that we didn’t have a name for ourselves, just for our four clans.’

      Kylon frowned as he looked around. ‘What is this place?’

      ‘We think it must have been built by the lizards,’ Dominic said, ‘though it’s not been used in a long time.’

      As they walked through the cavern toward the large tunnel, Leah let out a cry.

      ‘Children,’ she said. ‘You have children here.’

      ‘Aye,’ Dominic said. ‘Four little ones. Three boys and a girl. Youngest is four.’

      The group halted as a woman approached, two small boys tailing her wide skirts.

      ‘Killop,’ she nodded. ‘Who’s this you’ve brought us?’ Her mouth opened as she saw Baoryn, and her arm moved to guard the boys.

      ‘They’re friends,’ Killop said. ‘Donald, go fetch Bridget.’

      One of the boys nodded and ran off.

      ‘This is Kylon,’ Killop went on, as the three visitors came forward. ‘He fought by my side in the war, and is like family to me.’ He paused as he noticed a small crowd start to gather around them in the centre of the cavern.

      ‘This is Leah,’ he continued, ‘and Baoryn. I don’t know them, but if Kylon vouches for their honour, then that’s good enough for me.’ He turned to the woman. ‘And this Kylon, is Draewyn, who minds the camp.’

      Kylon nodded.

      ‘You’ll be wanting fed, I suppose?’ Draewyn said.

      A younger woman cried out, and rushed at Kylon.

      ‘Bridget,’ he said, sweeping her up into his arms.

      ‘Good to see ye,’ she laughed. ‘You still a miserable bastard?’

      ‘Aye,’ said Leah.

      Bridget disengaged, eyeing up the other newcomers.

      ‘How about we eat?’ Killop said. ‘I’m sure there’s plenty to talk about.’

      ‘And let’s get drunk,’ Bridget added.

      ‘You’ve got ale?’ Leah asked.

      ‘Well,’ Bridget replied, ‘Brodie’s homebrew. Pretty fucking disgusting to be honest, but it does the job.’

      Leah shrugged. ‘It can’t be any worse than the piss-water I had to drink in Akhanawarah.’
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      They gathered in a low cavern at the rear of the tunnels, made comfortable by many days of use as the group’s communal space, where they ate, drank, mended their clothes, and passed the time. They sat on low stools made from thick slices of oak trunk, and cleared the long table.

      They ate fish from the little burn that raced down the valley at the foot of the hill, grilled with pine nuts and mushrooms. Fresh water was plentiful, and Brodie, the camp’s brewer, opened up one of his kegs.

      ‘Tastes like pork,’ Leah grimaced.

      ‘Aye, well,’ the one-legged old veteran said. ‘That’s what was in the keg before. I gave it a scrub, but it does linger I’ll grant ye.’

      ‘Fuck it,’ Leah said. ‘As long as it gets me pissed.’

      Killop smiled. He was seated next to Bridget and Kylon. He turned to his old friend.

      ‘Time for your story.’

      Kylon poured himself a mugful of Brodie’s ale and drank.

      ‘Leah and Baoryn,’ he said, ‘are all that remains of the squad I took from Kell nearly a year and a half ago. We’d been fighting alongside Keira, when Kalayne had a vision, and we were sent to protect the Rakanese mage from the Rahain.’

      ‘You mean the migrant camp?’ Bridget said. ‘Daphne said she saw you there. How did you get out?’

      ‘The Rahain destroyed the camp,’ Kylon said, his expression dark. ‘We escaped.’

      The table went silent.

      ‘The migrants are all dead,’ Kylon went on. ‘Poisoned, drowned. Burned.’

      ‘No,’ Killop said, his heart racing. ‘Please don’t tell me…’

      ‘It was her.’

      ‘What?’ Bridget said. ‘It was who?’

      ‘Keira,’ Kylon replied. ‘She burned the city to ashes.’

      ‘A third of a million people,’ Leah said.

      The group around the table looked on in disbelief, stilled to silence.

      ‘It can’t have been her,’ Larissa said. ‘Why would our fire mage do the lizards’ work?’

      ‘They must have forced her,’ Kylon said, but his eyes were blank.

      ‘She has betrayed us,’ said Kalden, the only other adult Kell in the camp.

      ‘We don’t know that,’ Killop said. ‘Nobody here knows why Keira did what she did. And I’ll have no one here question my sister again, not until we understand the truth.’

      Kalden looked Killop in the eye for a moment, and nodded. ‘Okay boss.’

      ‘Killop is right,’ Kylon said. ‘We mustn’t lose sight of the real enemy. The government of Rahain. Not the people. Baoryn is proof that the under-classes of this nation are ready to revolt. Many slaves have been deserting, fleeing the food shortages caused by their government’s siege of the Rakanese camp. Some are roaming the mountains, joining forces with other dispossessed folk: refugee clansfolk from the war, and Sanang warriors displaced by the Holdings invasions of their lands. The oppressed of this world are rising up. And you sitting here,’ he looked at the faces staring at him, ‘are part of it. You have thrown off the shackles of slavery. Now is the time to fight back, to bring the war-mongering Rahain government to its knees.’

      ‘Aye?’ Bridget snorted. ‘What are you suggesting we do? March on the capital?’

      Kylon frowned. ‘Aye, in time. But to get there you’ll need to build up a bigger force, and I have a plan that will allow you to make a start.’

      Dominic looked up. ‘If it involves taking the fight to the lizards, then I’m in.’

      ‘And me,’ Larissa said.

      Kylon nodded, as the majority of the group added their own agreements.

      ‘We passed a mining compound on our way here,’ he said, ‘about twenty miles to the north. It houses about a hundred Kellach slaves at a guess. It’s surrounded by a high wall, but the Rahain guards are under-manned and bored, and I know a way we can get in.’

      ‘A hundred,’ Dominic whistled. Killop could see the prospect of leading such a number glimmer in the Domm’s eyes.

      ‘Aye,’ Kylon said, ‘and Killop will command the new force, and grow it, until it’s big enough to take part in the coming storm.’

      ‘What?’ Killop said. ‘Didn’t you hear me earlier? I told you I was leaving, and I am. I helped free the folk sat here, and am leaving them in safe hands. My job’s done. I’m going to find Daphne.’

      Kylon took a long drink.

      ‘I told you we escaped the destruction of Akhanawarah,’ he said, his voice low. ‘It was Daphne, she came in and rescued us, and rescued Shella, the Rakanese high mage and princess.’

      Bridget laughed. ‘I’m not surprised,’ she said. ‘I’ve seen what Daphne can do.’

      ‘Then my news is doubly sad,’ Kylon said.

      The room quietened.

      Leah put down her drink, stood up, and left the cave.

      ‘Daphne brought us out in a flying carriage,’ Kylon went on, ‘but she lost control of the winged gaien, and we crashed. Daphne was killed. I’m sorry.’

      ‘No,’ Killop said.

      ‘I saw her die with my own eyes, Killop,’ Kylon said. ‘We buried her in a grave in the Tahrana Valley, gave her a hero’s farewell. She was a hero. She saved us from the fires.’

      Killop fell back, his heart pounding, his mind numb. No.

      He felt an arm on his shoulder. Bridget.

      ‘No,’ Killop said. ‘The visions, what about Kalayne’s vision?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Kylon said. ‘What were the words? That you would be together?’

      ‘Aye.’

      Kylon shrugged. ‘Were you ever together?’

      Killop’s mouth opened. ‘Once, but…’

      ‘Then maybe the vision turned out true,’ Kylon said. ‘Just not the way you expected.’

      ‘This is bullshit,’ Killop cried. He jumped to his feet and hurled his mug at the cave wall, smashing it and sending ale flying through the air. ‘Fuck this.’

      The group watched in silence as he strode from the cave. He saw Leah at the entrance, who looked away. He kept going, ignoring the calls from those he passed in the caverns, until he had left their camp far behind, and was alone in the dark heart of the valley.
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      When dawn came Killop was sitting on the summit of a sheer ridge, watching the sunrise.

      He hadn’t slept, just wandered until he was exhausted.

      The prophecy. Just another load of crap.

      He hadn’t realised how much he had centred his entire purpose around the words of crazy old Kalayne. He had been dreaming of a future that no longer existed, and the loss left a wound that was raw and painful. The moments he had spent with Daphne in his cell shone in his memory like gold among ash.

      He had nothing of hers, not a lock of hair, a memento, nothing. As if she had never existed.

      Just a memory of brief passion, and the ache in his heart.

      He knew he would never love anyone else they way he loved Daphne. He should never have parted from her in the caverns under the Tyrant’s Tower in the Rahain capital. So stupid. If he had been with her, then things would have worked out differently, and now he had nothing.

      He looked down over the edge of the ridge.

      One jump, and he could end the pain.

      No. There were better things he could do with it.
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      Faces turned towards Killop as he walked back into the caves. He knew he must look rough, but didn’t care. He went straight to Dominic’s chamber, and knocked.

      The Domm came to the door.

      ‘Boss, you’re back,’ he said. ‘You look freezing, come in.’

      Killop followed Dominic into the small cave. Around the hearth in the centre of the stone floor sat his partner Dyam, a young Domm warrior. She glanced up at Killop, the glow of the fire reflecting off her light-blonde hair and pale features.

      ‘I’m so sorry, boss,’ she said.

      He nodded. ‘I need to speak to you Dominic.’

      ‘Alone?’ He gestured to Dyam.

      ‘Doesn’t matter,’ he said. He sat by the fire, warming his hands and watching the thin stream of smoke escape through the chimney in the cave’s roof.

      Dyam looked unsure, but remained where she was. Dominic squatted down beside her.

      ‘I’m staying,’ Killop said.

      The two Domm shared a glance.

      ‘I’m going to take Kylon’s counsel, and build an army,’ Killop went on. ‘I’ll command it, and I’ll lead the uprising. We’ll free every slave we find, and kill every enemy. Dominic, you’ll be one of my captains. And you Dyam, you’re about the smartest person in the camp, you’ll be one of my officers too. If you wish.’

      He gazed at them.

      ‘Tell me now,’ he said, ‘will this be enough for you? Will you follow me if I stay?’

      ‘This isn’t what we agreed, Killop,’ Dominic said.

      ‘I know.’

      ‘And if it’s not enough?’

      ‘Then we take it to the rest of the group and let them vote on it,’ Killop replied. ‘Loser leaves.’

      Dominic poked the fire with a stick. ‘Back in Domm,’ he said, ‘I was a squad leader. It’s the best feeling in the world to lead fine warriors, but I used to look at the leaders of the army, and saw the burdens that bore them down. You’re a good man, Killop. I will follow you.’

      ‘As will I,’ Dyam said.

      Killop nodded. ‘Thank you both.’

      Dominic stood. ‘Let’s tell the others.’

      They got to their feet, and opened the cave’s wooden door. Outside, the rest of the group had gathered, waiting. Near the front stood Kylon and Bridget.

      Dominic took a step forward.

      ‘Killop is staying,’ he said, hushing the expectant faces. He turned, took hold of Killop’s arm, and raised it high. ‘Killop will lead us; he is the chief of our clan.’ He got to one knee.

      The others also knelt, until Killop was the only one left standing.

      ‘I pledge my loyalty to Chief Killop ae Kellan ae Kell,’ Dominic called out. ‘May he lead us to victory!’
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      Four days later, the raiding party left the camp.

      Leading the squad through the narrow ravines to the Rahain mine felt like being back in Kell. Kylon knew the route, and he and Killop resumed their ability to understand each other as if they had never been apart.

      They travelled for the whole day, reaching the vicinity of the mine at nightfall. Kylon took them up paths that crept along the edge of a small river that ran by the mine, until they could see the compound through the branches of the trees on the hillside.

      There were several shabby buildings, constructed around a minehead, its tall wooden frame towering into the sky. A high wall enclosed the compound, except on its northern side, which was shielded by cliffs. There were two entrances. A large pair of gates stood on the main road, while a smaller door on the other side of the compound led to a guard tower.

      Kylon’s plan could be summed up in one word: Baoryn.

      The renegade Rahain was going to walk into the camp, Kylon had said, and then they would wait.

      Baoryn’s face wore its usual expressionless features as he prepared to go, and he looked neither nervous nor excited to be heading into grave danger. He removed every non-standard item from his clothing, stripping down to the basic drab brown army tunic. Leah had cropped his hair back at the camp, the Rahain allowing only her hands to touch him.

      When he was ready, he nodded to Kylon, and jogged down through the trees to the path that led to the side-gate.

      Killop crouched by the ridge, trying not to think of Daphne, trying to keep his mind busy.

      ‘What’s he going to do when he gets inside?’ he asked Kylon, who was lying to his left.

      ‘He’ll work that out when he gets there.’

      ‘And that’s your fucking plan?’ Bridget asked.

      ‘Baoryn is good at thinking on his feet,’ he replied. ‘He’s done this sort of thing before.’

      ‘How long will he be?’

      ‘Depends what he decides to do,’ Kylon said, closing his eyes. ‘Wake me when something happens.’

      Bridget smiled and shook her head.

      They waited.

      Bridget rubbed her hands, her breath fogging in the cold night. The sound of Kylon’s gentle snoring rose through the still air.

      ‘How you feeling?’ she whispered to Killop.

      ‘Like I’m ready to fucking explode, Bridget.’

      ‘You don’t look it,’ she said. ‘You look like you used to, when you were commanding us in Kell. Confident and that. You bottling it up, then?’

      ‘Did none of it matter, Bridget? Was it all for nothing?’

      ‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘You loved her, that’s never nothing. And on a purely practical level, she saved our lives when she rescued us from prison. If it weren’t for that, you wouldn’t be able to set things right.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘What Keira did,’ she said. ‘If it’s true. When everyone discovers, our people will be shamed. They will despair when they hear the news. Our own fire mage, it’s too much to take. She was our hope.’

      He lowered his head.

      ‘You’re her brother,’ Bridget went on. ‘Only you can make things right. Only you can lead us, lead the Kellach slaves of Rahain in revolt, and either triumph, or die in the attempt. Only by doing this will we regain our honour, the honour of the Kellach Brigdomin.’

      He shook his head. ‘It’s too much for me.’

      ‘Then do it for Daphne,’ she said. ‘Make her life mean something. Because of her we’re alive and free. When you fight, fight for her.’

      Killop looked away, closing his eyes to keep them from filling.

      He nodded, and felt Bridget’s hand on his shoulder.

      A low whistle sounded along the ridge, and Killop opened his eyes. Leah was gesturing over at the side-gate, where a lamp was flashing.

      He shook Kylon awake.

      ‘There’s our signal.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Blood streamed from the pile of Rahain dead, as the last body was thrown on.

      The plan had worked.

      Baoryn had opened the side-gate, and the squad had padded through, to wreak silent slaughter upon the soldiers guarding the compound. Twenty-two corpses. Dyam’s crossbow team, along with Leah and Larissa, had rained down death from the walls, while the sword team had carved its way through barracks of sleeping Rahain.

      Dominic had done a count, and eighty-nine ex-slaves now stood before Killop, gazing up at him as he mounted the steps to the camp’s headquarters. To his left stood Kylon and Bridget, to his right Dominic and Larissa.

      Below, the rest of his squad were distributing food and water from the stores they had liberated. Many of the slaves looked to be near death, gaunt and emaciated. Sores and lesions covered several, and faces bent with pain and servitude squinted up at him.

      Killop gazed back, wishing that someone else would do the talking.

      He swallowed.

      ‘Your time of slavery is over,’ he said. ‘You’re free.’

      The ex-slaves muttered, some shaking their heads, others lighting up with hope.

      ‘Where are we supposed to go?’ one called out.

      ‘You have a choice,’ Killop said. ‘You can follow me, or you can choose to go your own way.’

      ‘Why would we follow you?’

      Killop glanced at Bridget. She caught his eyes, and nodded.

      ‘What we did tonight,’ she said, stepping forward, ‘is only the beginning. We’re going to raid every slave camp in these mountains, free every Kellach Brigdomin captive. Tonight, Chief Killop is planting the flag of rebellion, and calls upon you to join us. Together, we’ll lead the greatest uprising the lizards have ever known, and we’ll bring terror into their cold hearts. The more warriors we gather, the stronger we’ll become, until nowhere in these mountains is safe for them.’

      ‘They’ll send an army to hunt us down.’

      ‘Of course they will,’ Bridget said, ‘and we’ll smash it when it comes. We, the Kellach Brigdomin, are the masters of fighting in the mountains, and all the ranks of Rahain conscripts in the world wouldn’t be enough to defeat us. We’ll strike them hard, again and again, here in their own homeland. We’ll burn down their farms, and level their mines, and gain some vengeance for what they did to us.’

      ‘You’re insane, they’ll kill us all.’

      ‘I don’t believe that,’ Killop said. ‘We’re better than them. We can beat them.’

      ‘I’m with you!’

      ‘It’s suicide.’

      ‘No one here is under any obligation,’ Bridget said. ‘As the chief said, you’re all free to choose. We’ll share out the supplies fairly, and if you decide to leave on your own, you’ll each take a full pack of provisions with you. But, if you choose to join our force, we’ll be heading north in the morning, back to our base, where you can rest and recover, while we plan the next raid.’

      Killop gazed at the ex-slaves. The long memory of subjugation was seared into their faces.

      ‘Anyone who wants to join,’ he said, ‘can stay here tonight, and I’ll hear your oaths at dawn. Until then, rest. My warriors will guard the walls tonight.’

      As Killop stepped down to the ground, Kylon tapped his shoulder.

      ‘We’ll also be leaving at dawn.’

      ‘Already?’

      ‘I need to find your sister,’ Kylon said. ‘I need to know the truth.’

      ‘Would it make any difference to the way you feel about her?’

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘I admit it. I’ll love her until my dying breath, no matter what she does. But I still need to know.’

      ‘When you find her,’ he said, ‘tell her I love her. Tell her I’ll always be her brother.’

      Kylon nodded.

      ‘She needs you,’ Killop said. ‘No matter why she did what she did, there’s a shitstorm headed her way. You’ve got to get to her before the Rahain make her do anything else.’

      He gripped his friend’s shoulder.

      ‘I know how hard it must have been for you to bring me the news about Daphne,’ he said, ‘but it’s better that I know. At least now I can avenge her.’

      ‘Don’t let your desire for revenge change you,’ Kylon said. ‘Remember who you are.’

      Killop shook his head. ‘Half my soul died with Daphne, and what’s left is filled with hate. I will bring death to the Rahain for what they have done. I swear it.’

      Kylon closed his mouth and looked away, his eyes dark.
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      Black Hills, Sanang/Plateau Frontier – 1st Day, Second Third Summer 505

      The prisoner was brought forth, dragged by two warriors. The Holdings man did not resist. His head lolled, and his legs trailed through the dirt. Blood stained his ragged clothing, and his dark skin was covered in weals and ugly bruises.

      A sharp wind gusted across the face of the mountain valley, where the army had assembled that dawn. Agang stood at its head, flanked by Badolecht Nang, his high mage, and Mandalecht Naro, his commander. A yard in front of them a long line had been cut into the soft earth, a line that marked the border between Sanang and the Plateau. It was a fiction, Agang knew, he had just picked a spot that looked suitable on a scout’s map. Somewhere big enough to hold the entire army, and to ensure that everyone could see the small group of men standing by the borderline.

      As the two warriors approached, the wind blew aside the prisoner’s hair, allowing a glimpse of his face. The young man’s features were beaten and cut. His eyes were open, but showed nothing but silent fear.

      When the morning sun appeared over the crest of the mountains to their east, Badolecht drew a long curved knife from his belt. The warriors hoisted the prisoner onto their shoulders, and carried him to the border. They halted when their feet reached the line, holding the prisoner’s body out over it.

      Badolecht swept forward, raising his hand so the army could see the knife, then reached under the prisoner and gutted him from neck to navel in one swift motion, the man’s innards spilling out onto both sides of the line. The man shrieked his death wail, and fell silent. The warriors dropped him to the ground, his legs in Sanang, his torso and head resting on the Plateau.

      The army cheered, a great raucous roar of guttural triumph.

      Agang smiled. He had mocked Hodang when he had approached him with a plan for enacting a ritual at the border. He had been particularly put off by the idea of sacrificing a captive to the gods in honour of their crossing, but now he saw the value of it.

      Agang stepped forward. Not in centuries, if ever, had a Sanang army crossed its own frontier.

      And now he, Agang Garo, was the first to do it.

      Amid a great cheer, he drew his sword, stepped over the body of the dead prisoner, and planted his feet on the Plateau. He bent down, scooped up a handful of bloody earth, and held it aloft.

      The rapturous crowd hailed him, and he knew at that moment he would be their king.

      His personal guard followed him across the border, and he watched as they set up a small platform from prefabricated pieces. Hodang’s final touch. It was assembled in minutes, and Agang ascended the wooden steps and sat in the raised chair, from where he could view the broad path where the army would cross. First to make the passage would be one of his own eight regiments, led by Mandalecht, followed by the warriors of his allies, with his other seven regiments interspersed throughout the long procession.

      His commanders and advisers gathered on the platform around him. Echtang was beaming at the sight of the army forming itself into ranks, ready to begin the crossing. Drums sounded. The troops cheered, and began marching. As they passed the platform, the warriors of Agang’s regiment turned and saluted.

      ‘You command their utter loyalty, my lord,’ a voice whispered in his ear. ‘They adore you.’

      ‘Not now, Hodang,’ Agang said. ‘Watching this is enough. If I have to listen to your flattery as well, my head might explode.’

      ‘Very well, my lord.’ Hodang said. ‘Good job earlier, I thought.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Next time, we could perhaps release some birds, symbolic of…’

      ‘Next time? I was hoping this was the only time our warriors have to cross the border.’

      ‘I wouldn’t say that too loudly, my lord. There are some here who see this as the first of many such incursions.’

      Agang shook his head. He missed governing his lands, and never stopped worrying about what was going on in his absence. Just a quick raid, to gain the minimum amount of revenge and loot to satisfy the massed killers marching before him. Then home.
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      The army took the entire day to pass, as Hodang had predicted. Over twenty thousand warriors, the largest Sanang army to gather in generations. Despite boredom and exhaustion, Agang maintained his solemn expression throughout, helped by Hodang passing him a small stick of keenweed every few hours.

      As the last soldiers filed past, he let out a long breath. The rearmost detachment was a group of his own Household Guards, and he stepped down from the platform.

      The warriors escorted him across the hillside, to where the army was camped for the night. The warriors were feasting and drinking, enjoying the liberal amount of food and alcohol that had been distributed. In the centre of the camp stood the tents of the allied chiefs, and Agang’s own personal quarters, joined by a canvas door to a vast feasting tent that took fifteen wagons to haul through the mountains.

      Inside, the captains, lords and officers of the army were celebrating in Sanang fashion. Fumes of narcotics billowed up from water-pipes and heroic quantities of alcohol were being consumed. Drums sounded as Agang crossed the threshold, and the hundred men inside let out a loud cheer.

      Agang strode between the tables, where his allies and captains jostled to salute him. He reached the high table at the far end, and was seated at its centre, his inner circle placed next to him. He listened as each of the chiefs toasted him and the army, then the food arrived, from servants bearing heaped trays.

      He stayed long enough to be respectful, then beckoned to the others at the table. They stood and followed him through the rear of the tent to a more intimate room in his own quarters.

      ‘I’m glad that’s over,’ Agang said, falling into his cushioned chair, the dull noise of drums and laughter filtering through from the feasting hall. A servant placed a cup in his hand.

      ‘It was worth it,’ Hodang said, picking up a ledger from a table next to him as he sat. ‘Every warrior will remember this day. And they will all remember the man who first crossed the frontier.’

      ‘I felt it was a little over the top, personally,’ Badolecht said, drinking wine and smoking dreamweed.

      ‘I don’t recall any reluctance in your performance this morning,’ Hodang said.

      ‘I was just putting the poor bugger out of his misery,’ the mage replied. ‘Did you see the condition he was in?’

      ‘He was a gift from Anganecht,’ Agang said. ‘Would have been impolitic to have refused.’

      ‘That awful old man?’ Badolecht sighed.

      ‘He holds the Mya tribes,’ Hodang said. ‘We need him on our side.’

      ‘I hear he’s demanding to have his forces in the front line whenever we find the Holdings army,’ Mandalecht said.

      ‘They all are,’ Agang snorted, ‘but Anganecht is pressing his case the loudest. He says it was his people who suffered the most.’

      ‘He has a point,’ Badolecht said.

      ‘Maybe,’ Agang said, ‘but it doesn’t matter. I’m going first.’

      ‘A king directs battles from the rear,’ Hodang said, ‘where he can command his forces.’

      Agang laughed. ‘The surest way to stop me becoming king is if I start acting like one. The ritual at the crossing was going far enough, I think.’

      ‘I agree,’ said Mandalecht. ‘The warriors need to see you lead the army, not skulking by the tents with the slaves and cowards.’ He glanced at Hodang. ‘No offence.’

      The chief minister glared over his ledger book at the one-eyed commander, while the rest of the room laughed.

      ‘What did you think of today, Echtang?’ Agang asked his nephew.

      ‘Honestly uncle?’ the young man said. ‘Good for the first hour, then boring as hell for the rest of the time.’

      Agang smiled. ‘Boredom, I’m afraid, is something you’ll have to get used to. The people love their rituals, and that often means sitting still for hours at a time.’

      ‘Well,’ Mandalecht said, ‘the boring part is over, so we may as well enjoy ourselves. I was thinking of a quick visit to Drechtan Goe’s tents. I heard he has a brothel of Holdings whores.’

      Lomecht Ra, commander of two regiments, looked up from his cup of wine. ‘I wouldn’t if I were you,’ he said. ‘They’re rank, I’ve seen them. Broken. Would be like fucking the dead.’

      Mandalecht sighed.

      ‘There’s only one Holdings slave in this camp worth looking at,’ Lomecht went on. ‘Where is she, Chief? You not bringing her out tonight?’

      ‘Keeping this men-only,’ Agang said.

      ‘Pity,’ Lomecht said. ‘I’d love to spend an hour with her. Would you grant me an hour, Chief?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘What about after I kill twenty Holdings soldiers? Would you give her to me for an hour then?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Lomecht, my old friend,’ Mandalecht said. ‘I think you’ve been stationed in Beechwoods too long. At Broadwater, everyone knows that Agang does not share his Holdings slaves, especially Chane.’

      Lomecht looked surprised for a moment, then nodded.

      ‘If I could say something, Chief,’ he said, ‘it seems that you’re missing a trick here. The warlords would be falling over themselves to offer you the earth for a night with Chane. You’d have them eating out of your hands.’

      ‘I’ve brought this up before,’ Hodang said. ‘The ransom we could command against the risk the slave was injured or even killed by one of them, we could practically demand half their lands in compensation.’

      ‘It could seal a bargain with the tribes south of the Tritos,’ Echtang said. ‘Their chief Badranga Lecht has already told me of his desire for her. We could let him borrow her…’

      ‘Wait,’ Badolecht said. ‘Are you forgetting that we’re talking about someone we’ve all spoken to, someone we know?’

      The group averted their eyes, except for Lomecht, who looked amused.

      ‘And Agang,’ the mage went on, ‘I expected more of you.’

      ‘What did I say?’

      The mage frowned. ‘Nothing.’

      ‘I was listening to everyone’s opinions,’ he said, scowling. ‘You are my advisers, am I not supposed to listen to what you have to say?’

      ‘And now that you have listened, what do you say?’

      ‘Nothing has changed,’ Agang said. ‘Chane is inviolate. She is not to be touched by anyone. If someone even breathes on her in a manner I find inappropriate I’ll rip their balls off.’ He looked over at Badolecht. ‘Enough for you?’

      The mage nodded.

      Agang stood. ‘I’m off to bed. I’ll pass on your regards to Chane.’

      The group laughed as he passed a pair of guards and entered his private rooms. Another set of guards stood outside a small chamber, and he entered. Inside, the room was dark, save for a solitary beeswax candle burning on a table. The bed took up most of the rest of the room, and on it sat Chane, her face in the shadows of the flickering light.

      ‘Good evening,’ he said to her as he sat on the mattress, and began pulling off his boots.

      ‘Why did you bring me here?’ she said, her voice a whisper.

      He looked blank for a moment. ‘For the company,’ he said, ‘and for your knowledge of the Plateau. A whole host of reasons.’

      ‘Was one of them whoring me out to the warlords?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You idiot,’ she spat. ‘Canvas fucking walls. Sound travels.’

      ‘Oh.’

      She snorted, and picked up a cup from the table.

      ‘I should have rebuked them earlier,’ he said, ‘but I’d never let any of them harm you.’

      ‘I know that, dummy,’ she said. ‘I know what you think. No, it was hearing the others that got me. Hodang? Echtang? I thought they… What a fool I am.’

      He took her hand. ‘These things take time to change. At least Badolecht spoke up for you.’

      She nodded. ‘I would have put money on him being the one who disliked me.’

      Agang smiled. ‘He’s long had a soft spot for you. From when you were giving instruction to my sword-masters, and he had to patch you up every night. Some of the beatings you took, he said it was a wonder you kept at it. But you did, and my army is the best trained in Sanang.’

      ‘I did it for you.’

      ‘And I’ll always be grateful.’

      ‘It’s not enough. I want more.’

      ‘What? Name it.’

      ‘I want something from you,’ she said. ‘I mean something from deep within you. Your past before we met is a complete blank to me, you have never given me anything of yourself. Oh, you’ve told me bland statements from time to time, but you are not as careful as you think, and I’ve heard you contradict yourself. I’ve listened to three different versions of your childhood, and I doubt any of them are true.’

      ‘Get me a drink,’ he said.

      He looked at her as she poured him a cup of wine. How much should he give her?

      ‘What do you want to know?’ he said, taking the cup.

      Her eyes glowed. ‘Your parents.’

      ‘Before I start,’ he said, ‘know that you are not alone. I never discuss my life with anyone, so what I’m going to tell you is because you have my complete trust.’

      She nodded, and leaned forward an inch.

      ‘I was brought up by my mother,’ he said, ‘in a women’s enclosure, until my seventh birthday. I can barely remember any of it to be honest, and I haven’t been able to picture my mother’s face for a long time.’

      ‘What happened on your seventh birthday?’

      He paused. It was hard, but he needed Chane.

      ‘My father took me away. In my tribe, that was the tradition, the boys get taken by their fathers, and learn the man’s world, following their father’s trade.’

      ‘And what did your father do?’

      He took a drink. ‘He was what I would now describe as a common bandit, running with a gang of thugs, rapists and thieves in the upper reaches of the Twinth. Causing misery to every villager that lived within ten miles.’

      ‘How did you cope?’

      ‘No, Chane,’ he said. ‘That’s enough.’

      ‘The fuck it is.’

      ‘Keep your voice lowered.’

      ‘Or what?’

      Agang narrowed his eyes. ‘What’s going on, Chane?’

      She looked away, and took a long draw on a smokestick.

      ‘Something about this trip doesn’t feel right, Agang.’

      ‘Why? Because we’ll be attacking your people?’

      She shook her head, her eyes welling. ‘Do you think I’d be helping you if that bothered me?’

      ‘Then why?’

      ‘Because I can’t work out why you brought me,’ she said, tears falling down her cheeks. ‘I’m of no more use to you. I’ve taught you everything I know about the Holdings military, and sword-work, and map-making, and I’ve nothing left. Nothing to stop you getting rid of me whenever you choose.’

      Anang said nothing.

      She was right. What did he need her for? He had a choice. Bring her in and keep her close, or cast her aside. He weighed up his options as she watched him, her eyes puffy and suspicious.

      Maybe his advisors had a point. If Hodang thought it prudent to bargain her away then it was something he should at least consider. He thought about Echtang’s suggestion, to offer the slave to the southern tribes. Play it well, and he would be a step closer to being crowned king.

      No. The idea of another man pawing his prize possession made him feel sick. And the notion of some kind of loan was laughable, as he didn’t think he would be able to bear looking at her after she had been with someone else.

      He stood, and paced the narrow strip of floor. Chane kept silent, perhaps sensing his thoughts.

      The other option was to kill her himself, then no one would be able to have her. That was what it came down to, either share a part of himself with her, a part that she could use against him if she chose, or eliminate her.

      He gazed down at her upturned face. Her eyes were wide and tearful but her face shone in grim defiance. It would be much simpler if he desired her. Then nothing else would matter. He would gather her into his arms and kiss her and they would lie together, and everything would be better. He sat on the bed and sighed. He lacked any desire for her, but he did love her. He was stupid to feel that way, but he couldn’t stop himself. He laughed under his breath. One secret. One.

      ‘I lived with my father in the wilds of the forest for six years, maybe seven,’ he said. ‘At some point I lost track.’

      She filled his cup and he drank.

      ‘It was hard at first,’ he said. ‘I cried for thirds, or at least it felt that way. I missed my mother, and the soft life I had led. My father was hard on me, and beat me whenever I showed any weakness, and slowly I toughened. I first killed someone when I was about ten. A woman who had been caught by the band. When the men had finished with her, they gave me a blade and told me to end her life. And I did.’

      Chane put a hand to her mouth.

      ‘And so it continued,’ Agang went on, ‘for a few more years. As I grew into my teens, I began to become a proper member of the band, going out on raids with them, and taking part.’

      He paused as Chane moved closer to where he sat on the bed, resting her head on his broad chest, her arm around him.

      ‘Until,’ he said, ‘one day, when…’

      He took a long breath. The words were sticking in his mouth, but he had told her so much already, more than he had ever told anyone, except for his old slave Ethan, whom B’Dang had murdered two years before. Ethan would always have his heart, and he knew that Chane could never replace him, but he felt an urge to continue, an urge to unburden himself.

      ‘One day,’ he said, ‘I must have angered my father, I can’t remember what it was that I’d done, but he was giving me a beating, a bad one, and for the first time I fought back.’

      He met Chane’s eyes.

      ‘I killed my father.’

      Chane gripped him tighter, but said nothing.

      ‘The worst crime imaginable in Sanang,’ he said, ‘for a son to murder his father.’

      He lifted Chane’s chin with his hand.

      ‘And now you know,’ he whispered in her ear, ‘what no one else in this world knows. Would I dare give you to another man, knowing that you possess this secret?’

      She cuddled in close to him.

      Agang blinked. Relief swept through him, that he had finally shared some of his pain with another. As if he had shed a burden. Other secrets were still heaped upon his shoulders, ones he had never uttered to a single person, but the removal of one was enough for now.

      They stretched out onto the bed together, and Agang pulled a blanket over them.

      He went to kiss Chane goodnight, but she was already asleep.
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      Grey Mountains, Rahain Republic – 2nd Day, Second Third Summer 505

      The creaky old wagon lurched along the mountain track, a solitary Rahain holding the reins to a pair of gnarly gaien. On both sides of the path the land fell away into a series of cascading shale slopes, while across the ravines to the north and south even higher mountains loomed. Ahead, sticking out of the rocky landscape like a beacon, was a Rahain fort, sitting astride the track, with a large gate barring the way. The walls of the fort extended across the summit, blocking any further passage along the ridge.

      The Rahain kept the wagon moving, approaching the gate. Patches of sweat were emerging through his simple brown peasant tunic, as the heat of the summer sun bore down upon his back.

      ‘Halt,’ an officer shouted. Two soldiers strode forward, flanking the wagon, their crossbows primed.

      The officer scanned the driver. ‘State your business.’

      ‘Was ordered to bring this wagon to the Viyer fort, sir.’

      ‘I’ll need to see your requisition papers.’

      The Rahain peasant muttered, and pulled a bundle of folded documents from a box under his seat.

      The soldiers checked the wagon as the officer glanced at the man’s papers.

      ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Let him through!’

      The gate was pushed open, and the peasant yanked on the reins.

      He drove the wagon under the wide stone arch of the gateway, soldiers on either side keeping a close watch. There was a great clang as the iron gate was closed behind him, and he guided the wagon down a gentle slope, away from the fort.

      The track dipped after a hundred yards, and turned into a small pine forest. The peasant drove on for a few miles, then stopped the wagon, leaned across, and threw up over the side.

      ‘Good job, Lizardo,’ Keira said, withdrawing the knife point from the small of his back.

      She pushed open the wooden slats that had hidden her, and jumped down off the wagon, stretching her arms and legs. ‘Maybe I won’t kill you after all.’

      ‘I did what you asked,’ he said, vomit drool hanging from his lips. ‘Let me go. I’m nobody, just a peasant. I’ve never hurt any of your people.’

      ‘You’re aware of the concept of revenge, but?’

      He stared at her.

      ‘You fucked us over, Lizardo,’ she said. ‘As far as I see it, that makes any of you wee bastards fair game.’

      She reached for the water flagon, and drank.

      ‘Fucking weather,’ she said. ‘I’m all sweaty.’

      She looked at her captive. Her height made their eyes level, despite him sitting up on the wagon’s bench.

      ‘Here,’ she said, handing him the water. ‘Wash that crap off your face, ya manky wee reptile.’

      Keira put her foot onto the wagon’s step, and hauled herself up. She took the reins from the peasant’s hands, and flicked them, sending the wagon lurching down the track again.

      ‘How about you answer some questions?’ she said to him, ‘and I’ll take it into consideration when I decide whether or not to eat you.’

      ‘But I don’t know anything important.’

      ‘Don’t really give a fuck about the important stuff. The little things will keep me happy. Like, where is this road taking us?’

      ‘To the fort at the Viyer pass,’ he said. ‘Did you not hear me at the gate?’

      She slapped him across the face.

      ‘Did I give you fucking permission to be a cheeky bastard?’

      He put a hand to his cheek, his eyes wide with terror.

      ‘Simple answers will do,’ she said. ‘How far is this fort?’

      ‘About thirty miles.’

      ‘How big is it?’

      ‘Maybe three thousand soldiers,’ he said, ‘and lots of slaves.’

      ‘Three thousand?’ She whistled. ‘Pyre’s arsecrack. What the fuck are that many lizards doing in the middle of the mountains? They can’t all be looking for me. I lost the army of arseholes chasing me days ago.’

      He looked at her as if she was mad.

      ‘I’m famous,’ she grinned.

      He squinted at her, before his face lit up, and his tongue flickered.

      ‘I bet you can’t wait to tell all your friends you met the fire mage,’ she smirked.

      He started to shake.

      ‘Fucksake, I’ll have to kill you now. Need to watch my big mouth.’ She shook her head. ‘Anyway, where were we? Aye, I remember. Why are there thousands of lizards up here?’

      ‘The tunnel,’ he croaked.

      ‘Tunnel?’

      ‘The one through the Grey Mountains,’ he said, the side of his face twitching.

      She frowned.

      ‘From Tahrana Valley to the Plateau,’ he said. ‘It’s nearly finished.’

      ‘What do they need a tunnel for? Why don’t they just fly over the mountains?’

      ‘Too high for gaien,’ he said. ‘They tend to crash at those altitudes.’

      ‘And the slaves?’ she asked.

      ‘Kellach Brigdomin,’ he said. ‘They’re the labour force, used to clear away the rubble the mages blast out of the rock.’

      ‘How many are there?’

      ‘Untold numbers,’ he said. ‘They don’t last long in the tunnels. The heat and the vapours get them.’

      Keira looked away.

      ‘How do we get round the fort?’ she asked.

      The peasant puffed out his cheeks. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘There must be a way.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ he squealed. ‘I’m only sent up and down this track, I don’t know any other ways.’

      ‘We need to get to higher ground,’ she said. ‘Can’t see anything in this fucking forest.’

      ‘The trees go on for another twelve miles or so, and then the track opens out, and you can see the whole valley.’

      ‘Where the tunnel is?’

      ‘It’s where the final section of the tunnel begins.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘It’s not one long tunnel,’ he said. ‘It’s in sections, rising and falling, between the mountain valleys. The last section they finished comes out to the south of the fort. The mages started on the final section about two thirds ago, after coming back from destroying the migrant camp.’

      She frowned. ‘What do you know about that?’

      ‘Not much,’ he said. ‘The senate told us that the Rakanese had invaded our land, and that we couldn’t let that happen. I don’t know exactly how they did it, but every mage in Rahain was needed.’

      He knew the fire mage had escaped, she thought, but not about her part in the destruction of Akhanawarah.

      ‘It’s made things hard, though,’ he went on. ‘Thousands of peasants demobilised from the army, and no jobs. I was fortunate to get this requisition, at least I won’t starve. Others are not so lucky.’

      ‘Boo fucking hoo.’

      They rode on through the afternoon, coming to the edge of the trees when the sun was halfway down the western sky, directly ahead of them.

      Keira shielded her eyes, and peered out from the forest. The track descended to the northern side of the ridge, leading down to a wide, flat valley, enclosed on all sides by high mountain peaks. In the haze of the distance, she could make out the silhouette of the fort, rising up the side of a cliff, near to a dark spot that she assumed was the entrance to the tunnel. Below the fort a vast tented compound was laid out, with rows and rows of canvas, surrounded by a double stockade, and guarded with towers.

      ‘Over there is the fort,’ the peasant said, pointing.

      ‘I can see it, ya scaly wee fud.’

      ‘You can…?’

      Keira shook her head. ‘You lizards are all short-sighted. And stunted. Poor bastards. I should pity you.’

      She set her eyes to the mountain peaks, searching for any possible way across. To the north, where the Plateau lay, the high ridge was unyielding, like a wall. To the west, the valley narrowed past the fort, and ended in a shear cliff. She could see the sparkle of water in the sunlight.

      ‘Is that a river right at the end of the valley?’ she said.

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It comes down from the south, and leaves by a channel through the base of the cliffs.’

      ‘Looks big. How wide’s the channel?’

      He shrugged. ‘Never seen it close up.’

      ‘You should consider being more useful,’ she scowled. ‘I’m getting hungry.’

      ‘I have food!’ he cried. ‘Not much, just some dried meat and ryebread. I’ll share it with you.’

      She raised an eyebrow.

      ‘I mean, I mean, you can have it.’

      She smiled.

      They re-boarded the wagon, and steered it down the gentle slope, as the sun lowered in the sky. They came to a dried-up river bed, high enough to be filled with melting run-off every winter, but parched in the summer thirds. Keira steered the wagon off the highway, and over the shingle and mud of the river course for a couple of miles, until they reached a sheltered cliffside, well away from the road.

      They camped for the night, Keira tying the Rahain peasant’s leg to a tree trunk with rope she had found in the back of the wagon.

      ‘I’m supposed to have arrived with the wagon this evening,’ he said, as he watched Keira eat his dinner. ‘They might miss me if I don’t turn up.’

      She looked up. ‘I doubt anyone will miss you, Lizardo.’

      ‘What are you going to do to me?’

      ‘Not sure, yet.’ She should kill him. He knew she was the escaped fire mage, and if she let him go, then her pursuers would be on her trail again.

      ‘I was going to eat you,’ she said, ‘but you’ve too much fucking gristle on you. Can you think of any reason why I shouldn’t slit your throat?’

      He swallowed. ‘Because you’re a good person?’

      Keira laughed. ‘Ahh, you’re a funny wee bastard. But no, I’m not a good person.’

      ‘Because I know the land, and I can guide you?’

      ‘Do you know the Plateau?’

      ‘Is that where you’re going?’

      ‘Answer the fucking question.’

      He shook his head. ‘No.’

      Keira shrugged. ‘Is that all you’ve got?’

      ‘I promise that I’ll never say anything to anyone about you,’ he said, starting to sweat. ‘I swear it on the lives of my children.’

      ‘You have bairns?’

      ‘Two.’

      ‘Why are you not at home looking after them?’

      ‘As I said, there are no jobs in the city. Just thousands of out-of-work soldiers. I was lucky to find this job, it allows my wife to collect food tokens, so I know they won’t go hungry.’

      Keira glared at him and he stopped talking.

      ‘You’re an absolute prick,’ she said.

      He opened his mouth in fear and confusion, his tongue flickering wildly.

      ‘I can’t fucking kill you now, can I?’ She threw a rock at his head. He ducked, and it glanced off his shoulder.

      ‘Ow!’

      They sat in silence as the sky darkened.

      ‘I have some brandy,’ he said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Alcohol.’

      Her eyes lit up. ‘Where?’

      ‘Box under the driver’s bench.’

      She got up and strode to the wagon. A quick rummage in the box, and she pulled out a stoppered jug. She twisted off the cork and took a swig.

      ‘Fucking beauty.’

      She sat with her back to a tree, and took a longer drink.

      ‘First booze I’ve had since Kell,’ she said. ‘Brandy, eh? It’s alright.’

      ‘Can I have some?’

      She thought for a moment.

      ‘Well,’ she said, ‘since you’ve been a good boy.’

      She picked up the water-mug and poured a finger’s worth. She leaned over, and passed it to the peasant.

      He nodded, and took a sip.

      ‘So, you’re not going to kill me?’ he said, colour returning to his cheeks.

      She grimaced. ‘No.’

      ‘Do you promise?’

      ‘Don’t push it, wee man,’ she said, then grunted. ‘Okay, fuck it, I promise.’

      ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Are you really the fire mage?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘You killed all those soldiers in the war?’

      ‘Aye, I did.’

      ‘Then why didn’t you use your powers at the gate we passed?’ he said. ‘You didn’t need me.’

      She frowned. ‘And here’s me thinking you were one of the smarter ones. When I escaped, they sent a whole fucking army after me, and whenever I threw fire it just sent out a big signal telling them where I was. It was only when I stopped, and went low and sneaky that I managed to slip past them.’

      ‘And you’re going to the Plateau?’ he said. ‘To escape Rahain?’

      ‘Exactly,’ she said, ‘I want to get out of this fucking country as fast as possible.’

      He lifted his mug. ‘I will help you.’

      ‘To get to the Plateau?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What about your family?’

      He paused, his mouth open. His tongue flickered.

      ‘You lying wee bastard,’ Keira said, her fist clenched.

      ‘I’m sorry!’ he squealed. ‘I thought you were going to kill me.’

      ‘I fucking am now.’

      The peasant put his hands up to protect his head as she approached.

      ‘But you promised!’

      ‘That’s when I thought you had bairns.’

      ‘Doesn’t matter. A promise is a promise.’

      She pulled back her fist, ready to bury it in the man’s face.

      ‘I can help you get past the fort!’

      ‘How?’

      ‘I have a plan.’

      She glared at him. ‘Why would you help me?’

      ‘I want to live,’ he cried, ‘and I want to leave Rahain. There’s nothing here for me, no prospects except getting conscripted back into the army again. There’s no food, and no work, except odd jobs like this one. I’m sick of it.’

      Keira lowered her fist.

      ‘There’s supposed to be jobs up in Rainsby,’ he said. ‘That’s where we should go.’

      ‘We?’

      ‘You’ll blend right in. Apparently there’s a huge Kellach Brigdomin refugee camp, right next to the town.’

      ‘Prisoners?’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard they can travel freely around, look for work,’ he said. ‘It’s just that they have to live within the camp, and not move into the town.’

      ‘That can’t be right,’ she said. ‘I thought the Rahain ruled there.’

      ‘Rainsby has long ruled itself,’ he said. ‘It’s too far away for the government here to control, although that’ll change once the tunnel’s finished.’

      ‘How many of my folk are there?’

      ‘Don’t know,’ he said. ‘I’ve never been, that’s just what I heard. Only, if you’re looking to lie low, then I’m sure you could disappear into the Rainsby camp.’

      She took a swig of brandy and sat back down.

      ‘Is your face well known among your people?’ he asked.

      ‘I’ll cut my hair,’ she said. ‘Or dye it. I always fancied trying out blonde. And I’ll need a new name.’

      ‘What’s your real name? I only know you as the fire mage.’

      ‘Keira.’

      ‘I’m Leon.’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘You’re Lizardo.’

      He frowned.

      ‘Come on then, Lizardo,’ she said. ‘Let’s hear your fucking plan.’
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      An hour before dawn, a mist lay over the face of the land, grey and still, hiding the tall stone tower until the wagon had almost reached it. At its base an iron gate blocked the road, and to either side a deep ditch and earthen rampart stretched from one end of the narrow valley to the other.

      ‘Halt!’

      The wagon shuddered to a stop as soldiers approached.

      A hundred yards away, Keira emerged from the ditch, and sprinted up the side of the steep earthworks, over the top, and down the other side, rolling to a stop at the bottom. She peered up. The soldiers were searching Leon’s wagon, but no one at the gates was looking in her direction.

      The wee bastard’s right so far, she thought. So long as he wasn’t grassing her up to the guards at the gate. If he was, then it might be time for some fire and violence. She waited, watching as Leon passed an officer the documents he had forged the night before. Amended would be a more accurate term. He had removed the section about his precise destination, and made it vaguer, or so he had told her. She had no way of knowing as she couldn’t read Kell, never mind Rahain.

      She didn’t trust him, but she was running out of choices.

      Behind her, to the east, an army was searching for her. It was only a matter of time before their hunt reached the valley. She could no longer flee that way, not unless she was prepared to take on the lot of them. North and south were blocked by the sheer mountain ridges. Heading west for the river, right under the noses of the soldiers guarding the tunnel fort, was the only direction left.

      She watched as soldiers waved to Leon, and the wagon started to move down the road. She smiled, and began running, taking a course parallel to the peasant. The mist got thicker, and soon she could barely see a thing more than a yard or two in front of her. She slowed, remembering the distances Leon had taught her. West for a hundred and eighty yards, then south for another hundred to the road, and he would meet her where the out-buildings of the camp began.

      She paused when she reached what she thought to be the right distance. Above her the sky was lightening, growing a paler shade of grey, while the dense mist that surrounded her made her feel as if she had been transplanted to another world.

      She sensed movement and peered into the murk.

      Her heart nearly jumped through her throat, and she bit her tongue to stifle a cry.

      Ahead of her, through the swirling grey mist stood three figures. Kellach Brigdomin. Their skin was dull and grey, their eyes lifeless, their clothes tattered rags.

      ‘The dead,’ she whispered.

      One of the figures, a bearded man with hollow cheeks raised his finger and pointed at her.

      Keira froze. Her instinct was to run, but she couldn’t move, her feet stuck to the earth.

      A chill wind blew past her cheek, and the mist cleared a little, and Keira saw that between her and the figures, there was a long, high, barbed wire fence separating them.

      The slaves, she realised. She had reached the edge of the vast labour camp. She tore her attention away from the captives, shook the dew from her hair, and ran south, towards the road, trying not to think of them. She had thought them dead. In the grey light and the mist they had looked dead. She had never seen Kellach with their spirit broken before, and it shook her.

      She saw the wagon ahead, parked by the side of the road. Leon was beckoning to her.

      ‘Shit, woman, what took you?’ he said, sweat staining his tunic. ‘Get on, quick.’

      She jumped up into the back of the wagon, and snuck down into the gap where she had hidden before. As she pulled her legs in, Leon placed the wooden slats down, covering her. In the darkness of the narrow compartment, Keira drew her knife.

      She heard the reins crack, and the wagon lurched off.

      Keira closed her eyes and withdrew to a quiet place in her head, thinking only of her breathing, and blocking out the images of the dead-but-alive Kellach.

      The wagon jolted to a halt. She jerked open her eyes, unsure how much time had passed. She peered out through a crack in the wooden beams, and saw the great stone walls of the fort rearing up to her right. Muffled voices came from the front of the wagon, and she heard Leon’s clipped responses. There was movement, and Leon stepped down from the wagon. Four soldiers approached, and he was led off into the fort.

      ‘Fuck,’ Keira breathed. That hadn’t been in the plan.

      She turned her head, trying to get a better view of the exterior. She could see the road ahead, where it branched into two long earthen ramps, just as Leon had described. One headed up to the tunnel entrance to the south, visible as a black dot against the mountainside. The other ramp led to the tunnel that was still being built, and disappeared round the corner of the fort. Beyond the ramps the ground levelled out into a series of fields, before ending in the face of the cliff, where the river ran. Their plan had been for Leon to tell the guards he was heading for the completed southern tunnel, and then steer the wagon off the road as soon as they were out of sight of the fort, and make for the river.

      She squinted the other way, and saw the road behind her, closed in on either side with the shacks and rough structures of the settlement that had sprung up between the fort and the labour camp. The sky was lighter to the east, and the sun would soon be up.

      She breathed, waiting. Where the fuck was he?

      Her fist clenched around the hilt of the knife. She breathed again, and tried to think happy thoughts.

      Kylon.

      She smiled, her mind drifting, as she pictured his lean, hard body, and the moody look he always wore that made him appear older than he was. She wondered if he had been in the Rakanese camp when she had destroyed it, but felt no anxiety for him. He was touched in some way, that lad, and she knew it would take more than earthquakes, floods and a flaming conflagration to put him down. Kalayne had told her that he had seen Kylon in visions that stretched far beyond that year or the next, and that she would see him again, though he had refused to say where or when.

      There was a noise to her left and she peered out. Soldiers. Three of them stood, eyeing the wagon and nodding.

      She breathed again, her nerves almost snapping.

      The scaly bastard had betrayed her.

      She would not be captured again, she swore it. If she was going to die, then she was going to fight. She caught a glimpse of a campfire in the settlement, and there were torches lighting part of the road ahead. She would bring fire and death to the soldiers. Her mind went to the Kellach slaves.

      A shaky scheme formed in her head. Burst from the wagon, bolt through the settlement, burn everything in sight, and break open the camp. Free the slaves. Then they could make a real fight of it. Fuck, they might even win.

      She reached up her hand. Before she could push herself free, there was a great thud, and the wooden boards above her shook, as the soldiers piled trunks and crates onto the back of the wagon, sealing her in.

      Keira kept her body still as she heard the soldiers board the wagon, sitting down on the crates.

      ‘Thanks for the lift,’ said one of them.

      ‘No problem,’ she heard Leon say. The peasant climbed up onto the front bench, lashed the reins, and the wagon moved off.

      ‘We’ve been waiting two days for someone to take us through the south tunnel,’ a soldier said.

      ‘Well,’ Leon said, ‘it’s your lucky morning, lads.’

      ‘I’m glad to be out of that shithole,’ said another.

      ‘Worst fucking assignment yet.’

      Dust from the wooden boards floated down to Keira’s face. Just above her, a soldier’s boot shook as if the man had a tic.

      ‘I never want to see another Kellach again in my life.’

      One laughed, but it sounded hollow. ‘Rate the tunnel is chewing them up, I doubt there will be many left by the time it’s finished.’

      She felt the wagon tilt as it began to climb the long slope of the southern ramp. Up ahead, there was another guard-post about two hundred yards away, where the entrance to that section of the great tunnel began. Keira swore to herself. They were going the wrong way. Her eyes went to the cliffside where the river lay, then back up to the tunnel entrance. Her fist gripped her knife hilt. She had to get out before they reached the tunnel. The guards stationed there were bound to find her.

      When the wagon was about a third of the way up the ramp, she heard Leon whisper, ‘Get ready.’

      The peasant wailed aloud, and started to convulse as if having a seizure. The reins flailed, and the gaien began to speed up, veering off the road, and careering down the steep embankment towards the valley bottom, and the cliff.

      The gaien reached a fast unsteady gallop, and the wagon bumped and jolted.

      ‘What the fuck!’ a soldier cried.

      Keira held onto the sides of the tight compartment, bracing herself as they hurtled downhill.

      The gaien reached the valley floor, and the wagon levelled, before twisting on its axle, and toppling over onto its side, throwing passengers and crates onto the gravelly soil. The beasts dragged the wagon on for a few more yards, then shuddered to a halt.

      Keira kicked open the wooden slats, and jumped to the ground. A soldier lay before her, his neck broken. Another was crawling away to her right, his legs bloody and trailing. She looked back to the ramp. The sky was brightening, and dawn was almost upon them. Up by the tunnel gate she could see soldiers pointing down at the wreckage of the wagon. Some were hurrying down the slope.

      She turned. Ahead was the cliff, and she could see the river, tumbling down from the heights and flowing through channels to the valley floor. She started to run.

      There was a groan to her left, and she glanced over. Leon lay prone on the earth, holding out his arm to her.

      She looked back to the ramp, and then over to the cliff.

      ‘Fuck,’ she said, turning towards him. ‘You hurt?’

      ‘Think my ankle might be twisted.’

      ‘What the fuck were you thinking?’

      He laughed. ‘Didn’t know the old beasts had it in them.’

      ‘Fine time to find out.’

      She leaned down and picked him up, slinging him over her shoulder.

      ‘Whoa!’ he cried.

      ‘Shut your whining face,’ she said as she ran. ‘Can you swim, by the way?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Me neither,’ she said. ‘This’ll be interesting.’

      She reached the river. It was white and rapid, surging down a channel from the left. She walked along its bank, following the fast-flowing water.

      There were shouts in the distance behind her. She turned, and saw soldiers reaching the wagon. She crouched low, and picked up her pace.

      ‘I thought you’d betrayed me back there,’ she said.

      ‘I knew you’d think that,’ he said. ‘They said they needed a lift, and I couldn’t think of any reason to say no.’

      She looked up. Ahead of her, the northern wall of the valley cliff loomed larger. She would soon be cornered.

      ‘There it is,’ she said, pointing.

      At the base of the cliff, the river course turned west, diving through a wide foaming channel and disappearing into darkness.

      She set him down on the rocky bank.

      ‘You can’t be serious,’ he said, staring at the water falling into a dark abyss.

      ‘Can you see any other way out?’

      ‘I won’t survive going down there,’ he said. ‘I’m not a Kellach like you. I can’t break a bone, and then be up and walking about in a few days.’

      ‘I’ll look after you,’ she said, wading out into the cold river. She held out her hand. ‘Come on.’

      Leon grunted, and raised his arm. As he was about to take her hand a crossbow bolt ripped through the side of his face, sending him spinning into the water with a great splash.

      The sun appeared at that moment over the eastern ridge, its golden rays illuminating the valley and turning the river into a blinding cascade of sparkling light.

      ‘Fuck,’ Keira muttered.

      She ran, as crossbow bolts flicked through the surface of the water around her. She reached the channel at the base of the cliff, using all her strength to defy the current as it tried to sweep her away. She put a hand up to brace herself, and leaned over the edge. The river fell away into a roaring pit of darkness that swallowed the light in a crescendo of noise.

      She glanced back at the body of Leon, as it floated in the eddies by the sunlit bank.

      ‘You were right,’ she said, ‘it probably would have killed you.’

      She took a deep breath, and jumped.
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      Holder’s Bay, Inner Sea – 4th Day, Second Third Summer 505

      ‘This is wonderful,’ said Sami. ‘So beautiful.’

      ‘It’s just water,’ Shella said. ‘Okay, there’s lots of it, but still.’

      Daphne kept her mouth closed, and clutched the handrail running along the side of the sailing ship. Gulls squawked and circled overhead, as the great wooden bow ploughed through the rolling waters of the Inner Sea.

      Down, and up again.

      ‘You don’t look too good, Miss Daphne,’ said Jayki.

      ‘Understatement of the fucking year,’ Shella said. ‘She’s turned green.’

      ‘Maybe you should go below deck, miss,’ Sami said.

      Daphne shook her head. ‘It’s even worse down there.’

      Down, and up again.

      ‘I just want the ground to stop moving,’ she groaned. ‘I haven’t slept properly in days.’

      ‘We’re nearly there, miss,’ Sami said. ‘The first officer said we should be arriving this evening.’

      She shielded her eyes from the bright reflection of the noon sun shining on the sea, and peered northwards, in the direction of the Holdings-occupied Plateau. There was maybe a grey smudge of shoreline on the horizon, but she couldn’t be sure.

      Down, and up again.

      She clenched her eyes shut, the constant nausea sending her demented. She wanted to cry. Why did any woman ever have a second child, if they had to go through this torture? Her hair blew about her face in the sea wind, hiding her sleep-deprived eyes and thin features. She thought she was supposed to be putting weight on, yet her sickness and aversion to food had seen her shed pounds.

      Three thirds gone, six to go.

      She tightened her grip on the handrail, her gorge rising.

      Down, and up again.

      Unable to hold it in any longer, Daphne retched over the side of the ship, her empty stomach producing nothing but bile. She hugged her strained and sore chest, her throat raw, and bitter with the taste.

      She spat, drool flicking through the wind, clinging to her lips and hair.

      A damp flannel wiped her face, and she turned to see Shella frown at her.

      The Rakanese mage shook her head.

      ‘Let’s get you below, Daphne,’ she said. ‘You need to lie down.’

      Daphne knew that being horizontal made her feel sicker than standing, if that were possible, but she allowed Shella to escort her down the steep wooden steps to the lower decks, while Jayki and Sami remained to look at the view.

      They reached the small cabin shared by the passengers, and went in.

      On a low bed, Bedig lay still, groaning.

      Shella helped Daphne sit on her mattress, then went over and kicked Bedig’s bunk.

      ‘You still fucking sea-sick, you useless twat?’ she laughed down at him.

      ‘Brig aren’t made for boats,’ he croaked, keeping his eyes closed.

      ‘Now that’s funny,’ Shella said, sitting by Daphne. ‘These brutes can withstand poisoning, wounds, broken bones, fuck I can even remember when Kylon got shot twice in the back and he still kept running…’

      She reached under the bed and pulled out a canvas bag.

      ‘Which was just as well,’ she said, ‘as he was carrying me at the time. And yet you put them in a little boat, and they go all weird on you.’

      ‘I’m not weird,’ he said. ‘I’m sick.’

      ‘Wah, wah,’ she said. ‘You big kid.’

      ‘Daphne’s sick too,’ he said. ‘Why does she get all the sympathy? I get none.’

      ‘She’s baby-sick, you cretin,’ Shella said. She opened the canvas bag, and looked at Daphne. She took out a small wallet, one that Daphne recognised.

      ‘Okay,’ Shella said, ‘this is one of those special occasions.’

      Daphne looked up.

      Shella pursed her lips. ‘I’ve been saving the last one, for this moment.’ She sighed. ‘I shouldn’t be doing this, but it’s just this once, okay? I don’t want you throwing up when we arrive.’

      Daphne nodded as Shella passed her the smokestick, and lit it with a Rahain match.

      She took a draw, sighed and closed her eyes.

      ‘Working?’ Shella asked.

      Daphne smiled and nodded, feeling relief wash over her as her stomach settled, and the pain and nausea subsided.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said.

      ‘Up for talking?’ Shella said. ‘I’ve got tonnes I want to ask, and you’ve been sick for so long. I thought it would have worn off by now, but I guess you’re just unlucky.’

      ‘Unlucky?’ Daphne snorted. ‘Sometimes I think it’s going to tip me over the edge.’ She reached for a jug of water, and poured herself a mugful. ‘What do you want to know?’

      ‘What did that man say to you in Rainsby?’ she asked. ‘The Holdings man, was he an agent? I saw  the two of you together before we boarded the ship.’

      ‘You’re right,’ Daphne said, ‘he was an agent, working for the Holdings crown. Apparently he spotted us when we arrived. He’s a vision mage, and he sent a message to Plateau City, telling them where we were. They gave him a message to pass on to me.’

      She took a draw of the smokestick as Shella waited.

      ‘It was just the usual nonsense,’ Daphne went on. ‘Well done, blah blah. And telling me to make sure Princess Shella and Prince Sami were taken directly to Plateau City as fast as possible, along with Councillor Laodoc, of course.’

      She paused, noticing Shella’s mouth hang open.

      ‘What’s the matter?’

      ‘Princess?’ Shella repeated.

      ‘Yeah,’ Daphne smiled, ‘the Realm of the Holdings officially recognised the throne held by your sister in Akhanawarah City before it was destroyed. You’re royalty, in the eyes of the Holdings Crown at least.’

      ‘You have got to be fucking joking.’

      Daphne’s smile grew broader. She heard a laugh come from Bedig’s bunk.

      ‘But,’ Shella said, ‘the kingdom of Akhanawarah, if it really was one, and not just a symptom of my sister’s megalomania, only lasted a few thirds, and was obliterated from the face of the earth. How could I possibly be royal?’

      ‘I guess the Holdings can’t afford to lose face,’ Daphne said. ‘At least not on the subject of the crown. One of King Guilliam’s first acts was to recognise Obli as a queen and fellow monarch. It would cheapen his own throne if he were to go back on it now.’

      ‘Fuck,’ Shella said, ‘just wait until Sami hears he’s a prince.’

      ‘If I were you,’ Daphne said, ‘I would expect some sort of official welcome when we dock at the city. Flowers, carpets, fancy young men and women of the court, perhaps a musical band of some sort.’

      ‘This gets better and better,’ Bedig said, turning on his mattress. ‘This I have to see.’

      ‘Can princesses have annoying oafs executed?’ Shella asked.

      Bedig scowled.

      ‘I was also told,’ Daphne went on, relaxed and smiling, ‘that apartments have been prepared for you, Sami and Jayki, and another one for Laodoc, close to the new palace.’

      ‘What about me?’ Bedig said.

      ‘I’m afraid you’re not all that important to the king,’ Daphne said. ‘Do you have a plan?’

      ‘Not sure,’ he said. ‘Where will you be going?’

      ‘My original plan was to travel up to the Holdings Realm, beyond the Plateau, and go home, to the Hold Fast estate.’

      ‘And now?’

      ‘The agent told me that my father was journeying south to meet me in Plateau City, possibly with other members of my family, and that he had rented accommodation in the New Town. I’ll go and stay with them. It’s just as well. I don’t think I could face another third of travel, and,’ she patted her waist, ‘I’m not showing yet, so I’ll be able to tell them in my own time, rather than have them gawk at my bump.’

      She looked over at the Brig, lying in his bunk.

      ‘You remember what the captain told Laodoc?’ she said. ‘That no Kellach Brigdomin are allowed in the city after nightfall?’

      ‘Aye,’ he said.

      ‘Do you want to stay with me, at my father’s new place?’

      ‘You’d let me stay with you?’ he said. ‘Thanks, aye, for sure. What would I be doing?’

      Well,’ she said. ‘If anyone asks, you’re my bodyguard.’

      He laughed. ‘I’ve seen you fight, miss,’ he said. ‘I’d hire you as my bodyguard.’

      ‘The last time I was there,’ she said, ‘I was fleeing the church and crown, and every man and woman in the Holdings wanted me dead. I know I’ve been pardoned, and they’ve told me that I’ll be safe, but I don’t know how people will react when they see me. I can handle myself, but I’d still like you by my side.’

      ‘As long as, well, you know,’ he said, ‘your father doesn’t think I’m responsible for adding to your family.’

      Daphne smiled. ‘I’ll be sure to mention it to him.’

      ‘When do you think Killop will get here?’ Bedig asked.

      Daphne sighed. ‘Who knows if Kylon has even found him yet, and passed on my message. He could be thirds.’

      ‘Did you know Killop?’ Shella asked. ‘You never mentioned him.’

      ‘No,’ Bedig replied. ‘I mean I’d heard of him, knew about him and his sister at Marchside, and then, when I linked up with Kylon and Keira, we all thought he was dead. Used to hear his name sung in the rolls of the fallen. It was only when Daphne told me that she’d freed him from prison, that I knew he was still alive.’

      Bedig looked away.

      ‘What Keira has done,’ he said in a whisper, ‘Killop will put right.’

      As Daphne raised an eyebrow, the door opened and Laodoc walked into the cabin, holding a book.

      ‘You’re looking much better, Miss Daphne,’ he said, then noticed the smokestick in her hand. ‘Oh.’

      ‘It’s the last one, old man,’ said Shella. ‘Don’t start.’

      ‘None of my business, of course,’ Laodoc said, sitting by a small table and pouring himself some water.

      ‘What’s the book?’ Daphne asked.

      ‘This?’ he replied, holding up the battered volume. ‘Just a history of the old wars between the Holdings and Rahain.’

      ‘Topical,’ Shella said. ‘Where’d you get it?’

      ‘The captain gave it to me, as a leaving gift,’ he said. ‘We were chatting last night, a most interesting chap. His uncle owns the shipping line we’re travelling with.’

      ‘Are all the boats on the Inner Sea run by the Rahain?’ Shella asked. ‘Every one I’ve seen has been crewed by you lot.’

      ‘I believe so,’ Laodoc said, ‘although I think it just happened that way because the Rahain reached the sea before anyone else. As a people, we’re no more comfortable on water than the Holdings,’ he glanced over at where Bedig lay, ‘or the Kellach.’

      ‘I’m Brig,’ Bedig called up to the old Rahain, ‘not Kell or Lach, thank Pyre.’

      Shella sighed. ‘If only we’d known about the Inner Sea,’ she said. ‘A huge, freshwater body, on the other side of the Forbidden Mountains, it would have solved all of our over-crowding problems in Arakhanah.’

      ‘Unfortunately I fear it would have resulted in the same outcome,’ Laodoc said. ‘The Rahain government treat the entire southern half of the Plateau as their sovereign territory, they would still have seen it as an invasion.’

      Daphne nodded. ‘The Holdings too, as far as the northern half is concerned.’

      ‘Back when the Migration was setting off,’ Shella said, ‘the Holdings ambassadors told us that the Plateau was fully settled, and that there was no room for us. Another fucking lie.’

      ‘Was Rijon one of those that told you this?’ Daphne said.

      Shella nodded.

      ‘Never trust a word that man says.’

      ‘So you say, Daphne,’ Shella said, ‘and I know he betrayed you in Sanang, but… I don’t know, he seemed like a genuine friend to me, he helped me a lot.’

      ‘Only because he wanted the Migration to cause as much disruption to the Rahain as possible,’ Daphne said. ‘Distract them, while the Holdings extricated themselves from the war in Sanang, and built the new capital.’

      ‘It did more than that, miss,’ Laodoc said. ‘The republic’s coffers are empty. An enormous sum was spent on the siege. Far more than on the conquest of Kellach Brigdomin, say, or the tunnel through the Grey Mountains.’

      ‘I’m sure Rijon is delighted with what he achieved,’ Daphne said. She pinched the smokestick at its halfway point, and tucked the unsmoked end into a pocket. She stretched out on the mattress and yawned.

      ‘Going to catch some sleep,’ she said, ‘while the sickness is away.’

      She closed her eyes.
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      Daphne awoke with a hand on her shoulder.

      ‘Hi Jayki,’ she said, opening her eyes. The light in the cabin was dim, and the motion of the ship had lessened.

      ‘We’re nearly there, miss.’

      ‘How long was I asleep?’

      ‘Four or five hours maybe?’

      She sat up on the bed, feeling the nausea start to return.

      ‘Hey Jayki,’ she said. ‘You got a match?’
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      The sky to the west was a deep red when Daphne emerged from the lower decks, having washed and dressed in her cleanest clothes. She joined the other passengers by the bow, the lights of Plateau City reflecting on the dark water ahead of them.

      She remembered leaving from the docks there with Lady Douanna, when they had been travelling to Rahain. It had been a town then, but now the new city walls towered over the calm waters of Holder’s Bay.

      The original settlement had been incorporated into the extended city as its Old Town, where the port, the market and the Great Fortress were all located. The stone walls of the Old Town had stood for decades, proud and strong, but were dwarfed by the new walls, which ran alongside the bay for twice the distance of the old defences. The New Town was six times the area of the Old, and above the battlements, Daphne could see the great dome and spire of the palace, and other towers and steeples, along with the tall spindly arms of cranes.

      Daphne greeted her fellow passengers at the handrails, the wind pushing the vessel closer to the city, now only a thousand yards away.

      ‘Most of this is new to me,’ she said. ‘All those walls and towers, none of them were built last time I was here.’

      ‘Where is the port?’ Sami said. ‘All I can see is wall.’

      ‘Do you see the inlet, to the right of the old tower?’ she pointed. ‘A river comes out there, and the docks are built into that side of the town.’

      Sami nodded. ‘Still not finished then?’

      ‘No,’ she said. On the eastern side of the small river, a vast new expansion of the city was being constructed. Huge sections of curtain wall stood isolated, surrounded by tents and cranes, and enmeshed with scaffolding.

      The ship started to lean to the right, aiming for the inlet, which grew larger and wider by the minute. As they turned the corner, around the side of the old tower, they could see the harbour docks ahead of them. A dozen piers extended from the side of the wall, sheltered by a long breakwater. Where each pier met the wall, a large archway led into the city.

      The harbour was busy with Rahain merchant vessels and much smaller local fishing boats berthed along the piers and wharves. As the ship passed the first piers, Jayki’s arm shot out, pointing to a further dockyard ahead.

      ‘Rakanese,’ he said.

      Beyond the last commercial pier, there was another breakwater, and in its shelter lay a dozen new vessels, each in various stages of construction. Some were lifted out of the water, their hulls being worked on, while the majority were floating in the harbour, having their decks outfitted. All over them worked a multitude of figures. Daphne could see several Holdings folk there, but most were of the shorter Rakanese build.

      ‘What are they doing here?’ Shella said.

      ‘Back when I was defecting,’ Laodoc said, ‘the Holdings embassy in Rahain told me that the king was sending aid to your homeland, to alleviate the famine there.’

      ‘Yeah, I remember, you told me.’

      ‘Well, madam,’ he said, ‘perhaps the Holdings requested some of your expertise in shipbuilding in return.’

      Shella frowned.

      The ship reached the last of the commercial piers, which was lying empty of other vessels. Standing on the wooden dockside, a crowd was waiting.

      ‘There’s your welcome reception,’ Daphne said, nodding at Shella. ‘You ready, Prince Sami?’

      Sami grinned, though terror shone from his eyes.

      Daphne looked at the group of passengers. Her heart began to race, as the pier grew closer.

      ‘Laodoc,’ she said, ‘I’m not sure when I’ll be seeing you again. I know the king’s officials will be wanting to speak with you as soon as we arrive. Take care of yourself, and send me a message when you get settled.’

      ‘Miss,’ he bowed, ‘your company has been a pleasure as always.’

      ‘And you three,’ she looked at the Rakanese.

      ‘You’re not getting rid of me that easily,’ Shella said. ‘I’ll track down your father’s apartment, and I’ll find you.’

      Daphne smiled. ‘I hope you do.’

      The ship pulled up alongside the dock, as the last of the sails were lowered. Ropes were cast from the deck, and dock workers secured the boat in position. The captain approached the passengers, beckoned, and they followed him to where a gangway was being prepared.

      ‘I hope you all had a pleasant voyage,’ the Rahain captain said.

      ‘It certainly wasn’t a cheap one,’ Shella said.

      ‘I was sick the whole way,’ Bedig said.

      Laodoc raised an eyebrow. ‘I had a most enjoyable time. It felt like a holiday to me.’

      Daphne looked down at the dockside as they waited to disembark. The wind had died down in the shelter of the harbour, and the air was warm. As the summer evening dimmed, more lamps were being lit throughout the city, sending a golden glow over the old town walls.

      Among the crowd on the dockside Daphne could make out cavalry officers, priests, and many of aristocratic bearing. A handful of royal courtiers from the palace were also waiting, several holding torches in the evening light.

      When the gangplank was made secure, the captain gestured to Daphne, and she walked forward, keeping her back straight and head high.

      ‘You come down after me,’ she said to Shella, ‘but wait for my signal.’

      Shella nodded, and Daphne set her foot on the gangplank.

      Solid ground, solid ground she whispered in her head as she descended. She knew her old mask was back on, radiating confidence and calm, but her heart was pounding. She reached the wooden boards of the pier, and strode towards the royal courtiers.

      ‘Welcome home, Miss Holdfast,’ said one.

      ‘Thank you.’

      Home.

      She turned, keeping all emotion from her face, and waved to Shella to start her descent.

      As the Rakanese came down the gangplank, Daphne turned to face the crowd.

      ‘It’s my honour and privilege,’ she cried, ‘to present her Royal Highness Princess Shellakanawara, of the Realm of Akhanawarah and high mage of the Rakanese nation.’

      There was polite applause as Shella made her way down. The royal courtiers bowed to her, and the entire crowd followed their example.

      Shella glanced over at Daphne, suppressing a smile.

      Someone stepped forward from the crowd. It was another Rakanese.

      ‘Greetings, Princess Shella,’ he said, a scowl showing what he thought of the royal appellation. ‘I am Ambassador Torrijananu, of the Embassy of Arakhanah here in Plateau City.’

      ‘Hi Torri,’ Shella said.

      ‘A carriage awaits us,’ he frowned, ‘once your brother has disembarked.’

      Daphne gestured to Sami.

      ‘I also present to you,’ she said, ‘Prince Samikanawara, of the Realm of Akhanawarah.’

      Sami hobbled down the gangplank, supported by Jayki.

      Daphne stood to the side as the royal courtiers surrounded the Rakanese. She turned to scan the crowd, and her eyes locked with her father’s.

      She froze.

      He nodded at her from the rear of the crowd, and she smiled.

      ‘See you soon Daphne,’ Shella said. ‘We’re off to the embassy.’

      Daphne and Shella embraced.

      ‘Take care of that baby,’ Shella said, and turned to join her brother as they were escorted away by the royal courtiers, the ambassador by their side. Most of the assembled nobles also turned and followed the royal party down the pier towards the city.

      Daphne looked up to Laodoc and nodded.

      She gave no introductions as the old Rahain descended, Bedig a pace behind him.

      Several black-robed church agents stepped forward. When Laodoc reached the bottom, the agents talked to him in low whispers for a few moments, then turned and led him towards the city.

      ‘Daffie?’

      Her father appeared before her, smiling, a tear rolling down his cheek.

      She ran into his arms, and they embraced.

      Daphne laughed.

      ‘I have a carriage,’ he said as they disengaged, ‘to take us to my new apartment.’

      She motioned to Bedig.

      ‘This is a very good friend of mine, and is currently in my employment,’ she said to her father. ‘I was hoping he could stay.’

      Her father looked up at Bedig, and frowned.

      ‘He’s a Kellach Brigdomin.’

      ‘That would seem obvious father.’

      ‘By law,’ he said, ‘all Kellach Brigdomin have to be outside the city walls every evening by sunset. There is a great camp set up for them next to the river.’

      ‘Surely we can make an exception?’

      Her father turned his head and nodded to one of the dozen cavalry officers remaining on the pier.

      ‘Captain,’ her father said, ‘may we have permission to allow this Kellach to stay with us in the city?’

      ‘It would be against the rules, my lord.’

      ‘He is a trusted servant of my daughter’s.’

      The captain turned to her.

      ‘If it’s for Miss Daphne,’ he said, ‘then we’ll work something out. So long as he doesn’t leave the Holdfast apartments at night, I will instruct the night-guard not to harass him.’

      ‘Thank you, Captain,’ Daphne said. ‘May I ask, why are your officers still standing on the pier?’

      ‘For you, Miss Holdfast,’ he said. ‘The Household Cavalry have long known of what you did to save the queen that night, and we wanted to do something to show you we hadn’t forgotten.’

      ‘They’re giving us a full escort back to our apartments,’ her father said, beaming.

      ‘Thank you, Captain,’ Daphne said again, blinking.

      The officer nodded. ‘The cavalry always remember their own, miss.’
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      Daphne, her father, and Bedig mounted the horse-drawn carriage on the other side of the archway and, flanked by a dozen of the realm’s finest cavalrymen and women, they made their way through the city.

      The streets of the Old Town were narrow and crowded, and busy with life. Noise and light came from shops, taverns and warehouses throughout the harbour district, before giving way to the old council buildings near Holders Square, in the heart of the Old Town. From there their route took them through a huge arched gateway, and into the New Town. On the left, some streets had been completed. The new residential area for the rich was half-finished, and the foundations of the new university were nearing completion. Directly ahead, the palace complex towered over the city. It too was under construction. The remainder of the New Town, a vast area to the right of the road, was an open building site. Streets markers had been laid out, and cranes and scaffolding were everywhere. Around it all, the great outer walls enclosed the New Town in its entirety.

      The carriage turned left off the main road, and entered the aristocratic district. Unlike in Holdings City, where each noble family occupied individual villas and mansions, in Plateau City the king had built neat rows of terraced stone townhouses, five or six storeys tall. Graceful iron lamps were lit along each street, and small gardens of flowers bloomed.

      They came to a road which backed up against the sea wall, where the townhouses appeared to be bigger and grander than the others.

      ‘The best street in the city,’ her father said as they stopped.

      ‘Right next to the wall?’ Daphne asked, a servant helping her down from the carriage. ‘Do the rooms not get very dark in the evenings?’

      ‘You’ll see,’ her father said.

      Bedig also dismounted, and they stood and waited as the cavalry troopers saluted, about-turned and trotted off back to the Old Town.

      ‘Be honest, father,’ she said, when the horses were out of sight, ‘did you plan all that?’

      ‘Of course not Daffie,’ he laughed. ‘You still arouse strong emotions in sections of the citizenry and military. I’m only glad your first experience of this was a positive one.’

      ‘It seems,’ she said, ‘that the story of what happened that night has grown into a legend. All I did was let the garrison know.’

      ‘But Daffie,’ he said, ‘if you hadn’t, the coup might have succeeded. You should give yourself some credit.’

      They went up a set of broad stone steps to a large front door, which was opened by a servant.

      ‘Holder Fast,’ she said, ‘and Miss Daphne, welcome back.’

      The servant half-raised her arm, as if to block the Kellach from approaching.

      ‘To be treated as a friend of the family, and a guest,’ her father said before the servant could speak. She nodded, and they went indoors.

      ‘Our new house covers six floors,’ her father said, as they went through into the entrance hall. Boxes and crates were piled high against every wall, and there was very little furniture in the rooms they passed. ‘It’s a narrow apartment, but high and deep. Your quarters will be on the third floor. I’ll find a room for Bedig close to yours.’ He glanced at her sideways.

      ‘That would be fine,’ she said.

      They went up a flight of wide, graceful stairs and stopped before a set of double doors.

      ‘The dining room,’ her father said. ‘I assume you are hungry.’

      She wasn’t, but nodded. Her nausea was being held at bay, but she knew the effects of the weed she had smoked would be wearing off soon.

      Her father swung the doors open, and Daphne gasped.

      Inside, most of her family were waiting, already sitting at the table.

      ‘Daphne!’ her sister Ariel cried, and rose to her feet, a baby in her arms. To her right, her husband Faden Holdwick also stood, nodding, a forced smile almost touching his dour expression. On the other side of the table her eldest brother Vince’s face broke out into a huge grin. To his left sat a very pretty young woman, who gave Daphne a cautious smile.

      Daphne hugged Ariel.

      ‘And who’s this?’ Daphne said. ‘You had another child? I didn’t know.’

      ‘This is Lydia,’ Ariel said. ‘She’s just turned six thirds.’

      ‘She’s beautiful.’

      Daphne turned to her brother before Ariel could offer her a chance to hold the baby.

      She and Vince embraced, and he kissed her on the cheek.

      ‘Little sister, good to see you,’ he said. He gestured to the young woman next to him. ‘This is Celine, my wife.’

      ‘You got married?’

      ‘At about the same time Lydia was born,’ Vince said. ‘Anyway, that was your sister’s excuse for not coming down to Plateau City for the wedding!’

      ‘The baby was literally one day old, Daphne,’ Ariel said, rolling her eyes.

      Daphne laughed. ‘Hello Celine.’

      She caught her father’s eye. ‘Mother?’

      ‘I’m afraid not, Daffie,’ he said. ‘She was feeling poorly, and it’s a long journey. Your brother Jonah elected to stay behind at the estate, to look after her, while Ariel, Faden, baby Lydia and I made the trip down from Holdings City.’

      ‘I left Teddy up there with Jonah and mother,’ Ariel said. ‘School term has started, and I didn’t want him taken out for several thirds. I’m sure you understand.’

      ‘Of course Ariel, that’s fine.’

      ‘Come then, sit,’ her father said. ‘Everyone, this here is Bedig, a friend of Daphne’s.’ He gestured over to the Kellach, who had been skulking at the back of the room.

      ‘He doesn’t speak Holdings yet,’ Daphne said, as Bedig waved at them.

      ‘How do you two talk, then?’ Vince asked. ‘Don’t tell me you know the Kellach tongue?’

      ‘No,’ she replied, as she took her seat, ‘but we can both speak Rahain.’

      ‘Sit next to me,’ Daphne said to Bedig. ‘And sorry we’re all speaking in a language you don’t know, but none of them understand Rahain.’

      ‘That’s not entirely true,’ Celine said, also in Rahain. ‘I had to learn it for my job in the crown offices.’

      ‘By the creator,’ Vince said in Holdings. ‘My wife and sister can talk to each other in a secret tongue I don’t understand. I’m doomed.’

      Celine laughed. ‘I can see how it might come in useful.’

      Servants entered, carrying plates of hot food.

      ‘Might I say, Miss Daphne,’ said Faden Holdwick, ‘how marvellous it is to see you returned. Tales of your exploits have been keeping the lower orders amused for quite some time now. It will be interesting to compare rumour with the reality.’

      ‘I’m sure everything has been much exaggerated,’ Daphne said, as a plate of food was placed before her. She felt a queasy stirring in her stomach, and breathed out.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Ariel asked.

      ‘Yes, I’m fine,’ she said, ‘just maybe not all that hungry. I was a little sea-sick on the voyage to be honest. It may take a day or two to get used to solid ground again.’

      ‘Perfectly understandable,’ her father said. ‘So, will you tell us a tale of what you did on your travels?’

      ‘It was a lot of work, really,’ Daphne said. ‘For a merchant at first, then for the embassy in the Rahain capital. And lastly a little job for the church.’

      ‘You call rescuing a princess from a burning city a “little job”?’ Vince said, starting to laugh.

      Daphne frowned. ‘Is what I did public knowledge?’

      ‘My dearest Daffie,’ her father said, ‘the church has been trumpeting the success of your rescue mission all over the Holdings. That, and the fact you have reconciled with the prophet.’

      ‘I have?’ she said. ‘News to me.’

      Her father raised an eyebrow.

      ‘As far as I’m concerned,’ she said, ‘the extent of our reconciliation was that the church agreed not to have me killed when I returned.’

      ‘Are you not working for them now?’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘In fact, the priest that offered me the job in Rahain told me explicitly that I’d be able to choose if I wanted to work for the church when I got back. The job was a one-off, in exchange for allowing me to return home.’

      Her father smiled, and Faden let out an audible sigh.

      ‘I cannot tell you how relieved that makes me,’ her father said. ‘The church twists everything. They’re saying that you, the Rakanese mage, and that Rahain politician you brought here, are all going to be part of the creator’s grand plan, to unite the peoples of the world, you know, and all the rest of that nonsense they spout.’

      ‘Father,’ Ariel said, ‘you promised we wouldn’t talk politics this evening, just for once.’

      ‘Yes, dear,’ her father said, sharing a glance across the table with Faden.

      The room fell silent for a moment.

      ‘I do actually have some other news,’ Daphne said, regretting the words as soon as they had left her mouth. Fear gripped her stomach, the nausea building.

      She had to tell them, before her sickness returned and they all guessed.

      She glanced up. Everyone was gazing at her, waiting.

      ‘I met someone,’ she said, ‘while I was in Rahain.’

      Her family’s eyes turned to Bedig, and Ariel opened her mouth to speak.

      ‘No,’ Daphne said. ‘Not him. He really is just a friend. The man I met is a Kellach though, like Bedig.’

      ‘Are you in love with him?’ Ariel said.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why is he not here?’

      ‘I’ll get to that,’ Daphne said. ‘Anyway, so, I met him, Killop is his name. He was a prisoner in a Rahain jail, and I had a hand in helping him escape, and…’

      ‘Daphne Holdfast,’ Ariel cried. ‘Are you pregnant?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Her family stared at her, while Celine smiled and Faden shook his head.

      ‘Guess you just told them, then?’ Bedig whispered in Rahain.

      ‘She sure did,’ said Celine in the same tongue. ‘Oh, this is going to be fun.’
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      Mountains south-east of Rahain Capital, Rahain Republic – 15th Day, Second Third Summer 505

      ‘I’m a woman who loves you,’ Daphne had once said, when Killop had asked her who she was.

      He remembered holding her in his arms, as they had lain on the rough mattress in his cell. They had known only a few moments together, but they were the most precious of his life.

      He loved her, as if his mind couldn’t accept the fact of her death. He would always love her.

      Everything else was a distraction.

      ‘You ready?’ Bridget said, the rushing stream having drowned out the sound of her approach.

      ‘Is it time?’

      ‘You’ve got a couple of minutes,’ she said, sitting down next to him on the sandy bank, the tree branches shielding them from the bright sunshine. ‘Everyone’s starting to gather.’

      ‘All come to enjoy the show,’ he muttered. ‘Hoping to see some blood.’

      ‘Most are praying that you win, Killop,’ she said. ‘Braug would make a shit chief, and they all know it.’

      ‘Then why did they vote for the challenge to go ahead?’ Killop said. ‘No wonder the other peoples think we’re savages, when we choose our leaders by seeing who can punch the hardest. Does the thug with the biggest fists always make the best chief? Stupid.’

      ‘Folk just want an end to the bickering,’ she said. ‘Braug and his crew have been causing problems ever since we rescued them. By refusing their challenges, you were running the risk of looking weak.’

      ‘After what I’ve achieved this last third?’ he frowned. ‘How could anyone think that?’

      ‘No one who knows you does,’ she said, ‘but Braug and his crew were only freed during the last raid. The original folk we rescued have seen you lead from the beginning, and every one of them is behind you. It’s the newer recruits that are getting uppity. It would have been a lot easier if we’d assimilated smaller groups, but we’ve gone from twenty folk to a hundred and forty in a third.’

      ‘This bullshit challenge is just wasting time,’ Killop said, standing and brushing the sand and dirt from his clothes. ‘So long as it doesn’t interfere with the raid tonight.’

      ‘It won’t if you win,’ she said, getting to her feet.

      They climbed up the steep hillside to the tunnels of their camp.

      Killop nodded to the young guard posted by the entrance and went in, followed by Bridget.

      Inside, the main cavern was almost full. Kellach Brigdomin crowded round the walls, leaving an open space in the centre. Killop walked to one side, and every eye turned to watch him, some silenced by his presence, others cheering or jeering.

      ‘Chief,’ Dominic said, as Killop stepped among his officers.

      Killop nodded, then pulled off his tunic, leaving his upper half naked. He held out his hands, and Draewyn started wrapping clean strips of rags round his fists. He focussed on a drab bit of wall ahead, and ignored the growing buzz of noise. The warmth inside the cavern was stifling. Usually at noon they retreated to the inner caves where it was cooler, but the entrance hall was the only space large enough to hold all of the freed captives.

      ‘Remember, Chief,’ Brodie said, leaning on his crutch, ‘Braug’s a sly old bastard, I knew of him back in the war. Fights dirty.’

      ‘Of course he does,’ Larissa said. ‘He’s Brig.’

      Draewyn finished binding his fists and looked him in the eye.

      ‘You’d better not lose, son,’ she said. ‘I couldnae bear that arsehole as chief.’

      Brodie pushed a mug of ale into his hands.

      Killop took a swig. ‘Getting better. Can hardly taste the pork.’

      ‘I’ve got several kegs ready to open after you beat him,’ Brodie said.

      Bridget barged her way to the centre of the room, carrying a long staff.

      She banged it down onto the ground, and the room stilled.

      ‘We have gathered,’ Bridget called out, ‘because the clan have voted to allow a challenge to the chief.’

      ‘About time!’ a warrior cried, and a group started laughing. In their midst, Killop could see his opponent, standing next to the man who had called out. Braug was a lean, wiry man, his muscles like knots across his scarred arms and torso. A moustache perched above a set of prominent teeth, and his eyes were cunning and hard.

      ‘Interrupt me again ya wee bawbag,’ Bridget said to the man who had shouted, ‘and I’ll ram this staff down yer fucking throat.’

      ‘Show the girl some respect,’ Braug said. ‘She won’t be herald for much longer.’

      ‘Aye,’ Bridget replied, ‘but I’m the herald now, so shut it ya buck-toothed prick.’

      Many in the crowd laughed, while Braug stared at Bridget with murder in his eyes.

      ‘Let’s get this over with,’ she said. ‘Braug ae Brennan ae Brig has challenged Killop ae Kellan ae Kell for the chiefdom of the clan, and his challenge has been accepted by the clan. Both of you, step forward.’

      Killop strode to the edge of the open space, Larissa and Dominic by his shoulders. On the opposite side, Braug also emerged from the crowd.

      ‘You all know the rules,’ Bridget said, walking back to the edge of the crowd. ‘Off you go then.’

      ‘So, boy,’ Braug called out, ‘you finally got forced into fighting me? Couldn’t hide forever. It’s time to let the grown-ups be in charge.’

      Killop watched as Braug approached.

      He tried to concentrate, rolling his shoulders, and clenching his fists, when Braug sprang forward towards him. The Brig raised his foot and kicked Killop in the crotch.

      Killop let out a gasp, his hands going for his nethers, and Braug punched him square in the face. He went down to one knee, and Braug punched him again, sending him flying backwards onto the cavern floor.

      Through the ringing in his ears, Killop could hear the crowd roaring. He looked up, to see Braug’s boot flying towards his face.

      He rolled away and scrambled to his feet, spitting blood onto the ground. The noise from the crowd grew.

      A look of surprise crossed Braug’s faced for a moment, then he smiled.

      They circled each other for a few turns round the open space, while the Kellach cheered and shouted.

      Killop rushed him. Braug raised his fist and struck him a stinging blow to the side of his face, but he kept going, bringing his left arm up and over the Brig’s shoulder, and hauling him off his feet into an head-lock. Braug squirmed, lashing out with his hands, and beating and scratching Killop’s back.

      With the Brig’s head held firmly in his left arm, Killop drew back his right fist and buried it in Braug’s face. Again, and again he punched, until he felt Braug’s body go limp.

      Killop dropped the Brig to the ground, and stood alone in the centre of the cavern, the crowd around him howling in bloodlust.

      Bridget approached, and banged her staff.

      Before she could speak, Killop pointed at the group who had been with Braug.

      ‘Any more?’ he roared.

      The cavern fell into silence, Braug’s old crew lowering their heads.

      ‘Killop ae Kellan ae Kell is the chief!’ Bridget called out. ‘The challenger has been defeated.’

      The crowd let out a cheer, and people started moving into the central space, some to congratulate Killop, others to remove Braug’s unconscious body, while most headed for Brodie, who was passing out the ale.

      ‘Not what I would call elegant,’ Bridget said, ‘but it got the job done.’

      ‘A victory of brute strength over skill and speed,’ Larissa said. ‘Chief.’

      ‘I thought he had ye, son,’ Draewyn said, ‘when you were flat on yer arse.’

      ‘He nearly did,’ Killop said, pulling the bloody bindings from his fists.

      Bridget raised a hand to his face.

      ‘That’s some mark he gave you.’

      ‘He was wearing rings, I think.’

      Her finger traced the wound on his cheek.

      ‘That’ll need stitching,’ Draewyn said. ‘At least you got yourself a scar.’

      He scowled, but that made the pain worse.

      ‘Wee bastard,’ he said.

      ‘Well done, Chief,’ Dominic said, ‘that should shut up the whingers. Are we all set for this evening?’

      ‘Aye,’ Killop said, pulling on his tunic. ‘Make sure the warriors are ready to leave at sunset.’ He turned to Draewyn, who was threading a needle.

      ‘How are the preparations for moving the camp out?’

      ‘We could be ready to go in a day if need be,’ she replied. ‘What are you going to do with all the captives you free from tonight’s raid? The caverns are full; we can’t fit any more in.’

      ‘We’ll manage,’ he said. ‘It won’t be for long. The scouts will return soon, and we’ll all move out to somewhere bigger.’

      ‘Well,’ she said, wielding the needle, ‘you’re the chief, and you’ve the scar to prove it. Now come with me son, and I’ll see to your face.’
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      ‘That’s fucking brutal, Killop,’ Bridget whispered, staring at the stitched-up wound on his cheek. ‘Makes you look mental.’

      ‘Do you remember,’ Killop said, ‘how we could look at ourselves every day in the mirrors in Laodoc’s house?’

      ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘Was nice to look good. For a while anyway. Now I suppose we’re back to being minging again.’

      Killop stopped as the scout on the forest track ahead raised his hand. The column of warriors halted behind him, and Killop walked to the front.

      ‘We’re close, Chief,’ the scout said. ‘The path ahead takes us to the front of the compound, where the gatehouse is.’ He pointed to the left. ‘And that way leads to the side of the compound’s wall, and round the back.’

      Killop turned. His officers were there, waiting.

      ‘Bridget, Larissa, Kalden,’ he said, ‘you’re with me. Dominic and Dyam, you’re in command here, swords and bows. Wait for our signal, you know what to do.’

      ‘Aye Chief,’ they replied.

      Killop nodded, and set off down the track to the left, the three he had selected close behind. They slowed as the trees started to thin, the sky lightening to the east.

      He crouched at the edge of the forest.

      ‘We’ve got an hour before the sun’s up,’ he said. ‘You ready?’

      They nodded.

      He looked out from the edge of the forest at the long walls of the compound they were about to raid. Like many other Rahain slave-holding facilities they had seen in the area, it was undermanned and dilapidated, and their scouts had brought back detailed reports of the layout.

      After checking that there were no soldiers up on the wall, he sprinted across to its base. The wall was mage-smooth, with no handholds to grip. He rested his back against it, interlocked his fingers, and braced himself.

      Bridget came running from the forest, a knife in her boot. She leapt up at the wall, putting her foot in Killop’s hands. He heaved up, and she sprang onto the top of the wall, and disappeared over the other side.

      Kalden came next, a sword round his waist, and a coil of rope over his shoulder.

      Killop took the weight of the man in his hands, and hoisted him up and over. Larissa went last, her new longbow on her back. She was the lightest, and Killop nearly threw her over the wall.

      He waited a moment, and the end of the rope was tossed over for him. He gripped it, scaled the wall, and jumped down to the soft dirt of the compound. He looked around. The layout was as the scouts had reported. To their left was the main compound building. To Killop it looked like an old Rahain aristocratic country house, like the one he had seen on Laodoc’s estate at Slateford. It was an imposing edifice, towering over the other ramshackle out-buildings in the compound. Opposite was a long wooden structure, which the scouts had reported as the location of the guards’ barracks.

      Bridget gestured to their right, pointing at the gatehouse.

      It was a squat two-storey stone building, built in a similar style to the mansion. On the roof Killop could see at least two Rahain soldiers, facing out into the forest, where the rest of the Kellach warriors lay hidden among the trees.

      Killop moved up to the front of the small group, and they ran towards the gatehouse, keeping to the shadows against the side wall. They passed like ghosts, making no sound as they approached. The main double doors to the compound were strong, and barred with a vertical pinion that disappeared through a hole into the building above. Killop stopped at a side door, the gloom before dawn turning the sky grey. He pushed the handle, and it opened.

      He drew his sword.

      ‘No mercy,’ he whispered. ‘Larissa, cover me.’

      He ran through the door, and up the stairs that lay behind. At the top, four Rahain were in a chamber, sitting at a table, the lever to the door-pinion on the floor next to them.

      Killop signalled Bridget and Kalden to the other door to take care of the soldiers on the roof, then he charged the table.

      Larissa had put an arrow through one by the time he reached it.

      He swung his sword at the nearest Rahain, who was trying to rise from her seat, her eyes wide with terror. The blade connected with her neck, sending her head spinning through the air. He aimed at another, to see an arrow bury itself into the man’s eye. The last Rahain stood, whimpering, his empty hands opened towards them.

      ‘Please,’ he said.

      Killop strode forwards, and plunged his sword through the Rahain’s chest.

      He sheathed his sword and knelt by the pinion. With both hands he gripped the lever, and pulled it towards him.

      Bridget emerged from the other door, a crossbow in her hands.

      ‘Roof’s clear,’ she said. ‘Both guards are down.’

      Killop nodded. ‘Gather all weapons.’

      They picked up the swords and bows. Kalden joined them, another crossbow over his shoulder.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Killop said.

      They rushed back down the stairs to the ground floor, and came out into the compound. It remained quiet and still.

      Killop turned to the main gate. He pushed the pinion aside, and swung the double doors open.

      ‘Larissa,’ he said, ‘send the signal.’

      The archer knelt by the open gates, and fired an arrow high into the sky.

      ‘We’re getting good at this,’ Bridget whispered as they watched the massed warriors run out from the forest a hundred yards down the road.

      ‘Still plenty to do,’ Killop said.

      Kalden whistled. ‘Quite a sight, Chief.’

      Killop nodded. The Kellach ran soundlessly up the road in ordered ranks towards them. Almost eighty warriors, of whom half had a blade or a bow. The others were making do with spears and clubs, until they had enough weapons for everyone.

      As Dominic neared the gates, Killop motioned to Larissa to stand clear. In seconds, Kellach warriors began pouring through.

      ‘Dominic,’ Killop said, ‘leave half your swords with me, and take the other half to the main building. Secure the front, but don’t go in.’

      ‘Aye, Chief,’ he replied, and began ordering warriors off in different directions.

      ‘Dyam,’ Killop went on. ‘One bow squad to secure the gatehouse, the others to the mansion, cover the swords.’

      She nodded, her mouth set firm, as Dominic led his half-team towards the mansion.

      Killop turned to the remaining half of the sword team. ‘Barracks.’

      They followed him as he sprinted for the long wooden building opposite the gates. Along the side nearest them were four doors.

      ‘One squad through each door,’ Killop shouted to the warriors behind him. ‘No mercy!’

      Killop ran towards the rightmost door, and reached it first. He kicked it in and burst through. Inside, in the dim grey light, he could see lines of bunks, the soldiers on each awakening, and starting to rouse themselves.

      Without hesitation Killop strode to the first bed, and drove his sword through the neck of the man lying there. Other warriors entered the room behind him, and in a few minutes they had slaughtered the dozen soldiers within.

      ‘Get these crossbows picked up,’ Killop called to a squad leader, as he wiped the blood from his sword. ‘Get them taken to Dyam.’

      ‘Aye, Chief.’

      Killop walked back outside, breathing in the fresh air after the stifling room, filled with old sweat and fresh blood.

      There was a commotion at the front of the mansion.

      ‘With me,’ Killop shouted.

      He came to where Dyam was positioned, holding her squad of crossbows in a line in front of the building’s main entrance.

      Ahead, he saw Dominic rounding up a group of Rahain.

      ‘Chief,’ Dyam nodded as he passed, ‘some slaves came out and surrendered.’

      Killop walked on, and reached the group of Kellach surrounding the slaves. He barged his way to the front, where Dominic was pushing an old Rahain woman to the ground.

      ‘There are children, please,’ the old woman was saying, in her own language.

      Killop raised his hand for quiet.

      ‘Let me speak to her,’ he said to Dominic.

      ‘What are you talking about?’ he said to the slave, switching to Rahain. ‘What children?’

      The woman looked stunned for a moment at the sound of a barbarian warrior speaking her tongue.

      ‘Inside,’ she said. ‘This is not a labour camp, it’s a children’s camp.’

      ‘Kellach children?’

      ‘Yes sir,’ she said. ‘We slaves look after them. We surrender, don’t kill us.’

      ‘What are children doing here?’

      ‘They were hostages originally, sir,’ she said, her tongue flickering, ‘now, we don’t know. Sometimes I think the authorities have forgotten all about them.’

      ‘Are there guards inside?’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘All the children are locked up at night, the soldiers sleep in the barracks.’

      Killop nodded.

      He glanced at Dominic. ‘Kill them.’

      ‘No,’ said another woman. It was Bridget. She shoved her way to the front of the crowd, and stood between Dominic and the slaves.

      ‘Get out of the way Bridget,’ said Dominic, drawing his sword.

      ‘No.’

      She turned to Killop. ‘What the fuck, Chief?’

      ‘They’re Rahain, Bridget.’

      ‘They’re slaves,’ she replied. ‘Have you forgotten about Simiona?’

      He looked down at the group of Rahain, huddled together on the ground. They were staring up at him and Bridget, their eyes shuttling between hope and despair.

      ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Belay that, Dominic. Hold them here for now, unharmed. Let’s see how well they treated the children before we decide what to do with them.’

      ‘Children?’ Dominic said.

      Killop nodded, and turned to face his warriors, most of whom were now gathered in the grey light of dawn before the front of the mansion.

      ‘Listen,’ he called out to them, ‘inside this mansion are Kellach Brigdomin children, captured during the war.’

      He paused as emotions raced over the faces of those watching him.

      He signalled to Dyam to approach.

      ‘I want one of your squads,’ he said. ‘Come with me.’

      He leant down and picked up the old Rahain woman by her slave collar.

      ‘The keys?’

      ‘I can show you.’

      ‘All right, you’re coming along.’

      ‘This one’s with us,’ he said to Dyam. ‘Everyone else,’ he called to the Kellach warriors, ‘stay out here until I see what’s going on.’

      He nodded to Bridget. ‘Come on.’

      Killop turned and entered the mansion. Its old grandeur was faded, but he could see what an opulent home it had once been.

      Dyam’s squad, Bridget, and the old woman followed him in.

      ‘She’s yours to mind, Bridget,’ he said.

      ‘Aye, Chief.’

      The old woman led them to a large reception room, where she took a set of keys from a drawer, and handed them to Bridget.

      ‘The soldiers trusted you with the keys?’ she asked the old woman.

      ‘This place used to house hundreds of Kellach slaves, ma’am,’ she said, ‘mostly adults. Only one wing was ever children. The adults have all gone, just the children remain. The soldiers saw no threat from them, and left the running of the facility to us.’

      They left the chamber, and walked down a long hall to the southern wing of the mansion. They reached a large iron gate, blocking the start of a passageway.

      Bridget stepped forward, and examined the keys. She selected one, and unlocked the gate. They all looked down the corridor. On either side were several doors.

      ‘Should I call out to them?’ the Rahain woman said.

      Bridget glanced at Killop.

      He nodded.

      The old woman entered the passageway.

      ‘Children,’ she said, ‘it’s morning, time to get up. Come and see our visitors.’

      One by one, the doors down the corridor opened, and small faces peered out.

      The corridor filled with thin, nervous, Kellach Brigdomin children. Several of the crossbow squad gasped.

      Killop took a step forward, staring at them. Their ages ranged from toddler to teenager, and there were dozens of them.

      ‘I’m Killop,’ he said. ‘Don’t be afraid. You’re free.’
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      ‘…a total of one hundred and seven altogether, Chief,’ Kalden said. ‘Oldest is fourteen, youngest we think is three. Malnutrition has affected a few dozen, but most are in fairly good health, considering.’

      Killop nodded, as he sat behind the large study’s wooden desk facing his officers. Bridget was off to one side, her back to them, examining the shelves of books that lined the wall. The ones she had already selected sat in a heaped pile on the desk.

      ‘We could do with some wagons,’ Killop said. ‘There’s no way we’ll be able to march them all back to the camp.’

      ‘We’re in luck, Chief,’ Larissa said. ‘We found a few carts in one of the out-buildings, and there are more than enough gaien in the paddock out back.’

      Killop nodded. ‘Where’s the old Rahain woman?’

      ‘She’s with the other slaves supervising breakfast in the hall, Chief,’ Kalden said. ‘Dyam’s crew are keeping an eye on them.’

      ‘Go fetch her.’

      Kalden nodded to a runner, who saluted and left the room.

      ‘It’ll take a while to get everyone moving,’ Killop said, gazing out of the window at the deep blue sky of another sunny day. ‘We’ll be hard to miss if any flying lizards are about.’

      ‘Think it would be better to wait for night, Chief?’ Dominic said.

      ‘Maybe.’

      The door opened and the old Rahain slave walked through, a nervous look on her face.

      Killop glanced at her. ‘How often does this facility get visited?’

      ‘Supplies for the soldiers arrive every half-third, sir,’ she said, keeping her eyes lowered. ‘The next delivery is due in eight days. Other people sometimes turn up. For instance, a few days ago an officer arrived unannounced, to tell the soldiers posted here to be on their guard.’

      ‘Because of us?’

      ‘I assume so, sir,’ she replied. ‘There have been reports of raids in the area.’

      ‘And what have you heard about these raids?’

      ‘Just that they’ve been aimed at freeing Kellach slaves, sir,’ she said. ‘The soldiers here didn’t pay any attention to the message. I guess they thought this facility was low-risk, as why would rebel Kellach want to burden themselves with children too young to fight? Just more useless mouths to feed, they said.’

      ‘We didn’t know there were children here,’ Killop said, ‘but if we had, we would have rescued them anyway.’

      ‘Then I beg you, master,’ the old woman said, getting down onto her knees, ‘please take us Rahain slaves with you when you go. We love these children, have looked after them for over two years, and protected them when the soldiers got drunk or angry. I fear that the children will be frightened when you all depart. If you took us, master, we could help.’

      Killop said nothing. He gazed down at the old woman, trying to summon up his hatred, but he couldn’t. He felt nothing, no hate, but no sympathy either.

      ‘Please, master,’ the old woman said, ‘what will you do with us?’

      ‘I’ll let the children decide if you live,’ Killop said. ‘I’ll ask them if what you said is true, that you loved and protected them.’

      ‘Thank you master,’ the old woman said, tears rolling down her cheeks.

      ‘Get off your knees,’ he said, ‘and don’t call me master.’

      The old woman got to her feet.

      ‘You can go,’ Killop said.

      ‘Wait, Chief,’ Bridget said in Rahain, walking towards the desk, a large scroll in her hands. ‘I have a question for her.’

      Killop nodded, and the old woman turned to face Bridget, showing the small glimmer of hope that always appeared when she looked at the young Brig woman.

      Bridget approached the desk and laid out the scroll, placing a book on each corner.

      Killop glanced down. It was a map. He could see the contour lines of mountains and, in the far top corner, the capital city of the Republic.

      ‘We’re here, right?’ Bridget pointed to a location near the centre of the map.

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ the old woman replied.

      ‘All right,’ she said, ‘then tell me, what exactly is this?’

      Bridget’s finger moved to the other corner of the map, diagonally opposite the capital. There was a series of dashes forming a rough semi-circle, with the straight edge a thick blur of contour lines.

      ‘It’s Agonite City, ma’am,’ she said, ‘destroyed millennia ago in the Collision.’

      ‘What’s there now?’ Bridget asked.

      ‘Ruins, ma’am,’ she said. She ran her finger down the straight edge of the semi-circle. ‘A great earthquake cleaved the city in two. No one has lived there since.’

      ‘I remember getting told about this in Laodoc’s academy,’ Killop said. ‘There were twenty-one Rahain cities, and now there’s only seven.’

      ‘That’s right, sir,’ the old woman said, almost smiling. ‘Most of the destroyed cities were lost to the ocean, but a few ruins remain here and there.’

      ‘How far is it?’

      ‘Maybe eight days by wagon, sir.’

      Killop looked up at Bridget, and she nodded.

      ‘Kalden,’ he said, switching back to his own language, ‘I need two pairs of scouts organised. One to head back to camp, to tell Draewyn to move everybody down here as fast as possible.’

      ‘Aye, Chief,’ he said, ‘and the other pair?’

      ‘They’ll be going south-east,’ he said. ‘I think Bridget may have found our new home.’
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      Southern Frontier, Holdings-Occupied Plateau – 24th Day, Second Third Summer 505

      A haze of dust rose from the rolling grasslands, shimmering in the morning heat.

      ‘They’re coming,’ Echtang cried.

      ‘Soon,’ said Agang, standing beside him in the front ranks.

      Behind them, arrayed up the gentle slope of a hillside, were four full regiments of his finest warriors, sweating in the humid summer air.

      ‘They’re waiting for those clouds to pass,’ Agang went on, ‘then they’ll strike when the sun is in our eyes.’

      Agang smiled as his nephew craned his neck up at the sky.

      ‘It won’t be long,’ he said. ‘You’ll have your first battle soon. I know how you chafed whenever your brother talked about his part in last summer’s campaigns. Now you’ll get your chance.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Echtang said, ‘though I’m still surprised you let Anganecht’s force take the lead in the battle today. The fighting may be over by the time we reach any Holdings.’

      ‘Echtang, my boy,’ Agang said, ‘Anganecht has two thousand warriors. Our scouts reported four thousand heavily armoured Holdings cavalry enter the eastern end of the valley this morning.’

      He looked down at his nephew.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘we’ll see some fighting today.’

      In contrast to the ordered discipline of the black-uniformed ranks behind them, four dozen paces ahead the lines of Anganecht’s warriors milled and jostled, smoked and drank, and sang rousing songs of violence.

      The combined forces of Anganecht’s two thousand and Agang’s four thousand had been marching separately from the rest of the army ever since they had emerged from the river canyon onto the grassy hills of the Plateau five days previously. They had marched out in the open by day, while the rest had skulked and crept through the hours of darkness, always remaining a half-day’s march behind Agang’s advance force.

      To the confusion of his officers and allies, Agang had insisted on this formation, relying on what Chane had told him about the power of Holdings’ mages. She had been adamant that the nearby border fort would have a decent vision mage, in order to ensure the Rahain didn’t mount a surprise attack. She said he needed to assume that any such mage would routinely scan the environs of the border.

      She had been right.

      Just as she had predicted, the border garrison had been seen approaching the day before, without a single scout being spotted anywhere in the vicinity. His plan relied on the Holdings taking the reports from their mages at face value, hoping their arrogance would blind them to the fifteen thousand other Sanang that hid in the undergrowth every sunrise, and who were now hurrying to their positions.

      Echtang rolled his shoulders and scratched his neck, rubbed raw by the steel cuirass he was wearing.

      ‘Stop fidgeting,’ Agang said, as the clouds cleared and the sun shone through.

      ‘Sorry, uncle.’

      The harsh note of a Sanang horn went up.

      ‘That’s the first signal,’ Agang called out to his captains. ‘Anganecht’s warriors have sighted the Holdings cavalry. Stand fast.’

      He strained his ears, and heard it, the low rumble of thousands of hooves tearing through the grass ahead. His heart jumped, and he took a breath.

      Out in the sunlight, with no forest around, he felt almost naked.

      Doubts sprang into his mind. What was he thinking, attempting to stand up against Holdings cavalry on open ground? The valley sides rose steeply on either side, but there was still plenty of room for cavalry to manoeuvre. The slope where his own regiments were stationed offered some protection, but looked too gentle to stop a head-on charge.

      The rumble grew louder, and he could feel the vibrations come up through his boots.

      The warriors in Anganecht’s battalion began roaring their battle cries, intoxication rendering them oblivious to the danger of thousands of pounds of horseflesh thundering towards them.

      From his slight elevation, Agang saw the ranks of cavalry come into view, their armour blinding in the morning sun. He shielded his eyes. The cavalry raced through the grass like a shining apparition, like an army sent from the gods, their polished breastplates and shields gleaming, their longswords pointing to the heavens.

      ‘Holy fuck,’ Echtang whispered. ‘Sorry uncle.’

      Agang ignored him, counting down the seconds.

      ‘Get ready!’ he called out.

      There was a horrendous noise as thousands of horses, Holdings and Sanang collided. Screams cut through the air.

      ‘Now!’ Agang raised his sword, and took a pace back.

      The herald next to him nodded, and blew a single long note on his horn.

      The first three lines of his army reached down and picked up the eight-foot wooden stakes they had been equipped with, sharpened at both ends.

      Each warrior pushed one end into the soft grassy hillside, and angled the other end out, forming a bristling wall of pikes. Each then locked their shields together into a long unbroken wall. Agang took up a stake in the second row, gripping it and bracing himself, his shield overlapping with those on either side. Below, the Holdings cavalry were carving their way through the ragged lines of his ally’s warriors, their swords flashing in the sun.

      ‘Anganecht’s forces will break soon,’ he called to Echtang, who was holding a shield and pike close behind him in the third row. ‘Hold firm.’

      Within moments, warriors began running from Anganecht’s lines. Seeing the hostile forest of pikes blocking their retreat, they pulled up in shock.

      They scattered left and right, trying to escape the cavalry onslaught before the entire line broke. Then it was too late, and Anganecht’s forces were driven back by the swords of the cavalry, who were cutting through them like a scythe through long grass.

      Hundreds fell as the cavalry slashed through the Sanang lines. Some among Anganecht’s warriors were pleading with Agang’s soldiers to let them pass the shieldwall, but his men remained steady, and kept their lines solid and impenetrable.

      The noise grew, from the cries of horses and the ringing of steel, to the death screams of Sanang warriors trodden under the momentum of the cavalry charge.

      The first Holdings cavalry troopers reached the forest of Agang’s pikes. Their horses reared, and several were impaled, unable to halt due to the press from behind. Then the cavalry wheeled, dividing before Agang’s lines.

      ‘Centre!’ Agang called. ‘Pull back!’

      His herald blew two short notes on his horn, and the ranks around where Agang stood began hefting their stakes up out of the ground.

      Agang heaved, and pulled his stake free. At once, survivors of Anganecht’s battalion began trying to force their way through, but Agang’s soldiers locked their shields against them, and began withdrawing. On the left and right, Agang could see his two outer regiments holding their lines, as ahead the Holdings re-formed for another charge, leaving the field littered with dead Sanang.

      When they had retreated forty paces up the hillside Agang raised his hand, and the horn blew once.

      As one, the ranks of soldiers held their shields to their front and pushed their stakes back into position. Agang gave his stake to a soldier from the fourth line, and stepped back.

      Ahead, the Holdings cavalry troopers had exchanged their swords for lances, and were forming into ranks. A trumpet sounded clear and sharp.

      They charged, the centre heading for Agang, and wings peeling off to assault the regiments on his outer flanks.

      ‘Archers!’ Agang called.

      As far as he knew, the Holdings had never seen any Sanang warrior use a bow in warfare. His people viewed the weapon as useful for hunting only, and shameful in battle. Killing from a distance was deemed the mark of an utter coward, and he had needed to enlist criminals and outcasts to make up his new corps of archers. They knew how to use a bow, every Sanang male did. All Agang had needed to do was get them to shoot in the same direction at the same time. Training had not been easy.

      The captain of his archers saluted him.

      Agang nodded.

      ‘Draw!’ the officer called out to his men.

      Two hundred bowmen readied their arrows. Agang turned, watching as the Holdings approached.

      He waited until they had entered the funnel between his two outer regiments, then raised his hand.

      ‘Loose!’ cried the officer.

      The air behind him moved as two hundred arrows sped overhead. The sunlight flickered for a second as they fell into the charging ranks of cavalry, felling dozens, and causing others to crash and career out of control.

      ‘Shoot until you run out of arrows,’ Agang said to the captain, who nodded, a wicked grin on his face.

      A roar came from his left, and he saw that his regiment on that flank was being pressed hard, attacked from an angle by a detachment of cavalry. Its lines were shaken, but more men from the rear were moving up in support and it was holding steady.

      His attention swung back to the front as the cavalry crashed into his main lines, the long lances of the enemy finding their targets, and spearing Sanang pikemen where they stood. Agang picked up a stake and pulled his shield into position. He leapt into a gap formed by a falling warrior, and lunged out with the stake, wielding it like a spear in his right hand.

      His thrust bit deep into the flank of a horse, and it threw its rider, whose head was crushed by another horse as he fell.

      Agang looked to each side, and located Echtang. The young man was still in the third line, grasping onto his long pike. The lines in front of them were locked together in a mesh of lances and pikes, as the front ranks of each side were impaled and crushed in the press.

      More horn blasts echoed across the valley.

      ‘Mandalecht’s regiments,’ he called out to Echtang. ‘Right on time.’

      From the slope, Agang could see the fresh soldiers arriving, swarming across the valley side from the north, behind the mass of cavalry. Agang bit his lip as he watched them. He had pressed home to Mandalecht the importance of closing the distance as quickly as possible, to ensure no major detachments of cavalry evaded encirclement.

      He smiled. He knew the Sanang could run fast, but witnessing four thousand soldiers sprint across the valley, like an unstoppable river surge, was a sight that made his heart miss a beat.

      ‘It’s working,’ Echtang cried, watching as he crouched behind his shield, shoving forwards into the lines, his pike extended.

      Before the cavalry had sensed the danger, Mandalecht’s regiments slammed into them from behind. His warriors had been issued with short stabbing swords and shields, and were wreaking carnage on the horses. The beasts, unable to turn and lacking any space to manoeuvre, began concentrating into a thick mass of vulnerable flesh. The troopers flailed around with their lances, as the Sanang cut through them.

      With eight thousand of his soldiers now surrounding four thousand stationary Holdings cavalry, and with arrows still raining down upon them, Agang took a step back from the front. Soldiers from the lines behind him were still surging forwards, keeping up the pressure of pikes and holding the shieldwall.

      ‘Where are the rest of the allies?’ Echtang said, as he followed Agang to the rear of the lines.

      ‘They’ll be here,’ Agang said. ‘They’ve been waiting to see if I could win the battle on my own. Now they know the field is mine, they won’t want to miss out on the glory.’

      ‘What if we’d been losing?’

      He smiled. ‘They would have waited until my army had been destroyed, and then they would have descended upon the exhausted cavalry like vultures. And tomorrow, Sanang would have a new high chief.’

      ‘Look uncle,’ Echtang pointed, as a great mass of warriors appeared over the brow of the hill to the west.

      ‘Herald,’ Agang said, ‘call the order to make way.’

      The young man nodded and blew three short blasts, followed by one long.

      It took a moment for the effect to become visible, but Agang’s four regiments of pikemen began withdrawing, leaving their embedded stakes in place, along with the heaps of impaled corpses and dead horses. They formed two lines of shields, leading from the top of the hill where the mass of allies had gathered, down to the great body of crammed-in cavalry being herded up against the pikes, as Mandalecht’s swordsmen kept up their assault from the rear.

      There was an enormous roar from the allies, and they charged down the hill between Agang’s regiments and through the forest of pikes, smashing into the panicking mass of cavalry. Agang watched as they passed, each lost in his own world of ferocious bloodlust, each howling for a chance to strike at their most hated enemy.

      Echtang fidgeted at his side while Agang’s forces withdrew step by step, keeping their formation as the hordes of Sanang warriors surged into the carnage at the bottom of the hill.

      ‘Do you wish to join them, nephew?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes, uncle.’

      ‘You have already fought bravely today,’ Agang said. ‘You have no need to prove anything more.’

      ‘Holding a pike, uncle,’ Echtang said, ‘well, it didn’t feel like real fighting.’

      ‘Go on, then,’ Agang said. ‘Take a detachment from the lines. Try not to get them all killed.’

      ‘Thank you uncle,’ Echtang grinned, before running off to a young officer he knew.

      ‘The youth and their vigour,’ said a voice behind him.

      Agang smiled. ‘Our victory must be assured if our chief minister deigns it safe enough to get this close to the front.’

      ‘So our little tricks and subterfuges worked, my lord?’ Hodang said. ‘How the songs will mark this day, the glory of this moment, with you crowned by the most pure sunrise. A blood red massacre at dawn, a crimson day, a hard day.’

      Agang watched from the hillside as the tight ring of Holdings cavalry grew inexorably smaller. As the crescendo of carnage and the stench of horseshit and death assaulted his senses, he turned away.

      ‘Back to the command tents, my lord?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘The battle’s over. Only the slaughter remains, and I have no wish to witness it.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Chane was waiting for him in his private reception tent, wearing a dark red dress and a closed expression. Servants hurried around with drinks and platters of food, as Agang and Hodang entered, passing the guards at the door.

      ‘Congratulations, my lord,’ she said, holding her head high.

      He nodded to her, and sat down on his raised chair, the gleaming standards of the army stacked up behind him. A cup of honeyed wine was put into his hand, and he drank deep.

      ‘My friends,’ he said, raising his cup, ‘may your sound advice never cease.’

      Chane and Hodang shared a glance. Agang knew she mistrusted his chief minister, but he relied on them both, and was glad she was keeping her feelings to herself.

      The doorflap opened and his allies, Drechtan and Badranga, appeared in the entranceway. Hodang and Chane took up their positions at Agang’s shoulder.

      ‘A great victory, my lord!’ Drechtan called out. ‘We thrashed them as thoroughly as we did at the Twinth last year.’

      There was a cheer from the officers and chiefs crowding the hallway behind him.

      ‘Or should I say,’ Drechtan continued, ‘thrashing them, for the slaughter goes on as we speak.’

      ‘It will last a while yet, I daresay,’ Hodang said. ‘It takes time to put thousands of Holdings and their horses to the sword.’

      Agang noticed the corner of Chane’s mouth twitch, but she said nothing.

      ‘Where is Anganecht, my lord?’ Badranga said, striding into the tent and taking a cup from a servant. ‘Great honour is due to him, as the one who stood at the head of the army, and faced the enemy before any other.’

      ‘His men fought most bravely,’ Hodang said, his eyes flicking over to Agang.

      ‘Indeed,’ Agang said. ‘I’m pleased that I gave him the honour, he did everything that his high chief asked of him, and performed nobly. I fear though that he may have lost his life in the first charge of the enemy cavalry. We might not know his fate for certain until the battlefield has been cleared.’

      A messenger entered the tent, bowed, and held out a long furled pennant.

      ‘Speak,’ Agang commanded him.

      ‘My lord,’ the messenger said, ‘a gift from Commander Mandalecht Naro.’

      He unfurled the flag, and held it out. On a flat green background, a silhouette of a leaping horse had been stitched in shining black satin, over which seven golden stars shone.

      ‘The standard of the enemy commander, my lord,’ the messenger said, amid applause and cheers from the officers and chiefs. He knelt in front of Agang and placed the flag on the steps before him.

      ‘And where is Commander Mandalecht?’ Agang asked.

      ‘On his way here, my lord,’ he replied. ‘He asked me to report that he has withdrawn your regiments, and handed over command of the eastern flank to the allies.’

      ‘Very good,’ Agang nodded, and the messenger left.

      ‘I’ll admit,’ said Badranga, ‘that I had some doubts about your plan, my lord. All that sneaking about in the dark, and waiting, but it worked. From what we could see from the hilltop, the horsemen fell right into your trap. When this day is done, there will be enough swords, lances and armour for every warrior in the army to receive their share.’

      ‘A few extra weapons don’t matter,’ Drechtan said. ‘Lord Agang has eliminated the only Holdings garrison for a hundred miles around. There remains no credible force between us and the gates of their capital city.’

      ‘We’re not going to their capital,’ Hodang said. ‘This is a mobile raid, not a siege army.’

      There was applause from the officers by the doorway, and Mandalecht entered, a grinning Echtang walking next to him. The young man’s armour was smeared in blood, and his eyes were wide. In contrast, the expression of the one-eyed older commander was dour and grim.

      ‘My lord,’ he saluted.

      ‘Well done, Commander,’ Agang said. ‘Your timing was perfect, and your execution immaculate.’

      Mandalecht grunted, and sat at a bench, taking a cup of wine.

      ‘And nephew,’ Agang went on, ‘I’m happy to see you in one piece.’

      ‘I wanted to stay longer,’ he said, ‘but old Mandalecht insisted I return. Still, it was worth it. I killed eight soldiers, uncle. They were screaming for mercy as we cut them down.’ He laughed. ‘They had nowhere to run!’

      ‘Well done, boy,’ Badranga said.

      ‘Some were wondering, my lord,’ Mandalecht said, ‘when you were going to call an end to the killing, so that the survivors can be rounded up and allowed to surrender?’

      Agang shook his head.

      ‘No surrender will be granted,’ he said. ‘The entire Holdings force must die.’

      ‘Well said, my lord,’ Drechtan nodded.

      Badranga snorted. ‘I admire your spirit, my lord,’ he said, ‘and do not doubt for a minute that the Holdings dogs deserve to perish, but were we not planning to take slaves on this great raid?’

      ‘Of course,’ Agang replied. ‘But not yet. Consider, my friend, how the battle was won. We used a combination of tricks, by hiding our true numbers, and new tactics, such as archers and pikes, that the Holdings have never seen Sanang warriors use before. They were unprepared and arrogant, thinking they would sweep us aside like they used to. The fewer Holdings witnesses remain alive, the better.’

      ‘It also sends a clear message, my lord,’ Hodang said, ‘and will chill the heart of the Holdings king.’

      ‘Then this half of the Plateau is ours to strip bare,’ Echtang said. ‘That coward on the Holdings throne will never send out another force against us, not after he learns what happened here.’

      Badranga frowned. ‘Then we’d better hope that the rest of the Plateau is more populated that what we’ve seen so far. Not a single farm or settlement since we left the mountains. Just grass, and empty hills.’

      ‘We knew the area at the southernmost edge of the Holdings-occupied Plateau was sparsely inhabited,’ Agang said. ‘Once we travel further north, we will find the rich lands you seek.’

      He stole a glance at Chane, but she kept her face still. What he had said was a lie. Chane had told him that all of the Plateau was thickly inhabited, with towns and farmsteads littering the countryside. He doubted that she had deliberately misled him, but if she was wrong about that, then what else could she be mistaken about?

      His mage Badolecht entered, a deep frown on his face.

      ‘Mage,’ Agang greeted him.

      ‘My lord,’ he said. ‘My healers are all out in the valley, doing what they can to repair the damage wrought upon the flesh of your men. I came to see if you, or any of your officers require healing.’

      ‘Thank you mage, but no,’ Agang said. ‘Go back to where you’re needed.’

      ‘Wait,’ a man called. Agang turned, and saw Lomecht stagger in, a bottle in one hand, and blood streaming from a wound in his upper leg. ‘I could do with some fixing.’

      ‘Greetings Commander,’ Agang said, ‘and well done for holding the left flank today. Your position was heavily assaulted, but you defended stoutly.’

      ‘Near two hundred of my regiment dead, my lord,’ Lomecht spat, as the mage approached. The warrior sat on a bench, and stretched his leg out.

      ‘And each did their duty,’ Hodang said.

      ‘It’s not the bastarding numbers that bother me, you halfwit,’ Lomecht shouted at the chief minister as he grimaced in pain, ‘it’s the way they died. Huddled behind shields and pikes, like fucking cowards. Their fathers would be ashamed of the way they fell today.’

      Mandalecht rose to his feet. ‘Ashamed?’ he cried. ‘You fucking imbecile. Did you not see what the Holdings cavalry did to Anganecht’s battalion? Without those shields and pikes your whole regiment would have been carved up.’

      ‘Quiet, please,’ Badolecht said, placing his hands onto Lomecht’s leg. ‘I’m trying to work.’

      Everyone stilled, and watched as the mage closed his eyes.

      Lomecht’s head arched back, an expression of half-agony, half-ecstasy on his face, as the healing power of Badolecht surged through him. He convulsed for a moment, then fell slumped onto the bench, his chest rising and falling.

      Badolecht stood, and glanced at Mandalecht. ‘You may continue berating him commander.’ He nodded and left the tent.

      Lomecht raised his head from the bench.

      ‘Sorry Chief,’ he said. ‘Sorry Commander. I might have gone temporarily mad from the pain, but I’m all right now.’

      He got to his feet, and rubbed his healed leg. ‘By the gods, that feels good.’

      He stood to attention.

      ‘Congratulation on your victory, my lord,’ he said, a crooked smile on his face.

      ‘You are forgiven your outburst,’ Agang said. ‘The gods know how often I have lashed out after an injury. Go get drunk.’

      ‘Yes, my lord,’ he said. His eyes flickered over to where Chane stood for a moment, then he turned and left.

      ‘My lord,’ said Badranga. ‘Not to show any disrespect, but there have been mutterings among the warriors about your army’s tactics. The pikes most could understand, the sneaking about at night was harder to explain, but archers, my lord?’

      ‘The other chiefs can scoff all they like,’ Agang said, ‘I only care about what works. My archers thinned out the cavalry charges, and allowed us to encircle the enemy. Without them, our line would have broken somewhere, and the plan would have collapsed.’

      Badranga shook his head. ‘You make it sound so sensible, my lord,’ he said, ‘but the common warriors don’t see it like that. To kill your enemy from a hundred yards away? It’s everything the Sanang warrior code is opposed to.’

      ‘The same warrior code that allowed the Holdings to invade us for four years running?’ Agang said. ‘The same code that has kept us squabbling and fighting among ourselves for a hundred years? Look at what we achieved today, by breaking the code. When we return to Sanang I will bring in a new order, one that does not rely on obsolete traditions.’

      ‘You are not king yet,’ Badranga replied, his face reddening. ‘Nor will you be if you continue to ape the Holdings in all that you do. Our ways are not the same as theirs, and the other chiefs won’t stand for it if you try to re-make us in their image.’

      ‘Then let them challenge me,’ Agang said, staring down at him.

      A messenger entered.

      ‘My lord,’ he bowed, oblivious to the tension in the room.

      ‘Speak,’ Agang said, keeping his eyes on Badranga.

      ‘A message from the valley,’ he said. ‘Toa Banga’s warriors have discovered the remains of Anganecht Bristang, his two sons, his brother, and his brother’s son, all slain on the battlefield, along with almost all of his battalion.’

      Agang nodded to the messenger, and he left.

      ‘That accounts for all of his male relatives,’ Hodang said. ‘By rights as high chief, his lands fall to you, my lord, now ruler of the Mya river tribes.’

      Badranga’s mouth fell open. ‘Now I see,’ he said, shaking his head, ‘and I thought you’d honoured the old man by letting him lead the army.’

      He looked up at Agang.

      ‘I won’t make that mistake again.’ He bowed low. ‘My lord.’
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      Rainsby, Rahain-Occupied Plateau – 4th Day, Last Third Summer 505

      The rain had been pouring all day, a summer squall over the gentle slopes that stretched all the way down to the shores of the Inner Sea.

      The road had been churned to mud, and rivulets of water streamed into the over-flowing ditches on either side. Keira pulled the hood further across her face, her heavy clothes soaking, her boots sodden and falling apart. For nearly a third she had walked, alone. She had stayed close to the main road leading from where the new tunnel would exit. It ran alongside a river for the majority of the way, through countryside that was empty for the most part, excepting the odd farm and settlement. She had kept the river on her left, and headed north.

      Towards Rainsby.

      Back in Kell, while she had been resisting the Rahain occupation, she had met a few folk who had talked about the squalid Rahain town, and the large refugee camp that spread outside its walls. Nothing she had heard made her overjoyed to be going in that direction, but as she didn’t know the way back to her homeland, she had figured that at least she would be able to meet up with some of her own folk there, and find out what had been going on since her capture.

      The leaden clouds made the early afternoon seem like dusk, and she re-joined the road as soon as she glimpsed the walls of the town ahead in the distance.

      Her fears of being recognised were eased by how quiet the traffic was. The few Rahain she saw go past her on the road moved to the other side once they noticed her height. Several looked nervous, and clutched onto their possessions as they hurried to get by.

      She smiled. They were scared of her people, and that made her happy.

      She came to the bottom of the slope, and the road levelled out. Ahead of her, she could see the town gates through the pelting rain. A low rumble of thunder echoed from the hills behind her.

      To the right, a large raised earthen embankment ran the length of the road, right up to the town walls. On the other side of the road was a sprawl of huts and small wooden structures. She scanned the buildings as she walked, but saw only Rahain faces peer through the murk in her direction.

      One emerged from a hut and sidled up to her.

      ‘What you doing out in the rain, eh?’ he said, a wide hat keeping his face dry. ‘You looking for something?’

      ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’

      ‘You wanting smokes?’

      ‘Fuck off ya scaly wee arsehole.’

      ‘No need for insults, pet,’ he said, ‘was only asking. Couldn’t see any other reason why one of you lot would be out in weather like this.’

      He scurried off back into the disorganised mess of shanty dwellings.

      Keira walked on.

      The wall of the town was mostly a timber stockade, but the gatehouse was stone-built, and towered three storeys above her. The great double gates were closed, but a small entrance door had been cut into the right hand gate, and was open. Several soldiers in dark grey uniforms slouched nearby, sheltering from the rain under an archway next to the gates.

      They looked up at her as she approached.

      She nodded to them, and made to go through the door.

      ‘Hoi!’ one shouted. ‘Stop there, you stupid sow.’

      She turned, ready to say something back, but paused when she saw at least ten crossbows trained on her, the soldiers fanning out by the gate.

      ‘Where’s your fucking pass?’ the same soldier called to her.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Your pass,’ he repeated, ‘to get into the town. What’s wrong with you?’

      ‘Maybe she’s new, boss,’ another soldier said.

      The officer sighed. ‘Not had one of those in a while. Thought every fucking Kellach savage had been through Rainsby by now.’ He looked up at her. ‘Where you from then? You speak Rahain?’

      ‘Of course I do,’ she said. ‘Is this how you greet visitors to your shithole of a town?’

      The officer spat. ‘None of your lip, girl, or we’ll fill you full of holes.’

      Keira smirked at him, but said nothing. She could see the itchy trigger fingers of the soldiers, and didn’t want to give them an excuse.

      ‘Okay,’ the officer said, ‘you need to go to processing, and register with them. They’ll give you a place to stay, and you can apply for a town pass.’

      ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Where’s that then?’

      ‘Back up the road,’ he pointed through the rain. ‘There’s a gap in the embankment about a hundred yards away, you must have missed it on your way down.’

      She turned, and began walking along the road, the soldiers scampering back under the shelter of the arch behind her.

      After a minute, she saw the break in the raised bank, and left the road, her boots wading through ankle-deep mud. The path through the embankment was narrow, and well-trodden. She reached the other side and gasped, as what had lain hidden from the roadside was now revealed to her.

      Fields of tents and wooden huts stretched out into the distance before her all the way to the shore, a settlement bigger than any town that she had ever seen in her homeland. Under the lowering grey clouds, and through the torrential rain, the refugee camp looked filthy and miserable, the ways between the tents churned to mud. Ahead she saw a wooden structure larger than the others, its sides streaked with mud, and she headed for it, her feet disappearing into the thick wet ground. She passed between rows of tents. Most had their front entrances closed, hiding the occupants within.

      Even in the rain, she could smell the stench of the place, a powerful sour tang at the back of her throat, of piss, shit and misery.

      She knew she probably wasn’t smelling too sweet herself. Her thick layers of clothes, stolen from farmhouse drying lines on the way, were heavy, and she was sweating in the summer humidity. Back in Kell when it rained, which it did frequently, it was always cold, and this was her first experience of a muggy Plateau storm.

      ‘You look lost, hen,’ a woman called to her from an open tent, in her own language.

      ‘Aye,’ Keira said, stopping and turning to look at the old clanswoman. ‘I am.’

      ‘You new in the camp?’

      Keira nodded.

      ‘Come in out of the rain for a minute,’ she said.

      Keira looked up and down the muddy track.

      ‘I don’t bite,’ the old woman said, grinning. ‘Nae teeth.’

      Keira stooped down, and entered the long, low tent. Behind the woman several others slouched on blankets and furs. Some were sleeping, while others smoked, their eyelids heavy and drooping. They looked at her, their expressions vacant, and none spoke.

      ‘Don’t mind them,’ the old woman said, as Keira sat. ‘On rainy days like today, when there’s no work on, they just sit about and smoke. I don’t touch the stuff myself, so as you can imagine hen, I get bored shitless watching them pass out. Nice to have someone to talk to.’

      ‘What are they smoking?’ Keira asked.

      ‘Sanang weed,’ she said. ‘Town’s full of it. It’s the one thing the lizards make sure we have plenty of.’

      Keira didn’t know who or what the Sanang were, but kept quiet, painfully aware of her ignorance.

      ‘I do have some whisky though, hen, if you want a wee dram.’

      ‘Aye,’ Keira said. ‘That’d be braw.’

      The old woman smiled, and reached for a jug and a couple of dirty mugs.

      ‘I’m Laurie,’ she said as she poured two measures of clear spirits.

      Keira sniffed the liquid as she was passed the mug.

      ‘Don’t be putting that face on,’ Laurie said. ‘I know it’s not real whisky. Fuck me, I haven’t seen any of that since we got here. It’s the best we have, but.’

      Keira nodded and drained her mug, her throat burning from the raw spirits.

      ‘Fuck, that’s nasty,’ she said. ‘Had worse.’

      ‘What’s your name, hen?’ Laurie asked.

      ‘Keilyn.’

      ‘Fuck me, a Kell,’ Laurie said. ‘Not many of you lot left. And young, too. You’ll have no bother making ends meet, trust me.’

      ‘Doing what?’

      Laurie laughed. ‘Whoring, what else? A young woman like yourself? I’m sure you’ll be able to make a living.’

      ‘I’d rather hack my own head off than open my legs for money.’

      ‘Aye well,’ Laurie cackled, ‘we’ll see if you’re still saying that after you’ve been here a while.’

      ‘Thanks for the drink,’ Keira said, rising, ‘but fuck you.’

      She stepped back outside, the rain drowning out the laughter from within the tent, and trudged down the path towards the half-canvas, half-wooden structure ahead, the largest building she had seen in the camp.

      Two enormous guards were at the door.

      ‘Is this processing?’ she called out, the sound of the rain on the canvas drumming out a cacophony.

      ‘You new?’ said one in a Domm accent.

      ‘Aye.’

      He gestured with his head, and she stepped inside.

      She walked into a large canvas entrance hall, with benches along each wall. A man, a woman and a child sat by the main door, which led to the wooden end of the building.

      They turned as she walked over.

      ‘You new as well?’ she asked.

      ‘No, hen,’ the woman said. She was holding onto a young boy, who stuck his tongue out at Keira as she sat on the bench down from them.

      ‘This numpty here,’ she said, gesturing to the dour-faced man sitting beside her, ‘fell asleep with a lit weedstick in his hand and burnt the fucking hut down. Nearly killed the bairn.’

      ‘Does everyone round here smoke that shit?’

      ‘No, hen,’ she glowered. ‘A few get drunk all day instead.’

      The wooden door opened and a Rahain man in a dark grey military uniform walked through.

      ‘Next,’ he muttered.

      The family stood, and followed the Rahain through the door. The woman turned her head as she went.

      ‘Take my advice, hen,’ she said, ‘and get out of this shithole while you can.’
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      Hours later, a freshly processed Keira stepped back outside.

      The rain was still falling hard on the camp, and the skies were now darkening. Slung over her shoulder was the flaxen sack the Rahain had given her, containing a flea-bitten blanket, some wooden clogs for getting through the mud, and a metal mug and spoon. After searching her for weapons, they had given her directions to her new accommodation, a stamped registration card to prove she was a resident of the camp, and ten tokens that could be used to purchase supplies.

      In exchange, they had wanted information: her name, her occupation, her home village, the names of her relatives, and she had lied without pause. Keilyn ae Kielie ae Kell, a shepherdess from Armdale in the Southern Kell uplands.

      The camp grew dark. Few lights were lit, and the muddy tracks were empty as the rain battered down. She heard a low roar of noise, coming from a long, squat wooden building set beside a large crossroads.

      As she got closer, she recognised the noise, and smiled.

      ‘Evening, boys,’ she said to the two burly men at the entrance.

      They grunted, and one heaved open the heavy wooden door, releasing the sounds of drinking and singing from within, along with a thick waft of smoke.

      Keira entered. The place was heaving with clansfolk, crammed into every space in the long hall. There was a bar running along one wall, and tables and booths lined the others. Lamps were suspended from chains attached to the ceiling, providing a low golden light. A dense cloud of smoke hung in the air, and she felt light-headed inhaling the fumes. The noise from the mass of folk was almost deafening.

      She kept her hood up, and made her way through the crowd to the bar. She pushed to the front, and tried to catch the eye of a bartender, as they poured and served drinks.

      ‘Fucksake,’ she muttered, as an older man to her left got served before her. In the crowded press at the bar she felt her arse get groped.

      She looked around, and saw the older man leering at her.

      ‘Was that you, ya wee prick?’ she said.

      He laughed, and turned, picking up his large mug of ale.

      Keira head-butted him, cracking his nose, a flow of blood spilling down his chin. She grabbed his ale as he lifted his hands to his face.

      ‘Thanks for the drink,’ she said, and pushed her way back from the bar.

      She strode through the crowds to the nearest booths, and saw a small space at the edge of a bench, where five people sat round a table.

      ‘You look sort of normal,’ she said, sitting down. They glanced up from their drinks at her, four men and a woman, their conversation paused.

      ‘Don’t mind me,’ Keira said. ‘I’m new. Carry on.’

      The five turned back towards each other.

      ‘Anyway,’ one said, ‘what I was just saying, the tunnel story is pure bullshit. No one can dig a tunnel through an entire mountain range. The Rahain just keep telling us this so we stay in line, scared that a fucking army’s going to march up the road.’

      ‘They want to clear the camp,’ the woman said. ‘That’s their end game. Make us all move up to the new Holdings City on the other side of the sea.’

      ‘No,’ another said, ‘they need us here to do all the dirty work. We’re free labour, and they figure that as long as they keep us doped up we won’t cause them any bother.’

      Keira coughed.

      ‘The tunnel is true, by the way,’ she said, as they turned to look at her. ‘I’ve just come from there, and seen it with my own eyes.’

      ‘Fucking told you,’ the woman said to the first man.

      ‘They’re working on the last bit now,’ Keira said. ‘Be done in a few thirds.’

      ‘But how…?’ the first man said.

      ‘Their mages turn the mountainside into rubble, and thousands of our folk cart it away for them.’

      ‘The Kellach slaves in Rahain,’ one muttered, ‘some are still alive, then?’

      ‘There’s fucking plenty of clansfolk in Rahain,’ Keira said. ‘I was in their capital, saw a lot of slaves.’

      ‘Who are you?’ the woman asked.

      ‘Keilyn.’

      ‘And how the fuck did you get out of Rahain?’

      ‘Escaped,’ she said, drinking her ale. ‘Took me a couple of thirds to get here.’

      ‘Do you know anything,’ one of the men asked, ‘about Keira the fire mage? We heard she’d been captured, and was in Rahain.’

      Keira swallowed. ‘No.’

      The woman leaned over the table to her. ‘Do you know what she did?’

      ‘No,’ Keira whispered.

      ‘She helped the lizards kill the Rakanese refugees,’ she said. ‘Murdered half a million of them, burned the entire city in an inferno.’

      The woman sat back, shaking her head.

      ‘Shit,’ said Keira. ‘That’s bad.’

      ‘She has shamed us.’

      ‘She was our hope.’

      The table stilled into silence, while the raucous noise of the hall echoed around them.

      ‘So,’ Keira said. ‘What’s Rainsby like?’

      The woman raised an eyebrow. ‘A shithole,’ she said, ‘on a good day.’

      ‘I don’t get it though,’ Keira said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘The lizards invaded us, right?’ she said. ‘They were at war with us, and thousands are enslaved in Rahain.’

      ‘Aye, so?’

      ‘Well,’ Keira went on, ‘isn’t this part of Rahain? Why are we left alone here? Why haven’t they enslaved everyone?’

      ‘The government in Rahain don’t rule here,’ the first man said. ‘Haven’t done in decades, apparently. The mob that runs Rainsby make up their own rules, and there’s nothing the garrison can do about it.’

      ‘There’s a Rahain garrison here?’

      ‘Oh aye,’ he said, ‘a thousand of them. The alliance of crooked merchants and gang bosses that rule can muster five times that number in their own town militia. The proper soldiers just stay in their barracks all day, leave the militia to it.’

      ‘The town decided,’ the woman said, ‘that there were too many of us to kill or enslave, so they set up this camp, and have us carry out all of the crap jobs that need done, in return for food, drink and Sanang weed.’

      ‘Talking about food,’ Keira said, ‘I’m fucking starving. Where can I…?’

      ‘There she is!’ shouted someone.

      She looked up. The man she had head-butted was walking towards the table, at least a dozen large men behind him. The front of his tunic was covered in blood, and both of his eyes were puffed and swollen.

      ‘That’s the bitch who hit me,’ he said, pointing.

      Before any of his thugs could react, Keira leapt to her feet and punched the man in the throat, then kneed him in the face as he fell. He span backwards, his head cracking off the side of a booth as he landed, his neck at an angle. The men he had brought gazed at his prone body for a moment, then charged at Keira, swinging clubs.

      The area where they stood erupted into violence, as the men threw aside anyone in their way to get to Keira. She struck one in the face, but others lunged at her. One of them leapt over a table and onto her, and they fell to the ground. One grabbed her leg. She kicked out with the other, making contact. Hands reached for her face, and she bit a chunk out of a finger.

      ‘Hold her down!’ one of the men shouted.

      A fist struck her cheek, as she struggled and writhed against the hands of the men.

      ‘Get the fuck off me,’ she spat, as a kick landed against her stomach. As she gasped, her eyes scanned round the hall, looking for a naked flame.

      A man stared down at her.

      ‘Do you know who the fuck you just killed, bitch?’

      His expression changed, and his mouth opened, as a blade passed through his chest from behind.

      Someone screamed.

      Keira looked up as the men around her loosened their grip. She tore herself free, and lashed out at them, punching one in the eye.

      An arm reached for her. She drew back her fist to strike, but saw who it was.

      Kylon.

      ‘What fucking took ye?’ she grinned. ‘I was about to burn the place to the ground.’
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      Kylon shook her shoulder.

      ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘we’ve got shit to do.’

      Keira grunted from the bed next to him, her eyes closed.

      ‘Fuck me sideways,’ she said, stretching out as the dawn sunlight spilled into the dark room through the cracks in the shutters. ‘You’re still the best ride I’ve ever had.’

      She sat up.

      ‘Where are my clothes?’

      ‘Those rags?’

      ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I never had a chance to order up a fancy frock before I got into a bar fight.’ She gazed around the small room. ‘How come you’ve got a fucking palace, when everyone else in the camp’s sleeping in the mud?’

      ‘Money.’

      She leaned up on an elbow and watched him as he stood and got dressed.

      ‘And it’s three rooms,’ he said, pulling a tunic down over his chest. ‘Hardly a palace.’

      ‘What do you need three rooms for?’ she said. ‘Thought you were staying here by yourself.’

      ‘Leah stays here too.’

      ‘You fucking what?’ she said. ‘You fucking slag, you been shagging that cow?’

      He thumbed towards the door. ‘She sleeps in that room.’

      ‘So yer saying ye haven’t fucked her?’

      ‘Her,’ he said, frowning, ‘or anyone else.’

      ‘You’ve kept it in yer pants the whole time?’

      He nodded and sat on the bed, reaching for his boots.

      ‘Just as well,’ she said. ‘So, what’s the fucking plan?’

      ‘We get out of Rainsby.’

      ‘I just got here.’

      ‘That Domm you killed,’ he said, ‘was the brother of a camp boss. He’ll be after you. And me.’

      ‘Fair enough. So where’s the rest of the squad I gave you? Can’t be only Leah left.’

      ‘Baoryn’s got a room in the town,’ Kylon said, ‘and Bedig went to Plateau City. But apart from that, the rest are dead.’

      Her heart jumped. ‘Not Kalayne? Don’t tell me that old bastard’s dead.’

      Kylon shrugged. He stood up and went to a trunk. He knelt and started raking about in it for clothes.

      ‘Well?’ she said.

      ‘I don’t know about Kalayne,’ he said. ‘He didn’t come with us to the Rakanese camp. He took the road north when we got to the Plateau after leaving Kell.’

      He threw her a pile of clothes. ‘I thought he might be in Rainsby,’ he said. ‘Part of the reason why I’m here. The main reason though, is that I heard a rumour you’d escaped, and guessed you’d come this way.’

      She squinted at him. ‘How did you know I’d be in that tavern?’

      ‘The “Lost And Found”?’ He shrugged. ‘It’s the first place new people see when they come out of the processing centre. I’ve been in there every evening to take a look.’

      ‘Where are we going then?’ she said. ‘Killop’s alive, I saw him in prison in Rahain.’

      ‘He escaped.’

      ‘How the fuck do you know that?’

      ‘I met him.’

      ‘Where is he?’

      ‘In the Rahain mountains,’ Kylon said, ‘leading the Kellach uprising.’

      He opened the shutters, sending in a flood of bright sunlight. Squinting out from the bed, Keira could see a deep blue cloudless sky and, below the horizon, the greatest expanse of water she had ever witnessed.

      She stood, slipping on the leggings and tunic he had given her.

      ‘Fuck,’ she gasped.

      ‘The Inner Sea.’

      ‘No shit.’

      She stood next to him by the open window, the clean and sharp sea breeze blowing through her brown hair.

      ‘So,’ she said, ‘are we going to find my wee brother?’

      ‘No,’ Kylon said. ‘It would endanger his mission. Every soldier in Rahain is looking for you.’

      ‘What can I say?’ she smirked. ‘I’m a popular fucking woman.’

      He frowned again.

      ‘Kylon?’ she said.

      He turned to face her.

      ‘Are you not going to ask me about, you know?’

      ‘The Rakanese camp?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘No, Keira, I’m not.’

      She took a breath.

      ‘Do you know what I did?’

      ‘I was there.’

      ‘And it doesn’t bother you?’

      Kylon turned away, and stared out of the window, his eyes sharp and full of pain.

      She touched his arm.

      ‘I love you, Keira,’ he said. ‘No matter what.’

      She smiled.

      ‘Good.’
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      Keira spat on the ground.

      ‘Ye want me to get in that?’ she said. ‘Are ye out of yer fucking mind?’

      ‘We don’t have time for this,’ Kylon said.

      Leah shook her head, and glanced at Baoryn. The renegade Rahain’s face remained expressionless, but his tongue flickered.

      Large white birds circled overhead, shrieking their harsh cries, as they stood on the long, crowded dockside. Rahain workers and sailors milled around, interspersed with militia, and a few merchants. The ship Kylon had pointed at lay alongside, tied fore and aft with thick coils of rope, its three sets of sails half-raised.

      ‘I’m not getting on a boat,’ Keira said, folding her arms.

      A dark-skinned man walked past, and she turned her head to stare.

      ‘Did you see that?’ she said.

      ‘It’s just a man from the Holdings,’ Leah sighed. ‘Fucksake, Keira.’

      ‘We’ll see a lot more of them where we’re going,’ Kylon said.

      ‘But I want to go back to Kell.’

      Leah’s face went red. ‘We can’t fucking go back,’ she cried. ‘Because of you, because of what you did. Word is spreading everywhere about you, do you think the folks back in Kellach Brigdomin won’t hear about it?’

      Keira turned to face the blonde warrior, clenching her fists.

      ‘The camp next to Plateau City is our safest bet,’ said Kylon. ‘We can disappear there.’

      ‘Is it a shithole like the camp here?’

      ‘I’ve never been,’ he said, ‘but I’ve heard it’s a lot bigger, and easier to get lost in.’

      ‘Someone will recognise me.’

      ‘We’ll colour your hair on the boat,’ he said, ‘and get you a new name.’

      ‘I already have one,’ she said. She pulled her Rainsby registration card from a pocket and handed it to him.

      ‘Okay, Keilyn from Armdale,’ he said, ‘will you get on the boat now?’

      Keira turned to look at the giant ship. She knew that Kylon had handed over a fortune in coins to bribe their way through to the docks, and to secure passage to Plateau City. But the thought of nothing but a plank of wood between her and the deep watery abyss terrified her.

      ‘Not feart, are ye?’ Leah said.

      ‘Of course I’m not, ya cheeky cow,’ Keira scowled. She put a foot onto the gangplank, and swallowed. ‘What are ye all waiting for? Come on, let’s go to Plateau fucking City.’

      She half-closed her eyes, and walked up the gangplank to the side of the ship. A Rahain sailor stood there, holding his arm out to assist her.

      She ignored him, and stepped on to the deck, feeling the gentle sway under her feet.

      A Rahain in uniform approached.

      ‘Good morning ma’am,’ he said. ‘I’m the captain.’

      ‘I have the tickets,’ Kylon said, appearing on the deck beside her. He passed a bundle of papers to the captain. Tied to the ribbon around the middle was a small pouch.

      The captain slipped the pouch into a pocket and opened the documents.

      ‘Very good,’ he said, scanning them. He beckoned to a young lad in sailor’s uniform. ‘Boy, take these passengers to the aft cabin on deck two.’

      They followed the boy across the busy deck. Crates and sacks were being hoisted up and over their heads on pulleys, and sailors were scampering about on the rigging, preparing the sails for departure. Keira took a deep breath, the fresh sea air filling her lungs, and the warm wind blowing through her hair.

      ‘I might get to like this,’ she said.
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      Keira groaned, and threw up into their cabin’s slop bucket for the fourth time that night. The wooden floor rolled under her knees, the motion never ceasing. She leaned her head forward, Kylon holding her hair in the dim candlelight.

      ‘Keep the noise down,’ Leah muttered from her bunk. ‘I’m trying to fucking sleep.’

      Keira made an obscene gesture in her direction, and closed her eyes, her guts churning.

      ‘I’m never getting on a fucking boat again.’
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      Plateau City, The Plateau – 5th Day, Last Third Summer 505

      Daphne winced as she stretched out her crippled left arm.

      Since arriving in the city, it had ached a little each morning, though she didn’t know if it was the pregnancy or the humidity that was causing it. She had taken to going out onto the balcony when it got light, to savour the chill dawn air, and so she could gaze out over the endless waters of the Inner Sea.

      The townhouses along their side of the street were backed up against the enormous new sea wall, and spaces had been left open between the wide stones, ending in a series of balconies that hung over the rocks where the sea crashed into the shore. The balconies were busy each evening, crowded with the nobility watching the sunset, but they were quieter in the mornings, when the deep shadows created by the wall cast them into gloom, until the sun rose to its noon peak.

      That morning, with a cold breeze cutting through her clothes, the other balconies were empty, and she had peace to apply ointment to her arm, a salve bought by her father from the city’s finest apothecary.

      She clenched and unclenched her left fist, her knuckles stiff and sore, her withered fingers curled tight. Once the ointment had been rubbed into her dark skin, she unwrapped a fresh bandage and wrapped it carefully round her arm, using a pin to secure each end.

      She reached over to the small table next to her, and picked up the arm-guard that had been made for her in Rahain by a stone mage, who had curved thin pieces of compressed granite into armour, held in place by a fine latticework of polished and etched steel.

      ‘Let me help you with that, Daffie,’ her father said.

      She turned her head as he put a tray down onto the table.

      ‘I didn’t hear you come outside,’ she said.

      ‘The noise of the sea drowns out most things,’ he said, taking the arm-guard from her. He positioned it over her out-stretched limb, and fastened the buckles at shoulder, elbow and wrist.

      ‘A fine piece of armour,’ he said.

      ‘Given to me by Lady Douanna.’

      ‘Ahh,’ he replied. ‘She was the one you were working for, if I recall correctly. The woman who betrayed Killop, when she discovered he was the fire mage’s brother?’

      ‘That’s the one,’ she said. ‘I meant to pay her back before I left, but there was always something more important needing done.’

      Her father finished securing the armour and sat. He reached over to the tray, and began to pour tea.

      ‘Cigarette?’ he said.

      ‘Shella says I shouldn’t. She says it’s bad for the baby.’

      ‘Well, if her royal Highness says so,’ he smiled, and passed her a cup.

      ‘Thanks.’

      He poured another for himself. ‘Any news of Killop?’

      She shook her head.

      ‘It’s early days,’ he said, ‘I’m sure he’ll come.’

      He watched her as she sipped the hot tea.

      ‘But you know, Daffie,’ he went on, ‘if he doesn’t, you’ll always have the family’s full support. I don’t care what anyone else thinks, and I certainly don’t care about the gossip in the king’s court. You’re my daughter, and the child you’re carrying is my grandchild, no matter who the father was.’

      She bit her tongue.

      ‘And,’ he frowned, ‘I’m sure your mother will come around. She just needs some time to get used to the idea.’

      Daphne raised an eyebrow and looked out over the vast sea. The tall masts of ships dotted the horizon, sailing to and from the great harbour wharves down the wall to their left.

      ‘It’s funny,’ she said, ‘each day the Sanang army gets closer, and everything’s going on as normal.’

      ‘Would you prefer panic, dear?’

      She smiled.

      ‘I know what you mean, though, Daffie,’ her father said. ‘I would have expected a little more urgency. But you must remember that I’m not in the king’s favour, and have never been invited to his court, so I’ve no real insight into his Majesty’s thinking.’

      ‘Is that why you stayed up in Holdings City when the king moved down here?’

      He nodded.

      ‘It was made clear to me that I wasn’t going to be on his Majesty’s council, and I certainly wasn’t in the mood to beg. You’re the only reason I rented this townhouse and came down.’

      ‘What’s the old capital like,’ she said, ‘with no king in it?’

      ‘Quiet,’ he said. ‘Angry. A lot of the nobles who stayed are unhappy with what the new king is doing. We formed a city council to run the place, but most meetings degenerate into a bad-tempered recital of complaints against the crown. We meet in the Lower City, the Upper is practically abandoned, the palace shut up, and the citadel almost empty. Except for the prophet of course.’

      ‘He stayed behind?’

      ‘He said he was too old to travel. Too old to make such a long journey. Time for a younger pair of hands to take over. That’s the official story anyway. Rumour is that he has his doubts about the new king.’

      ‘I thought he’d been plotting to have him crowned for years.’

      ‘That’s what I thought too,’ her father said. ‘Maybe the old man changed his mind when he saw the reality.’

      Daphne shrugged. ‘The king doesn’t seem all bad,’ she said. ‘He hasn’t enacted the religious restrictions we feared.’

      ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘He hasn’t. Yet. Though he has been enforcing the alcohol ban, at least here in the capital. In Holdings City,’ he smiled, ‘the bars re-opened the day after the king departed.’

      ‘He’s banned Sanang weed as well.’

      ‘Yes,’ her father nodded. ‘He’s even trying to enforce that in the Kellach camp, would you believe. Though not even his Majesty is foolish enough to try to part the savages from their drink.’

      Daphne’s hand went to her bump as her gaze bore through him.

      ‘Sorry, dear,’ he said. ‘I keep forgetting.’

      ‘You know, father,’ she sighed, ‘I had someone come up to me the other day, who told me flat out that I was a liar, that it was impossible for Holdings to breed with Kellach Brigdomin, and that I must be hiding the true identity of the father.’

      ‘Who dared speak to you in that manner?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said.

      He looked away, his face furious. He lit a cigarette, and they sat in silence for a moment.

      ‘I assume you’ve seen this morning’s mail?’ he said.

      ‘I have.’

      ‘Are you ready?’

      She shrugged. ‘I suppose.’

      ‘I’m sure you’ll do the family proud,’ he said, ‘and who knows, if his Majesty likes you, you may be invited again. There’s been a Holdfast in the court of the monarch since the Founding…’

      ‘Yes, father,’ she said, ‘I know. But I’ve only been asked to attend because I have knowledge of the Sanang war chief. I’m hardly in the king’s inner circle.’

      ‘We shall see.’

      A servant came out onto the balcony.

      ‘Miss Holdfast,’ she bowed, ‘her Royal Highness Shellakanawara awaits you in her carriage outside.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Daphne nodded.

      ‘Shella’s taking me to the palace,’ she said to her father as the servant went back inside.

      ‘It does help,’ he said, ‘that you’re friends with royalty, even if it’s only with an exiled princess.’

      Daphne got to her feet. ‘I’ll leave Bedig here in the house, father,’ she said. ‘The palace guards tend to get jumpy when a savage Kellach is around.’

      Her father winced.

      ‘I apologise again, dear,’ he said, ‘and I must say, Bedig is a fine fellow. His tuition in our language has been going well, though I do have some concerns about the way he flirts with the staff.’

      ‘I think some of them have a crush on him.’

      ‘Well,’ he said, ‘our home here is fast gaining a reputation. Not only does it house the famous Daphne Holdfast and her exotic Kellach man-servant, but with Rakanese royalty and exiled Rahain politicians popping round for tea, I daresay the neighbours’ curtains have been twitching.’

      ‘If you’re looking for a quiet retirement,’ she said, ‘maybe you should move back to Holdings City.’

      ‘Not at all, my dear,’ he said. ‘I’m loving every minute with you being back. And anyway, it might be a little late to think about travelling to the Realm, what with an army of Sanang approaching.’

      She nodded. ‘I best be off,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t keep Shella waiting. I’ll let you know how it goes.’

      He smiled, though his eyes were far away. ‘Good luck, Daffie.’
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      Daphne stepped up into the elegant carriage. Harnessed to the front were a gorgeous pair of mares, white and dappled grey, and for the hundredth time she regretted gifting Jamie to the sergeant who had escorted them to Rainsby.

      ‘I hope you don’t mind,’ Shella said as Daphne sat on the plush seats, ‘but I’ve already picked up Professor Forktongue from his house on the way here. Saved time.’

      ‘Hi Laodoc,’ Daphne said.

      ‘Good morning, miss,’ he replied, while frowning at Shella. ‘I’m not actually a professor, my dear princess.’

      ‘I think she knows that Laodoc,’ Daphne said.

      Shella laughed as she signalled the coachman to depart, and the carriage trotted off.

      ‘How I marvel,’ Laodoc said, ‘at the smoothness of these carriages. In Rahain the gaien lurch down roads. One can lose the contents of one’s stomach on a bad day.’

      ‘On the subject of throwing up,’ Shella said. ‘How are you feeling? You’re looking a lot better.’

      Daphne sat back and smiled. ‘Sickness has just about gone, at last. I still get it now and then, but nothing like before.’

      ‘That’s very good to hear, miss,’ Laodoc said.

      ‘I have started to get terrible indigestion,’ Daphne said, ‘and I’ve been burping a lot.’

      Shella laughed. ‘Try not to do it in front of the king,’ she said, ‘though it’d be funny to see the queen’s face.’

      ‘I’ll try,’ she said, ‘but I’m not making any promises.’

      She glanced over at Laodoc, as the old man looked out of the window.

      ‘How’s your treatise going?’ she asked him.

      ‘Quite well, miss,’ he said, turning towards her. ‘I’ve been working on a section about the effects of emancipating the Rahain slaves and peasants, it’s been most interesting.’

      ‘You’re not really emancipating them though, are you?’ Shella said. ‘You’re not planning on giving them the vote.’

      ‘I do not believe,’ he said, ‘that transplanting the Rakanese strain of extreme democracy into Rahain would be conducive to good government.’

      ‘Why not?’ Shella said.

      ‘What? Having every peasant and ex-slave voting on every decision? It would be utter chaos. Completely unmanageable.’

      ‘I have to agree with him,’ Daphne said.

      ‘But you’re a monarchist,’ Shella said. ‘What do you know about freedom? You’re all subjects of the Holdings crown, rather than citizens of a nation. Your freedom amounts to how liberal or conservative your king or queen happens to be. You whole life is dictated by the whims of one person, whom you don’t even get to choose.’

      ‘So speaks a princess,’ Daphne smiled.

      ‘Not one through choice, believe me,’ Shella said. ‘Although, I am getting used to some of the perks.’

      ‘Mansion, servants, carriages,’ Daphne said.

      ‘There’s a whole ton of boring shit as well, though,’ Shella said. ‘A lot of waiting around, and meeting stupid people. And, having to attend meetings at the embassy, where they all hate my guts, though none of them dare say it to my face.’

      ‘Still not won over the ambassador with your charms?’ Daphne asked.

      ‘He hates me the most,’ she said. ‘Little asswipe.’

      ‘Anyway, miss,’ Laodoc said, ‘there was something her Highness and I wished to discuss with you, before we arrive at the palace.’

      Shella nodded. ‘Within the last few days,’ she said, ‘both Lord Scaly and myself have received visits from Holdings agents.’

      ‘From the church?’ she said.

      Laodoc and Shella shared a look.

      ‘Yes, miss,’ the old Rahain said. ‘Now, I’ve been interviewed several times since arriving, by military officials, representatives of the crown, and so on, but this visit was different.’

      ‘What did they want?’

      ‘Looks like they’re trying to set up a register of all foreign mages,’ Shella said.

      Daphne narrowed her eyes. ‘Then why were they visiting you, Laodoc?’

      The old man flushed. ‘I may have neglected to tell you this,’ he said, ‘but I do have a very small amount of powers. To be honest, thirds can go by and I forget I have them, and I haven’t used them in years. Decades, maybe.’

      ‘What can you do?’ Daphne asked.

      ‘It’s embarrassing really,’ he went on. ‘Move a few grains of sand. A very unimpressive party trick.’

      ‘Then how did the church find out?’

      ‘That, miss,’ he said, ‘is what worries me a little. I’ve told no one here that I possess these meagre powers, after all, they’re of no use to anyone, but the church agent seemed to know about my range of abilities precisely.’

      Daphne considered.

      ‘I wonder if the creator has a way to tell?’

      ‘Oh, miss,’ Laodoc sighed. ‘With no disrespect intended, I cannot bring myself to believe in the Holdings religion. I know how dearly the people here worship their creator, but I would need to see some evidence before I’m convinced.’

      ‘You’re way too polite, old lizardman,’ Shella said. ‘The Holdings religion is the biggest pile of crap I’ve ever heard. How convenient, for your prophets to be the only ones in the world who can magically hear the voice of god. They can make up anything they like, without ever being disproved or contradicted. Dress this way, don’t have sex with them, don’t do this, don’t do that…’

      Daphne frowned. She had confided in both of them about the time the creator had spoken to her in the depths of the Sanang forest, but knew they believed she had hallucinated it.

      ‘Life would be a lot simpler if you were right,’ she muttered, ‘but I know there’s a creator.’

      ‘Sorry, miss,’ Laodoc said. ‘We didn’t mean to offend.’

      ‘Speak for yourself,’ Shella said.

      Daphne gazed out of the window, watching the wide streets of the elegant new town go by.

      ‘I got a visit too,’ she said.

      ‘You did?’

      ‘It’s not just foreign mages they want to speak to,’ Daphne said, ‘it’s all of them.’

      ‘What did they say?’ Shella asked.

      Daphne pursed her lips.

      ‘They wanted me to know that the church is aware I have more powers than I showed at my examination, when I was a teenager. They asked me how I’d discovered I had more abilities, and how I’d seemed to learn them so well, despite having received no instruction from the church.’ She looked at Shella. ‘They even asked if Rijon had secretly taught me.’

      ‘And did he?’ Shella asked.

      ‘Of course not,’ Daphne said. ‘As if I’d take lessons from that awful man. He wouldn’t have helped me anyway.’

      ‘I know he’s in the city,’ Shella frowned, ‘but he’s not been to see me. I’ve left him messages at the church offices, but he’s never around when I visit. I don’t understand, I thought he was my friend.’

      Daphne said nothing.

      ‘So how did you learn?’ Laodoc asked.

      ‘Desperation, trial and error, and a tonne of keenweed.’

      ‘Ah yes,’ Laodoc smiled, ‘I remember.’

      ‘So they want to employ you again?’ Shella asked.

      ‘They said they were interested,’ Daphne said, ‘but that they would leave me alone to have the baby before they would approach me again.’

      ‘What did you say?’

      ‘They were polite,’ Daphne said, ‘so I was too. I didn’t accept or decline. Just said I would speak to them again after the baby arrives.’

      ‘I told them to piss off,’ Shella said, ‘and that my powers were none of their damn business. They seemed to half expect it, wrote some things down in their book, and left.’

      ‘There’s that Shella charm again,’ Daphne said.

      ‘I’m not here to make friends,’ she said. ‘I’m here to warn the king about the Rahain.’

      ‘I think the threat from my homeland has slipped down the king’s priorities,’ Laodoc said. ‘The small matter of an approaching army of vengeful Sanang warriors may have refocused his attention.’

      ‘I seriously thought,’ Shella said, ‘that when I gave my evidence to the royal court, describing everything that happened at Akhanawarah, that the king would, I don’t know, do something.’

      ‘Didn’t his Majesty send out a proclamation,’ Laodoc said, ‘condemning the destruction of your city as genocide? He used fairly strong language, if I recall.’

      ‘Just words,’ Shella said. ‘Words won’t bring justice. And now our claim has to wait, until the apes are dealt with.’

      ‘I’m not sure it’ll be as simple as that,’ Daphne said.

      Shella shrugged. ‘I heard the Sanang have no siege weapons, no long-range artillery, no ships, and very little supplies. The walls of this city are far too strong to be assaulted successfully by a mob of kilt-wearing monkeys.’

      Daphne nodded, saying nothing.
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      Their carriage stopped in the main courtyard in front of the palace, passing through a set of iron gates leading from the main road. The palace was still under construction, and was robed in scaffolding, and half a dozen spindly cranes were arranged over the half-built towers and domes. Like all of the mansions in the aristocratic quarter, it was being made from the local light-grey granite, streaked with flecks of silver. Already it was the highest building in the city, although the university spires and the cathedral’s pinnacles were rising up to rival it.

      A courtier and an escort of guards were waiting for them as they stepped down from the carriage.

      ‘Your Royal Highness,’ they bowed at Shella.

      The courtier turned to Daphne and Laodoc.

      ‘Welcome my Lord Laodoc, and Miss Holdfast,’ he said, bowing again, though not as low as he had for Shella. ‘If you would kindly follow me.’

      ‘Miss,’ he said to Daphne as they walked, knowing this was her first visit, ‘his Majesty’s private audience chamber has not yet been finished. Until it is ready, his majesty is meeting supplicants and petitioners in a smaller reception hall on the ground floor, away from the noise and dust of the construction work.’

      The courtier raised his hand and they stopped to allow a troop of household cavalry to pass before them, their horses decked out in full ceremonial gear. Their officer, a tall woman of noble bearing, was leading them, and as she passed she gave Daphne the tiniest of nods.

      Daphne watched them as they began to run through their practice drills. She picked out a few mares that she recognised from their chestnut colouring as having come from Hold Fast, and her heart swelled.

      ‘Miss?’ the courtier said. ‘His Majesty is waiting.’

      ‘Of course,’ she said, as they started walking again. ‘Apologies.’

      They crossed to the large, and mostly completed, northern wing of the palace, and entered through an enormous door, passing a dozen troopers in full armour.

      The courtier led the way through the long corridors, their boots clacking on the marble floor, and to a set of double doors.

      As they approached, two guards pulled the doors open, revealing a large hall.

      Daphne followed the courtier inside. The walls were draped in rich tapestries, lit by the continuous row of clerestory windows that lined the walls under the barrel-vaulted ceiling. At the end of the hall sat the king, upon a throne, elevated several feet above the floor on a dais. Behind him on the wall was the green, gold and silver standard of the Realm.

      The courtier halted when they were twenty paces from the throne. The king gazed down at them.

      ‘Your Majesty,’ the courtier called out, ‘may I present her Royal Highness Princess Shellakanawara, and the honourable Councillor Laodoc of the Rahain Republic.’

      Shella and Laodoc each took a step forward, bowed, then moved to the side.

      The king nodded.

      ‘And may I introduce,’ the courtier went on, ‘Miss Daphne Holdfast, here in answer to your royal summons.’

      King Guilliam watched as she walked forwards and bowed.

      ‘Miss Daphne,’ he said, ‘how good to see you at last.’

      ‘The honour is mine, your Majesty,’ she replied, bowing again.

      ‘Quite a few of our counsellors,’ the king said, looking amused, ‘were set against the very notion of inviting you into our presence.’

      Daphne said nothing, but noticed the glances being shared among the people who flanked the throne. To the king’s right stood his queen, Mirren Blackhold, with Chamberlain Prior and Field Marshal Howie. On his left stood the lord vicar, the prophet’s representative in Plateau City, and other church officials. Skulking near the back she noticed Rijon.

      ‘It seems, miss,’ the king went on, ‘that despite our late beloved sister’s pardon, and despite even the church’s official statement of reconciliation, there remain some here who will forever connect your name to infamy and scandal. And now, young miss, returning home in your… condition, has certainly set tongues wagging.’

      Daphne bowed again. ‘I’m sure your Majesty did not invite me here to discuss my reputation.’

      ‘Quite,’ the king laughed. ‘No, it was for a different matter altogether. We have learned that the commander of the Sanang forces currently ravaging their way through the Plateau is the same man who held you captive.’

      ‘Agang Garo, your Majesty?’

      ‘Indeed, it is he. Our mage-priests have confirmed it.’ The king’s eyes narrowed. ‘They have also confirmed something else. Namely, the presence in Agang Garo’s company of a certain subject of this Realm, someone the cavalry have identified as a Lieutenant Chane of Hold Clement.’

      Daphne lowered her head.

      ‘The recent heinous massacre of our border garrison,’ the king said, ‘had all the hallmarks of someone with intimate understanding of Holdings military tactics. Is it possible Miss Holdfast, that Lieutenant Chane has been collaborating with the enemy?’

      ‘It’s possible.’

      ‘And what of Agang Garo?’ the king said. ‘What is he like?’

      ‘Intelligent, your Majesty,’ Daphne said, ‘and organised, methodical. I was a captive for a few thirds over the summer of five-oh-three, and he attempted to subvert me a few times. I can only imagine he was doing the same with the other captives. His soldiers were already the most disciplined and effective of any in Sanang when I was there. By now, with nearly two years gone, and if Chane has been assisting him, then his army will be powerful indeed.’

      There were a few suppressed scoffs from those standing next to the king.

      ‘And,’ the king said, ‘what does he want?’

      ‘I don’t know, your Majesty,’ she said. ‘All he talked about with me were his ideas for uniting and civilising Sanang, schools, government, laws. He never discussed invading the Plateau, or any other military operation. If I had to speculate, I would say that, in Sanang a leader has to prove to the other chiefs that they are a warrior first and foremost, and that the others have pressured Agang into this invasion.’

      The king nodded. ‘Is he a mage?’

      ‘No, your Majesty,’ Daphne said. ‘In Sanang, mages are never allowed to lead. Memories of the soulwitches, I think, though they would never discuss this with me in any detail.’

      The king looked across to the lord vicar, who raised his eyebrows.

      ‘Soulwitches?’

      ‘Yes, your Majesty,’ Daphne said. ‘That’s their word for their highest ranked mages, I believe. Agang Garo told me that they used to rule as tyrants, and were overthrown a century ago. A civil war ended their rule, but also caused the anarchy they have experienced since.’

      The king raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Thank you, miss,’ he said. ‘That is all we require from you at present, but please feel free to remain, to witness the other business of the court, if you desire.’

      ‘Thank you, your Majesty.’

      Daphne bowed, and went over to where Shella and Laodoc were standing to the left, alongside a group of noble petitioners.

      A herald stepped forward.

      ‘Your Majesty,’ she called out. ‘Next to speak is the master of the Old Town Guilds, come to petition about the Sanang advance.’

      A man walked out from the group to Daphne’s left, and approached the throne.

      ‘Your Majesty,’ he said. ‘The Guild are looking for assurances that naval trade will not be hindered by the arrival of the Sanang, and have also asked me to voice concern regarding the course of the emergency wall currently being constructed. If the plans are correct, then both the peasant quarter on the East Bank, and the Kellach Brigdomin camp, will be outside the protection of the city walls when the Sanang get here.’

      ‘Unfortunately,’ the king replied, ‘there is no alternative. We have a limited amount of time before the enemy arrives, and that time is not sufficient to complete the full circuit of walls. Any Kellach that volunteers for our armed forces, and who is deemed to be of suitable moral fibre, will be integrated into the city garrisons. We can do no more.’

      The master of the guilds nodded, his head bowed.

      ‘As for your first question,’ the king went on, ‘we are happy to assure you that one of the main priorities of our government will be to maintain the current levels of naval trade. Indeed, with an army of Sanang barbarians at the walls, the harbour becomes our lifeline, our means to withstand any siege. While the savages hurl themselves in vain at our mighty walls, our ships will keep our people fed until the army I have summoned from the Realm arrives.’

      ‘Thank you, your Majesty,’ the master said, then backed away, returning to the group near Daphne.

      The herald stepped forward again.

      ‘Your Majesty,’ she called out, ‘next to speak is the most excellent ambassador of Arakhanah City.’

      Daphne heard Shella let out a sigh, as a Rakanese man approached the throne.

      ‘Your exulted Majesty and Holder of the Realm,’ he said, ‘the embassy of the Rakanese people asks you if a decision has been reached regarding punitive action against our oppressors, the Rahain Republic?’

      ‘Thank you for this question,’ the king replied. ‘Before I answer, may I ask if the latest supplies of aid to your stricken people arrived without hindrance or delay?’

      ‘They did, your Majesty, thank you.’

      ‘And the recent loan, of three million gold sovereigns,’ the king said, ‘is your government finding it useful?’

      ‘Yes, your Majesty, thank you.’

      ‘Good,’ the king said. ‘Now, this realm believes in dealing with one enemy at a time, and with an army of Sanang approaching, the fact is that the Rahain Republic will have to wait their turn.’

      The ambassador nodded.

      ‘We are prepared however,’ the king went on, ‘to offer you a small token of our intent. We hear that you are requesting the condemnation of the Kellach Brigdomin fire mage, one Keira ae Caela ae Kell, as the woman responsible for the incineration of the royal city of Akhanawarah, and the murder of its ruler, Queen Oblikanawara.’

      Shella glanced at Daphne.

      ‘I didn’t know about any of this,’ she whispered.

      ‘Therefore, we hereby proclaim,’ the king said, ‘that the aforementioned Keira, fire mage of the Kellach Brigdomin, is condemned as a war criminal for the genocide of the Rakanese people. A warrant shall be issued, and she will be arrested if she sets foot within the Realm.’ He gazed down at the ambassador. ‘We hope this pleases you.’

      ‘Indeed, your Majesty,’ he said. ‘The Rakanese are most grateful.’

      The king smiled. ‘As they should be.’
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      Mountains south-east of Rahain Capital, Rahain Republic – 5th Day, Last Third Summer 505

      Killop peered through the undergrowth, and across the dry dusty scrubland. Ahead rested a squad of Rahain scouts, sitting round a small fire next to an olive grove, eating and drinking.

      ‘We should take them out, Chief,’ Larissa whispered, ‘in case they see us.’

      ‘Too risky,’ he said. ‘There’s a winged gaien tied up behind them. If one of the soldiers manages to fly off on it before we get to them, then the entire Rahain army will be onto us.’

      Larissa frowned.

      Killop gestured to her, and they crawled back down the ridge. At the bottom they turned, and walked for half an hour until they reached a narrow valley, where over two hundred and fifty Kellach Brigdomin fugitives hid from the late summer sun, under a thick blanket of brambles and wild olive trees.

      Killop crouched and went under the branches of a squat and gnarly bush, where Bridget and Dominic sat. He was sweating from the heat, and covered in dust. Bridget handed him a skin of water, and he drank.

      ‘We saw them,’ Larissa said, ‘over the ridge three miles from here.’

      ‘We’ll leave them be,’ Killop said, ‘unless they venture any closer to the valley.’

      ‘Another day stuck here, then,’ Dominic frowned. ‘The map must be wrong. We arrived four days ago, and there’s been no sign of any city.’

      ‘That’s because it’s beneath our feet, dumbass,’ Bridget said. ‘We just need to find a way in.’ She picked up a stick, and began drawing in the dirt.

      ‘Look,’ she said, drawing a straight line. ‘That’s the far edge of the valley, to our east, where the entire mountain range drops away hundreds of feet. We’re here.’ She drew a cross. ‘And the city is here.’ She drew a half circle around the cross.

      ‘But we’re running out of food,’ Dominic said. ‘Not being allowed to move during the day means we can’t get enough from hunting or fishing.’

      ‘The chief’s right on this,’ Bridget said. ‘If a single winged gaien locates our position, then our entire plan for settling here fails. We need to collect all the food and water we can from sunset to sunrise, until we find a way into the city.’

      ‘Folk are getting restless,’ Larissa said, ‘and you’ve no idea how difficult it is to keep control of a hundred bairns. The teenagers are pretty angry with us for separating the two throwers from the others, and keeping them at the opposite end of the camp.’

      ‘Believe me,’ Killop said, ‘I know the problems teenage mages can cause. It’s for our own good that we keep the throwers away from any sources of flame.’

      ‘Lilyann is going to be trouble,’ Larissa said, shaking her head. ‘The cheek of that lassie.’

      ‘Let me know if she causes any more problems,’ Killop said. ‘We’ll tie her up if we have to.’

      Bridget laughed.

      Killop turned to her. ‘Get the scouts out at sunset.’

      ‘Some aren’t back yet from last night,’ Bridget said.

      ‘Then feed them, rest them, and send them out again as soon as they’re able.’

      She nodded.

      ‘We should get some sleep,’ he said, lying down in the shadow of the branches. ‘It’s going to be another long night of chasing rabbits and collecting berries.’
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      Killop slumbered in a half-doze, his mind flitting from Daphne to the memory of the vast Rahain caverns he had seen while a slave in their capital. Daphne had lived there the whole time he had been a captive, and he tried to picture where she might had stayed, though he had never seen it.

      His heart groaned from the waste. They had been so close to each other for nearly a year, and he had only seen her twice in that entire time. He remembered he had avoided her when she had visited Laodoc’s mansion, to avoid upsetting Kallie. If only he had acted on his feelings, then they might have spent more time together, and she might not have died.

      Someone touched his arm.

      He opened his eyes. It was still daytime, though the sun was lowering in the western sky.

      ‘Scout’s have returned,’ Bridget said.

      ‘Good news?’

      She nodded, and grinned.

      ‘Thank fuck.’

      He followed her to where two exhausted young scouts were lying under the shade of a thick canopy of brambles, their clothes covered in dust and grime.

      ‘Chief,’ one of them gasped.

      ‘Don’t get up,’ Bridget said. ‘Rest, and make sure you get plenty of water.’

      They nodded. Killop noticed that they were twins, from the children’s camp, two of the oldest they had found, but still young. A flash of guilt passed through him at the knowledge of how hard he had been driving his people.

      ‘Tell me,’ he said as they gulped down water from skins, ‘what did you find?’
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      As soon as it got dark, Killop set off, taking the young scouts, Bridget, Larissa and half a dozen warriors. The twins led them for several hours along a ravine that forked off from the main valley east of their camp.

      When the seven stars had passed overhead, the twins stopped, and pointed at the side of the cliff, where a small patch of deepest black stood out in the darkness.

      ‘Bridget,’ Killop said, ‘you’re a good climber.’

      She made a gesture in the dark that he couldn’t make out, and turned to the cliffside. She leapt, and scrambled up the rough slope, until she disappeared into the black void.

      Killop strained his eyes, and saw her head appear over the side.

      ‘It’s an easy climb,’ she said. ‘Even you should be able to manage it, Chief.’

      They took it in turns to scale the side of the cliff, up to the edge of a cave.

      ‘It goes straight for fifty yards Chief, then turns down and to the right,’ said one of the scouts.

      Killop nodded, and they began walking into the tunnel. The darkness within was utter, and he put his hand up onto the smooth wall to guide his way. He felt the turn, and the ground began to slope away from them. Once they had gone twenty paces past the corner, he stopped the others.

      ‘Torch,’ he said.

      One of the warriors pulled out a long bundle from a bag he was carrying.

      ‘Cover your eyes,’ Killop said as he took the end of the torch.

      He brought his hands close together. Sparks, like small streaks of lightning, arced out from his fingers, the blinding light filling the tunnel. He aimed the sparks at the torch, and it burst into flames.

      ‘We might have to pair you with Lilyann, Chief,’ Larissa said, leaning back against the wall. ‘You’re probably the only sparker who could control her.’

      Killop grimaced.

      ‘I’ve seen what he’s like with women,’ Bridget said. ‘She’d have him wrapped around her little finger in no time.’

      ‘Don’t tell me ye used to go out with him?’ Larissa said. ‘I thought there was something between the two of ye.’

      ‘What?’ Bridget cried. ‘Fuck no. He’s shagged two of my best friends. Do you think I’d go near him?’

      Killop heard some of the warriors snigger.

      ‘Fucksake you two,’ he said. ‘I know you love talking about my sex-life, but not in front of the scouts.’

      Larissa started to blush, then scowled instead, while Bridget bit her tongue.

      Killop looked around, his eyes attuned to the light. The walls were smooth, like underground river channels.

      He turned to the twins. ‘How far did you get?’

      ‘Not much further than here, Chief,’ one said.

      ‘We recognised it as a tunnel,’ said the other.

      ‘And came back to report.’

      ‘Well done,’ Bridget said.

      Killop passed the torch to a warrior, and they made their way down the tunnel. The slope went on for a few minutes, then opened out into a vast chamber, carved out of the rock. The torchlight did not extend up to the ceiling, which hung in the gloom above their heads. Broken fragments of stone lay scattered across the ground, each coated in a thick layer of dust.

      One of the warriors coughed.

      ‘This will take some cleaning,’ Bridget said.

      ‘The whole clan could fit in this room,’ Larissa said.

      Killop nodded at Bridget.

      ‘You two,’ she said to the scouts, ‘go back to the camp and tell Dominic to bring the whole clan up here. Tell him to send groups of thirty, spaced out. Take two nights if necessary, but secrecy is the priority. You got that?’

      They nodded.

      ‘And you,’ Killop said to a warrior, ‘go with them.’

      ‘Aye, Chief.’

      The three padded off back through the tunnel, disappearing into the darkness. Killop turned, gazing around the hall. Much of the broken stonework littering the floor appeared to have come from a giant statue, the pedestal of which stood in the room’s centre.

      Killop examined the inscription, engraved into a smooth stone plaque.

      ‘Grand Mage Moatoahan, Mother of Agonite City,’ he read.

      ‘Killop,’ Bridget said, from the far wall.

      He walked over. She was standing by a series of three enormous archways, which led from the hall in the opposite direction from where they had entered.

      ‘Which one shall we try first?’ she said.

      Killop shone his torch down each. The left went up, as did the right, but the central opening, which was by far the widest, sloped steadily down.

      ‘The middle one.’

      He turned, and beckoned the others. He took a fresh torch from a warrior and lit it from his own.

      ‘Larissa,’ he said, ‘you and the squad stay here. Start clearing up, and keep a torch lit. See if you can find any ventilation shafts. A cavern of this size must have a few.’

      ‘Aye, Chief.  What will you be doing?’

      ‘Me and Bridget are going to explore.’

      ‘Have fun,’ Larissa said, a slight smirk at the corner of her lips.

      Bridget rolled her eyes, and followed Killop, and they entered the central tunnel.

      Together, they walked down the wide passageway, until the light from the hall behind them faded into darkness.

      ‘She fancies you, did you know that?’ Bridget said.

      ‘Larissa? No way. She barely likes me.’

      Bridget laughed. ‘That’s just her way. She’d never let on in front of you how she felt.’

      ‘I’m not thinking about seeing anyone else.’

      She nodded. ‘That’s what I figured.’

      The wide corridor levelled out. Ahead of them, the walls were marked with a long series of openings on each side. The ceiling of the main tunnel rose high above them.

      They kept walking, the light from the flame illuminating the carved reliefs on the walls between the openings. Depictions of mages, rulers and Rahain warriors adorned the delicate slabs. Traces of paint could be seen in the deep grooves of the sculptures.

      ‘It’s like they’ve only just left,’ Bridget said.

      Killop looked through one of the openings. ‘Another tunnel.’

      ‘We could be down here days, exploring,’ she said.

      ‘Let’s stick to the main route for now.’

      They walked on. After several minutes, Killop stopped.

      ‘Did you feel that?’

      ‘Aye,’ she said, ‘and I can smell it too. Fresh air.’

      After another minute, the tunnel came out into a vast boulevard, as grand as any they had seen in the capital. A wind was blowing from the left, a chill dawn breeze.

      They quickened their pace, and walked into the growing wind. They passed caverns on either side, but kept going until Killop thought he could see a pale glimmer ahead.

      He held the torch up into the wind, and a gust blew out the flames.

      As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he made out a lighter patch just ahead of them, and they inched forwards.

      The floor in front of them came to an abrupt end, falling away down into darkness. Killop and Bridget gazed up and around. It was like a knife had sliced through the huge tunnel at an angle, shearing away everything beyond with surgical precision.

      They gazed out into the grey dawn, a yellow glow of light growing from behind a range of mountains in the east. Below, the cliffs fell away to a valley hundreds of feet beneath them.

      ‘Fuck, Killop,’ Bridget said. ‘The edge of the city.’

      ‘The Severed City,’ he said, staring out.

      They stood side by side, and watched the sun rise over the mountains, sending golden rays of light down into the valley below, where a large river flowed amid brown and empty scrubland.

      ‘Look down there,’ Bridget said. ‘Maybe we should take the clan over that river, and into the mountain range on the far side. The Rahain would never find us there.’

      ‘No, Bridget,’ he said, ‘not when thousands of our folk are living as slaves on this side of the valley. We stay and we fight.’
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      Killop awoke, alone in his dark chamber.

      He found the matches by his side, and lit the wick of the oil lamp. He waited as the flame took hold, sending a warm light throughout his small room.

      It had been nineteen days since they had discovered the Severed City, and he had awoken alone each morning since. Apart from prison, he couldn’t remember when he had last slept alone so often. On the road, and in their old camp, he had bunked up with others or stretched out under the seven stars, always where he could hear the snores and breathing of other people. In Laodoc’s academy, he had slept with Kallie, and before that he had been chained up with his fellow captives.

      There had been many times when he had longed for solitude and privacy, and now he had it in abundance.

      He had never woken up with Daphne, he realised. Never shared a bed with the woman he had loved more than anyone. A few moments of passion on his cell floor had been all the time together they had managed.

      He pushed his blankets to the side and got dressed. He blew out his lamp, pulled open the thick woven rug that was acting as a door, and stepped outside into a larger chamber. The bright dawn coming through a window to the east almost blinded him for a moment. He blinked, and smiled. Every morning, sunlight flooded the rooms where the clan had settled, having chosen to make their home on the edge of the rift.

      There was a long stone table in the centre of the chamber, its surface a massive single slab of limestone, with stone benches around. He had chosen this room as his chief’s hall. There was enough space around the table for forty, and the room could fit the entire clan if they squeezed in.

      Off the chamber were several smaller rooms, and it was here that his other captains slept: Dominic and Dyam in the room nearest the main door; Bridget in the room to Killop’s left, and Larissa the next room down.

      Kalden, who also had a room off the hall, was sitting at the table, relaxing in the sunlight. He was talking to Brodie, whose crutch was propped up against the bench.

      ‘Morning,’ Killop said to them as he sat. He took a cup, and filled it with water from a jug.

      ‘Chief,’ Kalden nodded.

      ‘How’s the new brew doing, Brodie?’ Killop asked. ‘Will any be ready for the ceremony?’

      ‘Aye Chief,’ he said. ‘It’ll be a wee bit green, but it’ll do the business.’

      ‘At last,’ Kalden said. ‘I haven’t had a drink since the old camp. How come it’s took you so long?’

      ‘Fuck off,’ Brodie said. ‘I’ve not even had twenty days, and I had to practically set up from scratch, and that was only after I’d found a decent water supply. I’d like to see you fucking try to make ale any faster.’

      ‘Steady, old man,’ Kalden frowned. ‘I was only saying.’

      ‘Did you set up down by the wells?’

      ‘No, Chief,’ he said. ‘I’m over by the underground stream in the northern caverns. The water there is crystal clear, and fresher tasting than the stuff from the wells. It’s also next to the northern entrance gate, where there are berries and wild vines and hops growing. It’ll take some time chief, but I reckon I’ll be knocking out a fine brew before long, and then maybe I’ll set up a still.’

      ‘Have you taken on any apprentices yet?’ Killop asked.

      ‘I’ve got myself a boy and a girl,’ he said, ‘both wide-eyed and clueless. Still, they do what they’re told, mostly.’

      They looked up as the rest of his advisors entered the hall from the main passageway.

      Bridget and Larissa were laughing, Dominic and Draewyn were arguing and Dyam trailed along behind, blinking and looking tired. They quietened as they approached.

      ‘Good news,’ Killop said to them. ‘Brodie here says the ale will be ready for after the ceremony.’

      The others let out a small cheer.

      ‘About fucking time,’ someone muttered.

      ‘Will we let the children have any?’ Draewyn asked.

      ‘If they’re twelve or over,’ Bridget said. ‘None for the younger ones.’

      ‘As long as everybody remembers it’s only a few days old,’ Brodie frowned. ‘I’ve had to doctor it, to adjust the alcohol content, so no one blame me if you all feel a bit grim tomorrow.’

      Killop watched as they all sat.

      ‘Today’s founding ceremony will mark a few changes. Bridget?’

      She nodded.

      ‘Since we arrived,’ she said to the others, ‘we’ve been busy exploring, clearing up, discovering hidden corners of our new city, but we’ve got to get ourselves more organised. We need to start thinking about the future, about how we can bring in more food, and grow our own. We were lucky to find the fish pools in the lower caverns, and even luckier to discover the vats of oil.’

      ‘Pyre is with us,’ Draewyn said.

      ‘Would make a fucking change,’ Bridget muttered.

      ‘Pyre or not,’ Killop said, ‘it’s given us a head start. Bridget and I have made our minds up about everyone’s roles here. From now on, she’s in charge of running the caverns.’

      He nodded to her.

      ‘Dominic,’ Bridget said, ‘you’re in charge of the city’s defences, with Dyam as your second. Post guards at the western and northern entrances. No one is allowed to leave in daylight unless directly sanctioned by me or the chief. You’ll have thirty full-time warriors under your command; all other able-bodied adults under forty are in the reserve.’

      Dominic and Dyam nodded.

      ‘From now on,’ Bridget said, ‘all children under twelve will spend each morning having lessons. Draewyn, pick ten tutors. Teach the history, songs and language of our people to them, so they don’t forget who they are. Let them play in the afternoons. All older children will be apprenticed to an adult, who will be responsible for passing on their skills and knowledge. Draewyn, you’re also in charge of that.’

      ‘Aye, Herald.’

      ‘Brodie,’ Bridget said, ‘you’re in charge of food gathering and the fish-pools. Take on as many apprentices as you need. Also, look into any way we can grow our own food, and preserve it. Lastly, make sure all food is shared out fairly.’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Kalden,’ Bridget went on, ‘pick ten, and form a squad to police the city. Lock up any troublemakers overnight and bring them here in the morning to be judged. Keep the teenagers out of trouble, especially our two throwers.’

      Kalden nodded.

      ‘You get ten as well, Larissa,’ Bridget said. ‘You’re in charge of trapping and hunting.’

      ‘What’s new?’ she said, rolling her eyes.

      Bridget smiled. ‘And everyone else works for me.’

      ‘What will we do with the Rahain?’ asked Dyam.

      ‘Put them to work like everybody else,’ Killop said. ‘The only team they’re not allowed to join is Larissa’s. I don’t want them outside, in case they’re tempted to run.’

      ‘They wouldnae leave now,’ Draewyn said. ‘They’re happy to be alive, and still amazed we didnae slaughter them.’

      ‘I won’t be putting any in my team,’ Dominic said. ‘Even if I was sure of their loyalty, which I’m not, they wouldn’t know what I was telling them to do.’

      ‘That’s not true,’ Bridget said. ‘Most of them learned our language from the children.’

      ‘You mean they could understand us the whole time?’

      ‘They’ve never hidden the fact that they know our language,’ Bridget said. ‘You just assumed.’

      ‘Oh well,’ Dominic muttered, ‘at least they know what I think of them.’

      ‘Don’t be a prick, son,’ Draewyn said. ‘The Rahain were slaves just like us.’

      ‘They haven’t broken their word to us,’ Killop said. ‘Let’s give them the freedom of the city, under the same rules as everyone else. Kalden, make sure they don’t get harassed.’

      ‘Aye, Chief.’

      ‘What will you be doing, Chief?’ Dyam asked.

      ‘I’ll be taking a squad out into the hills,’ he said. ‘Locate our next target. I counted on the map at least half a dozen mines and labour camps in the area. Once I’ve scouted the route to the first, I’ll send back someone to summon the reserve for a raid.’

      ‘Should we not take more time to settle in?’ Brodie said.

      He shook his head. ‘No. We going to attack every camp we find, and free every slave.’

      ‘The Rahain ones too?’ Bridget said. ‘Like we talked about?’

      ‘Aye, even them.’

      An old woman knocked at the entranceway.

      ‘Sorry for interrupting, boss,’ she said, ‘but everyone is gathered and ready.’

      ‘Thanks,’ he nodded. He looked around the table at the faces of his captains, knowing that many of them desired to hide away in their new home, and find peace.

      ‘Let’s go,’ he said, rising. ‘It’s time to found our city and name our clan.’

      Brodie smiled. ‘And then get drunk.’
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      Outside Plateau City, The Plateau – 21st Day, Last Third Summer 505

      ‘I want to go home,’ Chane said, flicking the ash from her smokestick into a mug by the bedside.

      Agang stretched out on the mattress next to her. ‘Technically speaking, this is the closest you’ve been to your home in two years.’

      ‘The Holdings is not my home any more,’ she said. ‘The Beechwoods, and Broadwater. They’re home to me now.’

      ‘Do you miss the great forest?’

      ‘I do,’ she said, her smile fading, ‘and I hate being here, seeing what your army has done.’

      ‘You knew what was going to happen.’

      ‘I could picture battles, soldier against soldier, but the slaughter of farmers and their families, innocent civilians?’

      ‘We’re doing no more than your army did,’ Agang said, ‘and they invaded four times, not once.’

      Chane raised an eyebrow. ‘The Holdings army did nothing as bad as some of the things I’ve seen B’Dang’s men do.’

      Agang frowned.

      ‘And you said we would be heading back by now,’ she went on.

      He shook his head. ‘That was the original plan. I meant it, I wasn’t lying to you. But the warriors have collected virtually nothing from this raid so far. No gold, no treasure, a mere handful of slaves. It’s not enough for them. If the Plateau had been as settled as you told me it was, then the men would have had their fill, and we would be marching home right now.’

      He turned to her, propping himself up on a pillow.

      ‘All the farms and villages we’ve passed through,’ he said, ‘have barely provided enough to keep us supplied on the march. Summer has almost ended, and their capital city is our last chance to get our just rewards, and still make it home before winter.’

      ‘But Agang,’ she said, her eyes pleading, ‘you’ve done enough. You’ve proved to the Holdings and the world what the Sanang can do. You destroyed an army of Holdings heavy cavalry in open battle, a feat the Rahain didn’t manage in twenty years of warfare against the Realm.’

      ‘I’ve made up my mind,’ he said, pulling back the blanket and getting to his feet, ‘and I’d prefer not to talk about it again.’

      Chane lowered her eyes, glowering in anger.

      He dressed, putting on the underclothes that would go beneath his armour.

      ‘Good luck today, my beautiful Agang Garo,’ she said. ‘If I could have one wish, it would be that you would allow me to fight alongside you.’

      He smiled. ‘Your days as a warrior are over, Chane. You’re much too delicate for the blood and shit of the battlefield.’

      ‘You’ve never seen me in battle,’ she said, her face hard. ‘My lord.’

      ‘No,’ he replied, walking for the exit, ‘and I’ve no desire to. War is not for women.’

      He opened the canvas tent-flap, and stepped outside.

      Black-clad guards on either side of the door jumped to attention as he walked into the warm morning air. The sky was blue, and although autumn wasn’t far away, he knew it was going to be another humid day on the Plateau.

      He gazed around, and then he saw it.

      Plateau City.

      Agang and his army had arrived the previous evening, after the sun had set, and they had seen the lights of the capital in the distance, but this was his first glimpse of it in daylight.

      His mouth dropped open for a moment. He quickly re-imposed calm onto his face, but his mind was spinning. He had never imagined such a city could exist. How proud he had been of Broadwater, how arrogant of the fact that five thousand people lived within its walls, yet now he realised that he could fit the whole town into the Holdings’ new capital many times over.

      It was enormous.

      Walls as high as those on the great frontier ringed the sides of the city he could see, with strong tall towers, from which green, silver and gold pennants flew in the breeze. A dome of incredible size was visible over the walls, with wooden cranes clustered around it in attendance. On the city’s right side, the wall ran alongside the edge of the huge body of water they had first seen a few days previously, the Inner Sea as Chane called it. The waters by the sea wall were busy with ships, some sailing, others bunched into groups as they anchored out from the harbour.

      ‘Have you ever seen anything like it?’ Badolecht said.

      Agang turned and saw his mage approach, walking next to Hodang and Echtang.

      ‘Never,’ Agang said.

      ‘What do you intend to do, my lord?’ Hodang said.

      ‘We will keep to the plan, Hodang.’

      ‘But, my lord,’ his chief minister said, as he stared at the city in the distance. ‘How? Those walls are impenetrable.’

      ‘We shall see,’ Agang said.

      He nodded to a pair of servants, who came forward with his armour. He stretched out his powerful arms, and took a wide stance as the two men strapped him into the steel plate, freshly polished and shining in the morning sun.
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      ‘Scouts are back, my lord,’ Mandalecht said. ‘They report no Holdings forces anywhere in the vicinity, outside of the city.’

      ‘Right,’ Agang said, ‘let’s see if the king wants to come out and play.’

      Agang strode through the ordered ranks of his soldiers, his officers and the allied chiefs following. They reached the front line, and kept walking. Behind him, a herald raised the standard he had brought all the way from Broadwater: a red tree on a white background.

      Ahead, the massive northern gates of Plateau City lay two hundred yards away. Agang joined the wide paved road that led to the gates, and approached.

      He looked up at the great walls as they grew closer. The battlements were lined with enemy troops, gazing down at the twenty thousand warriors he had brought from Sanang.

      Agang halted, just out of bowshot.

      ‘Come out!’ he called to the walls in the Holdings tongue. ‘Come out and prove you are not cowards. Prove you are more than thieves and murderers, who ravaged the Sanang lands for four years. Come out and face justice!’

      A fresh breeze blew up from the sea to their right, and swept over the coastal plain, sending the Holding flags fluttering.

      ‘I am Agang Garo,’ he cried, ‘and I will have justice.’

      No response came from the walls.

      Agang waited a few moments then turned to the others by him. ‘We tried.’

      ‘Damn cowards,’ Drechtan growled, ‘but just as you predicted my lord.’

      ‘If I were behind walls like that,’ Mandalecht said, ‘I’m not sure I’d come out either.’

      ‘We should attack the gates,’ said B’Dang. ‘Batter them down, and ravage the city.’

      ‘You’re welcome to go first,’ Agang said. ‘We can all stand and watch as they slaughter you from the walls.’

      B’Dang bared his teeth at Agang as he turned and began walking back to the army.

      ‘Mandalecht,’ he said, ‘move your regiments to cover this side of the city. Ditches, rampart, just like we discussed.’

      ‘Yes, my lord.’

      ‘Everyone else, gather your forces, we’re going to encircle the city and bring it under siege.’

      His officers ran off to their units leaving the allied chiefs standing around him.

      ‘A siege?’ B’Dang cried. ‘You want Sanang warriors digging ditches like slaves? We should be fighting.’

      ‘We’ve been through this,’ Agang said, getting angry. ‘We tried to engage them in battle. That failed.’

      ‘Then we need to assault the walls,’ B’Dang said.

      ‘We encircle the city first,’ Agang said. ‘If we see any weaknesses, then I’m open minded about an immediate attack. But if the walls are all like that,’ he pointed to the front gates, ‘then an assault would be suicide.’

      He pushed his way through the chiefs, and strode towards where he could see Lomecht organising the four regiments under his command.

      The officer saw him coming, and the ranks of soldiers set off when Agang was level with him.

      ‘Fucking B’Dang,’ Agang said.

      ‘He’s not the only one, my lord, who would like a crack at the walls,’ Lomecht said.

      ‘You weren’t at the frontier last summer, were you?’

      ‘You left me in charge at Beechwoods, if I recall,’ his officer said, frowning.

      ‘The only reason I have an army today,’ Agang said, ‘is that I refused to persist in attacking that wall. My first and only assault cost the lives of five hundred soldiers in twenty minutes. I watched my warriors fall, amid a blizzard of crossbows bolts. I will not do so again.’

      Lomecht nodded, his face lowered.

      They reached the corner, and saw the eastern side of the city for the first time. There was a great tower where the wall turned, with high battlements, then the wall stretched south, just as high as before, before ending after several hundred yards. Below the wall at this point, there was the beginning of a large, raised earthen rampart, which curved in a wide semi-circle, first away from the wall, and then back towards it.

      ‘Do you see that?’ Agang said. ‘Maybe their wall isn’t complete. Come on. I want our men in front of that rampart before the allies catch us up.’

      ‘Yes, my lord,’ Lomecht said. He turned and called out orders, and the warriors of his four regiments quickened their pace. Behind them, Agang could see thousands of his allied warriors following, B’Dang’s force in the lead.

      As they ran, Agang scanned the land ahead. Where the rampart ended, he saw the course of a river flow. Agang halted halfway along the front of the great earthen bank. Behind it, he could see the wall turn away west, running in a continuous line to another, older wall which turned south to the edge of the river.

      ‘The wall is unbroken, my lord,’ Lomecht said, ‘but it looks like they threw up that middle section in a hurry.’

      ‘Then what’s the point of the rampart?’ Agang said.

      There was a low rumble and Agang looked up. Hundreds of figures were appearing from the other side of the rampart’s earthen slope. They reached the top and stood there, with swords, spears, shields and bows, waiting. Like the Sanang, their skin was pale, and they were tall, taller than any of Agang’s people.

      ‘Who are they?’ Lomecht said. ‘They’re not Holdings.’

      ‘I’ve heard reports of a race of mountain giants from the far south,’ Agang said. ‘Some scouts even claimed to have seen them. The Clackdomyn.’

      ‘What the fuck are they doing here?’

      ‘Truly, I have no idea.’

      There was a great noise from behind, and Agang turned. Behind the stationary ranks of his own soldiers, the allied warriors were running towards the river at the far end of the rampart. As the warriors began to splash through the wide ford, Agang noticed another section of wall on the far bank, standing isolated and alone. Between the abandoned wall and the river was a long, wide strip of land, occupied by hundreds of tents and huts. Thin plumes of smoke rose from chimneys and campfires, and there was a blur of movement and faint cries of terror as the people there began to see the approaching danger.

      B’Dang’s forces were first to cross the river, and they turned to follow its bank towards the mass of tents. In their way was another rampart, lower than the one that ringed the Clackdomyn, and bereft of any defenders.

      ‘Stay here, Lomecht,’ Agang said. ‘I’m taking a company across the river.’

      ‘Yes, my lord.’

      ‘Keep your position unless the Clackdomyn assault you,’ Agang said. ‘Do not attack first.’

      Lomecht nodded as Agang rushed off. He gestured to a young captain to gather his men, and they ran to the rear of their lines, joining the mass of allies surging towards the river. Agang reached the bank, his boots ankle-deep in the water. The ford was long and wide, and already churned up by the thousands of warriors crossing.

      Agang heard screams, and knew that B’Dang had reached the tents between the abandoned wall and the river. He sprinted now, pushing others out of his way, until he reached the top of the low earthen rampart, which gave him a view down to the sea.

      The main walls of the city ran along the opposite side of the river, and a large gatehouse had been constructed above the water, over a wide bridge. Its gates were open, and he could see Holdings people streaming through in a panic, fleeing into the protection of the city.

      At the other end of the camp, B’Dang’s forces were ripping their way through the lines of tents and huts, slaughtering any in their path. The Holdings peasants were trapped between the abandoned stretch of wall, the river, and the sea, and other Sanang allies were rushing into the narrow strip of land, to join in the carnage. On the walls of the great city, the eyes of countless Holdings troopers were looking down at the massacre of their people, and where the city walls ended, thousands of Clackdomyn were lining the river bank, watching, their faces grim.

      Agang stood motionless, and said nothing. He guessed there must be at least ten thousand Holdings civilians between the wall and the river, and though they were fleeing through the open gates as fast as they could, he knew the majority would be slaughtered by his allies in a blood frenzy, led by B’Dang D’Bang.

      He turned, and began walking back to Lomecht’s position, his company following after him.
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      ‘A good first day, my lord,’ Drechtan said as he entered the command tent. ‘We have cleared the eastern bank of enemies, and surrounded the city.’

      ‘The Holdings camp had nothing worth taking,’ Badranga said, walking in with the other allies, ‘but the boys had a good run out. We guess about three thousand Holdings made it through before the gates were closed. The remnants were still being put to the sword when we left.’

      Agang frowned from his elevated chair, his officer and advisors beside him. ‘Where is B’Dang D’Bang?’

      ‘My lord,’ Drechtan said, halting before his chief and bowing his head, ‘he has occupied the coastal tower at the far end of the abandoned wall, in order to hold that flank.’

      ‘That,’ Agang said, ‘or he guessed my anger at him.’

      ‘Anger, my lord?’ Badranga said.

      ‘He attacked the civilian camp without orders.’

      ‘But my lord,’ Drechtan said, ‘didn’t you say that we should attack if we saw a weakness in the enemy’s lines?’

      ‘We did hear you say that, my lord,’ Badranga said.

      ‘Slaughtering civilians gets us no closer to the inside of Plateau City,’ Agang said, staring down at his allies. ‘We could have captured them, and demanded a ransom from the king for their return. B’Dang D’Bang should have waited for orders.’

      Badranga and the other allies glanced at each other.

      ‘You have brought us this far, my lord,’ Drechtan said, ‘what do you now command?’

      Agang paused, suppressing his rage.

      ‘We dig in, from the sea where Mandalecht is positioned, all the way to the ford,’ he said. ‘On the far bank we will hold the abandoned wall, and rebuild the rampart between it and the river.’

      ‘Then what, my lord?’ Badranga asked.

      ‘Once our lines are secure,’ he said, ‘we will send out raiding parties to the east and south, raze every farm and village to the ground, and strip the land. A city this size is fed by its hinterland, so we shall destroy it, depriving them of supplies. We’ll starve them out.’

      ‘And how long will that take, my lord?’ Drechtan asked.

      ‘That depends,’ Agang said, ‘on whether the Holdings king pays us to leave. I intend to demand ten million gold sovereigns from this realm, as a just compensation for their crimes. If they pay us this sum, along with the horses and wagons to transport it, then we will leave their land.’

      ‘Gold is not revenge,’ Badranga said. ‘We came for revenge.’

      ‘Then be prepared for a long wait,’ Agang said. ‘I estimate it will take six thirds to bring this city to its knees through a land blockade alone.’

      ‘We cannot wait that long!’

      ‘Those are our choices,’ Agang said, amid cries from the chiefs.

      ‘We should attack,’ Badranga said. ‘The wall that joins the new to the old is the weakest part of their defences. If we mass our warriors and strike there…’

      ‘Come, my good man,’ Hodang said. ‘To get to that section of the wall, we would need first to clear the camp that lies in the way.’

      ‘Then we clear it!’ Badranga called out, to cheers from the allies. ‘We push those savages aside. Most of them are old, and many of their warriors are women.’

      ‘We have no fight with the Clackdomyn people,’ Agang said.

      ‘They are obviously allies of the Holdings.’

      ‘Then why are they outside the protection of the city walls?’ Agang asked. ‘Whoever they are, it’s clear that the Holdings do not regard them as equals. And in any event, we don’t need to assault them. They will be the first to suffer the deprivations of our blockade. We can look again at our options in a third, once hunger has bitten deep.’

      ‘Very well, my lord,’ Badranga said. ‘A third is about as long as it will take to raid the surrounding area, and keep the boys busy.’

      ‘Then we are agreed,’ Hodang said, bowing to the chiefs.

      Most of them nodded and departed. Drechtan remained, taking a mug of ale from a servant.

      ‘Well handled, my lord,’ he said, as the last of the allies left the tent.

      Agang said nothing, cursing himself. He knew the army couldn’t wait six thirds, but if the Holdings sat tight, and refused to pay, then he would have to assault the walls to appease the other chiefs. And this time they would insist that he joined in.

      ‘My lord,’ a regimental officer bowed to him from entrance of the tent.

      ‘Speak.’

      ‘Three of the giants have left their rampart, and approached our lines, unarmed and with their hands raised. They weren’t speaking a tongue we understood, but they signalled to us that they wished to see you. We are holding them under guard, shall we allow them into your presence?’

      Agang looked up at the officer.

      ‘Send them in.’

      Agang turn to glance at Lomecht, Hodang and Echtang beside him. ‘This could be interesting.’

      They waited a while, until the entrance flap was pushed aside and a pair of warriors backed into the chamber, spears held out. Following them came three of the Clackdomyn, flanked by more Sanang warriors.

      Everyone stared at each other for a long, silent moment. The three tall, pale-skinned Clackdomyn stood a dozen paces from Agang. Two were female. One was an old woman, and even with her shoulders hunched over she was taller than any Sanang in the room. The other was younger, not far off middle age, a sturdy, broad woman, with fists the size of rocks, and scars down her hard face. The male was wide-shouldered and the tallest man Agang had ever encountered. His age was somewhere between the two women, and his beard and hair reached his waist.

      ‘Are you in charge?’ the Clackdomyn man called out in the Holdings tongue.

      ‘I am Agang Garo,’ he replied, ‘High Chief of the Sanang. Have you become on behalf of your people?’

      ‘Aye, we have,’ he replied. ‘I’m glad you can speak Holdings, you’re the first Sanang to have understood us since we walked into your camp.’

      Agang turned to Echtang. ‘Go fetch Chane.’

      His nephew nodded, and went off through the back of the chamber.

      ‘I’ve sent for another who can speak Holdings and Sanangka,’ Agang said. ‘Would you care for a drink while we wait?’

      They nodded.

      Agang gestured for servants to give mugs of ale to the Clackdomyn, and they drank until Chane and Echtang appeared by his side.

      Chane’s eyes widened at the sight of the Clackdomyn.

      ‘Translate everything I say for the others,’ Agang said to her.

      ‘Yes, my lord.’

      Agang turned back to face the three Clackdomyn, a ring of warriors surrounding them.

      ‘So,’ he said. ‘What have you come to say?’

      ‘Is it not obvious?’ the old woman said. ‘We saw what you did to the folk on the far bank, and we want to know if you’re going to try the same with us.’

      ‘Would we have cause to attack you?’ Agang said. ‘Are you allied to the Holdings Realm?’

      ‘The horsefolk helped us when we arrived,’ the old woman shrugged. ‘Gave us food, and work, and allowed us to settle here in peace, which is more than anyone else has done for us.’

      ‘Yet you are outside the walls.’

      ‘You arrived before the walls could be finished,’ the old woman said. ‘We don’t blame the Holdings for that.’

      ‘And would you stand in our way if we asked you to clear a path,’ Agang said, ‘to allow us to attack their new wall?’

      ‘We would,’ she replied. ‘After what your men did this morning to the peasant camp, we don’t believe you’d be able to control your forces. If you cross our rampart, we will fight.’

      ‘Then you would all die.’

      ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘Who knows? We’d certainly put up a better fight than the folk your men slaughtered over the river. Why don’t you try it? There’s plenty of us who’d be more than happy to kick your monkey arses for you.’

      Agang simmered with rage. He could hear Chane repeat everything they said to the other officers and advisors, and he was humiliated that a Clackdomyn woman was speaking to him in public in such a manner.

      ‘Do not test me, woman,’ he said.

      ‘Now that you mention it,’ she said, ‘where are all the women? Do the big boys of Sanang not let the girls play with them? The only woman I’ve seen in your camp is your pet Holdings traitor, standing by your shoulder.’ She looked over at Chane. ‘Hey you,’ she cried. ‘I thought you were meant to be a soldier? The rumours say that you’re a lieutenant or something. Now you’re all dressed up, like a perfumed princess. Did you watch your new friends rape and murder your own folk, or did you look away?’

      Chane fell silent at the old woman’s words, her mouth open.

      ‘We will not attack you,’ the Clackdomyn man said before Agang could respond, ‘if you do not attack us first. You have our word. But if you decide to assault our rampart, then know that, while you may win in the end, after all many of us are old, or crippled, the Kellach Brigdomin will chew your army up. The Holdings have given us plenty of swords and crossbows to defend ourselves. By the time we’re through you’ll have no one left to attack the walls, and you will have to skulk off home, with empty pockets and shame in your hearts.’

      ‘The Holdings invaded our land,’ Agang said, his face red with anger. ‘Four times! Each time they killed our people, stripping our land bare. They humiliated us, until we learned to fight back. These are the people you’ll be defending.’

      ‘We know about your troubles with the horsefolk,’ the old woman said. ‘We know you have a case against them, just as we do with the Rahain, who ravaged our lands. But if you attack us, you’ll be fighting folk who have never done your people any harm.’

      ‘We’re here to negotiate,’ the man said. ‘And offer a truce.’

      ‘That is the only reason you’re still alive,’ Agang said. ‘You’re my guests, and I would be shamed if I had you torn to pieces.’

      The old woman smirked.

      ‘We agree to your offer,’ Agang said, forcing the words out. ‘We will not attack for a third from this day, unless you initiate hostilities.’

      The Clackdomyn nodded. ‘We swear the same,’ the man said.

      ‘Now,’ Agang said, his eyes dark, ‘get out of my sight.’

      He switched to Sanangka.

      ‘Guards, escort them back to the rampart.’

      The guards moved forwards, and they herded the Clackdomyn out of the tent.

      The hall fell into silence.

      ‘Those filthy swine,’ Drechtan said. ‘If they hadn’t been your guests my lord, I would have struck them down myself.’

      Agang ignored him, and stood.

      ‘Chane,’ he said, walking to the rear of the tent, ‘with me.’

      He didn’t wait to see if she followed him, and went through the outer tent to his quarters. Once there, he picked up a bottle of looted Holdings rum, and poured himself a drink.

      Chane came in and sat on the bed, her legs crossed beneath her. Agang passed her his drink, and got himself another.

      ‘They are nothing but savages,’ he said, ‘they don’t know anything about you.’

      She snorted, her face twisting in anger. ‘Really? Let’s see. I’m your pet, I’m a traitor, and you’ve dressed me up like a princess doll. They said I was a soldier, they got that bit wrong. After all, you made it clear this morning what you thought of that idea.’

      Agang clenched his fist, but Chane didn’t flinch.

      ‘You are in the court of the most powerful lord of all Sanang,’ he cried, ‘who will one day be king. I have raised you higher than any other woman, and you’re still not satisfied. I should give you to Lomecht and have done with you.’

      She kept her gaze steady, a slow smile at the corner of her mouth.

      An urge to strike her flashed through his mind, followed by a wave of regret at the folly of having told her some of the truth about his father.

      He sat on the bed.

      ‘You should go,’ he said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’ll take you to the gates of the Holdings City, and let you go. You can return to your people.’

      Chane moved closer to him.

      ‘Do you mean that?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’ve tried to turn you into something you’re not. I’d rather release you than see you this way.’

      She kissed his cheek, and put her hand onto his armoured chest. ‘I’m here for you, my lord,’ she said. ‘I’m going nowhere.’
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      Holder’s Bay, Inner Sea – 24th Day, Last Third Summer 505

      Keira spat over the side of the ship, in the direction of the high sea walls of Plateau City.

      ‘Today might be the day Keilyn,’ Kylon said, ‘when we can finally get off this boat.’

      ‘You said that yesterday.’

      ‘And we would have,’ he said, ‘if those grain ships hadn’t arrived. You know the Holdings are letting all shipments of food through first. The rest of us just have to wait our turn.’

      ‘At least we’ve had decent weather,’ Leah said, glancing up at the deep blue sky, the sun an hour east of noon.

      ‘It’s too hot,’ Keira said.

      Leah scowled. ‘Then why don’t ye jump off the fucking boat? Ye can cool down while ye swim to shore. All yer problems solved. And maybe you’ll give us some fucking peace at the same time.’

      ‘Sarky cow,’ Keira said. ‘You know I cannae swim. And anyway, even if I could, the closest land to here is infested with those Sanang bastards.’

      They gazed at the shore. For several days their vessel had been anchored a hundred yards from the eastern coastline of the plateau, level with a stretch of abandoned wall on the river bank opposite the city. Three days previously, they had witnessed the arrival of the Sanang, and the bloody massacre of the Holdings peasants.

      ‘For those monkey-assed minks,’ Keira said, ‘I’m tempted to drop the disguise and torch the fucking lot of them.’

      ‘Cutting and dying your hair isn’t much of a disguise,’ Leah said.

      Keira ran her fingers through her short blonde locks. The others had cropped her hair as soon as they had set sail from Rainsby and it now fell to just below her ears. They had then bleached it, turning her brown hair almost orange at first, though twenty days in the sun had since lightened it to blonde.

      ‘I got a tattoo as well,’ she said.

      ‘Aye,’ Kylon said, ‘of a volcano. No one will associate that with a fire mage.’

      She looked at her upper right arm, now inked in black. Not far above her elbow, a small triangle symbolised Pyre, the Kellach Brigdomin fire god, and above it rose intricately weaved tendrils of smoke, rising up to her shoulder.

      ‘I like it,’ she said, ‘and nobody who knows me thinks I have a tattoo.’

      ‘I’ve seen priests with similar ones,’ Leah said. ‘People might think you’re a priestess of pyre.’

      ‘Aye,’ Keira laughed. ‘If any fucker asks, tell them I’m a holy woman.’

      ‘Don’t do that,’ Leah said. ‘There’s bound to be a group of religious freaks in the Kellach camp. I don’t want them hanging around.’

      ‘Look,’ said Kylon, pointing in the direction of the harbour.

      Keira turned and saw a small, single-sailed vessel speeding towards them, skipping through the water.

      ‘That’s the Holdings harbour boat,’ Kylon said, ‘hopefully come to tell us it’s our turn.’

      As the vessel pulled alongside, Kylon nodded to Baoryn. The Rahain walked across the deck, to join the sailors assisting with the harbour boat.

      ‘We’re going to have to learn to speak Holdings,’ Kylon said.

      They watched as six dark-skinned folk climbed up onto the deck of the ship. The Rahain captain was waiting for them, and greeted the Holdings men and women like old friends. Baoryn lurked in the background, close enough to listen in.

      ‘I still can’t get over them,’ Keira said. ‘Dark-skinned folk, just like in Kalayne’s prophecy. I wonder if Killop has heard of them yet.’ She turned to Kylon. ‘Was Kallie there when you saw him?’

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘but she’s still alive, as far as I know. She and Killop had split up.’

      ‘Fuck,’ Keira said. ‘Did Killop say why?’

      ‘It was after they escaped from prison,’ he said, ‘but I don’t know the reason.’

      Leah scowled, and raised an eyebrow.

      ‘You fucking lying to me, Kylon?’ Keira cried.

      ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Your brother was sleeping with someone else.’

      ‘The wee bastard,’ Keira snarled. ‘Who? I’ll kill the cow.’

      ‘Nobody you know,’ he muttered.

      ‘Was it Bridget?’ Keira said. ‘I know that wee hussy was locked up with them. Was it her?’

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘but I saw Bridget. She stayed with your brother when Kallie left.’

      Keira turned to Leah. ‘Is he telling the truth?’

      ‘As far as I know,’ Leah said, staring out to sea, ‘Bridget has never fucked your brother.’

      Keira spat over the side and turned away. Stupid wee brother. Throwing away what he had with Kallie for some floozy. She looked across the deck of the ship just as one of the Holdings harbourmasters turned and caught her eye.

      He stood still for a moment, gazing at her, then spoke to the captain.

      ‘Shit,’ she said. ‘Think they might have rumbled us.’

      ‘There’s nothing to rumble, Keilyn,’ Kylon said. ‘We’re paying passengers, we’re doing nothing wrong.’

      Keira tried to look nonchalant as the party of Holdings looked in her direction. One of them wrote something down in a book, while the captain showed them documents.

      After another minute, the Holdings shook hands with the Rahain captain, and the harbour party climbed back down to their boat.

      Baoryn sidled back alongside them.

      ‘We’ll be docking today,’ he said.

      Kylon turned to him. ‘And what were they saying about us?’

      ‘The Holdings were surprised to see Kellach,’ Baoryn replied. ‘Captain showed them your tickets.’

      ‘They’re probably not used to seeing Kellach folk who can afford to go by ship,’ Kylon said to the others. ‘We’re bound to be asked some questions when we land. Just stick to the story.’
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      Several hours later, as the sun was westering, their ship weighed anchor, and they sailed towards the harbour, passing vessels on both sides. As they neared the breakwater, they got a close view of the Sanang warriors on the opposite shore. Keira saw they were pale-skinned, like her, but shorter, occupying the same range of heights as the Rahain and Holdings folk. Their shoulders however, were as broad as any Kellach, and their arms were as long and powerful, reminding her of tales of the mountain apes that legends claimed roamed the high peaks of Lach.

      The sound of defiant cries rose to her ears, as the warriors on the shore raised their swords and spears at the passing ship, many making slitting motions across their throats.

      ‘I could shoot one from here,’ Leah muttered.

      ‘Go on then,’ Keira said. ‘I dare you.’

      The Lach woman grinned, and pulled the longbow from her shoulder.

      ‘Absolutely no fucking way,’ Kylon said.

      Leah ignored him and set an arrow to her bow. She pulled her right hand to her ear, leant back, aimed, and loosed.

      The arrow arced high through the air, then fell. As the Sanang warriors gazed up, it struck one clean through his open mouth, bursting out the back of his skull, sending fragments of his head showering onto the rocky shore.

      ‘Fucking shot,’ Keira whistled, as the warriors on the shore howled and danced in impotent fury.

      ‘You two are fucking out of order,’ Kylon said. ‘We’re supposed to be discreet. The whole harbour saw that.’

      Keira turned, and noticed the wharves to the left, lined with ships and dock workers. Many were watching their vessel as it passed, while others were pointing at the far river bank where the arrow had landed.

      ‘I like to make an entrance,’ she said.

      ‘This is a Rahain ship,’ she heard the captain shout. She turned and saw him approach, several armed sailors behind him. ‘And I am its captain. You have broken the laws of the sea, and fired upon a nation with whom the Rahain Republic is not at war.’

      He stormed up to them. His stony face softened and split into a smile.

      ‘But what the hell, eh?’ he said. ‘I daresay that scum deserved it. And might I say madam, a fine shot indeed.’

      He held out a bottle of Rahain brandy.

      ‘A gift,’ he said. ‘I have a feeling you may need to bribe somebody when we dock.’

      ‘Thank you captain,’ Kylon said.

      The old Rahain nodded and turned to his men.

      ‘Ready the ship,’ he yelled.

      Sailors rushed around the deck, and up the masts, and the vessel pulled into an empty space on a pier crowded with enormous grain ships.

      ‘The Sanang won’t be starving them out any time soon,’ Leah said, as they gazed up at the huge vessels.

      ‘Just as long as the fuckers are sharing it with the Kellach,’ Keira said.

      Ropes were flung from the decks down to the pier, and the ship was pulled in close, and tied up. The four passengers picked up their packs, and walked to the side of the deck, where a gangplank was being put in place.

      Great gulls circled overhead, their raucous cries mingling with the sound of bustle and work from the docks. Keira looked down at the Holdings workers, and noticed many among them of a shorter stature.

      ‘Rakanese,’ Leah said. ‘I wasn’t expecting to see any of them here.’

      ‘Won’t their mage be in the city?’ Keira asked. ‘The one you rescued?’

      ‘This is where she was heading,’ Kylon said, ‘but remember, no mention of her if we’re asked questions. Keeping your identity hidden is more important.’

      With the gangplank in position, a sailor gestured, and the passengers made their way down to the stone pier. From amid the crowds emerged a squad of Holdings soldiers, led by an officer.

      ‘Welcome to the Realm of the Holdings,’ she said to them in fluent Rahain. ‘I am Captain Suthers, of the Plateau City Port Authority.’

      ‘Let me guess,’ Keira said, ‘you want to check our papers.’

      The captain smiled. ‘We are under siege, ma’am. Security at the port has been stepped up, and everyone who arrives by ship has to have their background and identity examined.’ She looked around. ‘Do you have any luggage?’

      ‘Just what we’re carrying,’ Kylon said.

      The captain nodded. ‘Then if you would please follow me.’

      She turned, and strode down the pier towards the city wall, where it was pierced with a row of large archways.

      Kylon shrugged, and they followed, troopers flanking them as they walked through the crowds of dock workers. They were led to an entrance in the side of the city wall, and into a large chamber. The captain spoke to a group of other officers, and they approached.

      ‘You will each be taken to a different room for questioning and documenting,’ Suthers said.

      Two officers walked up to Keira, a young man, and an older woman.

      ‘This is Lieutenant Corby, ma’am,’ the woman said to Keira, ‘and I’m Captain Gunn.’

      She gestured to a side door.

      Keira nodded, and they went into a small room, a barred opening in the stone wall letting in the afternoon light. She sat at a table, while the two officers followed her in and closed the door. They sat opposite her, and Corby took out a ledger book and a quill and ink set.

      ‘We’ll start with your name, ma’am,’ Gunn said.

      ‘Do you read Rahain as well as speak it?’ Keira asked.

      ‘We do.’

      Keira reached into her pack and pulled out a folded sheet of card. She tossed it onto the table, and Gunn leaned forward, squinting.

      ‘Ah,’ she said. ‘A Rainsby identification form. This should save some time.’

      Keira sat back and looked out of the window as the Holdings officers examined her card. She could see the main road passing under a high arch. Wagons, horses, carts and people streamed by in both directions, generating a busy background rumble of noise.

      ‘Miss Keilyn?’ Gunn said.

      Keira turned. ‘Aye?’

      ‘This document doesn’t mention any tattoo.’

      ‘I had it done on the boat,’ Keira said. ‘It’s Pyre, the fire god.’ She pointed. ‘Look, there’s the wee volcano.’

      ‘The one that the Rahain destroyed?’ Gunn said. ‘Many refugees have spoken of this.’

      ‘Aye,’ Keira frowned. ‘Thanks for reminding me.’

      ‘And how do you feel about the Rahain now?’

      Keira scrunched her face up. ‘Are you joking?’ she said. ‘I fucking hate them, what do you think?’

      Corby continued to write in the ledger.

      ‘Then why,’ Gunn went on, ‘is there a Rahain travelling in your group?’

      ‘Baoryn?’ Keira said. ‘He’s a scaly wee bastard right enough, but he’s alright. Kylon took pity on him back in the war. It was from him that we learned to speak the lizard tongue. He hates the Rahain government. He’s not a spy, if that’s what you’re getting at.’

      Gunn nodded. ‘May I ask why you’ve come to Plateau City?’

      ‘Rainsby’s a hellhole,’ Keira said. ‘Plateau City can’t be any worse. Of course, we didn’t know there was going to be a siege.’

      ‘And has that affected your view?’

      ‘You saw what we did on the way in?’

      ‘The arrow?’ Gunn asked. ‘Was that you?’

      ‘Not me personally, but it came from us. We saw what those sick bastards did to your folk.’

      ‘And what about the ship, ma’am? I believe you are the first Kellach Brigdomin to arrive as private passengers on a Rahain merchant vessel. How did you pay for it?’

      ‘Kylon had the cash,’ she shrugged. ‘Never told me how he got it. He knows I only half-listen to him at the best of times, so he doesn’t bother giving me details if he thinks I’ll just mangle them anyway.’

      ‘Is it possible that the Rahain gave him the money so that he could enter Plateau City in order to do some mischief?’

      Keira laughed. ‘Kylon wants to smash the Rahain as much as anyone.’

      Gunn nodded.

      ‘One more question, ma’am,’ she said. ‘Have you seen or heard anything about the current whereabouts of Keira ae Caela ae Kell, the fire mage?’

      ‘Nope,’ Keira said. ‘I mean, I heard what she did, someone told me in Rainsby, but I’ve no idea where she is.’

      ‘Thank you,’ the captain nodded. ‘Now, I am required to search your pack.’

      ‘Go ahead,’ Keira said. ‘There are no weapons in there.’

      ‘None?’ said Gunn as she stood. ‘We must correct that.’

      The officer walked to a cabinet against a wall, and opened it. She took out a sheathed longsword, and closed the cabinet door.

      ‘Here,’ she said, laying the sword on the table.

      ‘What the fuck?’ Keira gasped. ‘You’re giving me a sword?’

      ‘King’s orders,’ the captain said, picking up Keira’s pack, and placing it onto the table. ‘All Kellach Brigdomin who are able to fight are to be supplied with a weapon, so that they can defend themselves if the Sanang attack.’

      Keira watched her open the pack.

      ‘Then what are you looking for?’

      ‘Narcotics,’ Gunn replied. ‘Sanang weed, to be precise. It’s illegal under Holdings law.’

      ‘I approve,’ Keira said. ‘I’ve seen what it’s done to the camp in Rainsby. Turned them into the living dead.’

      ‘Alcohol is also illegal,’ Gunn said.

      ‘What?’ Keira cried. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

      The officer smiled as she finished her search of Keira’s pack. ‘Don’t worry, the ban doesn’t extend to the Kellach Brigdomin camp. Don’t be too surprised if you see the occasional Holdings officer out in your camp getting drunk. The rest of the city’s dry.’
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      With the interview ended, Keira was escorted though a passageway running through the centre of the wide sea wall, to a hall. On the far wall was a guarded door.

      ‘Through there is the Kellach camp,’ Gunn said to her. ‘Good luck, ma’am.’

      Keira nodded, and walked to the door, the new sword strapped to her waist.

      A full squad of Holdings troopers watched her approach, then unbarred the large thick wooden door, and swung it open.

      Keira stepped through, and the troopers closed the door behind her.

      She looked out, the fading afternoon light casting the land ahead of her into shadow. She stood at the top of a flight of stone steps, the great Kellach encampment spread out before her. Unlike Rainsby, the camp had been ordered into neat lines of tents and huts, with several larger wooden structures dotted around. In the distance, she could see a great raised earthen bank enclosing the far end of the camp, beyond which she assumed the Sanang army lay.

      ‘Keilyn,’ she heard a voice cry, and she looked over to see Leah waving at her from the bottom of the steps, where several wagons were situated, distributing food and water to queues of Kellach.

      ‘Well that was fucking weird,’ Keira said as she went down the steps. ‘Fuckers gave me a sword.’

      Leah frowned. ‘They congratulated me on my shot, and filled my pack with arrows.’

      ‘Any sign of Kylon?’ Keira asked. ‘Or our wee lizard pal?’

      Leah shook her head. ‘They asked me a few questions,’ she said. ‘Mainly about how Kylon got the money for the voyage.’

      ‘Me too,’ Keira said. ‘Looks like they aren’t interested in us two, just the boys.’

      ‘That might have been Kylon’s plan,’ Leah said. ‘Get the attention away from you.’

      ‘Hello girls,’ said a voice.

      They turned to see a man approach, his long brown hair hanging in braids.

      ‘Two pretty blondes,’ he said. ‘My lucky day. You new?’

      ‘Aye,’ Keira said, her eyes narrowing. ‘What’s it to you?’

      He held out his empty hands. ‘Just trying to be friendly. I can show you round the camp.’

      ‘Don’t listen to that bawbag, girls,’ another man said. ‘Come with me, I’ll buy you both a drink.’

      A few other men walked over, trying to get their attention.

      Leah nudged Keira, and motioned with her eyes to the top of the steps, where the postern gate was opening again.

      ‘Got to go, boys,’ Keira said. ‘Our man’s here.’

      The Kellach turned and watched as Kylon came down the steps.

      He glared at the other men as he approached, and they backed off.

      ‘What were they wanting?’ he asked.

      ‘What the fuck do you think?’ Keira said. ‘Did ye not realise that ye were going out with a fucking sex goddess?’

      Kylon frowned. ‘The Holdings are detaining Baoryn.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Let’s walk,’ Leah said. ‘Too busy round here.’

      Each woman took one of Kylon’s arms, and they turned from the wagons, and began walking between the rows of huts and tents.

      ‘The Holdings found it hard to believe that we’d be friendly with a Rahain,’ Kylon said. ‘They think Baoryn might be up to no good. They also asked me a ton of questions about the money.’

      ‘What did you tell them?’ Keira asked.

      ‘That I robbed a Rahain merchant.’

      ‘And was that the truth?’

      ‘No,’ he said, as they approached a large muddy crossroads, ringed with wooden buildings.

      ‘Well?’ Keira asked.

      ‘Well what?’

      ‘Where did you get the fucking money?’

      ‘Holdings embassy in Rahain gave it to me for handing the Rakanese flow mage over to them.’

      ‘What?’ Keira said. ‘The Holdings gave you the money? Then why the fuck did you not just tell them that?’

      ‘Because then they would know who I am,’ Kylon said, ‘and through me, they might get to you. A lot of Kellach know I was your man, back when we were leading the resistance.’

      ‘So because of me,’ Keira said, ‘Baoryn’s locked up.’

      ‘He won’t talk,’ Kylon said.

      ‘I never said he would.’

      ‘Come on, let’s see if we can get a drink.’

      ‘What happened to the brandy?’

      ‘I gave it to the Holdings officers.’

      ‘Fuck.’

      They walked to a noisy building, long and low, and entered, passing a pair of mean-looking guards on the door. Inside, the place was littered with tables and chairs, with a bar at one end. Serving staff carried plates of food and jugs of ale to the patrons, while large open windows let in the evening light.

      They sat at an empty table, and an old woman approached.

      ‘What can I get for you, my dears?’

      ‘Ale, and whatever food’s hot,’ Kylon said.

      ‘No bother,’ she replied. ‘What unit are you with?’

      ‘What?’ he said.

      ‘We’re new,’ Keira said. ‘Just arrived.’

      ‘Oh,’ the old woman said, smiling. ‘Well, I suppose you can pay in coin, if you have any.’

      ‘I have Rahain gold,’ Kylon said.

      ‘That’ll do,’ she said. ‘Though if any Holdings troopers ask, don’t tell them. Food and drink are only meant for those belonging to a unit.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      The old woman sighed. ‘You have to work for supplies in the camp, unless you’re ill or crippled. Either that or you join the militia defending the rampart.’

      Keira glanced at Kylon as the old woman walked away.

      He shrugged. ‘We knew we wouldn’t be getting anything for free.’

      Their ale arrived, followed by food, three steaming bowls of thick vegetable soup, with chunks of oily fish floating on the surface.

      As they were eating, Keira noticed smoke coming from another table.

      ‘Look,’ she said, ‘they’re smoking. Thought it was banned.’

      Leah sniffed the air.

      ‘Just tobacco,’ she said. ‘Doesn’t do fuck all to you, compared to Sanang weed.’

      ‘And how would you fucking know?’

      Leah shrugged. ‘I needed something at night to blot out the noise you two were making.’

      Keira frowned. ‘What’s it like?’

      ‘Dreamweed gets you high and giggly,’ Leah said, ‘dullweed numbs you, and keenweed heightens all your senses. There are others apparently, but they’re the ones you can get in Rainsby.’

      ‘You thinking of trying some?’ Kylon said.

      ‘I wouldn’t do that,’ a voice said. ‘Not in here, at any rate.’

      They turned, and saw a pair of older men sat at a table, watching them.

      ‘And why’s that?’ Keira said.

      ‘Holdings troopers raid this bar regularly,’ one said, ‘and all the others. Anyone caught with weed gets their rations cut. Caught twice, and you get a week in the cells.’

      ‘This is fucked up,’ Keira said. ‘We’re outside the walls, but Holdings soldiers come into the camp? And they just hand out food and weapons? Why don’t they just let us behind the walls, if we’re all friends?’

      ‘No room, apparently,’ the old man said, ‘though they took in five thousand of our fittest and best, enrolled them into the proper Holdings army. As for the rest of us? Well, the camp is right next to the weakest part of the city walls, so basically we’re a big buffer, protecting the crappy section of wall from the Sanang. The Holdings give us food, medicine, weapons, tools, building supplies…’

      ‘They’re feart,’ the other said, ‘that we’ll switch sides, help the Sanang.’

      ‘Is that likely?’ Kylon asked.

      ‘Not a fucking chance,’ he said, ‘not after what those bastards did to the peasants across the river. The Holdings are far from perfect, but I’d rather them than that mob of monkey-arsed savages.’

      The doors to the tavern opened, and a group of armed Kellach walked in. An officer looked around. She caught the eye of the old serving woman, who pointed at their table.

      ‘Old cow,’ Keira said. ‘She’s fucking grassed us up.’

      ‘Was going to happen at some point,’ Kylon muttered as the group approached.

      The officer stopped at their table, and gazed down at them.

      ‘Can we help you?’ Kylon asked.

      ‘You lot new?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Why haven’t you reported to headquarters?’

      ‘No one told us to,’ Keira said.

      ‘Don’t give me your bullshit,’ the officer said. ‘How long you been here? And you’re telling me you never knew?’

      ‘We only arrived today.’

      The woman blinked, and frowned. ‘How did you get past the Sanang?’

      ‘We came by boat,’ Kylon said, ‘from Rainsby.’

      ‘Well fuck me,’ she said. ‘Fair enough.’ She gestured to the others. ‘You heard them. Stand down.’

      The warriors relaxed.

      ‘I guess I won’t be arresting you then,’ she said. ‘You’ve got until nightfall to report.’ She squinted out of the window. ‘Another hour or so. Unless you want to come with me now.’

      Keira looked around the table, and the others nodded.

      They got up, and followed the woman out of the bar.

      ‘What are our choices?’ Kylon asked her as they walked outside.

      ‘You three look fit,’ she said. ‘You any experience of fighting in the war?’

      ‘A bit,’ he replied.

      ‘Then it’ll be the militia for you,’ the woman said. ‘Defending the rampart.’

      Keira looked up to her right, where she could see the line of the great earthen bank above the roofs of the buildings.

      ‘Has there been any fighting?’ she said.

      ‘None so far,’ the woman said. ‘Our chiefs went and spoke to their leader, and got a deal that we wouldn’t assault their lines, unless they attack us first.’

      ‘How many Sanang are out there?’ Leah asked.

      ‘We reckon about twenty thousand,’ she said. ‘The warriors clad in black seem the best. They were the only ones that didn’t take part in the massacre. Did you see that?’

      ‘Aye,’ Keira said, ‘our ship was anchored off-shore at the time.’

      The woman stopped.

      ‘Wait a fucking minute,’ she said, looking at them again, her eyes widening when she saw Leah’s longbow.

      ‘Aye,’ Leah said, ‘that was me.’

      The officer laughed. ‘Nice shot. You’ll fit right in.’
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      Plateau City, The Plateau – 10th Day, First Third Autumn 505

      Daphne stood upon the high city walls, Bedig at her side, and gazed down at the harbour. A chill wind was blowing off the sea, and grey clouds huddled in the sky.

      ‘The weather’s turning,’ Bedig said. ‘Ten days into autumn, and I can feel it.’

      Daphne nodded, but her attention was on the river, where ships and vessels were docked. The port was busy, though not as busy as it had been in summer. Her eyes scanned the far bank, where the earth was still stained from the massacre twenty days previously. The Sanang occupying the bank were disorganised and lazy, and had made a poor job of clearing away the bloody remains of their handiwork. There were still bodies tangled in the weeds by the far shore, where the river reached the sea.

      She felt a kick in her abdomen, and smiled, putting a hand to her belly.

      ‘Wee lad awake is he?’ said Bedig, glancing at her bump.

      ‘With his big Kellach feet,’ she said. ‘Or hers. You have to stop assuming it’s a boy, Bedig, I’m starting to copy you.’

      ‘Whichever it is,’ he said, ‘I hope the apes have cleared off by then. They ruin the view.’

      ‘If they’re still here by the time the baby comes,’ Daphne said, ‘we’re in real trouble.’

      ‘I don’t see how, miss,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘If they attack the walls the crossbows will slaughter them. If they attack the Kellach they’re fucked. The five thousand of my folk under arms in the city have been told they can go out and help, if the Sanang assault the camp. And,’ he said, ‘the city granaries are full to bursting. I mean, I’m sorry for you that we’ve run out of sugar, and coffee and suchlike, but there’s enough food for thirds, and more ships come in all the time.’

      Daphne frowned. ‘The city eats its way through a granary every few days, and it’s only the ships that are masking that fact. Once the autumn winds begin, then the shipping will start to dry up. I reckon we’ve got until the end of this third before that happens. And no boats can sail the sea in winter, we’ll be cut off until spring.’

      ‘But miss,’ he said, ‘you’re forgetting about the army from the Holdings Realm that was summoned. They’ll be here by the end of the second third. We’ve only got to last out until then.’

      ‘Hopefully,’ she said. ‘It’s the timing that worries me. The Rahain tunnel will be open soon, and our frontiers will be unguarded. The Sanang might only be the start of it. The Rahain may decide to take advantage of our difficulties.’

      ‘Let them,’ Bedig said. ‘I’d rather fight the lizards than the apes anyway.’

      They walked along the top of the wall, by the river, until it turned left at Bridge Tower, where thousands of fleeing peasants had found sanctuary during the massacre, adding to the chronic overcrowding within the city. The Old Town was seething with people and, with huge areas of the New Town a vast construction site, hundreds of tents and makeshift shelters had sprung up in the spaces between the half-built buildings.

      They followed the parapet as it turned, and looked down on the sprawling Kellach camp.

      Daphne stopped at the battlements and gazed at the untidy streets of mud, tents and shacks, enclosed on the far side by the enormous earthen rampart that they had built with their own hands. Forty thousand refugees at the last count, not reckoning the five that were garrisoned within the walls.

      There were probably only a few thousand left in the camp that Daphne would class as warriors. Many were old, and a high number carried crippling injuries. Even so, she had no doubt that they would put up a fight if the Sanang were rash enough to attack.

      ‘Do you think he’s down there?’ she said.

      ‘No, miss,’ Bedig said. ‘If he were, he would have sent a message.’

      ‘Maybe he arrived,’ Daphne said, ‘and found out I was pregnant.’

      Bedig shook his head and sighed.

      ‘If Killop got here,’ he said, ‘and discovered you were carrying his child, nothing would stop him from coming to you.’

      ‘You don’t know that,’ she frowned. ‘You’ve never met him.’

      ‘No, but I heard Kylon talk about him often enough. And I was in Keira’s squad during the resistance in Kell. She went on about Killop all the time. Of course back then we thought he was dead. So, I think I know him pretty well.’

      ‘You probably know him better than me,’ she said, casting her face down, ‘and you’ve never even laid eyes on him.’

      ‘No matter what happens,’ he said, putting his big hand on her shoulder, ‘you have friends and family around you.’

      ‘You don’t think he’s coming.’

      ‘We’ve only been here a little over two thirds, miss,’ he said. ‘There’s still time.’ He smiled. ‘You always get gloomy when we get to this part of the wall. Come on, let’s see what’s in the market before going to Shella’s.’

      They began walking again, the Old Town down to their left, the Kellach camp to their right. They came to where the new emergency wall joined the Old Town. It was high, but had been hastily constructed, and had no parapet or walkway at its top.

      ‘The king knew what he was doing when he built this,’ Bedig said. ‘My folk are the real wall.’

      They passed it and descended a flight of wooden stairs that had been secured to the outer wall of the Old Town. At the bottom guards checked their passes, and allowed them through into a large square, directly in the shadow of the emergency wall. The area was covered in tents and shacks, inhabited by Holdings peasants. Daphne smiled. The Kellach probably imagined that everyone in the city lived in a house, when the reality was that only a flimsy wall separated two nearly identical squatter camps.

      In the midst of the tents was a large market, where everything that could be had in the city was bought and sold. Luxuries were exorbitant, but the basics were still cheap, and would remain so while the weather held out, and the ships kept arriving.

      Holdings troopers patrolled the makeshift streets, and were present in numbers in the market. Daphne found them a reassuring sight, and they kept the population from boiling over. They passed the busy stalls as lamps were being lit for evening. At the edge of the market square, they turned left, towards the main route through the city, which joined the New Town to the palace. Work had halted on most of the building plots, and many were covered in tents. A few buildings had their ground floors completed, and each of these was crammed with displaced peasants.

      They reached the wide main road, and crossed it, avoiding the lines of horses out on exercise, and entered the new university district. The building that was to be the university was an unroofed empty shell, being only half completed when the Sanang had arrived. A few townhouses around it were finished, and the students and tutors were living there, trying to carry on as normal as if the siege wasn’t happening.

      ‘Evening, miss,’ a trooper said, as they passed a squad on patrol. ‘We’ll need to see your, ah, companion’s pass before he can enter this district.’

      Bedig pulled out a rolled-up paper from his tunic, and showed it to him.

      ‘My apologies, sir,’ the trooper said, waving them on. ‘Have a good evening.’

      ‘Sir?’ Bedig muttered under his breath as they walked away. ‘You Holdings folk, with your please this, sorry that, please, please, sorry, sorry. “Apologies”, ha! For what, doing his job?’

      ‘The cavalry prides itself on its manners,’ Daphne said. ‘The Kellach could learn from them.’

      ‘Don’t give me that,’ he smirked. ‘You like us rough.’

      ‘I’m not altogether sure what you mean by that remark,’ she said, ‘so I’m going to choose to ignore it. Anyway, here we are.’

      She pointed up to a large palatial townhouse, set amid a half-finished street, bordering the more completed aristocratic district where her family lived. Outside was a carriage, with two beautiful mares, chestnut brown like those from Hold Fast. She went up to one, and stroked its head and flank.

      She came away, shaking her head. ‘They still make me feel sick,’ she said. ‘This had better wear off soon. If I can’t get back on a horse because of this baby, then, well… I don’t know. I’ll be greatly annoyed.’

      ‘Must be serious,’ she heard Shella say from inside the carriage. ‘Come in and join me, I’ve been waiting for you.’

      Daphne and Bedig went round to the side of the carriage, and climbed in. They sat opposite Shella, who was sitting with her brother Sami.

      ‘Hi Daphne,’ he said.

      ‘Your Highness,’ Daphne said.

      Sami pulled a face. ‘Can I not be free of that, for one night?’

      ‘I thought we were going inside,’ Daphne said.

      ‘No,’ Shella said. ‘Too many embassy officials around tonight, snooping everywhere, can’t get any peace. Thought we’d go round to your place. Do you mind?’

      Daphne nodded. ‘I guess this means you want to get drunk?’

      ‘Perceptive as always, Daphne Holdfast,’ Shella replied. ‘Once again you’ll have to watch sober while I drink myself to oblivion. But think of the alternative. If I didn’t get out of that mansion, and cut loose once in a while, then I’d go demented, and who knows, with a wave of my hand, half of the ambassadorial staff would be vomiting up their lungs.’

      She peered at Daphne as the carriage moved off. ‘Really,’ she said, ‘you’re providing a service to the city by letting me get drunk in your room. A noble duty. I’m a princess, you know.’

      ‘Fine,’ Daphne said. ‘Just as long as you know that my sister and sister-in-law will be in the townhouse tonight.’

      ‘All the men are out?’ Shella said.

      ‘Yes,’ Daphne said. ‘Even father.’

      Shella shrugged. ‘We going to pick up old snake-eyes on the way to yours?’

      ‘No,’ Daphne said. ‘The councillor is working again this evening. Said he had to finish off his new Rahain constitution.’

      ‘Another dreamer,’ Shella said. ‘In what possible reality does he think he’ll ever be able to implement his utopia?’

      ‘He has hope,’ Daphne said. ‘Let him keep that.’

      Shella smirked and looked out of the window.

      Daphne gazed out at the streets, as they passed through the completed area near the sea walls.

      ‘Wait!’ Shella shouted. ‘Stop the carriage.’

      The horses came to an abrupt halt. Shella opened the door and jumped down to the street. Daphne moved to the side and looked out, as Shella approached a black-robed man walking along the road.

      ‘Rijon,’ Daphne muttered, and climbed down.

      ‘Stay here,’ she said to Jayki. ‘That goes for you as well, Bedig.’

      She turned and walked up the street, the wrought iron lamp overhead lighting up the paved road. Rijon and Shella were talking at a corner ahead, in low voices, in a language Daphne didn’t understand.

      Shella stepped back, and put her hands to Rijon’s chest, pushing him away.

      ‘Well fuck you then,’ she cried, in perfect Holdings.

      Rijon said nothing as Shella turned and began walking back to the carriage.

      ‘You were right,’ she said as she passed Daphne. ‘He is an asshole.’

      Daphne paused, letting Shella’s footsteps fade away behind her.

      Rijon glanced up at her, and held her gaze. He looked drained and ill, a condition she remembered well from whenever she had over-used her vision powers.

      ‘Rijon,’ she said.

      ‘Daphne.’

      She walked forward.

      ‘Have you been looking into the Sanang camp?’ she said.

      Rijon’s expression remained blank.

      ‘I understand if it’s all a secret,’ she said. ‘All I want to know is, have you seen Chane? Is she alright?’ She paused. ‘She was my friend.’

      A faint smile touched his lips. ‘So now you want something from me, Daphne? Does this mean you don’t want to kill me any more?’

      Daphne said nothing.

      Rijon laughed. ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘I will tell you. I’ve seen Chane. I’ve seen much of her in fact, as she’s often with Agang Garo. They spend an awful lot of time together. She’s obviously in love with him, although the creator knows why, he never touches her. She’s a wretched creature, abased by her squalid treachery, a doll that he dresses up so his men can leer at her.’

      They moved closer together, their locked gazes never wavering. Daphne felt her battle-vision almost bursting to get out, and she could see from the tiny swirls in the corners of his eyes that Rijon was feeling the same.

      ‘It’s tragic, really,’ Rijon said.

      ‘Send in a mage squad to rescue her.’

      ‘Oh Daphne,’ Rijon smiled. ‘How naïve. He’s already offered her freedom, and she turned it down.’

      Daphne almost took a step back, her eyes narrowing. ‘No.’

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I know, because I’ve been in her head. Helps that she thinks in Holdings. My Sanangka is good, but…’

      ‘You bastard.’

      ‘I do what I’m ordered, Daphne,’ he said. ‘You should know that. Why don’t you take a look yourself, if you’re curious?’

      ‘You know why.’

      ‘Oh yes,’ he said, ‘because of the half–breed you’re carrying within you.’

      Daphne took a deep breath.

      ‘I’m going to go now,’ she said. ‘You’re not worth any more of my time. I’d stay away from Shella if I were you. She’s not pregnant.’

      She turned and walked back towards the carriage, as a low evening mist rose off the sea.
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      Daphne kept a forced smile on her face as Shella opened another bottle of rum.

      Sami and Bedig had left to play cards in another room when Shella had told them she wanted no men around her for the evening. Daphne’s sister Ariel, and Vince’s wife Celine had joined them in her room, and the three women had proceeded to get drunk while Daphne sat and sipped her glass of water.

      ‘I love this city,’ Shella was saying. ‘Where else could you get Holdings, Rakanese and Kellach all speaking Rahain together?’

      ‘But we’re speaking Holdings, your Highness,’ Ariel said.

      ‘It was a fucking joke,’ Shella said. ‘I was making a point. Something Kylon once said to me, about cultural imperialism, and he was fucking right.’

      ‘You seem to have picked up Holdings quickly enough,’ Daphne said. ‘Especially how to swear.’

      ‘First thing to learn Daffers,’ Shella said, ‘so you can tell if people are saying rude things about you.’

      ‘And were they?’ Celine asked, rosy-cheeked.

      ‘They were,’ Shella said, ‘but only in that annoying polite way you Holdings do.’

      ‘You need to meet some people from the River Holdings,’ Ariel said. ‘The language they use, your Highness, would make you blush.’

      ‘I seriously doubt that.’

      ‘So what did Father Rijon say?’ Celine asked. ‘You said he upset you.’

      ‘Fuck him,’ Shella said. ‘I hope his dick shrivels up and falls off.’

      The room went quiet for a moment. Ariel looked a little shocked, while Celine sat smiling like a crow.

      Shella’s sneer fell away, and her face dropped.

      ‘Everything he said to me,’ she said, ‘about being friends, and how he would always be there for me. It was all crap. He didn’t mean any of it.’

      ‘I know what it’s like to be used by Rijon,’ Daphne said. ‘He played the part of friend to me as well, for thirds while we marched into Sanang, and when we occupied the forward fort. Right up to the day when Agang attacked. When I looked for him, he was gone.’

      Shella nodded.

      ‘He always says he’s just obeying orders,’ Daphne went on, ‘but it’s a game to him.’

      ‘Did father ever tell you,’ Ariel said, ‘that he tried to have Rijon investigated, while you were in Rahain? He delivered a whole case of documents, evidence that tied Rijon to the betrayal of your fort in Sanang. The prosecutor’s office refused to even look at it. They gave father some excuse, but he told me it just proved Rijon was a church agent.’

      ‘Course he’s a fucking church agent,’ Shella said. ‘I knew that right from the start. What’s he up to now, though? Did you ask him Daphne? Is that what you were talking to him about?’

      ‘You spoke to him?’ Ariel said. ‘Knowing your history, do you think that was wise?’

      ‘I wanted to ask him something,’ Daphne said. ‘I had an irrational hope that he might actually help me.’

      ‘Irrational?’ Shella said, drinking. ‘Downright fucking stupid, more like. And I say that as someone who has done the same.’

      Celine lit a cigarette, and poured herself another drink.

      ‘I hear the king has again refused to pay the gold the Sanang are asking for,’ she said.

      ‘That’s right,’ Shella said. ‘I was in court at noon today. Old Guilliamface was going on about it. The realm won’t hand over a single coin to an army camped at its gates, he said. I don’t know why not, the queen was wearing enough jewellery to pay the entire ransom on her own.’

      ‘I don’t think the queen has ten million in gold,’ Ariel said.

      ‘For fucksake Ariel,’ Shella said, ‘I was exaggerating. What I was meaning was that the Holdings could easily pay the ransom if it wanted to. Ten million is only a fraction of what must be sitting in the palace treasury. The city has probably spent at least that on the siege already.’

      ‘It’s the principle,’ Ariel said. ‘You don’t give money to bullies.’

      ‘The king is still offering to negotiate with Agang,’ Celine said, ‘if he withdraws his forces first.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Shella said. ‘He kept saying “trust me, I have a plan”, though he wouldn’t say what it was.’

      ‘I’m sure his Majesty knows what he’s doing, your Highness,’ Ariel said.

      ‘It’s more a case,’ Daphne said, ‘that he knows what the enemy are doing.’

      Shella raised an eyebrow.

      ‘The creator, Shella,’ Daphne said.

      The Rakanese princess groaned.

      ‘The lord vicar can hear the voice of the creator,’ Daphne went on. ‘Through him, and his cadre of elite mage-priests, the king will know the position of every major army on the continent, and what the Sanang are thinking, and what they are planning to do next.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’ Shella said. ‘Then how come the creator didn’t warn them that the Sanang were going to invade?’

      Daphne shrugged. ‘Maybe he did. Maybe the Sanang are exactly where the king wants them to be.’

      ‘Yeah right,’ Shella smirked. ‘Go on then genius, tell us why.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Daphne said. ‘Alright, even if you don’t believe in the creator, then you can’t deny the power of the Holdings mages. You know they can enter the minds of others from afar.’

      ‘Is that really true?’ Ariel said. ‘I’ve heard the stories, but…’

      ‘You mean,’ Shella laughed, sloshing drink over the lip of her glass, ‘that your own sister hasn’t told you what she can do?’

      Ariel’s mouth opened.

      ‘Thanks Shella,’ Daphne said.

      ‘Is it true?’ Ariel asked. ‘I know you have battle and line, I know that well, having heard about it every day since you found out. Do you have more?’

      Daphne nodded, frowning.

      ‘How much more?’

      ‘This goes no further,’ Daphne said. ‘Do you all understand?’

      Ariel nodded.

      ‘Celine?’ Daphne said.

      ‘I won’t tell anyone.’

      ‘Alright.’ Daphne paused for a second. ‘I possess six of the seven vision powers, all except being able to hear the voice of the creator, though I did speak to him one time.’

      Ariel stood, her eyes halfway between anger and tears.

      ‘Father knows, doesn’t he?’ she cried. ‘That’s why he’s been fawning all over you, that’s why he never stops talking about you. I’m so sick of hearing how wonderful you are, how damn perfect.’

      She turned and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

      ‘Oops,’ said Shella.

      Celine started to giggle.

      ‘I should have warned you,’ Daphne said. ‘Ariel has never forgotten the day the priests discovered I had powers. Up until then, my father had taken little interest in me, but from then on, I think I might have become his favourite. She’s never forgiven me.’

      ‘I can sympathise,’ Shella said. ‘Out of sixteen spawn siblings, I was the only one with any powers. I was singled out the day they discovered I was a flow mage.’

      ‘So I’m sitting in a room,’ Celine said, lighting another cigarette, ‘with two of the most powerful mages in the city, maybe the world.’

      ‘Your husband has powers, doesn’t he?’ Shella said.

      ‘Vince has battle-vision,’ she replied. ‘That’s why he’s been a cavalry lad since his teens. That’s why he’ll be on the front lines if the Sanang attack. Sometimes I wish he didn’t have it, but other times,’ she smiled at them, ‘well, it has its uses.’

      ‘You dirty bitch,’ Shella laughed. ‘What about you, Daphne? You ever used your powers in bed?’

      ‘It’s never occurred to me to try until now,’ she said. ‘It’s not like I’ve had much of a sex life recently. Once with Killop was enough for this.’ She pointed at her growing bump.

      ‘You only did the business with him once?’ Shella said. ‘Fucksake, I didn’t know that.’

      Daphne stood. ‘I’d better go find Ariel.’

      Shella and Celine nodded, and Daphne left her room, emerging into a well-lit hall at the top of a flight of stairs. She started to descend, when she saw her father coming out of a room.

      ‘Daphne,’ he said, ‘do you have a moment?’

      ‘I was on my way to see Ariel.’

      ‘Your sister can wait,’ he said. ‘This is important. It concerns Killop.’

      She followed him to his study, where he closed the door and lit a lamp on the desk.

      ‘Sit,’ he said, pouring himself a drink.

      She took a seat next to his desk, and waited, her heart pounding.

      ‘Father,’ she said, ‘if it’s bad news, tell me now.’

      ‘Are you aware,’ he said, ‘of Quentin of Hold Terras, our ambassador in the Rahain capital?’

      ‘Of course, yes.’

      ‘I’ve been keeping open a private line of communication with him,’ her father said. ‘I asked him to let me know if there was any word of Killop. Naturally, as the fire mage’s brother, finding his location has been a priority for the Rahain government.’

      He gazed at her. ‘There has been word of him.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘The Rahain military picked up a few runaway slaves,’ her father said, ‘who claimed to have been freed by a Killop, brother of a fire mage. Then stories arrived in the capital, of camps being raided, Kellach slaves being freed. It seems that Killop is leading an armed rebellion in the mountains east of their capital city. In atonement, the prisoners told the Rahain, for the crimes of his sister.’

      Daphne sat back in the seat and closed her eyes.

      ‘I was stupid,’ she said, ‘to think he would abandon his people for me.’

      ‘He’s the fool, Daffie,’ her father said, ‘but his rebellion might be the only thing stopping the Rahain from taking advantage of our weakness. For that, I can forgive his foolishness.’

      Daphne glanced away, unable to decide if she agreed.
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      Severed City, Rahain Republic – 18th Day, First Third Autumn 505

      ‘We built a cairn over his body,’ Killop said, keeping his gaze on Dyam, who sat motionless in the front row, her eyes red with tears. Draewyn crouched next to her, an arm over the young woman’s shoulder.

      ‘I fought by Dominic’s side a dozen times,’ Killop said, speaking to everyone in the hall, where his raiding officers and warriors had crowded in. ‘He was brave and loyal, and knew how to lead. He did the Domm proud, he did the Severed Clan proud, and he did the entire Kellach Brigdomin people proud. All over Rahain our folk are slaves, and it’s our job to set them free.

      ‘Four days ago Dominic fell fighting for our cause, and a part of him will live on in us forever.’

      He raised his mug.

      ‘Let us mind Dominic ae Dominie ae Domm.’

      He drained his ale, and watched as everyone else did the same.

      When they had finished, he stepped down off the stone bench, and leaned over to Dyam.

      ‘Take all the time you need,’ he said, then backed away to allow the others to pay their condolences.

      Bridget moved to his side, a mug of ale in her hand.

      ‘Poor lass.’

      ‘She’s strong,’ he said. ‘She’ll come back from this.’

      ‘Aye,’ Bridget said. ‘It’s being a single, it’s made her tough.’

      Killop nodded. The idea of growing up in Kellach Brigdomin without a twin was almost unthinkable. Every aspect of their youth had been connected in some way to that of their twins. Childhood was spent in each other’s company, and Killop couldn’t imagine being alone, in the way Dyam must have been.

      ‘With my sisters being identical,’ Bridget went on, ‘even though I was part of triplets, I always felt like an outsider growing up. They would share everything, sometimes it was like they could read each other’s minds, and they made my life a fucking misery.’

      ‘I remember them betting,’ Killop said, ‘to see who could bag Conal first.’

      ‘And I stole him out from under their noses,’ Bridget grinned. ‘I can’t tell you how proud that made me, even though wee Conal followed me about for ages like a lost kitten.’

      ‘One of the worst days of captivity,’ Killop said, ‘was when the Rahain separated me, you and Kallie from Koreen and Conal. I miss those bastards.’

      ‘I miss them all,’ Bridget said, ‘but here, Killop, we’ve started again. I knew you’d make a good chief. All these folk, they love you, but they don’t know you like I do. We went through the war together, and then lived in each other’s pockets for a year in captivity. I know how hard it’s been for you losing Daphne, but since we got here, I think I’m starting to see signs of your old self returning.’

      He shook his head. ‘I still wake every morning thinking of her. Still run over my life as it should have been, with her.’

      ‘I’m not saying you’re heartless,’ she said. ‘It’s obvious you’re still mourning her. It’s just that this place has given you a purpose, and seeing that in you makes me happy.’

      He frowned. ‘How much ale have you had?’

      ‘A fair bit,’ she said, ‘but it’s only bringing out the truth. You’re doing a decent job. Daphne would be proud.’

      He looked at Bridget. ‘Thanks.’

      The noise in the room dwindled away as his officers left to begin their day’s work. Someone opened the hall’s shutters, and the morning sun streamed in, sending a ray of light across Dyam, making her hair glow like gold.

      Killop saw Larissa at the other end of the great table.

      ‘See you soon Bridget,’ he said. ‘Don’t get too drunk.’

      He walked towards Larissa. She saw him coming, and frowned.

      ‘Need to talk to you,’ he said.

      ‘I’m already late for a meeting with the hunters,’ she said. ‘I need to give them tonight’s routes.’

      ‘I’ve asked Brynt to go in your place.’

      ‘You what?’

      ‘Let’s take this somewhere more private.’

      She scowled, but followed him into a side room.

      ‘You putting Brynt in charge of my hunters?’ she said, her face reddening.

      ‘I need you for something else.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You’re taking Dominic’s place in my raiding company.’

      Her face went through several emotions.

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘You’re the best I’ve got.’

      She fell silent. He had barely seen Larissa in the third since he had starting raiding again. She had been out hunting every night, while he had spent long stretches away from the city.

      ‘When’s the next raid?’ she asked.

      ‘In a few days.’

      ‘Why not Dyam? She was next in line.’

      ‘Dyam’s in charge of the city defences,’ he said. ‘That’s her job, and she’s good at it. It’s time for you to move up, now that we have enough hunters out each night. Let Brynt handle it. I need you on the raids with me.’

      She looked up at him. ‘Aye, Chief. I’ll do it.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      She flushed and looked away. ‘Do you need me for anything else? I mean, are we going to talk about the next raid, or I am free for the rest of the day?’

      ‘I’m meeting my squad leaders tomorrow for lunch in the hall.’

      ‘I’ll be there, Chief.’

      He nodded. ‘Go get drunk then.’

      She smirked, and left the room.

      As he watched her leave, he realised that if things had been different, he might have been attracted to Larissa. She was a couple of years older than him, and was good-looking, and strong-hearted, but the wound of Daphne still ached within him, and he knew it was pointless to even consider it.

      He left the side chamber to see Bridget waiting for him in the hall.

      ‘You told her then?’ she said.

      ‘Aye.’

      Bridget half-laughed. ‘I thought as much. I saw her face on the way out.’

      ‘She’s the right choice for the job.’

      ‘Raid Commander Larissa,’ Bridget said. ‘I wonder if she’s happy or terrified at the prospect of spending days and nights out in the open with you, facing dangers shoulder to shoulder, seeing each other every moment in the raw.’

      ‘I thought you weren’t going to get drunk?’

      ‘You told me not to get drunk,’ she said. ‘That’s not the same thing.’

      ‘But I asked you to come with me today.’

      ‘Aye, Chief,’ she said, ‘but it’s my day off. I’m only coming as a favour. Anyway, the minding’s over, and Brodie’s taken what’s left of the ale away. I’ll have a hangover in about four hours, so let’s get on with it.’

      They left the hall, and walked through lamp-lit corridors until they reached the great boulevard, a hundred yards from where the rift sheared it away. Killop opened a door to a large cavern, lit by sunlight through rents in the side of its domed ceiling, and they went inside.

      Warriors were training all over the floor of the cavern, the huge space allowing a multitude of different lessons to take place at the same time. It was large enough to be used as the assembly point for the whole army, over four hundred strong at the last count.

      They passed lines of Rahain crossbow teams, practising with their great door-shaped shields. Tiel, the commander of the ex-slaves, saluted Killop as he went by. Beyond the Rahain, pairs of Kellach were duelling with swords and shields.

      ‘What is it we’re doing today, then?’ Bridget asked.

      ‘Liam’s asked for some help.’

      ‘Shit,’ Bridget said, ‘you’re kidding me.’

      He shook his head.

      Killop turned towards a side entrance, and they ascended a long flight of steps. At the top was a door. He knocked and entered, Bridget following.

      Inside was a long bare chamber, with a wide, broken window letting in the sun. At one end was a table, with a lamp sitting on it. It was of the Rahain type, with a ceramic base and upper glass globe, burning oil with a steady yellow flame.

      At the other end of the room sat three people.

      He heard Bridget sigh as the three turned to see who had come in.

      Two were teenagers, a boy and a girl. The other was an adult, a white-haired old man.

      ‘Liam,’ Killop said, ‘thanks for inviting me to your teaching session.’

      ‘Thank you for coming Chief,’ said the old sparker. ‘Please take a seat.’

      ‘How long’s this going to last?’ the girl said.

      ‘Quiet, Lilyann, please,’ Liam said.

      ‘But it’s pointless.’

      ‘Quiet I said, girl. The chief has come to see you, both of you.’ He looked at the boy, who sat sullen and glowering, his legs stretched out.

      Killop sat. ‘I’ve brought Bridget with me. We’ve come to see how your lessons are going.’

      Liam snorted. ‘As you know, Chief, they’ve had no training up to now, and are well behind where they should be. Both discovered they had powers in the camp where you found them, but they’ve had little chance to use them, or experiment under any sort of guidance. Also,’ he frowned, ‘neither of them have been particularly cooperative.’

      Killop glanced at the two young mages. The girl sat examining her nails, while the boy stared into space.

      ‘Lilyann,’ he said. ‘Dean. You are the fire mages of the Severed Clan. Soon, I’ll be leading the largest rebellion the Rahain Republic has ever seen. You can help us, if you listen to Liam, and learn to control your skills.’

      ‘I’ll never be like Keira,’ Lilyann said. ‘Not that I’d want to.’

      ‘Mages like my sister come along once every hundred years,’ Killop said. ‘That doesn’t mean all other fire mages are useless. I’ve seen many battles where throwers turned the tide.’

      Lilyann shrugged. ‘I don’t care.’

      ‘Ya whiny wee toerags,’ Bridget said. ‘You’ve no fucking clue what we do for you, or what the chief has done for you.’

      ‘I don’t see much difference,’ the girl said, ‘between being imprisoned back in the camp, and being trapped here.’

      ‘Don’t be stupid,’ Bridget said. ‘You ungrateful cow.’

      Lilyann stared at Killop. ‘Great Chief,’ she said, ‘am I free to leave the Severed City?’

      Killop shook his head. ‘We can’t allow the Rahain to capture a fire mage.’

      ‘Because of what your sister did,’ Lilyann replied. ‘I’m stuck here because you think I’d behave like that murdering bitch if the lizards captured me.’

      Bridget rose to her feet, her fist raised.

      ‘Leave her,’ Killop said. ‘She’s fifteen. You were probably just as bloody-minded at that age.’

      He turned to Lilyann. ‘Some of what you say is true. If the Rahain captured you they might try to force you to use your powers to help them, but it’s more likely that, after Keira, they would just kill you out of hand if they found out you were a mage.’

      ‘I’d rather take my chances.’

      ‘Why don’t you show the chief what you can do?’ Liam said.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Dean?’

      ‘No.’

      They all sat in silence.

      ‘Maybe she’s right,’ Bridget said. ‘It’s a waste of everyone’s time and energy looking after them if they aren’t going to help. We’ve no room for anyone who doesn’t make an effort.’

      ‘Then you’ll let me go?’ Lilyann said.

      Bridget glanced at Killop.

      ‘But…’ Liam said.

      ‘All right,’ Killop said. ‘We’ll remove them both at night. Each in a different direction, blindfolded. Scouts will take them a hundred miles from the Severed City, then dump them in the wild. Then, if the Rahain pick them up, they won’t be able to lead them to us.’

      Lilyann stared open-mouthed, while Dean turned, his face reddening.

      ‘If they’re captured, Chief,’ Liam said, ‘the Rahain may discover they’re mages.’

      ‘How?’ Killop said. ‘If they won’t show us, they’re not likely to show the Rahain. I doubt they have much to show, anyway.’

      Killop stood.

      ‘I’ll make the arrangements,’ he said. ‘Don’t blame yourself, Liam. You tried.’

      He nodded to Bridget, and they started to walk to the door.

      ‘Wait,’ said Dean.

      They turned. The boy was sitting up in his chair, his eyes wide.

      ‘Aye?’ Killop said.

      ‘This isn’t fair,’ he said. ‘I didn’t say I wanted to leave.’

      ‘What’s fair,’ Killop said, ‘is that everybody who lives here is willing to help.’ He pointed to the table. ‘The lamp is there. Come and show me what you can do.’

      Dean’s face went red, and he looked down.

      ‘Come on, Dean,’ Bridget said. ‘Please.’

      He got to his feet, and walked over. He stood awkwardly by the table, avoiding their gaze, while the old tutor joined them.

      ‘Now remember,’ Liam said, reaching forward and removing the glass globe from the top of the lamp, ‘find the flame in your mind’s eye first.’

      Dean shut his eyes, and raised his arm.

      ‘I can’t do this,’ he said. ‘I can’t.’

      ‘You can,’ Liam said. ‘I’ve seen you do it. You just need to practise. It gets easier every time.’

      Beads of sweat ran down Dean’s face as he strained, his hand outstretched and trembling.

      ‘Do you feel it?’ Liam asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ the boy whispered. ‘Aye, I think so.’

      ‘Good. Now lift your hand, and raise the flame. Slowly.’

      Dean began to move his arm up, inch by inch. Killop looked from him to the lamp. The yellow flames were stretching upwards in thin streams, growing to a foot above the lamp.

      ‘You’re doing it,’ Bridget laughed.

      Dean gasped and fell to his knees, and the flame dropped down to its original height.

      Liam put his arm around Dean, who was panting, his clothes saturated in sweat.

      Killop nodded. ‘Well done. You’ve earned another chance.’

      He glanced over to see Lilyann slouching by the table, smirking and shaking her head.

      ‘You think that was impressive?’ she said. ‘Watch this.’

      With her eyes open, she faced the flame, and raised her arm.

      The flame shot up in a fierce burst of fire and heat, almost reaching the ceiling. Then, after a second ablaze, it died down again, the lamp having used up its fuel in a instant. There was a crack, and the ceramic base fractured into blackened pieces on the surface of the table.

      ‘Pyre’s sake, lass,’ Liam said, as Lilyann staggered, ‘that was wonderful.’

      Killop stepped forward, and caught the girl as she fell.

      He smiled at her as he placed her back on her feet. ‘Does that mean you want to stay?’

      She gasped and coughed, her eyes red. ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Good enough for now.’

      He nodded to Liam, and left the room, Bridget following.

      ‘Killop,’ Bridget said, as they were going back down the stairs, ‘were you really going to throw them out?’

      He shrugged. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘I would have made sure they had food and water, but I meant every word in there. Let Liam be the nice one, I don’t care if they hate me for it.’

      ‘They’re only bairns, but.’

      ‘Dangerous bairns,’ Killop said, ‘and soon they’ll be adults. I don’t envy them, it’ll be tough, but the fact is they have powers, and there’s nothing anyone can do to change that.’

      ‘I feel sorry for them.’

      Killop glanced at her. ‘There was a good reason why fire mages were taken away into the mountains as soon as their powers were discovered. I was angry when they took Keira, but now I wish we could do the same for Lilyann and Dean.’

      ‘I wish they could live ordinary lives.’

      ‘I wish we all could, but the Rahain invaded, and everything’s been fucked since.’

      They stopped as they reached the huge training hall. The sun was overhead, and shafts of autumnal light shone down on the floor where the warriors practised.

      ‘It’s been a while since I saw the whole place,’ he said. ‘Will you give me a tour, Bridget?’

      ‘Aye,’ she replied, ‘though you’ll owe me a drink at the end of it.’

      ‘Deal.’
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      Hours later, the two of them were back in the chief’s hall.

      ‘That’ll temper the hangover,’ Bridget said, belching as she put down her mug. ‘Hey Brodie, when will the first whisky be ready?’

      ‘Depends how badly you want to burn your throat,’ he replied, sitting on the bench opposite. ‘Distilling’s no bother, I’ve already made up gallons of raw spirit. It’s the maturation that’ll need time.’

      ‘And how long will that fucking take?’

      ‘Years,’ he said, shaking his head, ‘but I’ve been experimenting with gin. I should have something ready soon.’

      ‘You’re a beautiful man, Brodie.’

      ‘Chief,’ Kalden said, approaching the table, Tiel the Rahain captain behind him.

      ‘Evening,’ Killop said as they sat and poured themselves ale.

      ‘I’ve got four in the cells, Chief,’ Kalden said. ‘Been waiting for you to get back. We wanted your advice.’

      Killop refilled his mug. ‘Go on.’

      ‘The first two,’ Kalden said, ‘are a man and a woman caught trying to kill each other. One had a knife, the other a hammer. Lovers’ quarrel that got murderous. Seems they were together for a while, then it got insanely jealous and out of control. Can’t work out whose fault it is, or if either are really to blame.’

      ‘Have they made up since?’

      ‘Fuck no,’ Kalden said. ‘They still want to kill each other.’

      ‘Either of them good in a fight?’

      ‘The male’s a warrior in Domni’s company.’

      ‘As of now,’ Killop said, ‘he’s re-assigned to my squads. I’ll take him out on the next raid in a few days, see if some distance calms them. Once we’re gone, release the woman, but keep an eye on her.’

      ‘Aye, Chief,’ Kalden said. ‘The next’s another male. He’s been warned about slinging insults at the free Rahain in the city, but several days ago we arrested him for assaulting an old Rahain man.’

      Killop took a drink. ‘Have there been other cases like this?’

      ‘A few,’ Kalden said. ‘There are always some arseholes, but this was the worst.’

      Killop glanced at Tiel, sitting next to Kalden.

      ‘Is he repentant?’

      Kalden shook his head.

      ‘Then keep him locked up,’ Killop said. ‘If he shows remorse, then he can work off his debt to the old man he attacked.’

      Kalden nodded.

      ‘The last one,’ he said, ‘is a woman, Lindie ae Lydia ae Lach, who we caught trying to poison her neighbours over some old feud, dating back to the homeland.’

      ‘How do we know it was poison?’

      ‘We have a score of witnesses, we have identified the herbs the woman was using, and we have a confession, freely obtained. Bridget was at the hearing, she can corroborate.’

      ‘Aye,’ Bridget said. ‘She admitted it in front of everyone.’

      ‘Fuck,’ Killop said. ‘Imagine carrying a grudge with you all the way from Lach. I take it she’s not remorseful?’

      Kalden shook his head. ‘Said she’d try it again if she gets the chance.’

      ‘Throw her from the rift,’ Killop said. ‘Do it quietly, but take a few witnesses, and let it be known that I commanded it.’

      ‘Aye, Chief,’ Kalden said, rising, ‘I’ll see to it.’

      Killop turned back to Bridget as Kalden walked away.

      She caught his eye. ‘Nothing like an execution to put a dampener on your mood.’

      ‘My first as chief.’

      ‘The other Lach will be happy,’ Bridget said. ‘No, not happy. They’ll be satisfied.’

      He frowned, then realised that the sun had set while he had been talking. The large shutter was now letting in the dark night air, and oil-lamps were being lit around the hall. Many of the clan were in the large room, sitting, chatting and eating. As he drank his ale, Bridget gestured to a couple close by.

      ‘Some better news,’ Bridget said. ‘This is Briac and Brenda. They’ve come to ask if they can be married.’

      Killop glanced at the young pair standing before him.

      ‘How old are you?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m twenty, Chief,’ the woman said. ‘Briac’s twenty-four.’

      ‘Are you in love?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Any relatives in the city?’

      ‘No, Chief.’

      ‘Aye, then,’ Killop said. ‘Away and get married.’

      Bridget smiled. ‘Chief,’ she said, ‘they want you to marry them.’

      Killop blinked. ‘Me?’

      ‘Aye, Chief,’ Brenda said. ‘There are no priests here to do it, so we were hoping, please, if you’ve got the time.’

      ‘Of course,’ he said, failing to keep a grin from his face, ‘I’d be honoured. Before I go out on the next raid?’

      They both nodded.

      ‘The day after tomorrow, then,’ he said, ‘here in the hall at noon. That suit you?’

      ‘Thanks Chief,’ Briac said.

      ‘I’ll see you in two days,’ Killop said.

      The pair smiled and left.

      ‘You should have seen your face,’ Bridget laughed. ‘Leave the planning to me. A wedding will be good for the clan. We’ll get some flowers in, and I’ve already asked Brodie about extra food and ale. The Damin twins have offered to sing.’

      ‘Sounds like you have it under control.’

      There was a roar of laughter from the entranceway, and Killop turned to look. A group of hunters came into the busy hall, many looking drunk.

      Killop narrowed his eyes.

      ‘Relax, Chief,’ Bridget said. ‘It’s their night off.’

      He noticed Larissa among them, her cheeks flushed. She staggered over to the large limestone table and sat, her hunters gathered round her.

      ‘I did tell her to get drunk,’ Killop said to Bridget under his breath.

      ‘Looks like she took your advice.’

      As the hunters poured more ale for themselves, Larissa looked up and saw Killop. She stared at him for a moment, then said something to her friends and stood.

      ‘Chief,’ she said, walking over. The other hunters continued to drink, their laughter echoing above the noise in the hall.

      ‘Larissa.’

      She came closer, and crouched by him.

      ‘I just wanted to say, Chief,’ she said, slurring, and swaying gently, ‘that I’m proud you chose me, and I promise I won’t let you down.’

      ‘I know you won’t.’

      A tear sprang from her left eye. She wiped it away, her face reddening. ‘Stupid cow,’ she muttered.

      She got to her feet to leave, then turned and leant down by him.

      ‘Come back to my room,’ she whispered in his ear.

      He shook his head, unable to form any words.

      ‘I want you.’

      ‘It’s too soon,’ he said. ‘Daphne…’

      ‘Daphne’s dead,’ she said, loud enough for everyone to hear. ‘I’m not.’

      She turned and walked from the hall. A couple of hunters watched her go, then got up and went after her.

      ‘Fuck,’ said Bridget, ‘that was heavy.’

      Killop frowned. ‘I fucked it up.’

      ‘You were honest with her,’ Bridget shrugged. ‘The next raid might be awkward, but.’
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      Outside Plateau City, The Plateau – 28th Day, First Third Autumn 505

      Agang sat bolt upright in bed, the dream fresh in his mind, his heart racing.

      He glanced to his left, and saw in the gloom of dawn that Chane had already arisen, and left his sleeping chamber.

      Agang pulled back the blanket and dressed himself, unable to keep a smile from his face. He went into the adjoining tent, where Chane was sitting, eating breakfast. She looked up as he walked over.

      ‘Chane,’ he said, ‘I need to tell you something.’ He sat. Chane’s eyes lit up at the obvious excitement on his face.

      ‘Now I know,’ he said, ‘that you don’t believe in the Sanang religion, so what I’m about to say may seem incredible.’

      Chane put down her mug. ‘Now I’m intrigued.’

      Agang took a deep breath. ‘The war god visited me in my dreams last night. He told me what I must do.’

      Chane pursed her lips, but remained silent.

      ‘I shall be king,’ he said, his thoughts returning to the vision.

      ‘You had a dream?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but I know it was the war god, because he has guided me before.’

      Chane said nothing.

      ‘Do you remember how I was able to capture Daphne Holdfast’s fort?’

      She furrowed her eyebrows. ‘Vaguely.’

      ‘The war god came to me in a dream,’ Agang said. ‘He told me all about the fort, its weaknesses, and that the other garrisons had been evacuated. I wasn’t sure at first if it had really been the war god, or whether my mind had invented it, but I chose to attack, and every word the god said was proved true.’

      He paused, as Chane stared at him.

      ‘The god has not visited me since,’ Agang went on, ‘until last night.’ He smiled. ‘He said I was the chosen one, and that I would be the king who would unite Sanang. He also told me how to do it.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘You’ll learn soon enough,’ he said. ‘I knew you’d be sceptical. I don’t blame you, I mean the idea of a god sending a vision into your mind probably seems crazy to you, but doesn’t your creator god do the same? Doesn’t he speak to your prophets?’

      ‘So they say,’ Chane replied. ‘I haven’t believed it since I was about eight.’

      He laughed. ‘There are mightier powers at work than either you or I understand.’

      For a moment Chane looked as if she was going to say something, but instead picked up her mug and drank. Agang sat back, pleased she had refrained from voicing more doubt about his dream. He thought back to the vision. The voice, his presence, all had been identical to the first time. The god had even remarked about it being his second visit, and had hinted about more in the future.

      He grinned.

      A god was on his side. How could he lose?
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      ‘Withdraw, Chief?’ cried Badranga. ‘We refuse to give up, we refuse to run away like frightened women.’

      ‘We are not running away,’ Agang said, raising his hand to quieten the assembled chiefs and officers. ‘We’re meeting the sole condition set by the Holdings for starting negotiations. We have been camped outside the walls for over a third, and all that time the king has said that he will talk to me, if we remove the warriors back five miles from the city.’

      ‘We should be attacking,’ Badranga said, ‘not negotiating. Your talk of a long siege was always impossible. We’re low on supplies, and every farm and village for a hundred miles around has been stripped bare. We also know that a Holdings army is approaching from the horselands. I say we strike straight through the middle of the Clackdomyn camp, and assault their weakest wall, before their reinforcements arrive.’

      ‘No,’ Agang said, ‘we will speak to the king, and make our demands known. Gold, wagons of treasure. And slaves, thousands of slaves. I will list our demands to the king. If he acquiesces, then we will have left the region by the time the Holdings army gets here.’

      ‘The warriors are restless, my lord,’ Drechtan said. ‘Many are hard to restrain. They thirst for an attack, they thirst for blood. If we order them to retreat, even if only as a tactical gambit, they may refuse our orders.’

      ‘You have a problem with discipline in your ranks?’

      ‘Not personally, my lord,’ Drechtan said. ‘I was thinking of others.’

      ‘You mean B’Dang, who once again has not deigned to attend a war council?’

      ‘For example, my lord.’

      Agang looked over the gathered chiefs, light from the bright autumn morning spilling into the large tent.

      ‘Does anyone here refuse to follow my commands?’

      There were scowls, but no one spoke.

      Agang nodded. ‘Here’s what I plan. We shall withdraw the army, back ten miles to the woods along the western road. It has the only body of trees left in the area, and while I am having talks with the king, I want the army preparing for an assault. Rams, ladders, shields, everything we need.’

      The chiefs looked up at his words.

      ‘If the king does not fulfil our demands, then we will launch a full assault on the walls, and we will burn the city to the ground. I shall lead the attack.’

      The officers and chiefs let out a roar, and cheered his name. Agang raised his arms to take the acclaim.

      He felt a tug at his elbow.

      ‘We need to talk, my lord,’ Hodang said.

      Agang nodded, and stepped down off the dais. He followed his chief minister to the rear of the tent.

      ‘I don’t understand these new orders,’ Hodang said. ‘I thought we’d agreed that we would discuss changes in strategy? I had no idea what you were going to say up there. Have you have decided to lead an assault on the walls?’

      ‘Don’t worry, Hodang. It won’t come to that.’

      ‘No? I can hardly believe that the king will willingly give up thousands of his subjects as slaves.’

      ‘A greater destiny is at work,’ Agang said.

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘Trust me, old friend,’ Agang said, ‘I know what I’m doing.’

      The chiefs began to disperse back to their own forces, leaving his officers waiting.

      Agang turned to them. ‘Order the withdrawal. All the warriors, in an orderly fashion, back to the woods.’ He glanced at his commanders. ‘Mandalecht, you’ll be staying with me, along with a company of your best. Lomecht, you will take command of the army while we’re with the king.’

      He turned back to Hodang, who was standing with a worried look on his face.

      ‘Organise a herald to be sent to the Clackdomyn. Pass on a message through them that the army is leaving, but I will be remaining here to await the king of the Holdings.’

      ‘Yes, Chief,’ his minister said.

      ‘Also, send someone to fetch Drechtan back. I’ll need one of the allies present. And summon Badolecht.’

      Hodang nodded and strode away.

      ‘Chief,’ Mandalecht said, ‘it could be a trap. The king may send his cavalry out as soon as the army has marched away. Or the Clackdomyn may attack us.’

      ‘I do not believe that,’ Agang said. ‘We’ll move this command tent to the road in front of the main city gates. We’ll keep your company close by, but they’ll be mostly for show. I believe the Holdings king wishes to talk.’

      ‘If he comes out. He might think we’ll ambush him. I would.’

      ‘He will come,’ Agang said.
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      By mid-afternoon, Agang was sitting on a raised throne, four hundred yards from the northern gates of Plateau City. Just behind him was the command tent, its canvas walls cleaned of the mud of a third-long siege. To either side, in compact ranks, stood a company of elite soldiers, the only Sanang armed presence for ten miles. The last units of the main army had disappeared along the western road hours before. Mandalecht was to his left, the one-eyed officer sweating and staring at the gates. Beyond him stood Drechtan, dressed in his finest furs and kilt.

      Hodang and Badolecht were to his right. His chief advisor was in a foul mood, still smarting from being left in the dark about Agang’s thinking. Chane had been the only one to whom he had told the truth, no others knew that he was being guided by advice from the war god.

      They would just have to trust him.

      Agang gazed at the great gates in the distance, closed and unyielding.

      He could soon be leading an assault on the walls.

      No. He breathed. No. He must have faith. A fear leapt into his mind that perhaps the young war god was using him for another purpose, leading him into a trap that would fulfil some other desire.

      No. The war god was the only true god. The other, older, gods had abandoned Sanang generations before, and only the war god had not betrayed them. He would not betray Agang now. He had chosen Agang as his right hand, to lead the Sanang back to glory. Unity and glory.

      Agang praised the war god under his breath, while Hodang glanced at him.

      ‘My lord?’ his minister said.

      ‘Yes, Hodang?’

      ‘The king does not appear to be coming.’

      ‘Have a little patience,’ Agang said.

      Badolecht frowned. ‘At least they haven’t attacked us.’

      ‘We probably just caught them by surprise,’ Agang said. ‘We’d given no indication that we were likely to accede to their condition for talks. I imagine they’ve been holding urgent meetings, discussing how to respond. If they don’t appear by sunset, I’ll take that as a rejection of our offer to negotiate.’

      ‘And then we attack the walls?’

      Agang nodded.

      ‘Look,’ said Drechtan, pointing and smiling.

      The great gates started to open, to the faraway notes of trumpets carried on the wind.

      Mandalecht tensed, and Agang felt the warriors in the company to either side pull themselves into a tighter formation, as they waited to see who would emerge from the city.

      The gates shuddered to a stop, wide open like an invitation to enter. Flags and high fluttering standards were raised, and a company rode out from the gates, their armour gleaming, and the sound of their hooves on the road echoing up to Agang. The ranks of shining cavalry fanned out into an arc, and a line of carriages emerged from the city gates, each pulled by horses decorated in fine regalia.

      ‘They’re sending somebody important,’ Badolecht said.

      ‘The king himself is coming,’ said Drechtan. ‘The second carriage is flying the royal crest. You were right, my lord. The king of the Holdings will be here. He will have to listen to our demands.’

      ‘How did you know, my lord?’ Hodang asked, his eyes dark.

      ‘I didn’t know,’ he lied. ‘I took a gamble.’

      Hodang bowed low. ‘My lord, your wisdom astounds me again, your royal leadership, your purest acumen and foresight. I am not worthy to serve you. But please, next time, I beg that you tell me what’s going on before it happens.’

      Agang smiled.

      ‘I still don’t believe the king will agree to your demands,’ Hodang said.

      ‘Let’s listen to what he has to say first.’

      They watched as the cavalry approached. The troopers were taking their time, and keeping perfect formation. The afternoon sunlight glanced off their steel armour, and the light breeze kept their standards raised.

      ‘Who are they?’ Badolecht said. ‘The ones in black robes, walking next to the carriages?’

      ‘Mage-priests,’ Agang said. ‘Each will have battle-vision powers.’

      Mandalecht drew in his breath. ‘I remember fighting those bastards.’

      ‘They were the only ones who could stand up to us,’ Drechtan said. ‘Without battle-vision, the feeble Holdings race would never have beaten us.’

      ‘I imagine many of the cavalry will have it too,’ Agang said. ‘After all, they’re escorting their king.’

      A hundred yards away, the Holdings troopers came to a halt. The carriages came forward, and formed into a line, five abreast. There was a flurry of activity as poles and canvas were unloaded, and within minutes a large awning had been erected. Rugs, seats, tables and other items of furniture were placed under the great canvas covering. At the rear of the shadow created by the awning a throne was set up, facing the Sanang.

      The doors of the central carriage opened, and Agang watched as several figures dismounted onto the road and grassy areas to each side.

      ‘There he is,’ Badolecht said.

      Agang scanned the people emerging from the carriages. A man, not much older than he, was walking toward the awning, surrounded by mages in black robes.

      It was him. Guilliam.

      The man stepped up to the throne, his long robes trailing to the ground. Once he was seated, the cavalry began withdrawing, until they were as far away from the awning as the Sanang.

      Agang stood.

      He nodded to the four by him, and they began walking down the road. Following them were heralds and a few selected warriors, similar to the number of black robed mages who had stayed behind when the cavalry withdrew.

      Agang cleared his thoughts.

      So far, everything the war god had said had come true.

      As they approached the awning, Agang saw other figures assembled, standing by the king’s throne, dressed in uniform, or the black robes of the Holdings church. A trio of Clackdomyn towered over the others.

      Agang raised his hand to the squad that had accompanied them, and stepped into the shadows, his four advisors following.

      ‘Welcome,’ the king said. ‘May the creator bless this meeting. By your regal bearing may we assume that you are the renowned Agang Garo?’

      ‘I am,’ he replied, striding forward over the rich carpet.

      ‘We are pleased, Lord Agang,’ the king said, gazing down at them, ‘that you have seen fit to withdraw your forces in order to begin negotiations.’

      ‘My army waits a few miles away, your Majesty,’ Agang said, ‘as eager as ever for justice.’

      ‘Yes, quite,’ the king said. ‘Justice. Speak to us now of justice, Lord Agang Garo. Tell us of your grievances against us. Leave nothing out, for we acknowledge that our crimes against your nation were heinous.’

      Agang heard Hodang gasp in surprise as the words were translated for his advisors.

      ‘Your realm invaded our lands four times,’ Agang said. ‘Each year you stripped our forests bare, slaughtered thousands, and left tens of thousands to die of famine in your wake. Hundreds of square miles of forest were devastated, and many are still uninhabited wastelands. You took advantage of our lack of government, our lack of an organised army to rob, rape and murder. And then, when we learned to fight back, you ran away, and proclaimed peace.’

      He swallowed, fighting down his rising temper.

      ‘I am here to remind you that you cannot walk away from what you did to my people, to my nation.’

      ‘And we shall not. These chests to your left,’ the king said, flourishing his hand towards a row of wooden trunks, ‘contain twenty million gold sovereigns, as a payment towards your loss. We have, as you are no doubt aware, reversed the policy of our late, beloved sister’s rule, and foresworn any further infringement of the territorial integrity of the Sanang forest region. We would also be prepared to recognise Sanang as a fellow kingdom and realm, if any such king were to be crowned.’

      ‘On behalf of the people of Sanang,’ Agang said, ‘I accept this partial payment as compensation for some of the damage your nation has wrought upon mine. I have other demands.’

      ‘No doubt you do,’ the king said, ‘but before you speak them, please have some refreshments and, as we listened to your tale of justice, we would beg you do the same.’

      ‘Are you referring to the massacre of your people on the far bank of the river?’ Agang said, as servants with trays began circulating.

      ‘We were not,’ the king said. ‘We will speak of that regrettable incident later. For now, we wish to speak of a greater matter. For all the terror and horror of the conflict between our nations, it is nothing compared to the war that is to come.’

      Agang said nothing.

      ‘To the south,’ the king went on, ‘the rich and powerful nation of Rahain plots to control us all. They have an army greater than all of the other four peoples combined. Our troubles with the Rahain stretch back decades, long before our conflict with your nation. However, in recent years, the perfidious Rahain have struck at two of the other races living in this world, dealing them blows that have crippled them. Next, they will come for us, and for you.’

      The king gestured to the trio of Kellach standing to his right, and Agang noticed that they were the same three that he had met with when the Sanang had arrived at the walls.

      ‘The Kellach Brigdomin people were first,’ the king said. ‘A massive Rahain invasion, with over a hundred thousand soldiers deployed, destroyed the mountain people’s land and culture, ripping the survivors from their roots and displacing them, either as slaves being worked to death in Rahain, or as refugees squatting in camps like the one outside our walls.’

      The king then gestured to his left, to a group of people of short stature, with big eyes like children.

      ‘Then last spring,’ the king said, ‘came their greatest crime yet. Three hundred thousand Rakanese refugees, after having endured the tortures of crossing the volcanic wastelands, and hoping to make for themselves a better life, were instead annihilated by the Rahain army, who besieged them with a force of over one hundred and fifty thousand soldiers.’

      The king paused, to allow the translators to catch up. Agang could see Hodang’s face darken as he listened.

      ‘As far as we know,’ the king said, ‘there were only three Rakanese survivors from this unparalleled atrocity. Three from three hundred thousand. One of them stands here today, as witness.’ He pointed to a dark-haired Rakanese woman, who was glancing at Agang with wary eyes. ‘This is Princess Shellakanawara. Her sister, the late Queen Oblikanawara, fell during the Rahain onslaught.

      ‘And now the Rahain are laughing at us,’ the king said. ‘Laughing because the only two peoples they have left to strike at are quarrelling among themselves, weakening each other, and only making their own job easier in the long run.’

      ‘The Rahain have no reason to attack us,’ Agang said. ‘From what you have said, I do not think the Sanang have anything to fear from these people. They invaded and plundered their weaker neighbour, isn’t that what you yourselves did to us? And then they confronted and destroyed a large group of incomers? Ruthless and brutal, no doubt, but were they not just protecting their own lands? I can also see why they bear a grudge against your realm. You have a history of conflict, and they may well strike if you are weakened by our presence here. But what is that to us? Should we care about your fate, should we weep for you if the Rahain deal you a death-blow?’

      The king nodded. ‘I see that you have not yet understood the nature of the Rahain Republic, and its insatiable greed and ambition.’ He gestured to a hooded man standing to the rear of his advisors.

      The man stepped forward.

      ‘This is Laodoc,’ the king said, ‘once a councillor in the government of Rahain. Sickened and shamed by what he saw, he defected to us here in Plateau City. His presence here today means that each of the five races of our world are gathered, for most likely the first time in history.’

      The man pulled back his hood.

      ‘Lord Agang Garo,’ the old Rahain said, ‘for forty years I served as a politician in the capital city of Rahain. Alone, we are not an evil people, but once we started to meet with the other races that inhabit this world, we grew greedy, and arrogant. The Rahain look down on all the other peoples. To them the Kellach Brigdomin are animals, and the Rakanese vermin. I beseech you lord, do not think for a moment that the Rahain will not hold your people in a similar contempt. If you need to imagine a reason for them to invade you, then look no further than the cocoa, coffee and narcotics your lands produce. These are luxury items in my homeland, capable of commanding exorbitant prices. The Rahain government will not hesitate to plunder you for these, and more.’

      ‘As the Holdings did, old man?’ Agang said.

      ‘With all due respect to the realm,’ Laodoc said, ‘the Rahain surpass all others in the quality and size of their military. It is like a great machine that rolls over anything in its path.’

      ‘For this you betray your country?’ Agang said.

      ‘I am trying to change my country,’ Laodoc said. ‘I love Rahain, and I love its people. However, the rulers of my nation have lost all perspective, and believe themselves destined to be the masters of this world. To save my country, I would have them overthrown, by force if necessary.’

      ‘Thank you Laodoc,’ the king said, and the old Rahain man stepped back into the shadows.

      ‘And thank you Lord Agang,’ he said to the Sanang chief. ‘We asked for your forbearance while you listened to these other tales of justice, and you honoured that. We now wish to make a proposal.’

      Agang stood, his heart racing, his hands almost trembling. He said a prayer to the war god.

      ‘We propose,’ the king went on, ‘to form an alliance of peoples, to resist the aggression and tyranny of the Rahain Republic. When our army from the realm approaches, we do not wish to see more lives wasted fighting the Sanang. Instead, the two armies should join as allies, along with the Kellach Brigdomin, both those already enlisted, and any more that volunteer. Once we have assembled the mightiest army the world has ever seen, we will march south, and destroy the Rahain regime.’

      Agang staggered back a half step. The king’s words, just as the war god had foretold.

      ‘The Rahain have built a tunnel through the Grey Mountains,’ the king said, ‘that will allow them to move troops to the Plateau in days rather than thirds. It is almost complete. We cannot permit them to send their armies through. That is where we shall strike.’

      Agang felt a tug at his shoulder.

      The king paused, and Agang turned to Hodang.

      ‘My lord,’ his minister said in Sanangka, ‘we must discuss this alone.’

      Agang nodded.

      ‘Your Majesty,’ he said to the king, ‘I must now take counsel with those closest to me. A leader in Sanang must always listen to those he hopes to command.’

      ‘We understand,’ the king said. ‘There are chairs and cushions laid out to the side. Please, take all the time you need.’

      Agang glanced at the other Sanang, and they walked to the edge of the awning, where the afternoon sun slanted through.

      ‘I want your thoughts,’ he said to the others as they sat. ‘Hodang, you first.’

      ‘This changes everything,’ his minister said, shaking his head. ‘Before, our options were to attack the walls, or flee before the Holdings reinforcements arrived, and neither of those courses would have furthered our aim of re-establishing Sanang as a nation in the eyes of the world. But now? If we marched as allies, accepted as equals by the other races, then we should accept.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Mandalecht said. ‘It’s another delay, and winter is coming on. How long will the army be away for? We don’t know anything about these Rahain, except they don’t seem to take any shit. Maybe the king wants us as battle fodder? Still, it would be an adventure, and the boys would see some fighting. And didn’t the old man say that Rahain was rich?’

      ‘I can’t speak for the rest of the allies,’ Drechtan said, ‘but I’m in. Glory and war and plunder? The biggest raid in history? With the Clackdomyn savages on one side, and shiny cavalry on the other, no force in the world would be able to stop us.’

      ‘Is no one else suspicious of the king?’ Badolecht said. ‘This must have been what he’s wanted from the start. Even after we slaughtered his peasants, he’s still willing to pay us wagon-loads of gold, and offer to be our allies? They must be desperate for assistance, they must really fear the Rahain. If we go along with this, we must be sure that we, I mean you Chief, are treated as an equal.’

      Agang nodded. ‘So with a few caveats, you agree we should accept?’

      Hodang nodded. ‘You haven’t told us what you think.’

      ‘Destiny is being made today,’ Agang said, ‘the destiny of Sanang, getting up off its knees at last, and becoming a nation in the eyes of the world.’

      ‘With you as its king?’ Badolecht smiled.

      ‘If fate wills it.’

      He stood, and led them back to the throne.

      ‘Have you come to a decision, regarding our proposal?’ the king said. ‘Will you join with the other free peoples of this world to overcome the growing threat from the south?’

      ‘Will I be an equal, your Majesty?’ Agang asked. ‘Will each of the leaders of the allies be equal?’

      The king smiled. ‘You are not yet a monarch, Lord Agang, but we will always take majority decisions, made by all four peoples. We will set up a council of representatives, two from each race, with the Rakanese included because although they are unable to supply us with troops, they are tied to us in spirit. These eight will guide the alliance in its invasion of Rahain. Do you concur?’

      ‘I do,’ Agang said.

      ‘Then before accepting your admission into the alliance,’ the king said, ‘we must clear up that unfortunate incident you referred to earlier.’

      ‘The massacre on the far bank.’

      ‘Indeed. We know of course that you did not personally take part, but nor did you try to stop it, as you watched from the rampart that day.’

      ‘It is deeply regretted.’

      ‘In the spirit of our alliance, we are bound to forgive and put it behind us, however our mercy does not extend to the commander who carried out the actions on the bank. A man named B’Dang D’Bang, if our intelligence is correct.’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘He and his men are forbidden from being any part of the alliance,’ the king said. ‘Our people, and our soldiers, would not accept his presence. The pain of that day will be hard to excise, and many are living who lost friends and loved ones. If you were to show in the strongest possible terms what you think of his behaviour, then we believe that sentiment would be duly satisfied. Of course, he is your man, and we would never presume to tell you what should be done with him.’

      ‘I will deal with B’Dang,’ Agang said.

      ‘Then we pronounce this holy alliance founded,’ the king said, raising his slender arms. ‘The Realm of the Holdings, the exiles of Kellach Brigdomin, the city of Arakhanah, and now the Forest Realm of Sanang, for realm we call it, and we name Lord Agang Garo its king-in-waiting.’

      Courtiers and soldiers all bowed low to Agang, and his heart swelled. Praise be to the war god.
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      Outside Plateau City, The Plateau – 16th Day, Second Third Autumn 505

      Keira looked up the length of the grassy field, aware that two burly Sanang were closing in fast.

      ‘To me!’ yelled Leah, her arms waving, the high walls of the city towering in the distance behind her.

      Keira drew back her hand to release the ball just as the weight of the Sanang warriors hit her. She was flung off her feet, and slammed onto the cold earth. One of the Sanang rolled over her, his elbow digging into her side.

      ‘Ooft,’ Keira gasped. She swung her fist, and struck the Sanang in the face.

      She got back to her feet, brushing the dust off her shorts and vest. ‘Fang, ya fucking wee prick, that was a foul.’

      ‘The Sanang’s tackle was a fair one,’ the Holdings referee shouted, as he stopped play. He picked up the ball as Fang groaned, holding onto his chin. ‘However, striking an opponent is against the rules. Keilyn, you’re off.’

      ‘No fucking way,’ she protested. ‘He hit me first.’

      ‘You had the ball,’ the referee said.

      ‘So it’s all right to tackle someone who has the ball?’

      ‘That’s correct,’ the referee said. ‘The rules state…’

      Keira thumped him on the nose.

      She stood and smiled as both teams began to fight each other. Holdings troopers ran onto the field, trying to pull apart the Kellach and Sanang warriors.

      ‘You!’ one of them shouted at her. ‘Get off the pitch. You’re a disgrace.’

      ‘Shite game anyway,’ she said, and walked from the field.

      She approached Kylon in the line of spectators.

      ‘Don’t start,’ she said.

      ‘I’m surprised you lasted as long as you did.’

      ‘We’re leaving in two days,’ she said, ‘and this is what they’ve got us doing. Running around after a pig’s insides.’

      ‘I think the Holdings officers thought it would be fun,’ he said, glancing at her as she raised an eyebrow. ‘After all the training together, they probably thought we’d appreciate trying one of their sports.’

      It started to rain, and a chill autumn wind gusted across from the Inner Sea. Enormous waves crashed into the city’s harbour walls, soaking the new Holdings vessels tied up at the docks.

      ‘It’s going to be winter by the time we arrive now,’ Kylon said.

      Keira gazed off to the south, over the miles of wind-ruffled water. Half a third before, the main body of Holdings cavalry, Agang Garo’s Sanang regiments and the Kellach Brigdomin regular forces had left Plateau City, on their way round the coastal road, bound for Rahain.

      ‘Are we stupid for going back?’ she asked.

      ‘Maybe,’ he said, ‘but we have to. There are at least a hundred thousand of our people enslaved in Rahain. Freeing them is essential. We could start to rebuild.’

      ‘It’s too late, Kylon,’ she said, spitting onto the wet grass. ‘Our folk are spread over half the fucking world. How are you going to bring them all back together? Even if we destroy the lizards, what difference will it make? We can never go back to the way we were before.’

      ‘No, but we can make a new life.’

      A line of horses with mounted troopers moved onto the field to separate the battling players. The warriors began to organise themselves back into their companies, and the members of the squad both she and Kylon belonged to gathered round them.

      The major of the battalion trotted up, observing them from under his helmet, the rain now falling steadily.

      A sergeant next to him bellowed out a call for silence, and the warriors and troopers stilled.

      The major waited until everyone was quiet while he sat up proud on his enormous horse. Keira was impressed with the size of the cavalry mounts, and more impressed still with the tales that the Sanang had defeated them on foot.

      ‘Men and women of the King’s Combined Battalion,’ the dark-skinned major said, looking around at the field filled with soldiers and warriors, ‘the day after tomorrow you, the first mixed-race units of the allied expeditionary force will be setting sail across the Inner Sea to join up with the main army. We are the leftovers, the companies cobbled together from the Kellach militia, warriors from Lord Agang Garo’s Sanang allies and those Holdings who arrived too late to leave with the others.

      ‘The three proud armies awaiting us on the far reaches of the Inner Sea will probably try to look down on our motley battalion of four thousand, not understanding how hard we have trained you. Any such arrogance will cease when they learn that you have been selected to lead the first assault on the port of Rainsby.’

      He paused, scanning the faces gazing up at him.

      ‘His Majesty the King has personally chosen you as the tip of his spear, representing the three races lending their strength to the expedition. You are honoured indeed.

      ‘For all your hard work,’ he went on, ‘the battalion commanders have decided that you deserve the rest of today and tomorrow off, to rest before embarkation. The curfew is set for tomorrow at sunset, when you will be confined to barracks until dawn, when the new Holdings fleet sails.’

      He raised his arm as the crowd cheered.

      ‘Remember the rules,’ he said. ‘Alcohol consumption is confined to the Kellach Brigdomin camp, the city is off-limits after dark, and no smoking weed or fighting with the locals. Or each other. We want you to be proud of this battalion, and we want the king to be proud of you. Do not let his Majesty down.’

      He spurred his horse, and trotted towards the gate in the city walls, the mounted cavalry following.

      Sergeant Bury stepped before Keira’s squad. The Kellach stood together, as did Fang and Brecht, the two Sanang, while the Holdings troopers mingled round them.

      ‘I’ll keep this simple,’ she said. ‘This is our last proper night before leaving, and I’m the sergeant, and I say we’re all going to the Kellach camp to get drunk.’

      Leah mimed drinking to Fang and Brecht, who remained unable to understand Holdings. The battalion had made them all take lessons, in large tents set up where the Sanang army had been, and the Kellach had attended frequent long sessions. The Sanang had joined later, once Agang’s allies had been persuaded to enter into the spirit of the alliance, as the king’s pronouncements had put it.

      Keira didn’t care what the king said. All she wanted was revenge on the Rahain.

      It had been easy for her to remain hidden as Keilyn. Nobody had ever asked her anything, or looked at her funny, or hinted they knew who she was. She hadn’t recognised anyone among the thousands of older and injured folk who would be remaining behind in the camp, partly due to there being so few Kell.

      The squad set off in the same direction as many of the other units of warriors, towards the rampart of the Kellach camp. It was no longer defended, and they strode over it, trying not to lose any ground to the other squads.

      ‘The taverns will be rammed,’ Keira said.

      ‘I need to get away,’ said Leah. ‘Can you cover for me?’

      ‘Where are you going?’ Kylon asked.

      ‘I’ve managed to track down Bedig,’ she said. ‘Turns out he’s been in the fucking city the whole time, staying with the Holdfast family.’

      ‘Why?’ Kylon said.

      Leah shrugged. ‘I’ll ask him when I see him.’

      ‘I wish I could come,’ Keira said. ‘Be good to see that big red-haired bastard again.’

      ‘But, Keira…’ Kylon began.

      ‘Aye,’ she said, ‘I fucking know I can’t. I’m only saying, but.’

      ‘I’ll say hello to him for you,’ Leah said, ‘and see if he knows anything about Baoryn. The Holdfasts are important, they might be able to help him get released.’

      Kylon frowned at Leah. ‘Be careful.’

      She nodded.

      They glanced around, and saw through the drizzle that the sergeant was well out in front. They waited until they had passed the first line of houses in the Kellach camp, then Leah sprinted off to the right, and disappeared into the rainy afternoon gloom.

      Keira glanced at Kylon. His brow was furrowed, and he looked as grim as he ever did.

      ‘So,’ Keira said, ‘who are the Holdfasts?’

      ‘A rich Holdings family,’ he said.

      ‘And how does Bedig know them?’

      ‘We met one of them, back in Rahain when we were escaping.’

      ‘Is that who gave you the money?’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘A man from the embassy did that.’

      Bronald, the other Kellach in their squad, joined them as they followed the sergeant through the muddy camp.

      ‘Where’s Leah?’ he asked, his eyes scanning the warriors.

      ‘Gone for a shit,’ Keira said.

      ‘Oh. Right.’

      ‘Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll be able to letch over her when she gets back.’

      Bronald smirked. ‘It’s not my fault she wears tight clothes.’

      ‘Pal,’ she said, ‘she’s not fucking interested. She’d rather fuck one of the Sanang, and they’ve got faces like a sheep’s arsehole. See if you can cadge some dullweed off them, because drugging her’s the only way you’re getting into her pants.’

      ‘Fuck you, Keilyn.’

      Keira laughed, and slapped Bronald on the back.

      ‘Only kidding ye on,’ she said. ‘I just like to wind ye up.’

      They reached a large drinking tavern, and entered. The place was filled with Kellach, Sanang and Holdings. Most remained grouped with their own kind, and there was a simmering atmosphere of hostility within the hall.

      ‘There will be faces getting punched tonight,’ Keira said.

      ‘Make sure you don’t get involved in any fights, Keilyn,’ Sergeant Bury said. ‘Same goes for all of you.’ She looked over her squad. ‘Where’s Leah?’

      ‘Taking a piss,’ Keira said. ‘You getting the drinks in, sarge?’

      ‘I’ll get the first round,’ Bury replied. ‘Find a booth big enough for all of us. I’ll fetch a waiter.’

      The squad moved through the hall, and secured a large corner table. Ale was ordered, and the sergeant sat with them.

      ‘You all heard the major,’ she said. ‘We’ll be attacking Rainsby, a big trading settlement on the southern coast. Has anyone here ever been?’

      Keira and Kylon put their hands up.

      ‘What’s it like?’

      ‘A shithole,’ Keira said.

      ‘You only saw the Kellach refugee camp,’ Kylon said. ‘The town’s not bad. Wood and stone-built. Surrounded by a wooden palisade. Militia armed with crossbows and swords, and a small garrison of regular Rahain soldiers. Long piers out into the sea, with a small fort by the docks. Outside the walls is a big Rahain slum full of peasants, and the Kellach camp.’

      ‘Which is a shithole,’ Keira said.

      Kylon nodded. ‘Aye. That it is. It’s about half the size of the one here, but more chaotic, and definitely more dangerous.’

      ‘There’s a rumour,’ the sergeant said, ‘that we’re to take and hold the town harbour and walls, then wait for the Sanang army to arrive by road. Apparently the king intends to turn the town over to them to sack, as a reward for joining the alliance.’

      A few in the squad turned to glance at Fang and Brecht, who were sitting drinking, oblivious to the conversation going on in Holdings.

      ‘The Kellach regulars will move into position around the refugee camp,’ the sergeant went on, ‘to ensure the sack of the town doesn’t spill over, and then we, and the rest of the Holdings army, will let the Sanang get on with it.’

      Several of the younger Holdings troopers in the squad looked uncomfortable.

      ‘They’re animals,’ one of them said. ‘Why must the king pander to them?’

      ‘We’re not strong enough to defeat the Rahain on our own,’ the sergeant said. ‘We need the Sanang. Apparently their big chief Agang doesn’t control all of his soldiers. Some are under the authority of other chiefs, and many of them didn’t want to join the alliance. The ones that did were promised blood and treasure, and Rainsby is where they’re going to get it. It’s brutal, but it’s politics.’

      ‘Can’t wait to get stuck into the lizards,’ Keira said.

      Bury frowned. ‘Don’t let revenge get in the way of your training.’

      ‘You’re kidding, right?’ Keira said. ‘Aw wait, you’ve never seen me and Kylon in a proper fight have ye? I’ve killed hundreds of the scaly wee fucks.’

      She felt an elbow in her ribs as the squad stared at her.

      ‘All right, I’m exaggerating. Maybe not hundreds, but quite a few.’

      ‘But you still lost,’ said Flora, a young Holdings trooper.

      ‘Aye hen,’ Keira said, glowering at the dark-skinned woman. ‘We did.’

      ‘They kicked our arses,’ Kylon said.

      ‘Not this time, though,’ the sergeant said.

      ‘Naw,’ said Keira. ‘This time we kick theirs.’
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      Later that evening, once the Kellach taverns had closed for the night, the squad wandered back across the rampart to where their company was camped. They had been given an old cavalry tent, long enough to fit the whole squad.

      Keira’s army overcoat clinked as she walked in. A couple of troopers lit some small oil lamps, and the rest of the squad staggered inside. Most fell into their beds, but Keira, Kylon, Sergeant Bury, and a wiry, lean trooper named Niall settled down at a table.

      ‘What did you get Keilyn?’ the sergeant asked, swaying in her chair.

      ‘Cheap rum,’ she replied, setting a bottle and stolen shot glasses onto the table.

      The sergeant frowned as she noticed the squad’s two Sanang. They were huddled down by their beds, lighting up a small stick of weed.

      ‘What have I told you boys…’ she slurred.

      ‘Ach, leave them,’ Keira said. ‘They’re not doing anyone any harm and it keeps them out of trouble.’

      Kylon grunted. ‘I thought you were against smoking?’

      ‘Not when it’s those bawbags doing it,’ she cackled, pouring herself a drink. ‘I’ve met tramps in Lach who were more civilised than those manky bastards.’

      ‘Wait till you see them fight,’ Niall said. ‘Tough fuckers, and fast.’

      ‘I watched them rip through your peasants on the far bank,’ Keira said.

      ‘And I saw them last year at the second battle of the Twinth,’ he said. ‘They kicked our arses, just like the Rahain did yours. Urgh,’ he spat. ‘This rum is the worst piss.’

      ‘You’re still drinking it, but.’

      Niall turned. ‘Sergeant, do you… oh.’

      Bury’s head was on the table, a string of drool creeping from her open mouth.

      ‘Light-weight,’ Keira said. ‘We’ve got till sunset tomorrow to get totally smashed.’

      ‘With the boss asleep,’ Niall said, ‘I can have one of these.’ He pulled a smokestick from his jacket.

      ‘Fucksake,’ Keira muttered.

      ‘It’s keenweed,’ he said. ‘I need to waken up a bit, so I can drink more. It’s hard to keep up with you damn Kellach.’

      She watched him light it up.

      ‘Is that all it does?’ she said. ‘Wake you up?’

      ‘Makes everything go a bit sparkly too.’

      She folded her arms.

      They heard the tent entrance open, and Leah walked in, followed by another Kellach, an older, shorter man, with trimmed white hair and a tidy beard. His eyes were bulging out as he looked around at the sleeping troopers in their beds.

      ‘Kalayne,’ Keira cried, ‘ya ugly auld bastard.’

      The man furrowed his brows as he approached. ‘You again. Always back to you. How I dread having to put up with your coarse and abusive tongue and your vulgar manner. Next time, I want the fire goddess to be a polite girl.’

      ‘Remember not to say that in the Holdings language,’ Kylon said. ‘We have company.’

      ‘Greetings and hearty salutations to you too, Kylon.’ Kalayne said. ‘I see you’re still a sour-faced prick.’

      ‘Wherever you found him,’ Keira said to Leah. ‘Can you please put him back?’

      ‘He found me,’ Leah said, sitting and filling a glass. ‘He was lurking about in the street when I left the Holdfast house.’

      ‘Aye,’ Kalayne said, ‘I’m a nosy old man. Wanted to see what you’d been up to in that particular house. Also, as you’re all leaving soon, I supposed I’d better come and see you off.’

      ‘You knew we were here?’ Keira said.

      ‘Of course,’ he snorted. ‘You’re much cuter with blonde hair, by the way.’

      Niall coughed. ‘I should probably mention,’ he said in the Kellach tongue, ‘that I used to work in the refugee camp here. Learned the language a while back.’

      ‘You never fucking said,’ Keira frowned.

      ‘You never asked.’

      ‘Well,’ Kylon said, ‘this is Kalayne, a madman from our homeland. Disregard everything he says, he’s completely insane.’

      Kalayne glared at Kylon, growling and baring his teeth.

      Keira laughed, then noticed that the Lach warrior was frowning at Kylon as well.

      ‘I spoke to Bedig,’ Leah said. ‘Kylon, are you listening?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘I also spoke to Daphne.’

      ‘Who’s Daphne?’ Keira asked.

      ‘She’s pregnant, Kylon.’

      Kylon’s face dropped, and emotions raced across his eyes.

      ‘Who’s pregnant?’ Keira said. ‘Kylon, answer me.’

      ‘How long?’ Kylon said.

      ‘The dates match,’ Leah said. ‘She was already pregnant when she rescued us.’

      ‘Kylon,’ Keira cried. ‘What’s going on? Are you the fucking father?’

      He stared at her, his eyes confused.

      ‘Leah,’ Keira said, ‘for fucksake, will you tell me the truth?’

      Leah shook her head. ‘It’s your brother,’ she said. ‘Killop’s the father.’

      There was a sparking noise as Niall lit another stick of weed.

      ‘Carry on,’ he said. ‘Don’t mind me.’

      ‘Fucking give me that,’ Keira said, snatching the weedstick from his hand, and taking a draw.

      She got a headrush, and her senses lit up. Everything around her appeared sharper, and the sounds in the tent clearer. What attracted her attention most were the lamps, their small yellow and orange flames dancing like woodland spirits, as if they were alive, as if she could control them with her thoughts alone.

      She puffed out her cheeks. ‘Shit.’

      She felt Leah take the weedstick from her hand.

      ‘I told Daphne the truth, Kylon,’ the Lach woman said, smoking. ‘I thought she needed to know. I guessed you would have done the same.’

      Kylon shrugged. ‘It’s too late now to make any difference.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Keira said.

      ‘Kylon had a job to do,’ Leah said. ‘Carry a message to Killop in Rahain, tell him that Daphne was waiting for him in Plateau City.’

      Keira stared at Kylon, studying his face, his skin, his beautiful dark eyes.

      ‘And?’ she said.

      ‘He told Killop that Daphne was dead.’

      ‘He fucking did what?’ Keira said, as Kalayne laughed. ‘What are you smiling at ya old bastard?’

      ‘I picked out Kylon right from the start,’ Kalayne said. ‘I knew he was different.’

      ‘Many people are arseholes,’ Keira said. ‘He’s not that different.’

      ‘I had my reasons,’ Kylon said.

      ‘Care to share them?’

      ‘Killop needs to be where he is,’ Kylon said. ‘If he’d known Daphne was alive, he’d have left Rahain in search of her.’

      ‘And what’s fucking wrong with that?’ Keira said. ‘I mean, I assume the wee numpty was shagging this Daphne woman?’

      ‘He loves her.’

      ‘And you told him she was dead? You total bastard, you absolute shitstain. And she’s fucking pregnant?’

      ‘I didn’t know that at the time.’

      ‘And if you had?’

      Kylon downed his glass and took the passed weedstick from Leah. ‘I probably would have done the same.’

      Keira and Leah scowled at him, while Kalayne chuckled and Niall looked drunk and amused.

      ‘At least,’ Kalayne said, ‘your company is still entertaining. Kylon’s right though, only Killop could raise the size of rebellion needed to trouble the Rahain.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because only the brother of the fire mage can redeem the shame you have brought upon them,’ Kalayne said. ‘The Kellach Brigdomin slaves will follow him, as they would follow no other, and so find some redemption in his service.’

      Keira’s face dropped.

      ‘You cannot run away from what you did,’ Kalayne said, ‘not forever.’

      Niall got to his feet. ‘I might go for a walk. This seems like a private conversation.’

      ‘No,’ Kalayne said, turning to him, and fixing him with his staring eyes. ‘Your evening’s over, laddie.’

      Niall looked surprised for a second, then toppled onto the floor, a smile on his sleeping face.

      Kalayne continued to stare at him, then turned and chuckled. ‘He won’t remember me in the morning, so don’t mention that I was here. Now, where was I?’

      He turned to face the fire mage.

      ‘Keira,’ he said, ‘what you did upset the schemes of the creator. He had his plan, and you were in it, but no more. At least now you are free of his machinations. He feels nothing but disgust for you. Funny. I sent Kylon to save the flow mage, but I didn’t know he’d be saving her from you.’

      ‘Blah blah blah,’ Keira said. ‘Who gives a shit? All I’m thinking about is finding Killop, as soon as we fuck Rahain over. Find him, and tell him Daphne is alive, and she’s carrying his bairn.’

      ‘While your future is now unclear,’ Kalayne said, ‘one thing hasn’t changed. You’re still the fire goddess.’

      ‘A fire goddess who can’t use her powers.’

      ‘Not here, at any rate,’ Kalayne said. ‘The Holdings would arrest you, probably after you had rendered many to ash first. Remain hidden for now, and listen to your dour-faced boyfriend, he knows things. Travel to Rahain, wade in the blood of revenge. There’s plenty of time for you to fulfil your promise.’

      ‘What about me?’ Leah said. ‘Nothing for me?’

      ‘If you insist,’ Kalayne said. He leaned over to stare into Leah’s eyes.

      ‘In a field not far from here, at night, soldiers, flames. You are looking into the eyes of Agang Garo, he is terrified beyond belief. As are you.’

      He leered at her. ‘There you go, dear. Hope it was the kind of thing you were after.’

      ‘At least I know I won’t be dead tomorrow,’ Leah said, sitting back and drinking. ‘And maybe now you’ll tell us what you were doing hanging about outside Daphne’s house? You been stalking her?’

      ‘Maybe,’ Kalayne said, rubbing his thighs. ‘Maybe a bit. Right now she’s much more important than you lot. And much better looking. I’ve always found pregnant women attractive.’

      His eyes drifted off for a moment.

      ‘I felt that someone needed to keep an eye on her, and what, or who, she carries,’ Kalayne went on. ‘She’s the only reason I’m in this city. Next to that, coming to visit you out here in this flea-infested dump was secondary.’

      ‘Then I suppose we should feel honoured by your fucking presence?’ Keira said.

      ‘To be honest,’ he shrugged, ‘I only came because Leah said there would be weed and booze. And I have to say,’ he held up a weedstick in one hand and a glass of rum in the other, ‘I’m not impressed with the quality of either.’

      He gazed at Keira, and winked.

      ‘They’re much better in Sanang.’
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      Plateau City, The Plateau – 17th Day, Second Third Autumn 505

      A cold wind blew off the grey waters of the Inner Sea, penetrating Daphne’s thin clothes as she sat alone on the townhouse balcony.

      She balanced a cigarette in her fingers, though she hardly raised it to her lips, guilty at the thought of hurting the baby within her. The sky was lightening, but she hadn’t slept, awake all night in her bed, thinking, going over the same conversations hundreds of times in her mind, until she had gone out to get some fresh air.

      She wrapped her housecoat around her, shivering in the autumn chill.

      She had never been angrier.

      Killop should have been in the city, with her. Would have been, were it not for that two-faced liar Kylon. She was glad the fleet was leaving the following dawn, otherwise she might have been tempted to go down to the auxiliary camp, just to hurt him. At least Leah had shown some remorse, pleading that she had only been doing what Kylon had ordered her, and had played along with the deception.

      Daphne had believed her when she said they had not known she was pregnant, but it didn’t make any difference. There was no way she could get to Killop, or he get to her, in time for the birth.

      Part of her also felt relief, and a joy that Killop had not abandoned her. He believed her to be dead, so of course he had stayed, to fight for his people. If he had been made to choose between leading the rebellion and returning to her, and had chosen her, he might have regretted leaving Rahain, and all the slaves there that needed his help. In a perverse way she was glad he had never had to make that choice, but her heart sickened at the lonely wasted thirds without him, both those that had passed, and those yet to come.

      She felt the baby kick, and put down the cigarette. She closed her eyes, fighting back tears.

      ‘Here you are, Daffie,’ her father said. ‘You look like you’re freezing.’

      She felt a thick robe placed over her shoulders, and she pulled it close.

      She opened her eyes as her father sat. He had brought tea, and poured two cups.

      ‘This will warm you up,’ he said.

      He looked awkward, and avoided her gaze as he stirred in milk and sugar.

      ‘I am most dreadfully sorry,’ he said.

      ‘I know,’ she replied. ‘You’ve told me many times.’

      ‘Your mother is a stubborn woman,’ he said, ‘but if she’s as ill as Jonah says she is, then I must return. With the siege over the roads are clear.’

      Daphne picked up her tea, and sipped the sweet scalding liquid.

      ‘My stay here was always going to be temporary,’ he went on, ‘as was Ariel’s. She misses little Teddy, and Faden needs to get back to work in Holdings City. I ask you to re-consider, Daphne. Won’t you come with us?’

      ‘I’d have to go by wagon, father,’ she said. ‘I’d be about ready to give birth by the time we got to the Hold Fast estate. I can’t risk it.’

      He shook his head, his eyes torn with conflicting emotions. ‘At least you’ll have Celine, and I’ve set up an allowance for you. You’ll be comfortable.’

      ‘I’ll have Bedig as well,’ she said, ‘and Princess Shella will help when the baby comes.’

      ‘By which point I hope to have returned,’ her father said. ‘Faden, Ariel and baby Lydia will be travelling by wagon, but I will be riding as fast as I can. I can make the estate in a little over a third, and if your mother is fine, I shall come back immediately.’

      Daphne smiled.

      ‘I’m not sure it will be that simple,’ she said. ‘Mother will find a way to keep us apart.’

      ‘Oh Daffie,’ he sighed, ‘don’t say that. Your mother loves you.’

      ‘She gave up on me the moment she discovered I was a vision mage.’

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘she felt that she’d lost you. She never gave up on you. It goes two ways, Daffie. When was the last time you made an effort to see or speak to her? You’re so sure she doesn’t like you that you don’t even try.’

      Daphne stared out at the grey skies. It had been years since she had said a word to her mother, before she had left the Holdings for her second tour of Sanang, when she had been twenty-one. She would be twenty-four in winter. Her father was right. She had been away for most of that time, and had been imprisoned on her only trip back to the Holdings, but she had never written, or passed on any message to her mother.

      ‘After the baby’s born,’ she said, ‘I’ll try to make it right.’

      ‘You’ll come up to the estate?’ he asked, his eyes lighting up.

      ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘I’m not making any promises though.’

      Her father sipped his tea in silence.

      ‘Everything packed up?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Ariel and her family will be leaving on the wagon in an hour or so. I will accompany them to the city walls, then strike out on my own.’

      He took her hand. ‘Everyone is gathering for breakfast. Come and join us.’

      ‘In a minute.’

      Her father nodded, and stood.

      Daphne watched as he left the balcony, then turned her gaze back out to the grey, endless sea.
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      ‘You look knackered,’ Shella said. ‘Family get away okay?’

      ‘They left just after dawn this morning,’ Daphne replied.

      ‘I’ll miss your dad,’ Shella said.

      ‘You mean you’ll miss his constant supply of alcohol?’

      ‘That as well. You still up for going to the palace today?’

      Daphne nodded. ‘The fleet sails tomorrow. We can’t leave it any later.’

      ‘Okay, if you’re sure it’s a good idea.’

      ‘It’s probably a stupid idea,’ Daphne said, ‘but I have to try.’

      Shella smiled. ‘My carriage awaits then, Miss Holdfast.’

      Daphne and Shella dodged the rain falling from the grey overcast skies, and climbed on board the carriage. Shella nodded up to Jayki, and they set off.

      They left the aristocratic quarter, and trotted up the main boulevard through the city. The lines of tents to their right looked dank and miserable in the autumn rain, but building work had restarted despite the weather, and more houses were being erected every day. Mud-covered workers were clambering over construction sites like ants. A great hole had been knocked through the Emergency Wall, and the Kellach camp was now back in contact with the rest of the city. Surveyors had already been out, marking the extent of a new set of walls to encompass the refugee camp, and link up with the abandoned wall on the far bank. Soon, it would be as if the Sanang siege had never happened.

      The carriage halted to allow wagons laden with building stone and timber to cross the road.

      ‘The king is throwing money around,’ Shella said. ‘Paying for the invasion of Rahain, finishing the city as fast as he can. What’s the rush?’

      ‘The plateau gets very cold in winter,’ Daphne said. ‘The king just wants the people to be living indoors by then.’

      Shella raised an eyebrow. ‘No more doubts about Guilliam?’

      ‘I’ll always love the old queen,’ she smiled, ‘but the king’s not as bad as I’d feared. I don’t agree with everything he does, but the way he handled the Sanang invasion? He turned a siege into an alliance, and an alliance into an invasion of Rahain. Whatever else he does in his reign, the people will love him for that. Barely a third ago everyone was worried about starving. Now, all they can think about is glory.’

      ‘A monarch does get things done quicker,’ Shella said. ‘The Rakanese assemblies would probably still be debating what to do about the siege, while Guilliam acted. Still, that doesn’t prove anything. It doesn’t get round the fact that you can’t get rid of a bad ruler.’

      ‘The church would argue,’ Daphne said, ‘that as they are guided by the creator, there can be no such thing as a bad ruler. All are blessed.’

      ‘Do you really believe that Daphne?’

      ‘I believe that’s what they believe,’ she said. ‘And I know the creator’s real. What I don’t understand, is what the creator wants.’

      ‘Who can know the mind of a god?’ Shella smirked. ‘Aren’t you supposed to have faith that the creator loves you and so on?’

      ‘I spoke to him, remember?’ Daphne said, lowering her voice. ‘He seemed well, more like us than a god. Angry, proud. Because I thought I’d imagined the whole thing, I didn’t sit down and think clearly about his actual words to me.’

      ‘I thought you said he helped you?’

      ‘He did, but it was more of a deal, rather than through love or kindness.’

      The carriage halted as they approached the main palace gates, and a cavalry trooper took a quick look through the window.

      ‘Open the gates for her Royal Highness, Princess Shellakanawara,’ he called out.

      The wrought iron gates were pulled open, and the carriage went through, into the large open courtyard in front of the half-built palace.

      ‘Before we go anywhere else,’ Shella said, ‘we must first attend court, even if just for a few minutes. It looks odd if you come to the palace, and don’t pay your respects to the king.’

      Courtiers welcomed them as they dismounted from the carriage, and they were led through to the temporary throne room.

      Inside, the hall was bustling with merchants, soldiers, Rakanese diplomats and Sanang chiefs. There were lines queuing to petition the monarch, who was up on his throne, talking in hushed tones to his advisors.

      The courtier escorted Shella and Daphne up the main aisle, stopping halfway.

      ‘Your Majesty,’ he called out, ‘may I present her Royal Highness Princess Shellakanawara, and Miss Daphne Holdfast.’

      The king looked up, and smiled.

      ‘Miss Daphne,’ he said, breaking off his conversation, ‘how wonderful to see you again. You haven’t attended our court in some time.’

      ‘No disrespect intended, your Majesty,’ Daphne said, bowing. ‘I’m finding it harder to get about these days.’

      ‘Of course,’ he smiled. ‘We hear that Holder Fast has departed the city?’

      ‘Yes, your Majesty,’ she said. ‘This morning. My mother’s sick, and he’s travelling to be at her side.’

      ‘How unfortunate,’ he said, ‘for you. What with your elder brother Captain Vince already having ridden out with the main army, does this mean you are the only Hold Fast left in the city?’

      ‘Yes, your Majesty.’

      ‘And to think that it wasn’t so long ago that you were the talk of the town,’ he said, ‘and now you’re alone. It’s funny how things change, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yes, your Majesty.’

      The king nodded. ‘Carry on.’ He looked away, and resumed speaking to his advisors.

      Shella and Daphne bowed again, and moved to the side of the hall, several glances from others aimed in their direction.

      ‘What an asshole,’ Shella muttered. ‘You okay?’

      Daphne nodded, but said nothing.

      They waited fifteen minutes to be polite, then edged out of the hall and began walking back through the palace.

      ‘He was talking crap in there,’ Shella said. ‘You’re not alone. I’m not going anywhere. I promised I’d help with the birth, and I will.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Daphne said.

      ‘You don’t look very upset,’ Shella said. ‘If that had been me, I’d be raging.’

      ‘I stopped caring what people in authority thought about me a long time ago,’ Daphne said, ‘around the time they imprisoned and tortured me. I’m not likely to start caring now.’

      ‘I wish I could be more like that,’ Shella said. ‘I take everything people say personally. I guess that’s why I’m angry most of the time. Either that or I’m usually surrounded by stupid people, present company excepted.’

      They stopped at a crossroads, marble-floored corridors stretching out in four directions.

      ‘Do you know where we’re going?’ Daphne asked.

      ‘North wing, second floor,’ Shella said. ‘This way.’

      They came to a large wide staircase, where troopers on guard nodded them past. At the end of another passageway, they climbed a smaller set of stairs, and reached a double door.

      ‘Can you smell the paint?’ Shella said. ‘Agang’s so-called court moved in here as soon as the rooms were ready. The new wing beyond these doors might be interpreted as Sanang territory, so we’ll have to behave.’

      Daphne nodded.

      ‘Here we go then,’ Shella said, and thumped on the door.

      Moments later, the door opened a crack, and a Sanang warrior peered out.

      ‘What do you want?’ he said in Sanangka.

      ‘We wish to see Chief Agang Garo,’ replied Daphne in the man’s language.

      ‘The chief is out.’

      ‘We’re happy to wait.’

      The warrior looked up the hallway to see if any others were there.

      ‘This is Princess Shellakanawara,’ Daphne said. ‘Rakanese royalty. I’m sure your chief would like to speak with her before he departs.’

      ‘Princess?’ He closed the door.

      Shella and Daphne glanced at each other. They were about to knock again, when the door re-opened, and another man appeared, dressed in robes rather than war gear.

      ‘I am Hodang Tipoe,’ he said, studying the two women, ‘Chief Minister of Sanang.’

      ‘Good day to you, sir,’ Daphne bowed. ‘May we come inside, and wait for Chief Agang to return?’

      He looked at Shella. ‘I recognise you from court, your Highness,’ he said. ‘What can we do for you?’

      ‘The princess wishes to discuss the relationship between the Sanang and Rakanese nations,’ Daphne said, ‘as one royal to another.’

      ‘And who are you?’

      ‘I am her embassy liaison officer,’ she replied, ‘and her translator. The princess speaks no Sanangka.’

      Hodang pursed his lips, then nodded.

      ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Please come in, your Highness, and welcome to the court of Agang Garo, king-in-waiting of the Sanang Realm.’

      He bowed low as Shella and Daphne crossed the threshold, and entered the wing of the palace taken over by the realm’s new allies.

      ‘I will take you to one of our more informal meeting rooms to wait,’ he said, as he led them down the corridor. ‘Chief Agang may be another hour or so. I’ll see that refreshments are provided.’

      ‘You are very kind,’ Daphne said. ‘Thank you.’

      He opened a door, and they went into a room with a large bay window, which overlooked the courtyard in front of the palace.

      ‘Please take a seat,’ Hodang said. ‘I’ll inform Chief Agang that you’re here when he arrives.’

      Daphne and Shella sat by a table next to the window as Hodang left.

      ‘So he bought it, then?’ Shella said.

      ‘Just like we said.’

      ‘Old Agang’s a sucker for royalty.’

      ‘It’s what’s always obsessed him,’ Daphne said. ‘The need for Sanang to be recognised as an equal, and for him to be king.’

      ‘And would he be a good king?’

      ‘I don’t know. When I knew him, we used to talk for hours, but I got the feeling he was only interested in the information I was giving him, not in my company. I don’t know what he’s like as a person, he was always closed when I asked him, like he has secrets to keep.’

      Shella frowned. ‘Why didn’t you just read his mind?’

      ‘That was before I knew how to do it.’

      The door opened, and two Sanang servants entered, with trays of food and drink. They set them down on the table, bowed and left.

      Daphne got to her feet once the door had closed.

      ‘Do you want me to come with you?’ Shella said.

      Daphne shook her head.

      ‘Remember, Daphne,’ Shella said, ‘short bursts only.’

      Daphne walked to the door of the room, and knelt by the keyhole. She sent out a quick shot of line-vision, bending her sight into the corridor. It was clear.

      She opened the door, and crept out.

      If the layout of the rooms was patterned on the floors below, then she had a good guess where she needed to go. She sprinted down the passageway, then took a left, and a right. She heard footsteps, but had reached the door she was looking for before anyone was in sight. She pushed it open, and entered.

      The room was in near darkness, with thin streams of light filtering through the tall shutters on the left wall. A large throne was sitting empty at one end of the room, and Daphne stole her way to the wall behind it, finding another door.

      She took a breath, and opened it.

      Ahead of her, sitting on a chair by the window of the bedroom, was Chane.

      She turned her head, and saw Daphne.

      The women stared at each other for a long moment, then Chane was up off her chair. She ran at Daphne, and hugged her tight, laughing.

      ‘Careful with the arm,’ Daphne said. ‘Remember?’

      Chane took a step back, a grin splitting her face. ‘Yeah, I remember. Fuck me, it’s good to see you Daphne.’

      ‘You too, Chane. You’re looking good.’

      ‘It’s pretty much all I’m needed for nowadays.’

      ‘But you’ve done well,’ Daphne said. ‘You’re right next to Agang, the future king of Sanang.’

      Chane smiled.

      ‘And,’ Daphne said, looking at the bed, ‘you’re his lover too?’

      Chane’s eyes went down to Daphne’s middle, and her mouth opened. ‘You’re pregnant?’

      ‘Yes,’ Daphne said. ‘Six and a half thirds gone.’

      ‘Are you married?’

      ‘No,’ Daphne said. ‘The father’s not around. He’s a Kellach Brigdomin.’

      Chane laughed out loud. ‘Fuck, Daphne. So the two of us went for men from outside the Holdings?’

      ‘We have that in common.’

      ‘So what are you doing here?’ Chane said. ‘It’s good to see you, but how did you get in?’

      ‘I know you’re due to leave with Agang and the fleet tomorrow,’ Daphne said. ‘I had to come and see you, to ask if you’d rather not go. If you’d rather stay here.’

      Chane’s expression changed. ‘What makes you think I’d want to stay here? I know what everyone in the Holdings thinks of me, they say I’m a traitor. Agang’s whore.’

      ‘I don’t think that,’ Daphne said. ‘I just wanted to offer you the chance to get out.’

      ‘Fuck you Daphne Holdfast,’ Chane spat. ‘You think you can sneak in here, and try to save me? You arrogant bitch. I don’t need saving. And I don’t need you.’

      ‘Please Chane, I’m sorry…’

      Chane stepped up close to Daphne’s face.

      ‘You left me!’ she shouted. ‘When you escaped, you fucking left me behind. Do you have any idea what that did to me? And now, two years later, you turn up to save me. Too fucking late. Stupid bitch.’ She sat down by the window, her face lowered. ‘Go on, get out before I raise the alarm. Do you know the penalties for breaking into the chief’s female enclosure?’

      Daphne stood in silence for a moment, then turned and left.
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      ‘We can talk about it if you want,’ Shella said, as her carriage carried them through the streets of the city back to the townhouse.

      Daphne shook her head. She felt numb, as if she was incapable of feeling, like her heart had been ripped out. She looked through the window. The rain had stopped, but the clouds hung heavy overhead.

      ‘That Hodang guy looked a little put out when we left,’ Shella went on, ‘or maybe he always has a face like he’s swallowed a wasp.’

      Daphne could sense Shella’s gaze on her, but she didn’t turn.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ she asked. ‘About using your vision, I mean. How many bursts did you need?’

      ‘Just the two,’ Daphne said. ‘One in, one out. I feel all right, I suppose. They were both tiny bursts, just a second each.’

      ‘Good,’ Shella said. ‘At least we know you can do that, if you have to.’

      Daphne nodded, and continued to stare out of the window.

      ‘I’ve been thinking,’ Shella said. ‘Maybe it would be best if I moved into your big house, at least until the birth.’

      Daphne turned. ‘Do you mean that?’

      ‘If you’ll have me,’ Shella said. ‘I’m not easy to live with, or so I’ve been informed. More than once.’

      ‘Of course I’ll have you.’

      ‘I’ll get the servants to bring my stuff round,’ Shella said. ‘And just so you’re aware, the embassy will probably assign a few guards at the front door. I am a princess, you know.’

      The carriage pulled up outside the Holdfast townhouse, and they climbed down onto the street.

      Daphne pulled her scarf round her throat as a cold wind cut through them. A servant opened the front door to the house and they ascended the steps.

      ‘Miss Holdfast, Princess Shellakanawara,’ the servant bowed. ‘Miss, you have a visitor.’

      Daphne frowned as she took her overcoat off.

      ‘Councillor Laodoc, miss. He’s waiting in the front room.’

      ‘Damn it,’ Daphne said. ‘I forgot.’

      She rushed through to the large front room, and saw Laodoc sitting upright on a long sofa, holding a teacup.

      ‘Laodoc,’ she said, ‘I’m so sorry. Have you been waiting long?’

      ‘It’s quite all right, miss,’ he replied. ‘Your servants said you were at the palace. I know how time can get away from you there.’

      ‘You’re too kind,’ she said, sitting down in an armchair.

      ‘I really just popped by to say cheerio,’ he said, ‘and that I’m going to miss you. You’ve been a true friend.’

      Daphne defences crumbled, and she burst into tears.

      ‘Oh dear,’ Laodoc said.

      ‘It’s not you,’ Shella said. ‘Well, it’s partly you. Daffers has had a rough day.’

      She sat on the arm of Daphne’s chair, and put an arm round her shoulder.

      Daphne took a handkerchief from a pocket, and wiped her eyes.

      ‘Sorry, Laodoc,’ she said.

      ‘No need to apologise, miss,’ he said. ‘Oh my, look at us. I might start crying myself at any moment.’

      ‘Please don’t,’ Shella said.

      ‘Are you nervous about going?’ Daphne said, sniffing.

      ‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘I’d be foolish to deny it. The Rahain government will see me as the worst kind of traitor, but I believe the alliance can defeat them, and bring about a better society for all of my people. It’s very exciting.’

      Daphne nodded.

      ‘I’ll be going as an advisory member to the council of eight,’ he went on, ‘but I’ll not have a vote. I suppose my role is to temper’s the alliance’s urge for revenge, and encourage its more benign instincts. The king told me he wants a clean transfer of power, and quite amazed me when he said that he wanted to use the constitution that I had prepared as the template for the new government.’

      ‘Well done,’ Daphne said.

      ‘It will be a long journey,’ he said, ‘and I regret that I’ll miss the birth of your child. I wish you all the luck and success, for you and your baby.’

      ‘Thanks Laodoc,’ she said. ‘I wish you luck as well. When you get to Rahain, and overthrow the government, will you do something for me?’

      ‘Of course, miss. Name it.’

      ‘Killop is leading a rebellion of slaves in the mountains.’

      ‘Ah, yes,’ Laodoc said. ‘I’ve been briefed on that. I don’t know the details, but Killop’s forces were discussed at the last meeting of the council of eight.’

      ‘If you see him,’ she said, ‘tell him I’m alive. Tell him about the baby.’

      ‘But why would he think you were not alive?’

      ‘Because Kylon told him I was dead.’

      ‘What?’ cried Shella. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? That lying bastard.’

      Daphne shrugged. ‘He did it to ensure Killop would stay to lead the rebellion. Compared to the war, I suppose me and my pregnancy are of small importance.’

      ‘I wouldn’t want to be Kylon when Killop finds out,’ Shella said.

      Daphne smiled. ‘Also, Laodoc,’ she said, ‘if the alliance is successful, and the government is overthrown, tell him I’ll come to him once the baby is old enough to travel. I’m sure he’ll have his hands full looking after his people.’

      ‘I will tell him,’ Laodoc said, ‘you have my word. I’d better be off, but before I go, I have something for you.’

      He reached down into a canvas bag, and took out a small object.

      ‘I found this,’ he said, ‘in the Kellach quarters of my mansion back in the Rahain capital, after the army had raided it. It was the only personal possession I ever saw them with, and if I had to speculate, I would say it was probably carried by them all the way from their homeland. The wood is of a type I do not recognise as being native to Rahain.’

      He handed her the object.

      It was a small wooden model of a mammal, rising on its hind legs, its powerful arms ending in finely carved claws. Its mouth was open in a roar, and sharp teeth were visible in its jaws.

      ‘It is a bear, I believe,’ Laodoc said, ‘a name I sometimes heard the others call Killop, so I think it might have been his.’

      It was too much.

      Daphne closed her eyes, and felt the tears stream down her face.
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      Severed City, Rahain Republic – 27th Day, Second Third Autumn 505

      ‘You did say you wanted the Rahain to come to us, Chief,’ Larissa whispered as they lay hidden under a thicket. ‘Well, you got your wish.’

      The bottom of the dry valley in front of them was covered in the tents of the republic’s military. Thousands of conscripted soldiers milled around, dug ditches, or were out on scouting patrols, trying to find a way into the Severed City.

      ‘The warriors are betting,’ Larissa went on, ‘about what will come first. Them finding one of the tunnels, or us starving to death.’

      Up on the horizon, a pair of winged gaien circled, bringing in supplies. Dozens of soldiers were on the ridge-top, guiding them in to land.

      ‘Come on,’ said Killop, ‘I’ve seen enough.’

      They crawled back through the low and twisted undergrowth, and squeezed through a small hole, remembering to replace the boulder covering the entrance. They emerged into a small rock-cut chamber, where a squad of warriors were waiting for them.

      ‘No changes,’ Killop said to them. ‘Rahain army is sitting fast. They’re being supplied from the air.’

      He gazed at the grim faces before him.

      ‘Keep guard here,’ he said, ‘and remember your orders.’

      ‘Aye, Chief,’ they replied.

      Killop nodded to Larissa, and they left by another tunnel, heading down into the heart of the city.

      ‘Still no sign of your plan working,’ she said.

      ‘You got a better one?’

      ‘Send them Lilyann,’ Larissa said. ‘She’s such a pain in the arse, she’ll annoy the lizards so much they’ll leave.’

      Killop suppressed an urge to agree. The young mage had accompanied them on their previous raid, before the Rahain army had arrived, but she had proved to be a hindrance, questioning every order, and slowing them down. The other warriors had been quick to complain, and he had needed to defend her in front of them, despite his own feelings.

      They reached a large tunnel junction, and turned left along a tall wide passageway.

      The route was busy, with Kellach civilians packing and moving crates and sacks, all heading to the deep southern caverns, to be away from the fighting when it came.

      He received a few grunts and nods of acknowledgement from his people, and came to the chief’s hall. Inside, his council were arguing.

      Bridget, Brodie and Kalden were shouting at each other round the table, while Draewyn looked bemused, and Dyam sat bent over her maps and plans. The Rahain captain Tiel was sitting alone, his arms folded, and his tongue flickering. Dim light from the overcast sky outside filled the hall.

      They quietened as they saw Killop and Larissa approach.

      ‘It’s happened, Chief,’ Bridget said, her face hard.

      Brodie turned to him, snarling. ‘One of the wee bastards ran away in the night. Why did we ever trust them?’

      ‘But Brodie,’ Killop said, ‘this is what we’ve been waiting for.’

      ‘That’s what I’ve been trying to tell him,’ Bridget said, picking up her mug.

      ‘We must throw the rest of them out,’ Brodie spat.

      ‘Calm down,’ Bridget said. ‘It would have been stupid to think that the Rahain wouldn’t plant a spy here in the city, or that one of them wouldn’t want to leave. It was only a matter of time. Why do you think we told the guards to turn the other way if any tried to get out?’

      ‘This does not sit well with me,’ Tiel said. ‘The implication that you expected to find a traitor among my people is most insulting.’

      ‘If it’s an insult,’ Killop said, ‘then it’s an insult to everyone. People are people. Races aren’t good or bad, people are good or bad. Or both, sometimes in the same day.’

      ‘The clan’s Rahain are very upset about this.’

      ‘As long as they’re ready to fight.’

      ‘Of course they are, Chief,’ Tiel said. ‘To the death.’

      Killop looked at the Rahain man. His tongue was flickering rapidly, as if he was having difficulty controlling his emotions.

      ‘Once the battle’s over,’ Killop said, ‘it’ll be a victory we’ll have won together. I’ve no doubt that our Rahain warriors will fight well.’

      Tiel nodded.

      ‘Now I want to hear from Dyam,’ Killop said. ‘What tunnel did the runaway leave from?’

      Dyam looked up. Her pale face had thinned, and she had dark circles under her eyes. Killop knew she had been working hard to keep afloat of her deep grief for Dominic. He worried that she might be close to a breakdown, but needed her at her best for a bit longer.

      ‘South-west exit, Chief,’ she said, her finger moving across the map in front of her. ‘It was the way we originally came in, and was always the most likely point of escape.’ She glanced up. ‘There are really only three main routes in or out of the city. For each I have prepared a plan, but I gave this route the most attention.’

      She shuffled the maps on the table, and found one marked with red ink.

      ‘There are ten thousand Rahain soldiers camped in the valley,’ she went on, ‘and they’ll take a long time to get into the caverns. We set off the trap too soon, and we’re left with thousands still outside. Too late, and we give them the opportunity of spreading throughout the city, where they’ll be much harder to find and kill.

      ‘Therefore, we need to guide them along a certain route, to make sure they end up where we want them.’

      She traced her finger along the map. Killop could see the tunnel they had first discovered, and then the large chamber with the three exits and the toppled statue that they had found on the first day. Dyam had marked the northernmost exit with an arrow, and had blocked off the other two.

      ‘How do we stop them going those ways?’ he asked.

      ‘It takes six Rahain shields abreast to fully block those tunnels. Crossbows teams at the front, fire-lamp throwers at the rear. Fifty of our Rahain in each tunnel, with twenty Kellach to back them up, should be enough to stop the enemy from getting through. If they use stone mages to bring the tunnels down it’ll have the same result.’ She pointed at the northernmost tunnel. ‘We need them to go down here, into this long tunnel. I’ve blocked off most of the side routes along it, and camouflaged the others. Crossbow teams and Kellach warriors will lie in wait here, here and here. When we set off the trap, the entire tunnel should be crowded with Rahain.’

      Killop pointed to a large cavern at the end of the long tunnel.

      ‘Is this where it will take place?’

      Dyam nodded.

      ‘Good job.’

      She shrugged. ‘I’m worried they won’t take the bait, and go up the northern tunnel.’

      ‘We’ll need someone to lure them,’ Bridget said.

      ‘I’ll do it,’ Killop said. ‘I’ll take a half-squad of raiders, and wait for them in the entrance cavern, where the broken statue lies.’

      ‘No Chief,’ Kalden said. ‘There are a hundred things that could go wrong.’

      ‘When I was a prisoner,’ Killop said, ‘Rahain officers used to come by to gawk at the brother of the fire mage. I’ve got more chance of being recognised than anyone else.’

      ‘That’s what makes it dangerous.’

      ‘Larissa,’ he said, ‘select six raiders and get them ready.’

      ‘Aye, Chief,’ she smiled.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Killop said. ‘You all know what to do. Keep to the plan. We’ll lure them in, and destroy them.’
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      Killop paced, his boots crunching on the loose debris covering the floor of the cavern. Larissa sat up on the toppled statue’s pedestal, fidgeting with her longbow. Five warriors from their raiding company were gathered by the narrow tunnel in the west wall that led outside, watching for signs of the Rahain.

      Workteams had boarded up two of the three large openings in the east wall, leaving the northernmost entrance open. Behind the nailed-in planks and beams blocking the other two tunnels were half of the clan’s Rahain crossbow squads, the front rows of which were equipped with great door-sized shields.

      Oil lamps gave the chamber a low level of illumination, the opening in the roof above showing nothing but the blackness of the night sky.

      ‘Maybe they won’t come tonight,’ Larissa said, swinging her legs. ‘Maybe they know it’s a trap.’

      Killop shrugged.

      ‘Maybe they haven’t caught our wee runaway,’ she went on.

      ‘Or he’s slipped down a crevasse and broken his neck.’

      ‘And then what?’

      ‘Next, we deliberately send out a Rahain, who’ll get himself caught, and offer to lead them to us.’

      ‘Whoever volunteers for that is dead.’

      Killop nodded.

      Larissa took a swig from a skin of water. ‘What do you think you’ll do, Killop, once this is all over?’

      ‘Will it ever be over?’ Killop said. ‘I can’t walk away from being chief, no matter how this turns out.’

      ‘But will you take us all back to Kellach Brigdomin?’

      ‘I don’t know. I’m not sure everyone wants to go back. The Rahain levelled Kell, and most of Brig and Lach. They destroyed our farms and villages, and opened up enormous mines in the countryside. I’m not sure I want to go back.’

      ‘We could build a life here,’ she said, ‘if the lizards leave us alone.’

      ‘When there’s an end to slavery in Rahain.’

      ‘Might be a while then,’ she smirked, ‘but if that ever did happen, would we live here?’

      ‘I love the Severed City,’ he said. ‘But we couldn’t stay here long term. There’s not enough arable land to support a large population. A few thousand folk are fine, but there are over a hundred thousand Kellach slaves in Rahain, and they won’t all be heading back to the homeland. We’ll need to find somewhere better if we’re going to settle here.’

      ‘Somewhere out in the open,’ she said. ‘I’m sick of caverns and tunnels.’

      ‘Me too.’

      ‘Chief!’ one of the warriors by the wall called over. ‘They’re coming.’

      Moments later, the Kellach scout who had been watching further up the tunnel sprinted into the chamber.

      ‘It’s them,’ she cried. ‘And they’ve brought the bloody lot.’

      ‘Remember,’ Larissa said as they walked over, ‘we’re just a bored and lazy guard unit, caught by surprise. Light a couple more lamps, and talk loudly enough for them to hear you halfway down the tunnel.’

      ‘What if they collapse the roof on us?’ one asked.

      ‘They won’t,’ Killop said. ‘They’ve been looking for a way in since they got here, they won’t destroy one now that they’ve found it.’

      Killop peered up the narrow tunnel in the west wall. It was in utter darkness.

      Killop turned to the warriors. ‘Get your arses out of here as soon as they enter this chamber, but make sure they see which way you go.’

      From the corner of his eye he noticed a flicker of light. At the far end of the tunnel, where it turned towards the outside, he saw the tiny glow of a lamp.

      ‘There they are,’ he said. ‘Get into your positions.’

      The warriors ran back to the pedestal in the centre of the room, and gathered behind it. Their faces looked nervous, but they began talking loudly, about any nonsense that came into their heads.

      ‘I don’t like being the bait,’ Larissa said. ‘Usually it’s us sneaking up on the Rahain, not the other way about.’

      For what seemed like an age, they waited by the pedestal, talking rubbish.

      ‘They must have heard us,’ Larissa said, ‘otherwise they’d be here by now.’

      ‘Stay alert everybody,’ Killop said. ‘Keep your eyes open.’

      Without warning, a line of shields appeared at the entrance to the narrow tunnel, and a shower of crossbow bolts were fired into the chamber.

      ‘Stay where you are,’ Killop shouted, as bolts flew past them, ricocheting off the stone walls. They kept their heads down behind the large marble pedestal. One warrior cried out as a splinter of stone gashed the side of his face.

      Killop leaned against the pedestal and closed his eyes. The thrum-thrum from the crossbows, and the sharp noise of the bolts impacting off the stone walls and pedestal rang through his ears.

      It went quiet, and he raised his head.

      Lines of Rahain soldiers were rushing into the room. Many stayed behind the shield wall, but others were fanning out to either side.

      ‘Go!’ Killop cried. ‘Run!’

      The warriors at his side shook the dust and debris from themselves, and bolted for the open tunnel in the east wall. Crossbow bolts rang out, and two were struck, one in the shoulder, and the other through the back of his head.

      Killop swerved and dodged, his shield swung round to protect his back. He grabbed hold of the wounded warrior, and pulled her towards the tunnel. Larissa ran past him, and turned at the entrance. She knelt, and drew back her bow.

      An arrow flew past his shoulder as he fell over the threshold of the tunnel. There was a deep lip next to the entrance, and he hauled the wounded warrior behind it.

      ‘Secure this room,’ shouted a Rahain voice from the cavern.

      The sound of crossbows stopped, and he heard the rumble of boots run through the hall. He looked up. His warriors were crouching behind the other side of the entranceway. Larissa was kneeling behind him.

      Killop peered round the edge. A line of shields had been positioned in front of the tunnel where the Kellach crouched. Over the top of it, he saw Rahain soldiers pouring into the cavern, and forming up into ranks. A tight knot of officers were standing, pointing at the three entranceways in the eastern wall.

      ‘Larissa,’ Killop whispered, ‘can your longbow reach one of them?’

      She peeked round the side of the lip, glanced at Killop and nodded. She nocked an arrow, and stretched back her bow.

      ‘Pull me in as soon as the arrow’s gone,’ she said.

      Killop nodded, and gripped onto her belt with both hands.

      She leapt out into the entranceway, took half a second to aim, and loosed. Killop pulled on her belt and yanked her back behind the lip, where she fell in a pile on top of him, as crossbow bolts flew down the tunnel.

      ‘Did you hit one?’ he asked, pushing her off.

      She shrugged, a half smile on her face.

      Killop chanced a look, and saw a Rahain officer flat on his back in the hall, an arrow through his eye. Next to him, another officer was standing, his face crumpled in rage.

      Killop’s eyes widened as he recognised the officer.

      ‘The next arrow’s for you, Commander Likiat,’ he cried.

      As the officer stared over the shieldwall and into the darkness of the open tunnel, Killop turned to the Kellach raiders.

      ‘Everyone, go, up the tunnel now. Stick to the sides. Run.’

      He waited until they had all sprinted up the dark tunnel, the injured warrior being supported by two others, then he stepped out into the light, his shield up before him.

      ‘I am Chief Killop of the Severed Clan,’ he shouted. ‘Come and get me.’

      Likiat stared at him, his mouth hanging open.

      ‘After him!’ he screamed, and the Rahain ranks started moving.

      Killop swivelled the shield to cover his back, and ran as fast as he could up the pitch black tunnel. He counted his paces, and knew where the steps began, but still stumbled and tripped.

      ‘Come on,’ Larissa cried, pulling him to his feet.

      They rushed up the steps in the darkness, until a small lamp ahead of them marked the top. The tunnel levelled out and swung to the right.

      ‘Keep going,’ he said to the others, and they backed off down the passageway.

      Killop and Larissa stood at the top of the stairs, waiting.

      ‘I don’t like being the mouse in this game,’ she said.

      The sound of boots approached.

      Killop bent over and picked up two Rahain lamp bases from the ground. Each had been modified, so that the wick protruded from the sealed ceramic base, which had been emptied out and filled with Brodie’s raw spirits. He handed one to Larissa, and removed the glass cap from the lamp on the wall, exposing its flame.

      They held the lamps to the fire. As the first Rahain soldiers came into sight at the bottom of the steps, they threw the lamp-bases down the stairs. Each exploded in a ball of bright fire, covering the soldiers in the front ranks in flame.

      Killop and Larissa watched for a second, then ran down the passageway.

      They entered the long stretch of tunnel that Dyam had filled with traps and ambushes. They found one of the fake walls, and dropped off the injured raider in a chamber there, where a dozen Kellach warriors waited.

      ‘How’s it going, Chief?’ one of them whispered.

      ‘The plan’s working,’ he said. ‘Remember your orders, stay quiet, and stay hidden, until you hear the signal.’

      They nodded, and Killop went back into the tunnel, fitting the camouflaged wooden panels in place to hide the warriors within.

      One of the raiders had lit a lamp, as there were dozens of obstacles along the whole stretch of the tunnel, to where it ended at the great cavern. Dyam had arranged beams to be placed across the passageway, forcing them to duck, and clamber, or squeeze past one at a time. As they made their way through the lamplight, Killop counted dozens of murder holes in the walls to either side, where he knew the clan’s Rahain crossbow teams were hiding.

      Before they were halfway to the cavern, they heard the sounds of soldiers behind them, as the Rahain entered the long tunnel.

      ‘Keep the lamp lit,’ Killop said. ‘We want them to see us.’

      The raiders raced in the direction of the cavern, the Rahain catching them up, the lither bodies of their people finding it easier to negotiate the obstacles.

      A crossbow bolt slammed into a beam by Killop’s head.

      ‘Fuck,’ Larissa shouted. ‘They’re in range.’

      Killop scrambled over the final obstacle, and rolled onto the floor. There were only fifty yards to the cavern, but the Rahain had a clear aim.

      ‘Run,’ he shouted.

      The raiders sprinted, as the Rahain neared. A hail of bolts came at them, and another warrior fell. Killop felt a bolt strike the shield on his back as he reached the cavern, and dived down to his left.

      ‘Keep moving,’ he cried, getting back to his feet. ‘To the tunnel on the other side.’

      The floor of the great cavern was empty. As he ran, he glanced at the enormous dome overhead. Halfway up was a balcony, where he could see figures moving.

      They had reached the centre of the hall when the Rahain burst through like a flood, dozens, then hundreds, racing across the cavern after the raiders. Every exit had been blocked bar one.

      A crossbow bolt struck the neck of another raider, and she fell, leaving only two remaining with Killop and Larissa. He could feel his knees groan in pain as he ran, his breath gulping. He concentrated on not falling, but his head was swimming.

      They ran through the open archway of the only unblocked tunnel, and collapsed to their knees as soon as they had gone ten yards. Warriors belonging to the clan’s Rahain units moved up past them, lining their great door-sized shields into a wall, blocking off the tunnel entrance. Kellach warriors emerged from chambers on either side of the tunnel, and moved into ranks behind the shieldwall.

      ‘You made it then, Chief,’ Dyam said. She walked up to the barrier of shields, and peered through a crossbow slot. ‘And the cavern’s filling up.’ She turned to Killop, who was pushing himself to his feet. ‘I’m going upstairs. Whatever happens, Chief, do not let the Rahain break through into this tunnel.’

      ‘Understood, Commander,’ he said.

      Larissa watched Dyam walk away. ‘Who does she think she is, ordering the chief about?’

      ‘If we win today,’ he said. ‘It’ll be down to her.’

      Larissa frowned, and looked away.

      There was a roar of noise, and the shieldwall was forced back a pace as the mass of Rahain in the cavern charged. Killop’s crossbow teams were firing, and more ceramic spirit bombs were hurled over their heads and into the attacking ranks of Rahain.

      Killop and Larissa ran forwards, adding their weight and strength to the shieldwall, where Kellach warriors four-deep where pushing and straining.

      Time ran into itself as Killop heaved, and shoved with all of his strength. Sweat was falling down his face, and his arms ached. One of the shields making up the wall was torn down, and a flurry of bolts struck the warriors behind. Killop lifted his own shield, along with others, and they waded forwards to plug the gap. Kellach and clan Rahain dead littered the floor.

      There was a scream from inside the cavern, and Killop glanced up to see dozens of dark objects fall like rain into the cavern from the balcony ringing the dome. The objects were smashing down into the crowded sea of Rahain in the vast cavern.

      ‘This is it,’ Killop called out. ‘Pull back!’

      Killop tried to disengage from the Rahain soldier facing him, but the press of bodies was too tight, and he couldn’t move his legs. There was a flicker of light from the cavern balcony, and he saw the silhouette of a teenage girl flash up onto the side of the dome.

      ‘Fuck,’ Killop breathed, and closed his eyes.

      The explosion blinded and deafened him, throwing him backwards a hundred feet down the tunnel, as blasted bits of flesh, shields and crossbows flew around him. He blinked, and in that blink a second could have passed, or an hour. His sight was gone, his ears ringing. He tried to crawl, but his legs weren’t responding.

      He lay down. His breath was hoarse, but he couldn’t feel any major injury. His hands worked their way down his legs, and found the body of someone on his feet. He pushed them off.

      He began to see a faint glow of light, fires burning, and he saw his hands, then his body. He looked around as his sight started to return. He was in the tunnel, but the entrance to the great cavern was blocked, filled in with rubble from the explosion.

      He sensed movement, and saw a shape crawling down the corridor, a blurry figure trailing a smear of red on the ground.

      Killop got to feet, and staggered, his balance upset. He pulled the broken and twisted pieces of his shield from over his shoulder and threw them to the ground. Noises started to reach him. Calls for help, cries and groans, and then Rahain voices, up ahead.

      He turned, and saw a chamber to his right, with lamplight coming from the entranceway.

      ‘It’s a miracle you survived, Commander,’ came a voice from inside.

      Killop swayed, then walked to the entranceway. His hands went to his belt for a knife, but it was gone, and he realised his clothes were in tattered strips. He looked around, and saw a broken sword. He picked it up by the hilt.

      He reached the chamber, holding onto the wall of the tunnel, and looked inside.

      A man was sitting on a stone bench, his head in his hands, his Rahain uniform covered in dust and blood. Another man was standing by him.

      Killop charged forward. With his left hand he grabbed the standing man, and with his right he plunged the broken blade into his chest. He fell to his knees as he forced the man to the ground.

      He looked up as the officer raised his head.

      ‘You,’ said Likiat.

      ‘Aye.’

      Killop pushed the dead Rahain aside and stared at Likiat.

      ‘I thought it might be you,’ he said ‘I thought the Rahain might send Laodoc’s son to catch his slave.’

      ‘I volunteered,’ Likiat said, gazing back at Killop with defiant loathing. ‘My father is a traitor, hated by everyone who loves Rahain.’

      Killop got to his feet.

      ‘The senate will send another army,’ Likiat said. ‘Your slave rebellion…’

      Killop surged forwards and slammed the broken sword through Likiat’s heart, watching as the life in his eyes went out.

      ‘He might have been useful alive,’ a woman’s voice said from the entrance to the chamber.

      He turned to see Larissa walking towards him. Her clothes were ragged, and she had blood running down the side of her face and neck.

      Killop let go of the hilt, and Likiat slipped off the stone bench and onto the floor.

      ‘It was personal.’

      Larissa came to stand by him, and looked down at the body.

      ‘The exits are blocked,’ she said. ‘Might be a while before we get out of here.’

      ‘The battle will be raging, we should…’

      She put a finger to his lips.

      ‘I think you’ve done enough for today, Chief,’ she said. ‘The Rahain are beaten, let the others finish them off.’

      She took his left hand, and put it behind her waist.

      She stepped closer.

      Killop gazed down into her face. After so much blood and death, the warmth of her body as she pressed it close to his awoke something in him, a desire to live, a relief, a wild relief that they had survived.

      ‘We’re alive,’ she whispered, and kissed him.
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      The sound of grinding stone awoke Killop, and he opened his eyes. Next to him lay Larissa, sleeping by his side. He couldn’t see her in the darkness of the chamber, but he heard her breathing.

      The patter of footsteps approached and he sat up. A beam of light shone through the doorway, and Killop squinted into its sudden brightness.

      ‘It’s him,’ a voice said. ‘It’s the chief, we’ve found him!’

      Killop blinked. Three Kellach warriors stood in the entranceway before him, one holding a powerful storm lamp. He nudged Larissa with his elbow and rearranged his clothing.

      A figure pushed between the warriors at the doorway.

      ‘Thank fuck,’ Bridget said. ‘We thought you…’ she tailed off as she noticed the woman lying by his side.

      Larissa frowned, and sat up, pulling a ragged tunic over her breasts.

      As Bridget began to smile, Tiel entered the chamber.

      ‘Chief!’ he cried. ‘You are alive, thank the fates. The day is ours, we were victorious! The traps, the fires, it all worked. And the clan Rahain, chief, you will be so proud of the way they fought.’

      Killop nodded.

      Bridget noticed the two Rahain bodies lying by the bench to her left.

      ‘Is that the Rahain commander?’ she asked.

      ‘Aye,’ Killop said. ‘Laodoc’s son. I killed him.’

      She gazed down at Killop and Larissa. ‘You did what you had to, I guess.’
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      Rainsby, Alliance-Occupied Plateau – 5th Day, First Third Winter 505

      ‘Take that off, Echtang,’ Agang snarled from his elevated chair. ‘It’s no wonder the Holdings think we’re barbarians, when our warriors parade through the streets with those things round their necks.’

      His nephew’s expression was sullen, but he did as Agang ordered, and removed the necklace of Rahain forked tongues from over his shoulder, while Hodang and Lomecht looked away.

      ‘Just one more day in this town, my lord,’ Hodang said. ‘Praise the gods.’

      ‘There is only one god worth praising.’

      ‘Ah yes,’ Hodang said. ‘Apologies, my lord, of course.’

      His temper made them humour him, and that only enraged him more.

      Unable to bear the sight of his advisors a moment longer, he stood, and left the room, climbing the wooden stairs at the rear of the town hall to the terrace on the roof. An icy wind howled through his furs and layers of clothes, and a thick frost covered the ruins of Rainsby.

      He looked north, where the frozen harbour held the Holdings fleet fast in sheets of ice, the masts and decks glistening white. They had lost two vessels in a storm on the way, and over five hundred soldiers from the King’s Combined Battalion had gone down with them: Sanang, Holdings and Clackdomyn.

      The remaining three and a half thousand had been enough, however, to assault and take the harbour, and the stretch of sea wall that ran to the gates on the western side of the town. Resistance had been fierce, from the town militia and the Rahain garrison, but the mixed companies had held their own, and repelled every effort to re-take their positions.

      Five days later, the main alliance armies had arrived along the western road, over sixty thousand soldiers and warriors. The others had allowed the Sanang to take the lead, and with the gate on that side of the town held open, they flooded through the streets in minutes, killing anyone who got in their way. The slaughter and destruction had lasted three days, while the Holdings Cavalry moved past the town to occupy the southern road, and the Clackdomyn attempted to keep their brethren in the enormous slum-camp from getting involved.

      The peasants in the slums to the south of the town had fled when the alliance had turned up, but the Rahain trapped inside the walls had not been so lucky. By the fourth sunrise, when the carnage had ended, the enslaved survivors numbered in their hundreds, thousands having perished at the hands of the Sanang.

      His Sanang.

      He gazed over the devastation his warriors had wrought. Barely a quarter of the buildings were untouched and intact, the rest were either gutted out, or had been razed to the ground. The frost lay thick on the burnt-out shells of homes, and covered the muddy streets that had flowed with blood.

      The wealth looted from the town had been astonishing. Vaults of gold coins and treasure lay beneath the town hall, and were now heavily guarded, while the merchants’ quarter had provided a rich haul for his warriors. Squads of soldiers from the mixed companies had been dispatched to guard the long warehouses lining the sea-front by the harbour, to protect the thousands of tonnes of sugar, tea, coffee, timber, iron and a hundred other trading commodities from thieving hands.

      On the fourth day after their arrival, several tonnes of Sanang weed had been burnt in a bonfire by Holdings soldiers, and the town knew a peaceful night, sedated by the thick smog of fumes that blew back over the ruins.

      When the flames had died down, the main alliance army had continued south along the road towards the tunnel, leaving Agang and the high command behind to plan the next stages.

      ‘Brooding again?’ he heard a woman say.

      He turned his head and saw Chane standing by the rooftop railings. ‘You need to control your temper better,’ she said. ‘A king must have unlimited patience, and exude calm, even if inside he is boiling over with rage.’

      He gazed at her. She looked stunning, a picture of regal serenity. Her spirits had lifted recently, from about when the fleet had departed Plateau City. She seemed bolder now, as if she was clearing out a space for her own authority. She no longer hid in his quarters, but attended meetings at his side, including those with the Holdings and Clackdomyn. He liked her new assertiveness, for it was obvious in everything she did that she was acting for his best interests, proving her usefulness and loyalty to him all over again.

      ‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘though at least I’ve learned to walk away, rather than take it out on those around me. That must count as progress.’

      ‘True,’ she said, ‘but they worry in your absence, like lost hens.’ She gazed out over the ruins. ‘Are you regretting the sack again?’

      ‘Always,’ he said. ‘The screams of those being tortured and burnt alive never leave my dreams.’

      ‘It was the price of the alliance,’ she said. ‘Without it to dangle in front of the allied chiefs, many wouldn’t have followed you here.’

      ‘Maybe I would have been better off without them,’ he said. ‘Half of our sixteen thousand warriors are mine; maybe I should have sent the rest home.’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘What do you think they would do in Sanang, while you are away for the rest of the campaign? You cannot trust them to support Gadang in Broadwater. It’s bad enough that B’Dang got away.’

      ‘Don’t say his name to me.’

      ‘I know you lost face with the Holdings over his escape,’ she said, ‘but they’ll forget that, and Rainsby, when you march in triumph through the streets of Rahain.’

      Agang smiled.

      ‘The army will be reaching the tunnel in a few days,’ she went on, ‘and the Holdings advance scouts might already be there. Their squad mages should be able to get a message to us soon, maybe even before we leave Rainsby tomorrow.’

      ‘The vision powers of your people remain a source of fascination to me,’ he said. ‘The ability to communicate over long distances, it transforms the way war is fought. I have an insight now into how you were able to beat us so easily, at least in the first two years of your invasion.’

      Chane lit a cigarette. ‘None of you ever talk about your own mages. Why is it such a secret?’

      ‘Have you forgotten all the times Badolecht has healed you?’ he asked. ‘The power of our mages is all around us. Battlefield healers, and hedgewitches banishing sickness and injury from the camp. We don’t talk about it because it seems so normal to us. It was only when I first saw wounded Holdings soldiers that I realised not all peoples have the power to heal.’

      ‘So there are healers,’ she said. ‘Is that it? I mean I know there are lesser mages who can bend tree branches, and make shrubs move aside, but is that the sum total of Sanang magery?’

      He frowned, and turned to the dead town.

      ‘I spoke of this once with Daphne Holdfast,’ he said. ‘I will not do so again.’

      ‘I don’t remember her telling me anything,’ she said, ‘but I was drunk most of the time.’

      He stared at the blackened buildings, crowned in a glittering coat of white.

      ‘There are other powers,’ he said. ‘Dark powers. That’s all I will say.’

      ‘All right, I won’t press you on it.’

      She smoked her cigarette, and they leaned against the railings in silence. Agang looked over the town walls, and saw the long road south, along which horse-drawn carriages would be taking them the next morning. Down there was the fabled Rahain tunnel, spoken of in hushed tones by Holdings intelligence officers, and their cantankerous old pet Rahain, Laodoc.

      ‘I want to talk to you about the meeting we had with the council of eight yesterday evening,’ Chane said. ‘Do you remember?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What do you think?’

      ‘It’s fine for the Holdings,’ he said, ‘and for the Clackdomyn, and I have no objections to whatever changes the alliance want to make to the laws of Rahain, but the Sanang are different. I cannot take this proposal to the other chiefs, they would never accept the abolition of slavery.’

      ‘If you were king you could command it, and it would be so.’

      ‘My people will never agree to it.’

      ‘What people? The free ones? What about the others?’

      Agang said nothing.

      ‘Do you have any idea what proportion of Sanang are slaves?’

      He frowned.

      ‘Well,’ she said, ‘do you?’

      ‘I’ve never counted.’

      ‘Would you be surprised to learn that I have?’ She turned away, blowing out cigarette smoke in a narrow stream.

      ‘What’s the answer?’ he said. ‘How many are slaves?’

      ‘About a third of your people. Including me. Don’t forget me.’

      ‘That’s more than I thought,’ he said. ‘I don’t really look at them, they’re just… everywhere.’

      ‘Imagine I wasn’t a slave,’ she said, ‘and instead I was your consort, or queen. You’ll be king soon. Do you want to rule over slaves, or free people?’

      He smiled. ‘If you put it like that the choice seems easy. Somehow I think the reality would be more complicated. It could take a generation of slow change to achieve the kind of society the Holdings have, where no man is a slave.’

      ‘Then you can begin the process.’

      ‘I’ll consider it,’ he said. ‘If you recall, Laodoc was only too eager to teach me the economics of freedom.’

      ‘He’s a clever man,’ she said, ‘you should listen to him.’

      ‘He’s a fool,’ Agang said, ‘being played by the Holdings like a bad set of bagpipes. He has that air of arrogance common to his people. He looks down on us like we were shit he had trodden on.’

      ‘Those who refuse to learn are the arrogant ones,’ she said. ‘Don’t close your ears to what he says because it’s in a patronising tone. Rise above it, and embrace all the information he has to give. He has studied the routes of the tunnel system through the mountains, he has drawn up detailed maps of the entire area, he has provided…’

      ‘Enough,’ he said. ‘I take your point. It’s hard though. Sanang childhood is filled with tales of the treacherous serpents of the forest, and his eyes, his tongue…’ He grimaced. ‘Like a snake.’

      Chane raised an eyebrow.

      ‘I know it’s irrational,’ he said. ‘I promise I’ll try.’

      ‘He’ll be at the handover this afternoon,’ Chane said. ‘Make sure you behave.’

      ‘I will be the very model of magnanimity.’

      Chane smiled. ‘And remember to say “we” instead of “I”. You’ll be speaking for your people and nation.’

      ‘I don’t think I’m ready for that. I can imagine the looks I’ll get.’

      ‘You’ll have to start some time.’

      He frowned and looked away. ‘We will try.’

      Chane laughed.
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      ‘May our beloved creator watch over this gathering,’ the young priest said, as everyone in the hall hushed. ‘May he bestow his blessings upon us, and guide our way.’

      The new governor, a tall, thin dark-skinned Holdings woman glanced over at Agang.

      He stepped forward, and handed her the ceremonial key to the town.

      ‘I hereby proclaim,’ a Holdings herald cried, ‘that the town of Rainsby and its environs, and all materials and property within, are now under the authority and protection of the Realm of the Holdings, and his Royal Majesty King Guilliam the third.’

      There was a smattering of applause from the Holdings delegates in the room, while the Sanang and Clackdomyn listened in silence.

      ‘As governor of Rainsby,’ the tall woman said, ‘I will take immediate steps to stabilise the food supply and security of the town. The refugee camp will be emptied and the Kellach Brigdomin will be moved to within the walls, where they will be easier to feed and police. They will be put to work, rebuilding the homes and streets that were destroyed in the sack. Any riots or violent protests will be treated as acts of insurrection against the crown, and will be suppressed without mercy.’

      She met Agang’s eyes.

      ‘Lord Agang,’ she said, ‘on behalf of his Majesty and the realm, I give thanks for your just and honourable stewardship of the town. The port of Rainsby is now an integral part of the alliance, and for that we owe much to the gallant efforts of your men.’

      Agang nodded, mortified with embarrassment, unsure if the woman was mocking him.

      ‘Now,’ she went on, raising her hands, ‘let us join together to celebrate the handover of the town, and to say farewell to our Sanang friends, who will be departing in the morning, to re-join their brethren and the rest of the alliance army.’

      Agang could sense a wave of relief pulse through the Holdings present in the hall, as they imagined the town being rid of the last Sanang. Waiters went through the room, offering water, tea and cigarettes to the delegates.

      Chane stood by his side as Agang endured a dozen handshakes and countless insincere words from his Holdings allies. He kept his face passive, and his responses minimal, until Chane nudged him, signalling that they had spent the requisite amount of time without appearing rude. As they turned to leave, someone tapped Agang on the shoulder.

      Agang sighed. ‘Laodoc,’ he said, ‘I thought you were coming with us tomorrow? We don’t need to say any farewells.’

      ‘Quite, Lord Agang,’ Laodoc said, ‘but that was not the reason for me approaching you. I have given considerable thought to some of the questions you raised regarding the feasibility of emancipating slaves, and the financial implications of such a policy. I was wondering if you had the time to go over it with me before we depart. If you are too busy, then I could leave you a copy of my plans to read on the journey.’ Laodoc frowned, his tongue flickering. ‘I’m making the assumption that you can read.’

      ‘Do you think I’m a fool?’

      ‘A man without letters can still be wise,’ Laodoc said, his face reddening. ‘I meant no offence. I was under the impression that the Sanang, like the Kellach Brigdomin, have not valued literacy within their societies.’

      ‘Of course I can read.’

      ‘My lord,’ Laodoc bowed, ‘again, I meant no offence.’

      ‘You can take your plans,’ Agang spat, ‘and your assumptions, and shove them up your reptilian arse.’

      He turned, his eyes dark, and stormed from the hall, Chane rushing after him.

      ‘Did you hear that?’ he said, as they came out into the crowded corridor leading to the main doors of the building. ‘Did you hear what that snake said?’

      ‘I did.’

      ‘And, let me guess, you’re taking his side?’

      ‘I’m on your side, as always,’ she replied. ‘Any advice I give is intended to further your interests. Will you listen to some?’

      ‘Do I have a choice?’

      ‘Go back in there, and apologise to him.’

      ‘I cannot. I will lose all credibility.’

      ‘You’re losing it right now, while we speak. What do you think the others are discussing? It certainly won’t be your magnanimity.’

      He turned, and swung his fist at the nearest wall, punching a dent into the wooden planking.

      Chane watched in silence as he gripped his bleeding hand.

      ‘Fine,’ he said.

      They went back to the hall, and entered. Eyes turned to them, and a couple of conversations dropped away.

      Agang strode up to Laodoc, who was standing next to a small group of Holdings officers.

      ‘I wish to apologise to you Laodoc,’ he said. ‘What I said was unacceptably rude, and I want you to know that I regret it, and take it back. I hope you can forgive me.’

      Laodoc flushed.

      ‘It’s quite all right,’ he said. ‘I have a thick skin.’

      Agang nodded, not sure if the old man’s response meant he was forgiven.

      ‘I would be happy to read your plan,’ he said.

      ‘I will have a copy sent round first thing tomorrow.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Agang nodded again, and walked from the hall, his cheeks burning with embarrassment.

      This time, Chane said nothing to him as they made their way to his quarters.
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      ‘This is actually quite interesting,’ Chane said as she got dressed, the dawn sun shining through the window’s shutters.

      ‘What’s that?’ Agang groaned, turning over in bed.

      ‘Laodoc’s plan. It arrived before the sun was up.’

      He lifted his head. A pile of papers was littering his desk. Chane was peering at a page while she arranged her hair.

      ‘It says here that even if we compensate all slave owners at market value directly from the treasury, the increase in taxes should cover the shortfall in under a decade.’

      ‘Under Holdings or Rahain law maybe,’ Agang replied, sitting up and reaching for his clothes. ‘Sanang barely has a tax system to speak of, beyond extorting goods from villagers.’

      ‘Then you set up taxation at the same time as freeing the slaves.’

      ‘Are you crazy? Tell everyone that not only do they have to free their slaves, but they’ll be taxed as well? I’d be lynched.’

      ‘You’ll find a way, Agang,’ she said, lighting a cigarette and picking up a cup of tea. ‘What’s right is right.’

      ‘I have yet to be convinced that forcing people to free their slaves is right.’

      ‘Don’t you believe that all people are born equal?’

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘that is demonstrable nonsense. Some are born to be kings, others slaves. It’s nature’s way. Who are we to subvert it?’

      ‘Let me see your hand,’ she said.

      He held up his bruised right fist.

      She shook her head, put down her tea, and opened a metal tin. She took out ointment, bandages and a knife.

      ‘I believe,’ she said, as she attended to his injury, dabbing ointment over the cuts, ‘that people have created society, and only people can change it. Nothing is set by nature to control how we live, we make our own rules.’

      ‘But rules build up over decades, centuries,’ he replied, ‘like a tower. If you try to remove a beam from the bottom, the rest comes tumbling down.’

      ‘Let’s think of it a different way,’ she said, cutting off a stretch of bandage. ‘A leader always worries about the loyalty of his people, is always alert to the danger of rebellion and conspiracy. The slave population in Sanang is roughly one third. Who do you think they will follow after you have freed them? You’ll have the allegiance of every one of them.’

      ‘Yes, but they are slaves.’

      ‘No, they’ll be free, each with the same rights as anyone else. Some,’ she said, turning to him, ‘may wish to stay with their old masters, but many will adapt, and take their chances. Open up the ranks of your army to them. Many would fight for the king that freed them.’

      He paused, with no easy retort on his lips.

      She smiled, and tied up the bandage.

      ‘I like this new you,’ he said. ‘Your confidence is back.’

      ‘I have chosen this life.’

      He stood, and kissed her on the forehead. ‘I will work hard,’ he said, ‘to make sure you have chosen well.’

      There was a knock at the door.

      ‘Enter.’

      Hodang walked in. ‘My lord,’ he said, ‘the council of eight have summoned me to a meeting in the hall. News has arrived from the army.’

      They got ready in minutes and left his quarters, descending the stairs to the main hall.

      When they entered, Hodang walked up to the raised platform at the end of the room, and took his place as one of the two Sanang representatives on the council. The other, Badolecht, was already seated. Dozens of other officers and delegates stood in the main part of the floor, and Agang and Chane made their way to the front.

      Field Marshal Howie took a seat and nodded to her colleagues.

      ‘I have called you all here,’ she said, ‘because we have received a vision message from Captain Benel, the commander of the mage-scouts at the front.’

      She paused as everyone in the hall gazed up at her.

      ‘The Rahain have blocked up the entrance to the tunnel,’ she said. ‘Their mages have brought down the mountain-side, and filled it up.’

      Agang stepped forward.

      ‘So the cowards will not fight?’

      ‘It appears not, Lord Agang.’

      ‘Why did we not predict this would happen?’

      ‘All of our intelligence,’ she said, ‘showed us that a huge Rahain army was in position to defend the fort at the entrance of the tunnel. We don’t know why, but a day ago they withdrew from the fort, and by nightfall yesterday, the tunnel had been blocked.’

      ‘They’re playing with you,’ Agang said. ‘They know about your vision powers and how you depend upon them. You see an army, so you assume you know its intent.’

      ‘Perhaps there is some truth in that,’ she said.

      ‘If I may speak,’ Laodoc said, approaching the platform. ‘When I left, the Rahain Republic was almost bankrupt, having spent its reserves on the Rakanese siege. Avoiding a conflict would seem to be in their best interests, simply because they cannot afford one.’

      ‘So what do we do now?’ Agang said. ‘It’s too late in the year to go round the Grey Mountains, and the army cannot camp by the tunnel all winter.’

      ‘Do not fret, Lord Agang,’ Howie said, ‘our mage-scouts have already found a pass through the hills, by a river that runs close to the tunnel entrance. The way is not easy, but I propose we send the King’s Combined Battalion up there as soon as possible, to clear the way, and open up the tunnel from the other side, if it can be done.

      ‘We’ll take a vote,’ she went on. ‘Those in favour?’

      The Holdings raised their hands, followed as always by the Rakanese representatives. The pair of Kellach, who were the same two chiefs who had visited him outside Plateau City, took longer to decide, but also raised their arms.

      Hodang glanced at Agang, and he nodded.

      ‘Proposal carries,’ Howie said as the Sanang raised their hands. ‘I will send the appropriate orders to the front.’ She looked around. ‘If that is the only business this morning, I do believe there are coaches waiting to take us south to the tunnel.’

      No one responded.

      Howie stood, and the meeting broke up.

      Badolecht and Hodang stepped down from the platform. Lomecht also joined them, from where he had been standing in the hall.

      ‘I want to get to the tunnel as soon as possible,’ Agang said.

      ‘It should take us no more than ten days,’ Chane said, ‘half the time it took the main army.’

      Lomecht shot her a glance of undisguised hostility. He had made known his opposition to Chane speaking in public, especially without a head covering, several times to Agang since they had left Plateau City.

      ‘Thank you, Chane,’ Agang said. ‘Let’s get away as quickly as we can this morning. Lomecht, a word, please.’

      Chane and the other Sanang left the hall.

      ‘Chief?’ Lomecht said.

      ‘I know you have a problem with Chane,’ Agang said, ‘but I expect you to be professional.’

      ‘I can’t help the way I feel, Chief,’ Lomecht said. ‘Women should leave politics and war to the men.’

      ‘Look around,’ Agang said. ‘Do you see any of our partners in the alliance acting in the same way?’

      ‘The other cultures of this world are sick and degenerate, Chief,’ he scowled.

      ‘Keep your temper when you’re talking to me.’

      ‘My beliefs are heartfelt,’ Lomecht said. ‘I thought you shared those beliefs, Chief, for they are the foundation stones of our culture. Badranga says you want to copy the other races, and corrupt our society and traditions.’

      ‘I want to pull Sanang up to where it belongs, as an equal nation of this world.’

      ‘If the price is the destruction of our way of life, then…’

      ‘Then what Lomecht?’ Agang spat, his anger rising. ‘Do I have a problem with your loyalty?’

      Lomecht looked surprised for a second, then he frowned. ‘I’m loyal, Chief,’ he said. ‘Loyal to Sanang. Is that the same as being loyal to you?’

      Agang blinked. He noticed a few of the other delegates were eyeing Lomecht and him. As they were speaking in Sanangka, he doubted that many of them could understand the words they were saying, but it was clear they were arguing.

      ‘I appreciate your candour,’ he said, softening his expression, ‘and I’ll always have time for the opinions of my officers. All I ask is that you obey me. Will you obey me?’

      ‘Yes, Chief,’ Lomecht replied, but his eyes gave another answer.
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      Rahain-Occupied Plateau – 16th Day, First Third Winter 505

      The boots of the squad crunched through the thick, hard frost covering the ground. The way was steep, and the ravine narrow. They came to the base of a waterfall, caught in a frozen spell of ice, and their breath hung like fog as they gazed at it.

      While the Holdings and Sanang members of the squad shivered and complained about the searing cold, the Kellach were bearing it better. Keira had told the other peoples it was like spring back in Kell, and that they knew nothing of proper winter if a bit of frost was upsetting them.

      Their squad had been in the second company of the combined battalion to depart the alliance army camped in the flat muddy fields next to the blocked-up tunnel entrance. They had waited two hours for the first company to move up the river, and then departed, the ten squads in their company keeping a few minutes between them. They had been warned about how treacherous the route was. Cliffs, crevices, ravines, all thickly wooded. About halfway up the mountain, the river froze over, and for water they had to start melting ice over fires.

      Keira had not said anything about her journey down the same river, when she had fled Rahain the previous summer. She could barely recall the precise route at any rate, as it wasn’t as if she had known she would be coming back.

      They climbed a steep ridge to the top of the frozen waterfall. Sergeant Bury gestured for them to keep moving.

      ‘Another hour till we take a break for lunch,’ she said, before a crossbow bolt struck her in the neck. She fell spiralling onto the solid river, then her body slid off the edge and down the waterfall, leaving a long smear of blood on the ice.

      ‘Get down!’ Niall shouted, and the squad dived for cover. There was a cry from Keira’s left, and she saw a Holdings trooper hit. Bolts clipped through the branches above her head.

      ‘We’ve got to get out of here,’ Kylon cried. ‘We’re being cut to shreds.’

      ‘Pull out,’ Niall called to the squad. ‘Back down the ridge.’

      As Keira began to crawl, she stumbled over something. Pushing back the undergrowth, she saw a dead Sanang warrior from one of the squads sent on before them, three bolts protruding from his back. She grunted, and scrambled over the body, slipping and sliding back down the ridge to the base of the waterfall, where Bury lay broken on the ice.

      ‘Stay close to the side of the cliff,’ Niall shouted, as the rest of the squad piled down the slope.

      ‘Fucking ambush,’ Keira said. ‘They knew we were coming.’

      ‘Or they’re not stupid, and they took a guess,’ Niall said. ‘Either way, we can’t go back up that ridge.’

      He looked around, counting. ‘We lost four,’ he said, ‘including Sergeant Bury. As corporal, I’m taking command of this squad, you hear me?’

      The others nodded, excepting the two Sanang, who still couldn’t speak Holdings.

      ‘Keilyn,’ Niall thumbed at Fang and Brecht. ‘Tell them.’

      ‘Aye,’ she said. She turned to them. ‘Boys,’ she said in Sanangka. ‘Niall boss now.’

      Leah chuckled.

      ‘Fucking shut it,’ Keira muttered.

      ‘I think it’s funny,’ Leah shrugged, ‘that you got picked to learn Sanangka, just because those two stupid apes still can’t speak Holdings.’

      Niall nodded at one of the younger troopers. ‘Get back down the track, warn the next squad coming up. Request a mage-scout, we’re going to need to find another way round.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ he replied.

      ‘Don’t call me sir,’ Niall said. ‘I’m not an officer.’

      He turned to the Kellach.

      ‘Leah,’ he said, ‘get up the hillside, let us know if the enemy make any moves down the ridge. Take Bronald to watch your back.’

      ‘Watch her arse more like,’ Keira smirked.

      ‘Everyone else,’ Niall said, ignoring her. ‘Stay put.’

      The rest of them huddled under the side of the cliff, while Leah and Bronald ran off.

      ‘Our squad just lost more soldiers than in the whole Rainsby shitfest,’ Niall said, shaking his head.

      ‘I hope I never see that fucking town again,’ Keira said. ‘Some of the shit those Sanang boys got up to was well wrong.’

      ‘The alliance should have sent those bastards up here instead of us,’ the young trooper Flora said. ‘Why do we always have to go first?’

      ‘We’re the Leftovers, remember?’ Niall grinned. ‘We got all the new training, as ground squads rather than cavalry troopers. We’re the best equipped for this job.’

      ‘Come on, Niall,’ Keira said, ‘we’re fucking fodder. We’re not on the books of the main armies, they don’t care if we live or die.’

      ‘Then we’ll have to make sure of it ourselves.’

      There was a cry from the top of the ridge, and a Rahain soldier fell, landing a yard from where the squad crouched, an arrow in her chest.

      Keira glanced over to Leah, and the Lach woman gestured with her hands.

      ‘What’s she saying?’ Niall asked.

      ‘Just the one,’ Keira said. ‘Lizards must have got curious, and wondered if we’d fucked off back down the mountain.’ She shrugged. ‘Well, they know better now.’

      Niall stared at her. ‘Keilyn,’ he said, ‘I’m making you my second in the squad.’

      She grinned. ‘About fucking time someone recognised my star quality.’

      ‘To be honest,’ he said, ‘back in Plateau City I thought you were all talk, but after seeing you in Rainsby... I know you fought in the war when the Rahain invaded your homeland. Did you have any command experience there?’

      Kylon gave her a quick glance.

      ‘Not really,’ she said.

      ‘Learn fast, then.’

      After an hour had passed, Leah gave a low whistle from where she was hidden.

      ‘More Leftovers,’ Keira said, watching Leah’s hand signals, ‘coming up the track. One mage.’

      They watched as a column of alliance soldiers crawled up the icy slope towards them, keeping to the trees. Niall waved, and soon the base of the waterfall was crowded.

      The newly arrived troopers parted, and a Holdings man approached the cliff. He was dressed in dark browns and greens, and his eyes had a hazy quality. On his shoulder was a discreet insignia, marking him as a scout commander.

      ‘I’m Benel,’ he said. ‘I hear you need a mage?’

      The Holdings troopers quietened out of respect.

      Benel listened as Niall gave a quick report of the situation.

      He nodded, and took a step back, his eyes scanning the cliffs and tree tops above them. He knelt, and an aide crouched by him, whispering in his ear. He nodded to her, then focused his attention, and his eyes went blank.

      ‘Fucking freaky, that,’ Keira said, watching.

      A moment later Benel shook his head, spluttering and coughing. His aide passed him a cigarette and a skin of water.

      ‘It’s as you feared, corporal,’ he said, looking up at them, his face drained. ‘The first company are dead at the top of the ridge. Looks like they were ambushed while they were eating. There are some survivors up there, lying injured, but I think they’ve been left as bait, as the Rahain could kill them easily if they wanted to.’

      He rose to his feet, his aide supporting him.

      ‘At the top of the ridge several units of Rahain are dug in on the eastern flank, as the valley narrows. If you go back up there it will be a slaughter.’

      ‘Is there a way to get behind them?’ Keira asked.

      ‘Who are you?’

      ‘Keilyn,’ she replied. ‘Second to Niall.’

      Benel looked amused, and smothered a smirk.

      ‘You got a problem with that?’

      ‘I hadn’t believed the Kellach Brigdomin were of leadership material,’ he replied. ‘I’m sure you’ll prove me wrong.’

      He glanced at Niall. ‘Your squad was here first. You can come with me.’

      ‘Where are we going, sir?’

      ‘To do as the blonde lady suggests,’ he said. ‘Look for a way round.’

      Niall nodded to his squad, and they left with the mage, picking up Leah and Bronald on the way.

      Benel led them running through the forest to the west of the river, moving fast over the frozen hillside, under the cover of wide stretches of pine and spruce. He turned left, and they climbed a steep slope, scrambling over icy boulders and scree until they reached another line of forest.

      Benel raised his hand, and the squad stopped, panting and sweating in their thick clothes.

      ‘I’m going to take a look,’ he said, looking fresh and unflustered. His aide ran forwards, her cheeks puffing.

      Benel sat, and gazed at the top of the mountainside, and his eyes went blank again.

      This time he was gone for longer, and when he came to he vomited, and had to rest. His aide kept him supplied with cigarettes, and something that smelt to Keira’s nose like rum.

      ‘Check him drinking,’ she whispered.

      ‘He’s the elite,’ Niall said. ‘Mages like him get to do whatever they want.’

      Benel looked over, as if he had heard them.

      ‘I’ve found a way through,’ he said, getting to his feet. He walked over to where Niall, Keira and Kylon crouched under the trees. ‘It’ll be hard going, and there’s only a few of hours of sunlight left.’

      He pulled a flask from his coat, and passed it to them.

      ‘You probably need this more than I do.’

      Keira took her turn, and swigged down a gulp of fine rum.

      ‘That’s the best I’ve tasted in a long fucking while.’

      ‘Gather the squad,’ he said. ‘It’s time to go.’
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      They needed their ropes and climbing gear to traverse some of the torturous route that Benel led them on, across razor-sharp ridges of rock and ice, where a fierce mountain wind blew. The Sanang, though hating the cold, were better climbers than the others, their long, thick arms powering them up cliff sides and steep slopes. The Holdings troopers fared worst, except for Benel himself, who seemed unaffected by the exertion.

      ‘The prick’s using battle-vision, isn’t he?’ Keira whispered to Kylon, as they sat with their backs to a giant boulder, sheltering from the wind while they took a rest.

      Kylon nodded.

      ‘That’s a skill I’d like to have,’ she said.

      ‘Right now I’d rather he had your fire mage skills,’ Niall said.

      ‘I don’t have any mage skills,’ Keira said, her eyes wide.

      ‘Not you personally, you idiot,’ he replied. ‘The Kellach skills. If we had a fire mage up here, we could just blast the Rahain off the mountain side. Job done.’

      Benel stood.

      ‘We’re nearly there,’ he said. ‘Down that valley, and we should come out on top of the Rahain position. Are you ready boys and girls?’

      They followed Benel down the icy slope, and through a stretch of pine forest. He stopped them when they reached the edge of a low cliff, and they crouched at his signal.

      ‘See them?’ he whispered.

      Niall nodded.

      Keira scanned the valley. A hundred yards below them, she could see the backs of Rahain soldiers, squatting in the undergrowth, watching the area around the waterfall at the top of the ridge.

      Niall nudged her. ‘See what I mean?’ he whispered. ‘One fire mage, and whoosh.’

      She smiled.

      Benel leaned over to Leah, and spoke in her ear. She nodded, and got her longbow ready, unwrapping the skins protecting it from the frost.

      ‘The rest of you,’ Benel hissed, ‘as quiet as you brutes can manage, after me.’

      He climbed over the side of the cliff, and dropped six feet to the bottom, the others following. Keira gestured to the Sanang for silence, and the squad unsheathed their weapons. Benel nodded, and they sprinted down the steep slope, charging towards the Rahain.

      An arrow whistled past, striking the first Rahain to turn his head to see what the noise was. Keira leapt into the undergrowth, Kylon by her side, her sword bared. She swung down, scything through a soldier as he tried to get up. The cold and lack of movement made them stiff and slow to respond, and the squad ripped through them, arrows hitting any who were able to level their crossbows.

      Benel fought like he was possessed, a short sword in each hand, spinning, rolling, and cutting through a dozen Rahain.

      Keira and Kylon followed in his wake, keeping his back clear. Fang and Brecht were causing bloody havoc with their axes, and no mercy was shown. The squad stopped when the last Rahain had been cut down.

      Benel sat on a rock, his aide assisting.

      ‘I will be out for a while now,’ he said to them. ‘Send someone to the waterfall, tell them it’s safe to come up.’ He looked at the squad, a faint smirk on his face. ‘Good job everyone.’ He nodded to Kylon and Keira. ‘Thanks for watching my back. Actually, you were all rather useful. I may have another job for you tomorrow…’

      His head slumped, and his eyes closed. His aide lowered him onto a blanket.

      ‘We need to light a fire,’ she said. ‘We must keep the mage warm.’

      Niall pointed at a trooper. ‘Get to the waterfall, let the others know.’

      ‘Yes sir.’

      ‘Don’t call me… never mind. Off you go.’

      He rubbed his hands together. ‘Let’s get a fire going, before we all freeze.’
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      The next morning, the squad were awoken by Benel calling out to them.

      ‘Wake up boys and girls,’ he singsonged.

      He smiled as heads began to poke out of their tent.

      ‘Get some breakfast, then we’ll be off,’ he said. ‘And wrap up warm.’

      Three hours later, the squad were scaling the face of another ridge, ten miles from the waterfall. The rest of the Leftovers were making their way along the valley floor, but Benel had led the squad away from the main path, and across wild and barren mountain slopes, heading further east, towards the summit.

      The wind had picked up, and was blasting snow across the mountain. They were now above the treeline, and had only rocks and cliffs to shield them from the elements. Keira pulled her scarf closer to her face, her eyes squinting from the alternating dark and light patches, rock and snow. Even Benel was looking tired, his efforts of the previous day having a lingering effect.

      By noon, they had started their descent, coming down the southern flank of the mountain. In the distance Keira could pick out the valley below, where thirds before she had hidden in Leon’s wagon. Down there lay a fort, she remembered, and a labour camp filled with clansfolk.

      The weather eased as they re-entered the treeline, and went through a still forest, where the wind dropped. They stopped for lunch, then walked in silence for the rest of the afternoon, making their way down the snow-covered slopes.

      The sun dipped below the high horizon to their right, casting the valley into shadow. Benel halted the squad when they reached the edge of a line of trees.

      ‘I suppose you want to know why I’ve dragged you over the mountain today,’ he said. He pointed at the bottom of the slope, where a track was visible, running along a wide ledge. ‘That path is where the rest of the battalion will appear, probably this time tomorrow, after they have gone the long way round, and if they can get through the thousand Rahain soldiers that are blocking the pass.

      ‘Before you ask, we’re not going to their assistance. Instead, we’ll snatch this opportunity to strike while the eyes of the enemy are on the pass and the three thousand Leftovers that are approaching it. Directly below us is the entrance to the tunnel that has been blocked at the other end. I intend to unblock it.’

      ‘How, sir?’ Niall asked.

      ‘We’ll see when we get there,’ Benel said. ‘The garrison of the fort guarding the entrance is considerably bigger than our little band of twenty. I need you to distract them, while I go ahead into the tunnel. You must hold them off so I can get to the other end, a distance of about six miles. Once I’ve opened up the far entrance, alliance troops will flood through, and relieve you.’

      Niall looked away, his face bitter and angry.

      ‘So you brought us up here to die?’ Keira said.

      ‘Don’t be foolish, blondie,’ he said. ‘The squad will have the element of surprise, and will only need to draw the enemy’s attention while I slip into the tunnel. After that, Niall can lead them a merry dance through the forest. I’m not asking the squad to just stand there and get killed. Do you think I’m a savage?’

      ‘Not sure yet.’

      He smirked. ‘I’m getting to like you.’

      He knelt on the icy ground and with a stick drew out a plan of the fort and the tunnel entrance.

      ‘We can get down here,’ he pointed, ‘but sentries will see anyone past this point. I suggest that you create a diversion on the other side, over here, near the remains of a shanty village and labour camp.’

      ‘Remains?’ Keira said. ‘Is no one there now?’

      ‘None,’ he replied. ‘Presumably they moved on when the tunnel was completed. There’s only the garrison left, along with the reinforcements watching the pass.’

      ‘How many are in the garrison, sir?’ Niall asked.

      ‘A full Rahain regiment,’ Benel said. ‘Two thousand. And a squadron of winged gaien, so stay under cover after you have grabbed their attention.’

      ‘They have winged gaien, sir?’ Flora asked, her eyes wide.

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘This may be the first time some of you have seen them. Try not to be too scared of their appearance, they’re about as stupid as dogs. If you keep under tree cover, they’ll find it hard to spot you.’

      ‘Are you doing this for your own glory?’ Kylon asked.

      ‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘It is a risk, I grant you, but one must seize even the tiniest opportunity. If we’re successful, we’ll have won a great advance for the alliance. But don’t worry Kylon,’ he went on, ‘you and blondie will be coming with me into the tunnel. You did a good job watching my back yesterday, you can do the same today.’

      Without another word, Benel began jogging down the slope to the track, and the squad followed.

      ‘He’s crazy,’ Niall muttered as they clambered down the hillside.

      ‘He must have some sort of a plan,’ Kylon said.

      ‘I think he’s just making it up as he goes along,’ the corporal said.

      They reached the track, now shrouded in shadow, and trotted along the ledge, until they saw the top of the fort, a high tower rising above the tiered stacks of walls and battlements.

      Benel halted, crouching by the cliffside to their left.

      ‘Niall,’ he said, ‘here’s where we leave you. Carry on past the fort, there is a path that leads down the other side, through some woods. About halfway down, there is a terrace, where gaien and other livestock are held. It’s the best place for a distraction. Make it loud, make them notice you, and then flee when you’re sure you have their full attention.’

      Niall nodded, his face resigned.

      ‘Creator’s blessings on you corporal,’ Benel said.

      Leah nodded to Keira and Kylon, and the squad moved on down the track.

      Keira watched them until they disappeared into the shadows.

      Benel nodded, and turned off the track, scrambling down the uneven slope, the two Kellach following. They came to a path, and ran down it until the walls of the fort came into view. The stronghold was built on several levels, jutting out from the side of the cliff-face, and there was a sentry tower overlooking the path ahead.

      ‘We’ll wait here,’ Benel said, keeping close to the rockface.

      He passed round his flask of rum, and they sipped while they crouched. The temperature plunged as it got darker, and frost glittered their clothes.

      After an hour, Keira heard the sound of raised voices, and steel striking steel, coming from the other side of the fort. Benel got to his feet, and began sprinting down the path, without looking to see if the Kellach came after him.

      Keira sighed and stood, her legs stiff from the cold. They ran after Benel, right under the sentry post, keeping close to the cliff. They reached a turn, and saw Benel in the distance, still running down the path as it made a steep descent to the valley floor.

      They nearly crashed into Benel as they got to the bottom, the Holdings mage ducking as Keira skidded past him on the ice.

      ‘Did you get seen?’ he said.

      ‘Didn’t hear any alarms,’ Kylon said.

      Benel nodded. ‘We’re close. Look.’ He pointed up the valley, and Keira recognised the ramp that led to the tunnel entrance. She remembered Leon, whipping the gaien on as she had lain hidden in the wagon. Poor bastard.

      ‘There will be lizards guarding the entrance,’ she said.

      ‘Of course,’ Benel replied. ‘We shall just have to kill them.’

      He pulled out a little box from his belt, and opened it.

      ‘What the fuck is that?’ Keira said.

      ‘Keenweed,’ he replied, lighting the small, thin smokestick, keeping the lit end in the shadow of the rocks. ‘I suggest you have some too.’

      Keira took the weedstick, and inhaled. As before, she felt her senses expand, and her tiredness vanish, the false energy of the drugs making her feel like she could run all night.

      She passed it to Kylon, who finished it off.

      Benel stood, and they took off again, until the noise from Niall’s distraction faded into the distance behind them. It was dark, but the Holdings mage ran as if he could see as well as the Kellach. They reached the ramp, and saw the lamp-lit tunnel entrance ahead.

      Keira felt her legs power up the ramp as if she were fresh, and hadn’t been running and climbing since dawn. Then she remembered how Benel had passed out the day before, and knew there would be a price to pay.

      So swift and silent were they, that they were upon the Rahain guards at the tunnel entrance before any had a chance to raise their crossbows.

      Keira slashed out, and cut down two guards. She turned, and saw that Kylon and Benel had between them killed all of the others. Kylon stood with a spear and longsword, Benel with his two short swords, smiling at her.

      ‘Fucking show offs,’ she said.

      They entered the tunnel, under a huge arch lined with enormous stones, and smoothed by Rahain magery. It was wide enough for four wagons to fit side by side, and twice as high. To the left of the entrance were storage chambers and a gaien stabling yard.

      Benel hitched a wagon to a pair of gaien, and they loaded it up with tools, pickaxes, shovels, and long metal bars.

      Benel took the reins, and the two Kellach climbed up next to him as he urged the gaien into the tunnel. The lamps were lit for only a hundred yards, and then the tunnel ahead disappeared into darkness.

      Kylon jumped down, unhooked two lamps from the wall, and brought them back to the wagon.

      ‘There’s no one here,’ Keira said, as the wagon lurched down the tunnel.

      ‘Of course not,’ Benel said, ‘there’s no way in from the other side.’

      ‘Then how the fuck are we supposed to unblock the tunnel if they can’t?’

      ‘Have some faith, blondie,’ he said. ‘I’ve studied the detailed plans made for us by a renegade Rahain. There are several weak points as the tunnel reaches the Plateau valley. They’re impossible to detect from the outside, but if we can find one from in here, we may be able to do something.’

      For an hour, they made their way down the silent, dark tunnel, the only light coming from the small lamps hanging from the wagon’s sides. Mile marks had been painted onto the walls, counting down the distance to the Plateau. Five minutes after they had passed the last mile marker, openings began to appear in the sides of the tunnel.

      ‘There’s a little network behind the walls,’ Benel said. ‘Chambers, more tunnels, presumably for storage, and to link the tunnel to the fort on the other side.’

      Out of the gloom ahead emerged a great pile of rubble, towering up and filling the tunnel.

      Benel stopped the wagon.

      ‘The last quarter of a mile,’ he said. ‘Completely blocked. I wonder if it pained the mages, to have to collapse their tunnel so soon after finishing it.’

      ‘Don’t feel sorry for those fuckers,’ Keira said.

      Benel shrugged. ‘I feel there is a bond that connects all mages, even enemy ones. That reminds me, I have a confession to make.’

      He climbed down from the wagon, and stood, his arms by his sides.

      ‘I know who you are,’ he said. ‘I could see it in your eyes the first time I saw you. I looked within you, right into your mind, and I saw fire.’

      ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’

      ‘I should have reported you to the alliance authorities, as was my duty,’ Benel went on. ‘But I didn’t. I am no ordinary battle or line mage, just as you are no ordinary fire mage, Keira ae Caela ae Kell.’

      ‘At least you got my name right,’ she said. She jumped off the wagon, Kylon a pace beside her.

      Benel tensed. ‘You can attack me, or you can listen.’

      ‘Are you looking to make a deal?’ she asked.

      ‘Why else would I have brought you here? I have a plan, and it may require a mage of your talents. If we succeed, I will keep your identity a secret, and I’ll have you and any that survive from your squad attached to me personally, and I’ll protect you from any prying questions.’

      ‘And what do you get out of it?’

      ‘Kylon was right,’ he said. ‘I’m only a man, and I hunger for the glory that victory will bring. And the money, and the power.’

      Keira glanced at Kylon, who was staring at Benel as if he wanted to rip his throat out with his teeth.

      ‘Well, we’re here now,’ Keira said. ‘May as well give it a go.’

      They unloaded the tools, and carried them through a twisting series of side tunnels, passing chambers and caverns cut into the rock on either side, lying abandoned and half-furnished. They reached a large square room, and halted.

      Benel laughed, a grin splitting his face.

      ‘There it is,’ he pointed at the far wall, ‘our way to glory.’

      A stout wooden door was embedded into the wall at the other end of the room. Keira walked up to it.

      ‘A fucking door,’ she said. ‘So what?’

      ‘It leads outside.’

      ‘What?’ she turned, her mouth open. ‘But how? Why can’t the army just open it from there?’

      ‘The Rahain mages will have covered it with a skin of rock, so that it appears invisible.’

      Benel approached the door, and ran his hand down its wooden beams.

      He turned the handle, but the door wouldn’t move.

      ‘They must have jammed it closed,’ he said.

      ‘How thick is the skin of rock?’ Keira asked.

      ‘Only a few inches,’ he said. ‘You up for it?’

      ‘How will we explain the flames to the army?’

      ‘We’ll tell them we got lucky, and found a load of lamp oil, and made an explosion.’

      She smiled. ‘Aye, let’s do it.’

      Kylon scowled but said nothing.

      ‘We’ll need fuel,’ Keira said.

      Benel nodded. ‘We passed a tonne of wood in the chambers on the way here, let’s gather it up.’

      They smoked another stick of keenweed, and got to work, building a bonfire of tables, chairs and anything else wooden they could find, using the pickaxes to break it up.

      Keira positioned herself between the stack of wood and the far wall.

      ‘Bring me a lamp.’

      Benel passed her the one he had been carrying.

      ‘Now stand the fuck back.’

      Keira closed her eyes, feeling the rush of keenweed surge through her.

      She pulled the glass top from the lamp and tossed it aside, gazing at the small yellow flame. She weighed the lamp in her hand to judge the amount of oil it had left, then raised the fingers of her right hand. A tiny spiral of fire rose up from the wick, and she shot it into the pile of wood. A table leg caught fire. Keira swept her hand up in a slow motion, and within seconds the rest of the bonfire was blazing.

      She staggered, having never felt so connected to the power within her. Her head swam with fire, her hand seemed to be physically linked to the flames. She stared at the bonfire. It appeared alive, and ready to obey her will. It loved her, and would do anything she commanded.

      She lowered her hand, and willed the flames to move, and they jumped at her thought, roiling into a tight ball of blinding heat and light up by the ceiling, which scorched and blackened.

      She glanced at the door, and the ball of flame raced to obey.

      It crashed into the wall, sending a shockwave through the room that threw Keira to the ground. The flames surged, eating into the wood of the doors in seconds, then tearing through the thin shell of rock, sending fiery fragments hurtling out into the dark night sky. Then it was over, the bonfire’s fuel exhausted, and where the door had been, now stood a gaping hole into the darkness. A cold wind blew into the chamber, clearing the smoke and acrid fumes.

      Keira stood, and walked to the hole in the wall, feeling none of the nausea she usually felt after such an intense surge of power.

      She heard Kylon and Benel join her, and they gazed down onto the Plateau, where the great army of the alliance were camped out under the shadow of the mountain. To their right, fifty yards away, was the ramp leading to the blocked-up entrance. There was movement in the camp below, where troopers on guard duty were staring up the slope at them.

      Keira smirked. ‘Did I pass the audition?’
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      Plateau City, The Plateau – 19th Day, First Third Winter 505

      The western sky glowed in deep reds and oranges, spilling its light onto the still waters of the Inner Sea, which reflected back the glory of the sunset. Wrapped up warm on the townhouse balcony, Daphne sat back and relaxed.

      ‘Okay, I admit it,’ said Shella. ‘It’s beautiful. Can we go back inside now? I’m freezing.’

      ‘You think this is cold?’ Bedig said. ‘Back in Brig…’

      ‘Oh for fucksake, Bedig, you great oaf,’ Shella sighed. ‘We know. Your winters are so cold and dark you all hibernate like bears in your mountain caves.’

      ‘We didn’t live in caves.’

      ‘Sanang or Kellach, it’s hard to tell who wins the competition for being the most barbaric race,’ Shella said. ‘Daphne, what do you think?’

      Daphne smiled, resting her hand on the enormous bulge her bump had become.

      ‘Let’s see,’ Shella went on, counting on her fingers. ‘Neither can read or write, neither lives in anything bigger than a few shacks lumped together, both eat mud…’

      ‘We don’t massacre civilians,’ Bedig said.

      ‘Really?’ Shella said. ‘Not once in the entire war with the Rahain? The Kellach behaved like paragons of virtue throughout?’

      Bedig reddened.

      ‘Ah,’ Shella said, glancing at Daphne. ‘He knows something.’

      ‘There was one time,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t there mind. It involved Killop and Keira.’

      Shella cackled. ‘This gets better.’

      Daphne turned. ‘What exactly involved Killop?’

      ‘At the battle of Marchside,’ he said, ‘Killop led a company round the back of the Rahain, and slaughtered the campfolk there, to distract the army, so Keira could torch the lizard’s catapults.’

      ‘So it was during a battle?’ Daphne said.

      ‘Aye,’ Bedig said. ‘They way I heard it told, the Rahain catapults were pinning our army down, and Killop took command of a company, and went off on his own initiative. We sang songs about it. Guess we weren’t too bothered about the fact they were civilians back then.’

      ‘I’ve murdered people,’ Daphne said, wishing she had a cigarette, ‘and not just in war. I’ll not condemn Killop for doing what he felt he had to.’

      ‘I suppose none of us are innocent,’ Shella said. ‘I killed more than my share during the Migration. I stopped counting when I reached a hundred.’

      ‘What’s wrong with us?’ Bedig said. ‘There are only five races in this world. Can we not just live in peace with each other?’

      The light faded, as the sun dipped below the horizon.

      ‘Bedig,’ Daphne said, ‘could you help me up, please?’

      He came round to her right side, and held her arm as she grunted and stood. She had needed to remove the moulded armour from her left arm, as it was as bloated as the rest of her, and no longer fit. Her limb felt vulnerable again, and she tried to keep it close to her side.

      Shella shook her head as she got to her feet.

      ‘Praise the gods you’re due soon,’ she said. ‘It’s not possible that you could get any bigger.’

      ‘Thanks Shella,’ she replied, ‘that’s just what I needed to hear.’

      ‘You’re not that big, miss,’ Bedig said, as he helped her walk back into the house. ‘I’ve seen pregnant Brig women who looked like they’d eaten a house.’

      Daphne felt the baby move within her, squirming and kicking. Not long to go.

      A servant was coming up the stairs as they crossed the landing.

      ‘Mistress,’ he said, ‘there are troopers at the door.’

      ‘Really?’ Daphne frowned. ‘What do they want?’

      ‘They’re escorting someone who wishes to see you.’

      Daphne turned her head, and saw a long comfortable couch by the wall.

      ‘Can you bring them up here, please?’

      ‘Yes, mistress,’ the servant said, then turned and hurried back down the stairs.

      Daphne noticed Bedig and Shella share a glance as she sat on the couch.

      She heard the sound of footsteps in the hall below, then saw the shining armour and helmets of the cavalry come up the stairs. At their head was a tall officer, and behind, two troopers held the chains of another man, dressed in prison clothes and keeping his head bowed.

      ‘Baoryn,’ cried Bedig.

      The Rahain lifted his head, and nodded in recognition.

      The officer stopped in front of Daphne.

      ‘I am Captain Suthers, of the Plateau City Port Authority,’ she said. ‘We’re here to let you know that we are releasing this prisoner, and putting him on a boat in the morning back to Rainsby. He asked to see you before he departs, and we knew it was unlikely you’d be able to travel to the harbour cells in your condition.’

      ‘Very considerate Captain, thank you.’

      ‘No problem, ma’am.’

      Suthers gestured to the other troopers, who led Baoryn to the top of the stairs.

      ‘Daphne,’ the Rahain said, his eyes glimmering yellow in the lamplight.

      ‘Baoryn.’

      ‘Thank you for getting me released.’

      ‘I’m only sorry it took so long. The authorities had trouble believing that a Rahain arriving in the middle of the siege wasn’t a spy. Where will you go?’

      ‘Look for Kylon,’ he said. ‘Daphne, Killop thinks…’

      ‘I know,’ she said. ‘Leah told me.’

      He bowed his head.

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I know Kylon thought he was doing the right thing.’

      ‘You will be together again,’ the Rahain said. ‘You and Killop. Kalayne knows it. He has seen it.’

      She smiled. ‘More Kellach prophecies?’

      ‘I too doubted them at first,’ Baoryn said. He motioned to the guards. ‘I am ready. Daphne, farewell.’

      ‘Goodbye Baoryn,’ she said.

      Bedig stepped forward and embraced the Rahain, lifting him off his feet. ‘Pass on my love to the others when you find them.’

      Captain Suthers saluted, then turned and the troopers went back down the stairs, Baoryn walking between them.

      ‘Did you see that?’ Shella said once they had gone. ‘He didn’t even look at me. In the entire fucking time that little reptile spent in Akhanawarah, he never spoke to me once, not one fucking word. Just followed Kylon around like a Holdings puppy.’

      Bedig shrugged. ‘He hardly spoke to me either.’

      ‘It was good of him to come,’ Daphne said.

      ‘Must have been feeling guilty,’ Bedig said, ‘after what they did to you and Killop.’

      Daphne raised her right hand for assistance, and Bedig helped her to her feet.

      ‘Let’s get some tea,’ she said.

      They went to a large, warm sitting room, with a wood fire burning. Daphne rang the bell, and got settled into a huge armchair. Shella and Bedig found seats close by.

      Servants brought in tea, and set up a table by the fire.

      ‘Could you pour, Shella?’ Daphne asked after they had gone.

      Shella wrinkled her nose. ‘Yuck. I don’t know how you can drink that stuff.’

      ‘It’s all that’s keeping me going,’ Daphne said.

      The door opened and Celine walked in.

      ‘You heard the news?’

      Daphne looked up as Shella poured.

      ‘The alliance has broken into the tunnel. Whole army’s storming through, apparently.’

      ‘I thought Rahain mages had blocked it up,’ Daphne said, picking up the sugar bowl.

      Celine rolled her eyes. ‘The whole town is in raptures over some crazy vision mage, who scaled the mountains, got past a fort and into the tunnel, and then blew out the blockage from the inside.’

      Shella laughed. ‘Do we have a name for this dashing hero?’

      ‘Benel.’

      Daphne shrugged. ‘Don’t know him. But then, I’m not exactly close to any of the other Holdings mages.’

      ‘That’s because most of them are priests,’ Shella said.

      ‘Benel’s not,’ Celine said. ‘He’s a mage-scout, belongs to the army.’

      ‘That’ll be why they’ve made his name known,’ Daphne said. ‘The mage-priests creep about in the shadows.’

      ‘Or just lie to your face,’ Shella muttered.

      Celine looked around, and lit a cigarette. ‘Got anything to drink?’

      ‘Tea,’ Daphne said, stirring sugar into her cup.

      Celine sighed, and sat. ‘We can’t be out of booze.’

      ‘We’re not,’ Daphne said, ‘I’m just rationing it. It’s costing me a fortune, and we need to be more discreet anyway.’

      Shella winked at Celine. ‘She’s just pissed off she can’t have any.’ She laughed. ‘Don’t worry, Daphne, in half a third or thereabouts, you’ll be able to drink again. By then you’ll have a baby, so you’ll have plenty reason to drink.’

      ‘I wish Ariel was here,’ Daphne said. ‘No offence to you three, but she knows what it’s like.’

      ‘My sister Noli had sixteen brats,’ Shella said. ‘I have experience, believe me.’

      ‘Sounds like a nightmare,’ Celine said. ‘Sixteen in one go. I mean, how could you even remember which one was which?’

      ‘It took a while,’ Shella laughed. ‘I think I was still getting some of their names wrong before I left. But the mothers see their spawn in the pools for thirds, when they’re still swimmers. Apparently that’s when they bond.’

      ‘Spawn,’ Celine said. ‘Sounds…’

      ‘You can say it,’ Shella said. ‘Sounds like frogs.’

      Celine flushed. ‘I didn’t mean that!’

      Shella laughed. ‘It’s okay. I don’t expect mere monkeys to understand.’

      ‘That’s what you say,’ Celine said. ‘I don’t think we come from monkeys.’

      ‘Come on,’ Shella said, ‘you and the Kellach? And the Sanang are practically swinging from the trees.’

      ‘Apes,’ Daphne said, pouring some milk into her cup.

      ‘What?’

      ‘We come from apes, not monkeys.’

      Shella rolled her eyes. ‘Whatever.’

      ‘But you believe in the creator,’ Celine said.

      Daphne shrugged. ‘I didn’t say I understood it. I read some science books in Rahain while I was there, and it was enough to convince me, but I don’t know how to reconcile that with the existence of the creator.’

      ‘It’s all just folk guessing,’ Bedig said, the teacup tiny in his massive hands. ‘None of us know anything about the world, or the gods, or how we got here. I remember back in Brig, when all we knew was Pyre, the fire god. This was before we knew there were any others races in the world, or religions. We were so sure. Even though we were doubtful about some of the legends, most of us still believed. And it was all a load of crap. The Rahain proved that when they destroyed the god’s mountain. The bastards levelled it.’

      The others listened in silence.

      ‘And then we knew,’ he went on. ‘There was no fire god coming to save us. There had been no fire god all along. Out of all the Rahain we met, none of them believed in any gods either. It was only when we arrived at your city, Shella, that we realised that other people had their own gods.’

      ‘The Rakanese are so gullible,’ Shella said. ‘Back home there are thousands of gods and demi-gods and spirits and everything in between. Some people even worshipped my sister as a god during the Migration. She had her own cult priestess.’

      ‘So not only are you a princess,’ Daphne said, picking up her tea, ‘but you’re related to a god.’

      Shella smirked. ‘I could handle that. I think I’d make a pretty fucking good god. Except for the living forever shit. I mean, who wants to live forever? How excruciatingly dull, having to watch feeble mortals fighting each other for all eternity.’

      Daphne smiled and drank her tea. There was a loud thump to her right.

      Shella slapped the teacup from Daphne’s hand, sending it flying across the room. The Rakanese woman pounced on her, putting her right hand on Daphne’s chest, her eyes fierce.

      Daphne felt her stomach tighten in a burst of agony, and she gagged, bringing up the hot tea and spewing it over the front of Shella’s housecoat. Shella backed off, and Daphne retched again, her chest burning with pain.

      Shella raised her hand. ‘We got it all out.’

      She turned to where Bedig was on his knees, vomiting. She walked over to him, and ran her fingers down his back.

      ‘You’ll be okay Bedig,’ she said. ‘You Kellach seem to throw up poison on your own.’

      ‘Poison?’ Daphne said, gazing around the room, her throat on fire.

      Shella pulled off her housecoat, sick dripping from it.

      ‘I’ll get the servants,’ Celine said, getting to her feet.

      ‘No,’ Shella said.

      She walked over to the table and extended her hand towards the teapot.

      ‘Fungal spores of some kind,’ she said. ‘Toxic. Well, except to those brutes.’ She nodded at Bedig, who was sitting on the floor, rubbing his stomach. ‘Water’s clean, though,’ she went on, and poured a glass.

      ‘Here,’ she said, passing it to Daphne. ‘Swill it round your mouth and spit it out.’

      Daphne took the glass. ‘Thank you. For saving me, I mean.’ She filled her mouth with the cool water, and spat it back into the glass.

      ‘It was one of the servants,’ she said, trying to clear her thoughts. ‘Is the baby all right?’

      ‘Sure,’ Shella said. ‘We got it out in time.’

      ‘You got it out, you mean,’ Daphne said. ‘That’s twice you’ve saved me.’

      Celine sat back down, staring at the teapot. ‘Who would do this? Why would anyone try to kill you, Daphne?’

      ‘Maybe they weren’t after me,’ she said.

      Shella gave a wry smile. ‘The servants all know I hate tea, and I hardly think that Bedig is worth assassinating. No offence.’

      The Brig grunted, wiping sick from his face.

      ‘And the tea was already served when I came in,’ Celine said. She shook her head. ‘Listen, I probably should have told you before, I mean I guess you already know…’

      ‘What?’ Daphne said.

      Celine flushed. ‘There are people in the city who don’t like you.’

      Daphne frowned.

      ‘As your sister-in-law,’ Celine went on, ‘people don’t say much to my face, but I can sense the hostility from some quarters, and I get hints and insinuations, and groups stop talking when I enter a room. Some are old enemies, who’ve never forgiven your part in the conspiracy a couple of years back, and others hate you for a different reason.’

      Daphne narrowed her eyes, trying to remain calm.

      ‘What reason?’

      ‘The baby,’ Celine whispered.

      ‘What about it?’ Daphne snapped.

      ‘I’ve heard some pretty nasty things being said,’ Celine frowned. ‘Some of the priests in particular have taken against you. Not all of them. Most are reconciled to your pardon, and wish you no harm, I’m sure, but there are a few…’

      ‘I don’t understand,’ Shella said. ‘There’s no law here against having a baby.’

      ‘They say it’s unnatural,’ Celine said, ‘mixing the blood of Holdings and Kellach Brigdomin. And the fact that you’re a mage, a high mage really, and the father is the brother of another powerful mage. Some fear what will result.’

      ‘And do you?’

      ‘Of course not, Daphne,’ Celine cried. ‘I joined this family when I married Vince, and I’m Holdfast now. I’m proud to call you my sister.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Daphne said. ‘Sorry for doubting.’

      ‘That’s all right. Someone’s just tried to poison you and your baby. You’re entitled to be pissed off.’

      ‘Yes. Someone in this house.’

      She turned to Bedig. ‘How are you feeling?’

      ‘Pretty much better,’ he said. He stood, picked up the flagon of water, and drank a pint’s worth.

      ‘Stand by the door,’ she said. ‘Make sure no one gets in.’

      ‘Aye, miss,’ he said. He walked over to the door and leaned against it.

      ‘So,’ Daphne said, ‘how do we catch them?’
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      Shella and Celine cleaned up the sickness and spilt tea, and swept away the remains of the broken cup, while Daphne sat, her back aching. She rang the bell and sighed, longing for the day when she could move without the extra weight.

      The door opened, and Daphne readied herself.

      ‘Mistress?’ her housekeeper said, two other servants behind her.

      ‘I’m afraid we were so busy chatting,’ Daphne said, ‘that we allowed the tea to go cold. Could I trouble you for a fresh pot, please?’

      ‘Of course, mistress.’ She signalled to the man and woman behind her, and they came forward.

      Daphne focussed on the housekeeper’s eyes, and entered her mind.

      An air of impatience, a tired feeling of duty, a longing for spring.

      She blinked, and turned to the young male servant.

      Hunger, nervousness around the mistress and the princess, a fondness for Celine.

      Daphne pulled back, feeling tired and sick, and moved on to the other female, Mona, a middle-aged woman whom she recognised from many years of service to the family.

      Hate, confusion, fear.

      Daphne withdrew from the woman’s mind, almost gagging again, a headache growing behind her temples. She nodded to Bedig and pointed.

      ‘Her.’

      The housekeeper blinked. ‘What is it, mistress?’

      Bedig stepped forward, and grasped Mona by the shoulder.

      ‘Get off me, you godless savage.’

      ‘Send someone you trust to summon the nearest guard patrol,’ Daphne said to the housekeeper, the ache in her head intense, ‘and let no one else leave. She might not have been working alone.’

      ‘I don’t understand, mistress.’

      ‘Someone tried to poison me and my baby,’ Daphne said, ‘and everyone else in this room.’

      The housekeeper nodded, her eyes wide, and left the room, the male servant rushing after her.

      ‘Mona,’ Daphne said, squinting from the pain, ‘you’ve been with my family for years. I can remember you from the estate when I was a child. Why did you do this? Have I hurt you in some way?’

      ‘Whore,’ Mona spat. ‘You have sinned against the creator, the abomination you carry in your womb is a wicked crime against him. You are a curse upon the sacred magelines of the Holdings. We are the chosen people, not the Kellach. The creator chose us to fulfil his plan, and you have polluted his vision, by lying with another race.’

      ‘Well,’ said Shella, ‘I think that might count as a confession.’

      Daphne said nothing. She sat back in the armchair, her headache subsiding. She had guessed that some of the more fanatical in the church might fear the birth of her child. She had pondered the mingling of vision and fire skills herself, and what it might mean for the baby’s future. But that was a question for over a decade hence, as mage powers became evident in one’s teens, no matter which race someone belonged to.

      ‘Do you have nothing to say, whore?’ Mona cried.

      Shella stood and slapped her across the face.

      ‘You degenerate toad,’ Mona said, her lip bleeding, but standing tall and proud, Bedig’s firm hand on her shoulder. ‘Your people came crying to us, and we fed you and gave you what you asked for. Now you serve us. We are your masters now.’

      Shella raised her hand.

      ‘She’s baiting you,’ Daphne said. ‘Don’t give her what she wants. Leave it to the authorities to punish her.’

      Mona laughed. ‘I will be happy to take the stand in a trial. I will denounce you to the world. When the judges ask me why I did it, I will tell them, and I’ll also tell them of the narcotics and alcohol that have been consumed here. You arrogant nobles! You think the rest of us beneath you, those who serve your every petty whim. Your mother’s a good woman. I know why she isn’t here, she is ashamed of you, humiliated at your behaviour.’

      ‘How dare you speak of my mother,’ Daphne said. ‘You have betrayed the family.’

      ‘The Holdfast name is beyond redemption,’ Mona said. ‘Between you and your father, you have dragged it through the sewers.’

      Mona choked, blood appearing on her lips, a knife point emerging from her chest.

      Bedig jumped back, as Celine pushed Mona to the floor, a bloody dagger in her hands.

      ‘Celine!’ Daphne cried.

      Celine gazed down at the body of Mona, blood leaking from her mouth and chest.

      ‘She tried to assault you,’ she said, her voice toneless. ‘She would have killed you. I stopped her.’

      ‘That’s what I saw,’ Bedig said.

      ‘Fucksake, Celine,’ Shella said. ‘I could have done it without any blood, made it look like a heart attack.’

      ‘More realistic this way, I think,’ Celine said.

      ‘All of you stop,’ Daphne said. ‘I knew her. I’ve known Mona since I was little.’

      They stood in silence for a moment, before the door burst open, and a sergeant of the town guard strode in, a pair of troopers and the housekeeper behind him.

      He took in the bloody scene on the floor. ‘Mistress?’

      ‘This servant tried to poison us,’ Daphne said. ‘The teapot there, have it checked. While I was asking her why she did it, she attacked me. Thankfully Celine was here, and she protected me. She saved my life.’

      The sergeant walked over.

      Celine stood trembling, tears rolling down her cheeks, the knife clutched in her hand.

      ‘Your Highness,’ the sergeant nodded to Shella.

      He took the knife from Celine, and knelt by the body of Mona.

      ‘Did she say why she did it?’

      ‘An old family grudge,’ Daphne said. ‘She’d been harbouring it for years, and had waited until my father had departed so I would be alone.’

      The sergeant stood and picked up the teapot, sniffing it.

      ‘All the same,’ Daphne said, ‘I’ll miss her. I had no idea how she felt.’

      The sergeant nodded.

      ‘We’ll come back for statements in the morning,’ he said. ‘For now, we’ll leave you in peace.’

      The two troopers picked up Mona’s body, and the sergeant took the knife and teapot.

      ‘Thank you, Sergeant,’ Daphne said as they left. She put her head in her hands, exhausted.

      The housekeeper remained, staring at the patch of blood on the carpet.

      Shella nodded to her.

      ‘I think the mistress of the house could do with some more tea.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            The Call

          

        

      

    

    
      Severed City, Rahain Republic – 30th Day, First Third Winter 505

      The sun was low in the western sky, and shadows rolled up the long frozen valley where Killop and a squad of warriors lay hidden.

      The road through the valley was quiet, as was the entire countryside around the Severed City. Killop had taken the squad out further than normal, though this time he was not looking for Kellach slaves to free.

      The Rahain convoy came into view. Four carriages, just as the scout had reported. They were heading west, away from the rebel city and towards the security of the Rahain heartlands. The wagon-wheels crackled on the icy surface of the road, and the gaien lumbered along, their breath creating clouds of mist by their lowered heads. Four guards sat atop each of the carriages, their crossbows aimed outwards, their eyes scanning the valley for danger.

      Killop pulled his own crossbow up, and peered through the thick, thorny undergrowth, looking along the sighting peg. He waited. The cold was severe, as harsh as it had been all winter.

      Two shots each, then charge, those had been his orders to the squad.

      The first carriage passed by, then the second. As the third drew level, he aimed and loosed.

      A Rahain soldier twisted in the air as the bolt struck his shoulder, and the rest of the squad began shooting, peppering the guards.

      Killop aimed again, and got off his second shot, into the stomach of a soldier who was hit at the same time by another bolt in his leg.

      He flung the crossbow over his shoulder and pulled himself to his feet. With his thick cloak wrapped around him, he barrelled through the thorn bush, roaring his war cry.

      A soldier stood and aimed his crossbow at him, but was hit by a bolt in the back, and toppled from the carriage.

      The squad emerged from the undergrowth, and within seconds the rest of the Rahain soldiers were cut down. Kellach warriors jumped up onto the driver’s benches, and slowed the lurching gaien beasts to a halt, while the rest of them moved back and formed a perimeter around the four wagons.

      Killop walked down the road, studying each. Their doors were closed, and their windows shuttered.

      ‘You’re surrounded,’ he said in Rahain. ‘You have one minute to surrender.’

      There was no sound from the carriages. Killop stamped his feet against the freezing temperature.

      ‘How can we trust you?’ a female voice called out from the second wagon. ‘You murdered the soldiers protecting us.’

      ‘It’s war,’ Killop said. ‘Soldiers die, but the Severed Clan don’t kill civilians. Are you civilians?’

      The door of the second carriage opened, and a gloved hand appeared, followed by another, both raised in the air. A woman stepped down to the ground, standing tall, but shivering despite the heavy robes she wore. Behind her, sitting in the carriage and peering out, were two young children.

      ‘We’re the sole passengers,’ she said. ‘You can search the other wagons, they contain only our possessions.’

      ‘That’s a lot of luggage,’ he said, signalling to the squad to approach the remaining carriages.

      The Rahain woman looked down. ‘We had to leave most of our things behind. This is all we could load onto four wagons.’

      ‘You’re fleeing?’

      ‘We are.’

      ‘Where are your slaves?’

      ‘They all ran away.’

      ‘Then you were in no danger from us.’

      ‘We received orders to evacuate,’ she said. ‘Listen, the children are getting cold. We had hoped to do another twenty miles or so tonight, to reach Clovenstone. If we freeze to death out here, you will still have killed us.’

      ‘Get back in the wagon,’ he said. ‘We’re taking you to the Severed City.’

      Her face paled, and she shivered harder.

      One of his squad approached.

      ‘Chief,’ he said, ‘no one else in the other carriages. Just crates and boxes.’

      Killop stepped forward, and gestured to the Rahain woman. She boarded the wagon and he closed the door behind her.

      ‘Get these gaien turned around,’ he yelled to the squad. ‘We’re heading back.’

      Warriors tugged and pulled at the reins, and slowly manoeuvred each wagon so that it faced east.

      ‘Becky,’ he said to an older warrior he knew spoke Rahain, ‘come with me.’

      He stepped up to the second carriage, now third in line on the road. He glanced around, as large flakes of snow filled the air, swirling in the chill wind, and lying where they fell.

      ‘Let’s go,’ he called out. The warriors scrambled onto the carriages, and the gaien began lumbering forward. Killop opened the door of the wagon and jumped inside, Becky climbing up after him.

      The woman was sitting with a child to either side, and Killop and Becky sat opposite, their size and thick clothes taking up the whole bench.

      The young girl to the woman’s left whimpered at the sight of them, while the little boy closed his eyes, his hands shaking.

      ‘What’s your name?’ Killop asked the woman.

      ‘Riac,’ she said, stroking her children’s hair.

      ‘I’m Killop.’

      ‘You’re the chief,’ she said. ‘I heard one of your soldiers call you that.’

      ‘You know my language?’

      ‘A little. I’ll not lie to you, there used to be Kellach slaves on the estate. I learned a few words.’

      ‘Including chief?’

      ‘That’s what they called me, as their mistress.’

      With the thick door shut and sealed, the interior of the comfortable carriage began to warm a little.

      ‘That was a lot of guards you had,’ Killop said. ‘Are you important?’

      ‘I’m rich.’

      ‘In Rahain that’s the same thing.’

      ‘I don’t involve myself in politics,’ she said, ‘and we live, lived, far from any city.’

      She reached down and took the girl’s hand. ‘Be still, child. They have promised not to hurt us.’

      ‘But mama, I’m scared.’

      ‘So am I,’ Riac said. ‘We must be brave.’

      ‘Your mother’s right,’ Becky said. ‘We won’t harm you.’

      ‘Then please let us go,’ the girl said.

      ‘We can’t,’ Becky said. ‘It’s so cold out there that you would freeze in the night. We’re taking you somewhere warm.’

      ‘You mentioned orders to evacuate,’ Killop said to Riac.

      ‘Yes,’ the woman replied.

      ‘Ten days ago,’ Killop said, ‘these hills were swarming with Rahain soldiers, as if they were building up for another assault. And the next day, they were gone. All of them. Why?’

      Riac said nothing, holding her head high.

      Killop sat back. Becky glanced at him.

      ‘What do we do now, Chief?’ she said in their own tongue.

      He frowned.

      ‘I’m going to guess,’ he said to the Rahain woman, ‘that the orders you received, and the army pulling out are connected.’

      Riac remained silent.

      ‘Maybe they’re planning an earthquake?’ Killop said. ‘Clear the area, gather the mages, and bring the whole side of the ravine down. Destroy the Severed City. I saw what your mages did to Meadowhall, the old Kell capital. The earth opened, and the whole town was swallowed up. They locked all the old and sick folk inside, hundreds of them, and they disappeared beneath the dirt.’

      Becky glowered, and he could see the anger in her eyes.

      ‘The Rahain army would never do that!’ the young boy cried.

      ‘I was there, lad,’ Killop said. ‘I saw it happen.’

      ‘You’re a filthy liar!’

      ‘Quiet,’ Riac hissed, her tongue flickering.

      ‘It’s all right,’ Killop said. ‘The boy can speak his mind. He thinks I’m an ignorant savage, and he’s right. Before your people invaded us, we were ignorant. We never imagined that a foreign race would attack us without provocation, steal our land, slaughter thousands, and cart the rest off into slavery. I wish we’d stayed ignorant.’

      The carriage fell into silence, apart from the girl’s low sobbing.

      ‘If the Rahain are planning an earthquake,’ Killop said, ‘then we’re taking you and the children to your deaths.’

      ‘It’s not an earthquake,’ Riac said, each word forced out.

      ‘How do you know?’

      She reached into a bag on the floor by her feet, and took out a paper. She handed it to Killop.

      He scanned it. It was the order to evacuate.

      It skirted over the withdrawal as a temporary expedient. Every soldier in Rahain was currently required elsewhere, therefore the protection of all estates surrounding the rebel city could no longer be guaranteed. His eyes froze at the bottom of the document. The family had been instructed to move to the capital, along with everyone who had been displaced by the invasion of Rahain by Holdings forces, along with their allies.

      ‘The Holdings?’ he gasped.

      The Rahain woman shuddered.

      ‘What?’ said Becky.

      ‘The soldiers were withdrawn because the Holdings have invaded Rahain.’

      Becky half-snorted, half-laughed.

      Riac sat still, her head bowed in shame.

      ‘We would have searched your bag,’ he said, ‘and found this anyway. You haven’t betrayed anyone.’

      ‘It’s too much,’ she said, tears starting to roll down her cheeks.

      ‘Do you know what’s happening now?’ Becky said. ‘Do you know how far the invasion has got?’

      ‘They’ve captured the tunnel,’ she said, weeping. ‘That’s all I know.’

      Killop turned to Becky.

      ‘This is it,’ he said. ‘This is what we’ve been waiting for.’
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      ‘If the Holdings have taken the tunnel,’ Bridget said, ‘then they’ll be in Tahrana Valley by now.’ She pointed down at the map, which displayed the northern region of the Rahain Republic.

      ‘We’ve no idea how many soldiers the Holdings have,’ Kalden said, ‘and I don’t understand the part in the evacuation order about allies. What allies?’

      ‘Kellach,’ Bridget said. ‘It must be. We know many refugees headed up to the northern Plateau, where the Holdings rule. I’m sure the king had no problem finding volunteers from among our folk.’

      Brodie threw another log onto the fire. The chief’s hall was packed, with every officer and office-bearer present. The shaft leading to the outside was closed against the night air, blankets pushed in at the edges to keep out the draught. All around lamps burned, their yellow light sending shadows flickering off the walls.

      Killop felt the aches from the hours spent in the lurching carriage through the snow back to the Severed City. He had stayed awake throughout, letting Becky and the Rahain family sleep, while he brooded on what to do. He had called everyone together when they had arrived an hour before dawn, after arranging accommodation for the family, and guards to watch their rooms.

      ‘The Holdings wouldn’t risk an invasion if they didn’t have enough soldiers for the job,’ Killop said. ‘This is what Kylon was talking about, all those thirds ago. If the Holdings are here to overthrow the Rahain government, then we must help them.’

      He glanced at his captains. Larissa was nowhere in the crowd.

      ‘Dyam,’ he said, ‘how many fit and ready warriors do we have?’

      ‘Nine hundred and sixty-one Kellach Brigdomin,’ she said, ‘and one hundred and twenty Rahain.’

      ‘I’ll take eight hundred Kellach and one hundred Rahain,’ Killop said. ‘Dyam, you’ll stay here, as will Brodie.’

      ‘Where are you going?’ Brodie asked.

      ‘The Rahain capital, it’s about fifteen days’ march from here.’

      ‘I’m coming,’ Kalden said.

      Killop nodded. ‘You and Larissa will be my commanders, and Tiel for the Rahain.’

      Kalden smiled. ‘When are we leaving?’

      ‘Are we all sure that this is the right thing to do?’ Draewyn said. ‘We have peace around us at last. We’ve only just recovered from the attack two thirds ago and winter will be hard enough without us losing our most able folk.’

      ‘We have enough stores,’ Brodie said. ‘We’ll survive.’

      ‘Can we not bide the winter, and see what happens?’ Draewyn said. ‘The wars between the two biggest nations in the world are of no concern to us. I’m glad they’re fighting each other, and I hope the Holdings give the Rahain a good kicking. But out here, we can live a free life, away from war.’

      ‘If the Holdings win,’ Killop said, ‘they’ll free all the slaves.’

      ‘You don’t know that, son,’ Draewyn said.

      ‘You don’t know the Holdings, and their hatred of slavery.’

      ‘I don’t agree,’ Draewyn frowned, ‘but you’re the chief.’

      ‘It’s fine to disagree,’ he said. He looked over the hall. ‘I won’t lead an unwilling clan to war. Does anyone wish to speak?’

      ‘I do.’

      Killop looked over. It was Tiel.

      ‘Go on,’ he said.

      Tiel pushed his way through the pressed bodies, and approached Killop.

      ‘Among the slaves of Rahain,’ he said, ‘the name of the Holdings, our nation’s most hated rival, is revered. We know the Holdings keep no slaves, and dreamed that one day they would come, and smash down the old ways that have kept so many of us in chains.’

      He paused, his tongue flickering as the weight of a hundred eyes turned his gaze to the ground.

      ‘And now it might actually be happening,’ he said, his voice quiet. ‘We have shown our loyalty to the Severed Clan, proved it in the price we paid that bloody day when we were attacked. If we fight, and win, then we need never fear the approach of a Rahain army again, come to return us to servitude. I say we go.’

      Killop nodded. ‘Does anyone else wish to speak?’

      ‘I’ve said my piece,’ Draewyn said.

      The rest of the hall hushed.

      Killop glanced at Bridget.

      ‘Time to vote,’ she said. ‘Those in favour, say aye.’

      ‘Aye,’ the hall roared.

      ‘Those opposed, say no.’

      ‘No,’ a handful cried.

      ‘The chief’s will passes,’ she said. ‘As herald, I declare that the chief’s word has been accepted by the clan. We shall send our war strength to aid the Holdings, and we will defeat the Rahain. Those who remain here will guard the children, and keep the future of the clan safe.’

      Killop climbed up and stood on a stone bench. He raised his arms as cheers echoed.

      ‘We’ll leave on the third dawn from now,’ he said. ‘Go back to your squads and tell them the news. Dyam will prepare a list of the companies joining the warband. Gather here at sunset and sunrise each day until we leave.’ He nodded. ‘You all know what to do.’

      He stepped down, and the crowd began to disperse.

      ‘Do you have a minute?’ Bridget said to him. ‘Alone?’

      ‘Aye,’ he said. She walked to her room, and he followed her in and closed the door.

      ‘What is it?’ he asked.

      ‘I didn’t hear my name mentioned as one of those remaining.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘I want to stay.’

      ‘What?’ he said. ‘I thought you’d be up for it. This is what we’ve been planning.’

      She smiled. ‘Killop, you know me better than anyone else, and you still don’t really know me at all. I hate war. I hate fighting. I only ever joined up in the first place because my two sisters did, and I refused to be left behind by them. I never wanted to be a warrior, and now… well I think I’m good at what I do, running the city while you’re out raiding. I like it.’

      ‘You’re good at it,’ he said. ‘Of course you can stay. I’ll miss you though.’

      ‘Thanks, Chief.’

      ‘You’ll make a great chief yourself one day.’

      Her face reddened.

      ‘I need to ask you something,’ he said. ‘Do you know where Larissa was this morning? Is she avoiding me?’

      ‘She went out hunting last night,’ Bridget said, ‘but she might also be avoiding you. You can’t keep stringing the lassie along, Killop. You need to let her know if you want to see her again.’

      ‘I don’t know what I want,’ he said. ‘When I think of her, sometimes I feel happy, other times I dread running into her. Larissa’s done nothing wrong, but I feel like I’m betraying Daphne.’

      ‘It’s been seven thirds since you heard of her death,’ Bridget said.

      ‘And what?’ he replied. ‘Is that long enough? Or not? The pain feels as raw as it ever did.’

      ‘Then maybe you’re not ready.’

      He said nothing, but knew Bridget was right.

      ‘You have to tell her,’ she said. ‘Will you?’

      ‘Aye.’
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      Two days later, Killop realised that he still hadn’t said anything to Larissa.

      He had seen her more than once over that time, but always in the context of large meetings, where all of his commanders were present, and he had never found a convenient moment to talk to her alone.

      Brodie had organised a few drinks in the chief’s hall for the evening before they left. He had been forced to restart his spirit production, as all of his stock had been used to destroy Likiat’s forces, but the ale was getting better all the time.

      Killop was in the drill-hall, speaking to Tiel, and giving a few words of encouragement to his Rahain shield teams, but his mind wasn’t on it. He half-hoped Larissa would be at the chief’s hall later, half-hoped she wouldn’t.

      ‘Thank you for speaking to us,’ his Rahain commander said.

      ‘No problem.’

      ‘Are you returning to the hall now, Chief?’

      ‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘One last group to meet.’

      ‘We’ll see you at dawn, Chief,’ Tiel said, a grim smile on his lips.

      Killop nodded. He walked through an arched entrance and up the stairs to the fire mages’ chambers.

      He knocked and entered. The main training room was empty, so he walked to the far end, past the open shaft leading outside. The afternoon’s light was fading, and snow was falling. He went through to the mages’ common room, a small chamber with chairs, a table, and a fireplace. Dean and Lilyann were packing, their clothes and things spread out over the chairs.

      ‘Mages,’ Killop said, ‘how are you both?’

      ‘Can I have more space on a wagon for my stuff?’ Lilyann said. ‘This little pack I’ve been given doesn’t fit half of what I need.’

      ‘The wagons are for food,’ he said. ‘Twenty day’s supplies for nine hundred warriors.’

      ‘One more bag won’t make much difference.’

      ‘If you can carry it, you can bring it.’

      ‘What if I carry it for a couple of days, then put it on a wagon once there’s space?’

      ‘You don’t need any of that shit,’ Dean said. ‘Most of it’s make-up, mirrors and hairbrushes. And clothes like you’re going to a party.’

      ‘Fuck you,’ she said. ‘If I’m going to torch the Rahain, then I want to look good. Everyone will be staring at me.’

      ‘Put everything you need into a bag and give it to me in the morning,’ Killop said. ‘I’ll find space for it.’

      ‘Thanks Chief.’

      ‘The rules can be bent for mages,’ he said. ‘Dean, is there anything you want?’

      Dean paused, his mouth open. ‘Just maybe some of my books?’

      Lilyann rolled her eyes.

      ‘Put them in a bag,’ Killop said to the boy. ‘We’ll take them.’

      ‘Why do you have to be so boring, Dean?’ Lilyann said. ‘You’re always reading those stupid books.’

      ‘Shut up,’ said Dean.

      ‘I’ve been watching your progress,’ Killop said. ‘You’ve both improved so much. I’m proud of you, the whole clan is. It’ll be a hard slog through the snow, but you’ll be travelling with the commanders. Every officer has seen war at close hand. Take their advice if they offer it.’

      They nodded. Killop could see fear in their eyes, despite the nonchalant expressions.

      ‘See you in the morning,’ he said.

      He walked out of their room, and back through the caverns and tunnels to the chief’s hall, where the drinking had begun.

      There was a roar when he entered, and the gathered folk raised their ale to him.

      Someone passed him a full mug, and he took it, and drank it in one, to cheers.

      He scanned the crowd as he made his way to the great limestone table. Bridget was there, with Brodie, Kalden and Draewyn. Dyam was sitting, writing in a book as if she were alone in the hall, but there was no sign of Larissa.

      ‘Bridget,’ he said as he took a seat, the others budging up to make space for him.

      ‘Chief,’ she smiled, filling his mug.

      ‘You seen Larissa?’

      ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘She was heading up to the northern gate to check her company’s supplies.’

      Killop frowned.

      ‘You haven’t fucking told her, have you?’

      ‘Not had the chance.’

      Bridget scowled. ‘Come on.’

      ‘Too busy.’

      ‘That’s just what she said,’ Bridget sighed. ‘Oh well, you’ve got tonight, otherwise it’s going to be fucking awkward tomorrow.’

      ‘I’m going to bed,’ he said. ‘I’m knackered, and I want a clear head in the morning.’

      ‘And what am I supposed to tell her if she shows up?’

      Killop stood. ‘Whatever you like Bridget. See you in the morning.’

      He picked up his mug, and passed groups of drinking Kellach, sharing a few nods and greetings, until he reached the door to his room. He took a lamp from the wall and went in.

      His small chamber was cold, and as sparsely furnished as it had ever been. He sat on the mattress, and drank his ale, the sounds of the Kellach in the hall muffled by the heavy door.

      Tomorrow he was marching to war.

      He finished the ale, turned the lamp down, and went to sleep.

      He dreamed of snow, of being lost in a blizzard. Somewhere, out of sight beyond the swirling flakes, was everything he had been searching for, but his legs were buried deep in the drifting snow, and no matter how hard he tried, he could never get closer.

      The door opened, and a lamp shone a dim light from the entranceway.

      Killop sat up.

      There was no noise coming from the hall.

      He squinted, but whoever held the lamp was shrouded in shadow.

      ‘Is it morning?’ he said.

      ‘No.’

      It was Larissa.

      She closed the door, and put the lamp down on the little table.

      ‘We need to talk,’ he said. ‘I’ve been meaning to catch you these past few days, but…’

      She untied her robe and let it fall to the floor.

      He gazed at her, his words dried up.

      She got onto the mattress, her naked body pressing against him.

      ‘We can talk tomorrow.’
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      Tahrana City, Rahain Republic – 1st Day, Second Third Winter 505

      Agang paused, his personal detachment of guards fanning out around him. The cavern was in shadow, with only the flickering of fires from houses burning providing any light. He could see dozens of lamps, hanging from the high ceiling, and mounted on the walls, but none were lit. He stepped over the body of a dead Rahain soldier, and moved forwards again, leading his warriors towards the source of the loudest fighting.

      Over to his left by a burnt-out shop front, a row of kneeling Rahain were being beheaded by a Sanang squad, children and civilians among the victims, while to his right hedgewitches were patching up wounded warriors.

      Ahead, the vast cavern narrowed into a series of high-arches, with broad tunnels leading off, all of which had been barricaded.

      Agang studied the lines of Sanang at the front, who were attacking the main barricade in the central tunnel. Just behind them, he saw his commander.

      ‘Mandalecht,’ he called.

      The one-eyed old warrior turned and saw him.

      ‘My lord,’ he said, wiping the dirt from his face, and trying to straighten his uniform. ‘What are you doing here? It’s too dangerous.’

      ‘I stayed away from the fighting at Rainsby,’ Agang said, ‘and again through the great mountain tunnel. I can no longer stand aside while my men die for me.’

      Mandalecht nodded through furrowed brows. They walked away from the front, the commander’s staff officers gathering round.

      ‘What’s the situation?’ Agang said.

      ‘The western caverns of the city have been taken, my lord,’ he said, ‘but we have yet to link up with the Holdings forces that were attacking from the north.’

      ‘I know Field Marshal Howie is throwing everything she has into the battle,’ Agang said.

      Mandalecht pulled a map from his jacket and unfolded it.

      ‘We’re due to meet up here, my lord,’ he said, pointing. ‘That’s through the main tunnel exiting this cavern, but the snakes have blocked it up well and good, and their crossbow snipers are covering every approach. I’ve sent Lomecht with a regiment south, to see if they can outflank this position. Another one is clearing out the caverns behind us, making sure we didn’t leave any snakes behind.’

      ‘Sir,’ a company leader cried, running towards them through the piles of debris. He skidded to a halt when he saw Agang. ‘My lord.’ He bowed.

      ‘What is it, Captain?’ Mandalecht said.

      ‘Something’s happening beyond the barricades, sir,’ he said, pointing at the arched tunnel entrances.

      ‘What?’

      ‘The Rahain forces are pulling out, sir.’

      Mandalecht glanced at Agang.

      ‘Maybe our allies have broken through,’ Agang said. ‘Clear the tunnel.’

      ‘You heard the chief,’ Mandalecht shouted. ‘Get those barricades down.’

      Officers relayed orders to the warriors in the front lines. They surged forwards, keeping their shields high, but no bolts came at them. Within minutes, the Sanang were swarming over the barricades, hauling away the broken wagons, wooden beams and rubble the Rahain had used to block the cavern’s exits.

      Agang led the commanders to the front, past the sprawling bodies where warriors had been shot down. The wood from the barricades was being hurled onto bonfires, which were roaring, sending black smoke up into the cavern, their flames licking the ornate chandeliers.

      ‘Look out!’ a warrior cried, as one fell from the ceiling, smashing onto the road below, showering a squad of warriors with glass and metal fragments.

      Damn these holes in the ground, Agang thought. He had lost more soldiers in a few hours of close fighting in the caverns than he had over the rest of the invasion. Like snakes, living underground. A flash of hatred for the Rahain passed through him, a feeling of base disgust for the enemy. They deserved no pity.

      Agang helped out at the front, pulling away large beams of wood, and clearing bodies. The warriors around him saluted and nodded, and he could see their appreciation that he was there in person. For a while he almost forgot he was their chief, almost their king, as he sweated with the effort of manual labour. The heat from the bonfires grew, and the flames began spreading to the side streets of the cavern.

      A statue that looked a thousand years old toppled over, consumed by fire, its marble body parts spilling over the broken flagstones.

      The warriors cleared the last of the blockage from the main tunnel, and Mandalecht ordered a company through. Agang followed with his guard, and the remaining regiments came behind. The tunnel was wide and high, and covered in murals of the countryside, fields, and sky above painted blue with white clouds. A few of the wall lamps were flickering, and in their light he could see openings on either side of the tunnel, leading to houses, shops, places to eat. Agang marvelled at it all. To think he had been proud of the size of his town of Broadwater, when it could fit into what he had seen of Tahrana City many times over.

      Apart from his warriors marching through, the tunnel was deserted, with signs of a chaotic departure all around. They came to a crossroads, and the lead company paused. Mandalecht came up to Agang with the map.

      ‘We are here, my lord,’ he said. ‘We need to go straight ahead, but I’m worried. If the snakes have withdrawn their forces to the left and right, they may try to cut us off.’

      Agang nodded. ‘One regiment down each,’ he said. ‘And we’ll carry on with the rest to the centre of the city.’

      ‘Four might not be enough if we meet their main force, my lord.’

      ‘Damn these tunnels,’ Agang spat. ‘It’ll have to be enough, Commander.’

      Mandalecht nodded, and began issuing orders while the warriors took a moment’s rest. It was cold in the tunnel, the heat from the fires in the cavern far behind them. Agang felt a chill from the cold damp sweat permeating his clothes. He noticed a few warriors light up smokesticks, and took an offered one.

      The keenweed calmed him, and he forgot the cold. After a minute, they were ready to go again, and Mandalecht ordered a trot, and the four regiments bounded down the main tunnel.

      They descended a huge, wide set of stairs, with parallel ramps on either side for carriages. At the bottom Agang saw the aftermath of a disturbance. Bodies lay bloody, littering the ground, along with wagons on their sides, and stray gaien wandering. Crates and boxes spilled out of shop fronts on both sides of the wide tunnel.

      ‘What do you think?’ he asked Mandalecht.

      His old commander surveyed the scene.

      ‘Snake soldiers and civilians,’ he said, ‘killing each other. I’d guess that the soldiers came across these guys looting the shops, and they had a disagreement.’

      ‘Their own people are looting?’

      ‘That’s the way it looks, my lord.’

      Warriors walked through the devastation, ending the life of any Rahain they found injured.

      Mandalecht took out the map.

      ‘We’re close to the centre,’ he said. ‘There’s a cluster of three great caverns that make a triangle, right in the middle of the city, and we’re coming up to this one.’ He pointed.

      Once all of the warriors were down the steps, they began trotting again, racing through the heart of the city. Smaller tunnels led off to their left and right, but they ignored them. Agang got a sight of a few groups of civilians, fleeing as fast as they could, running down the side alleys.

      Ahead of them through the dim light he saw another barricade. Rahain soldiers stood in a long line, with their backs to the Sanang, watching the tunnel in front of them

      ‘Fuck,’ Mandalecht cried, as the barricades were swept aside by a surging horde of Rahain civilians, thousands of them, fleeing in a mass stampede towards the Sanang, trampling the line of Rahain soldiers in their way.

      Agang saw the looks of terror on the faces of the civilians as they realised they were running right towards the Sanang forces, but the pressure from behind was pushing them onwards like a river in spate, and any who tried to turn were swallowed by the mass of bodies.

      ‘Shield wall!’ Agang shouted as loudly as he could. ‘Stand fast!’

      His warriors obeyed in an instant, the front companies forming a line that filled the entire width of the tunnel. Other companies rushed forward, until the line was eight deep, each warrior with his shield held in front of him, and each line bracing itself against the men ahead.

      Agang stayed back with the reserve companies behind the thick line of Sanang flesh, watching as the flood of Rahain hit the shield wall with a sickening crunch of breaking spears, and bodies crushed, gored and trampled. The wall of Sanang was pushed back a yard, then two, the boots of the warriors sliding over the smooth flagstones on the ground. The momentum of the civilians’ surge peaked, and began to ebb, the shield wall grinding to a halt, their combined muscle holding back the flood. Their spears flashed out from behind the wall, dealing death to the front rows of Rahain.

      Agang leapt onto an overturned crate to get a better view. Civilians were fleeing down side streets, but more were arriving from the far end of the tunnel. There were thousands packed in, each new arrival adding to the pressure in the centre of the crowd.

      ‘Rotate the wall,’ he heard Mandalecht cry, and warriors ran forwards to relieve the front lines.

      Hedgewitches pulled exhausted and broken Sanang out from the wall, healing them so they could be ready to fight again as soon as possible.

      The noise became almost unbearable as masses of Rahain were crushed to death in the tunnel, their cries echoing off the high, painted ceiling.

      ‘This is insane,’ muttered Mandalecht, staring at the back of the straining shieldwall.

      They rotated the lines at the front every few minutes, sending more men to any spot that weakened, and after what seemed like hours the pressure eased. Agang climbed up onto the crate again. The tunnel was emptying, the inward flow had ceased, and the remaining civilians were crowding down the side alleys.

      ‘Advance!’ he cried, raising his sword. ‘Push them back!’

      His shield wall moved as one, taking a step forward, climbing over the heaps of slain Rahain.

      With each pace, more civilians fled, and soon the Sanang were the only ones left standing in the tunnel.

      Mandalecht stood the entire front lines down, and sent them to the rear to recuperate, while the reserves moved up and formed a new line.

      Agang and Mandalecht walked forward, their eyes wide. Hundreds, maybe thousands of bodies lay heaped in piles, the majority crushed to death, though many had been dispatched by the Sanang.

      ‘Four warriors dead, my lord,’ a captain said to them. ‘Asphyxiated. Another few dozen have injuries that will put them out of action for a while. We’re sending them back to the crossroads.’

      ‘Four?’ Agang said, gazing at the carnage all around. ‘What were the snakes running from?’

      Mandalecht shook his head.

      Agang tried to summon some sympathy for the mass of people lying dead before him. Many looked poor, and were dressed in identical cheap brown clothing, like a uniform. But their faces seemed so similar to each other, and their eyes, with the vertical pupils, turned his stomach.

      He looked down one of the side streets, and saw a crowd of Rahain, watching from fifty yards along the tunnel.

      ‘Let’s get going,’ he said to Mandalecht.

      ‘Yes, my lord.’

      ‘Issue a command,’ he said. ‘Leave the civilians alone, unless they attack. Focus only on any armed forces we meet, until we get to the centre.’

      Mandalecht shot him a glance.

      ‘There are too many,’ Agang said. ‘We are in the middle of a den of snakes. We must be wary.’

      Mandalecht relayed more orders, and the regiments formed up.

      They began moving again, at a slower pace than before, keeping a watchful eye on the mobs of Rahain civilians lurking down every side street.

      Agang stayed with the front ranks at the head of his army. After twenty minutes of marching, he could see the tunnel ahead open up into a vast space.

      ‘We’re here,’ Mandalecht breathed.

      They upped their pace, then halted when they reached the entrance to the cavern. It was enormous, dwarfing the chambers they had seen before. Great buildings were cut into every available space on the curving cavern wall, and a massive complex of structures towered upwards from the centre of the floor, like a termite mound, its uppermost spires brushing the cavern’s ceiling. The rock was shot through with pink granite, and deeper reds and browns.

      Agang wanted to stand and stare at it for hours, but the cavern churned with movement. On the ground level before them crowds of Rahain were running, while Holdings soldiers attacked the gates to their left. A standard of the realm was flying from a tower, and ranks of armoured troopers were carving their way towards the central structure. On higher levels, where graceful bridges arced across from the cavern wall to the centre, there was more fighting.

      ‘Drums and horns,’ Agang said to Mandalecht. ‘Time to make our presence known.’

      His commander nodded, and turned to a captain.

      The drumbeat began, a slow pounding, rising in volume as each regiment’s drummers picked up the rhythm. Then the horns wailed, a long eerie moaning.

      The crowds in the cavern turned to stare, and a cheer went up from where the Holdings troopers were fighting.

      Agang nodded, and the army began marching into the cavern, making straight for the main complex in the centre. Rahain civilians fled at the sight of them, screaming, and running for any way out. Agang made no attempt to stop them, and a flood of bodies drained out of the cavern. The soldiers facing the Holdings troopers broke, and joined the exodus, trampling civilians to death as they fled.

      The noise in the cavern quietened as it emptied.

      Agang hailed the ranks of Holdings troopers, and a group of officer emerged from their lines.

      ‘Lord Agang,’ a major said. ‘Exquisite timing. There were so many people crammed in here, I was starting to wonder if we would ever be able to cut our way through.’

      Agang stared up at the enormous edifice towering over them in the centre of the cavern.

      ‘What is this place?’

      ‘Merchants’ Hall,’ the major said. ‘Heart of trade and commerce.’

      ‘Is this the first central cavern the alliance has reached?’ Agang asked.

      ‘We now occupy two of the three great caverns, this and the Hall of Learning. The Kellach Brigdomin are assaulting the Council Hall as we speak.’

      ‘Do they require assistance?’

      The major shook his head. ‘Let them have their vengeance. Did you have much trouble on the way here?’

      ‘There were some barricades that delayed us,’ Agang said, ‘but those defending them withdrew.’

      ‘The whole Rahain army is leaving,’ the major said, ‘or has already left.’

      ‘Why? Our attrition rate in the fighting was awful. If they had defended every tunnel they way the did when we first got in, they would have bled us dry.’

      ‘Tahrana City was never designed for defence,’ the major said, ‘and we attacked it from three sides at once. Their army knew it was only a matter of time. The peasants started looting, and they lost control.’

      Agang nodded. ‘What will we do with the civilians?’

      ‘There are far too many for us to police,’ he said. ‘We’ll set up a secure area for the alliance forces, and let the Rahain devour each other.’
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      Agang had Mandalecht clear and guard a route out of the city, through the main boulevards and tunnels, and brought the rest of his army into the Merchants’ Hall. He set up his headquarters in a ransacked row of large gilded offices on the ground floor of the central building, while his regiments took over whole blocks of plush accommodation. Vast stores of supplies were found, a mountain’s worth compared to the haul they had captured at Rainsby, and Agang let his men take their pick of the treasures.

      All Rahain were kept out of the great cavern, and away from the safe routes out of the city, but Agang could hear the looting continue through the unguarded districts. After hours of work in the offices organising the occupation, Agang yawned and walked outside for a break.

      He blinked in surprise, as he saw daylight come streaming through great apertures in the ceiling. The sky was a deep blue outside the cavern, and Agang longed for a glimpse of the sun, realising he had lost all track of time underground.

      ‘It’s about noon,’ Mandalecht said, coming out after him. Following behind was a servant with a tray.

      Agang took the small cup of coffee, and drank it in one gulp. He picked up a stick of keenweed, and held it to his lips as the servant lit it.

      ‘I’ll pay for this later,’ he said, as his tiredness vanished.

      ‘We all will, my lord,’ Mandalecht said. ‘We’ll sleep well tonight.’

      Drechtan and Lomecht approached.

      ‘Congratulations, my lord,’ Drechtan said. ‘A great victory. The boys have enough loot to last them a lifetime.’

      ‘And the fighting,’ Lomecht said, shaking his head. ‘How did these snakes ever become so rich and powerful? They’re even feebler than the Holdings folk.’

      ‘Is Hodang here, my lord?’ Drechtan asked.

      ‘No,’ Agang said, ‘not yet. Echtang was bringing him and the others in from the old camp once the route was secure.’

      ‘He’ll want to attend the gathering in the Council Hall, my lord.’

      ‘I know,’ said Agang, ‘but we’ve waited long enough for him. The Clackdomyn sent word over an hour ago that they had secured the last central cavern.’

      ‘Shall we then, my lord?’

      ‘Mandalecht, you stay here,’ Agang said. ‘Lomecht, Drechtan, let’s go.’

      A detachment of guards peeled off and accompanied them as they walked towards a great tunnel that linked the three central caverns. The wall carvings and statuary were of an epic scale, with towering figures of Rahain warriors and leaders lining the tunnel. At the end was a round chamber, with a fountain marking the very centre of the city, and two other great tunnels, one leading to the Hall of Learning, the other to the Council Hall.

      A troop of Holdings soldiers were stationed by the fountain, and they saluted Agang as he passed.

      By now he was getting numb to the over-sized grandeur of the city, and barely skipped a pace as they walked through to the Council Hall. The rocks here were grey, from light to charcoal, a heavy brooding architecture of power. The buildings were square cut and sharp edged, unlike the sinuous twists and curves of the Merchants’ Hall.

      A perimeter of Clackdomyn was guarding a great crowd of Rahain in the square before the most impressive building, which had a dome so large it would have covered the whole of Broadwater. The captives within the circle were well dressed, with no cheap brown tunics visible.

      Agang walked to where a massive Clackdomyn woman was talking to a Holdings captain.

      ‘Greetings, allies,’ he said.

      The Clackdomyn nodded, a look of satisfaction on her face.

      ‘My Lord Agang,’ the captain said. She too looked content, though tired.

      ‘Who do we have here?’ he said, nodding at the crowd of captives.

      ‘The councillors of Tahrana City,’ the captain said.

      ‘What are we doing with them?’

      ‘Almost every councillor is a mage, or is related to one,’ the captain said. ‘We have orders to isolate them, and send them back in chains to Plateau City.’

      ‘How are you distinguishing the mages from the rest?’

      ‘Mage-priests have been checking them,’ the captain said. ‘They can see it in their eyes.’

      Agang frowned.

      ‘As for the rest, our friend Councillor Laodoc has already identified and picked out those he feels might be sympathetic, the others will be executed as warmongers.’

      ‘Laodoc is building up his own rule?’

      ‘He’ll be installing a new council for the city, once it’s calmed down.’

      ‘That might be some time,’ Agang said. ‘It’s anarchy out in the caverns where our soldiers do not patrol. Their peasants are taking out their revenge on the old elite.’

      ‘And the slaves too,’ the captain said. ‘As of now, there are no slaves in Tahrana City, all have been freed by proclamation. The king’s word has been nailed up all over the city, in three different languages, for all to read.’

      ‘Already?’ Agang said. ‘Without any transition? Is that not a little hasty?’

      The captain frowned. ‘Slavery is abhorrent. It will not be tolerated in any area we control.’

      Agang said nothing.

      ‘My lord,’ Lomecht said. ‘Over there.’

      He pointed at a group of officers walking towards them, Field Marshal Howie among them.

      ‘We were coming to see you, Lord Agang,’ she said as they got closer.

      Agang nodded to her.

      ‘I’m afraid we won’t be able to rest long,’ she went on. ‘The Rahain army has regrouped on the highway leading to their capital city. They’re digging in. The council of eight has decided to send the King’s Combined Battalion ahead, using Rahain winged gaien to get them behind the enemy lines.’

      ‘But Hodang wasn’t present,’ Agang said. ‘He still hasn’t arrived in the city.’

      ‘Under the circumstances,’ Howie said, ‘I gave two votes to your mage Badolecht. The decision was unanimous.’

      Agang frowned.

      ‘It’s imperative we keep the momentum going,’ Howie said. ‘The council also decided that the alliance armies should move up and engage the Rahain front lines as soon as possible.’

      ‘Tomorrow?’

      Howie nodded.

      ‘Very well.’

      Howie raised an eyebrow. ‘For us perhaps. For Tahrana City? Councillor Laodoc has his work cut out for him. Mobs will be ruling this place the moment we leave.’

      The Holdings officers nodded at Agang and his entourage, and departed back across the square.

      ‘They speak to us as if we were servants,’ Lomecht said. ‘What’s the point of having a council, if they’re going to take decisions without us?’

      ‘I too have some complaints,’ Agang said, ‘but we have to consider the whole alliance. It can’t be easy trying to get a quorum together if one of us is late. It would be different if I disagreed with their decisions, but their logic is sound.’

      Lomecht frowned, and the Sanang began walking back towards the Merchants’ Hall.

      As they passed the central fountain, they saw a pair of warriors running towards them.

      ‘My lord,’ one gasped, ‘Chief Minister Hodang has arrived. He’s wounded, and so is your nephew, Lord Echtang.’

      Agang picked up his pace.

      They reached the hall, and saw a line of wagons in front of the main structure, where a crowd had gathered. Several hedgewitches were present, tending to a line of injured warriors. Chane was talking to them, a sword in her hand, the front of her tunic covered in blood.

      ‘What happened?’

      Agang asked.

      Chane blinked, and he could feel Lomecht bristle beside him.

      ‘Where are Hodang and Echtang?’ Agang said.

      ‘I’m here, uncle,’ his nephew said. Agang turned and saw Echtang lying on the ground, a hedgewitch administering to his leg. ‘We were attacked in the tunnels. Swarms of Rahain swept over us. They got into our carriage, and I was wounded. So was Hodang.’

      ‘We lost seven warriors,’ his chief minister said, hobbling towards him, using a spear as a crutch.

      Hodang came up to Agang.

      ‘I was wrong about Chane, my lord,’ he said. ‘When Echtang fell, she picked up his sword, and fought off our attackers.’

      Lomecht snorted.

      ‘You may mock, young man,’ Hodang said, ‘but she saved us. She’s a better fighter than many in our own regiments. I daresay she might even be a match for you.’

      ‘I did what I had to,’ Chane said. She turned the sword in her hands and offered the hilt to Echtang.

      ‘You should have seen her uncle,’ his nephew said, chuckling as he took the sword.

      ‘This is no surprise to me,’ Mandalecht said. ‘I watched her train my sword masters.’

      Agang slapped her on the back. ‘Well done. Thank you for saving my nephew and chief minister.’

      ‘She’s a slave and a woman,’ Lomecht said. ‘She has broken the law. Do none of you care?’

      Mandalecht shrugged and shook his head.

      ‘Maybe the law needs an exception,’ Hodang said. ‘I’d certainly not object to Chane being armed next time I’m waylaid by a mob.’

      ‘It goes against nature,’ Lomecht said. ‘Every one of us knows how devious women can be, what liars they are, cloaking their true intent behind silky words. And she is a slave, and everyone here knows the punishment for slaves who take up arms.’

      Agang saw nods of approval from many in the crowd.

      ‘There are always exceptions,’ Agang said. ‘The law may be sound, but Chane is an extreme case. I therefore declare the following.’

      He put his hand on Chane’s shoulder, and pushed her down. She knelt before him.

      ‘She fights like a man, and knows battle tactics and strategy as well as any warrior. Today she proved she also has the courage to match.’

      ‘Chane,’ he said, looking down at her, ‘I free you. You are a slave no longer.’

      Her eyes widened.

      ‘Hodang,’ he said. ‘Draw up the papers of manumission. Assign her to my personal guard.’

      ‘Yes, my lord.’

      ‘Lomecht, what do you say?’

      ‘You’re the chief,’ he said, bowing. He straightened, but kept his eyes averted, and walked away from the crowd round the wagons.

      Chane walked up to Agang and they watched Lomecht leave. A few others broke off from the group and followed him.

      ‘Thanks,’ Chane whispered, ‘but I don’t want to be in your personal guard.’

      He frowned. ‘You should have thought of that before you picked up a fucking sword.’
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      Rahain Capital, Rahain Republic – 4th Day, Second Third Winter 505

      ‘This is worse than being on a fucking boat,’ Keira said, hanging onto a leather strap as the carriage hurtled through the air.

      ‘We’re coming in fast,’ Benel cried, his eyes wild.

      She stared out of the narrow porthole. The side of a mountain was approaching, their pilots guiding the winged gaien in a sharp descent straight for a pair of large openings, one of the entrances to the great capital city of the Rahain Republic. Benel had been given a whole flotilla of flying beasts, but as soon as the Leftovers were in the air he had torn up his orders. Fuck landing behind the army lines, he had said to her, he had a far bigger prize in mind.

      They were flying in pairs, but the carriage next to them had no warriors in it, just a pilot on top, harnessed to the lead gaien. The carriage had been packed with jars of highly flammable oil. Benel was hoping it would explode on impact, but if not, he had told Keira what he expected of her.

      ‘There it goes,’ Kylon called out, as the pilot released the catches connecting the oil-filled carriage to its gaien. Keira gasped, her eyes wide, as she watched its trajectory. Their own carriage dived to follow, and her stomach rose.

      The loose carriage flew through the air and crashed into the right hand entrance to the city, smashing its contents over the area, but no fire arose.

      ‘You’re up,’ Benel frowned at her. ‘Hang on everyone.’

      At a lower height than the first, their carriage was released and it dropped hard, skidding onto the rocky surface in front of the entrance to the city. Keira heard the squads behind her cry out in terror as the carriage slammed across the ground, scraping and juddering. As soon as it stopped, a side flap opened, and the squads fell out, sprinting towards the gates, Benel in the lead with a lit torch in his hand, Keira at his side.

      Rahain civilians had gathered around the archway where the first carriage had hit, mixing with soldiers. They turned as they saw Keira and the squads approach, many crying out in alarm. The civilians started to run, while the soldiers reached for their crossbows.

      Benel threw the torch. He was too far away for it to reach where the jars spilled from the wrecked carriage, but Keira raised her hand, and as the torch soared through the air she sent a slim flame out from it, so slender as to be almost unnoticeable. She flung herself to the ground.

      The thin thread of flame hit the carriage, and there was an almighty roar as the oil ignited. The explosion ripped through the crowd at the gate, and brought down most of the masonry from the arch above in a deafening crash of rubble.

      Keira stood, and charged.

      Kylon ran by her side, and they sprinted up to the heap of rubble that was half-blocking the right hand entrance. No Rahain were on their feet, and several had been crushed or hit by flying shards of stone. Keira and Kylon scrambled up the pile of rock, and looked over the top.

      For a second she paused, trying to take in the vast hall before her. It was rectangular, with the twin entrances at one end. Down each side ran a colonnade of tall pillars, with graceful arches joining them. Between the columns were shops and markets, and hundreds of Rahain civilians were on the broad plaza, many staring wide-eyed at where the explosion had taken place.

      Rahain soldiers were pouring out from the columns to the left, over by the other gate, the Leftover’s next target. Without waiting to see if any of her squad were arriving behind her, she leapt down the mound of rubble, her shield swung round to her front. She drew her sword.

      The first Rahain soldiers approached, still bewildered, and she cut one down. Fang appeared at her left, wielding his short double-headed axe, and Kylon overtook her on the right, plunging into the ranks of the enemy.

      Keira cried out in delight, and laid into the Rahain before her. She slashed out with her Holdings longsword, and the lines of Rahain broke. Leftovers were now flooding into the hall through the ruined entrance, and in moments Keira had reached the other gate.

      Benel was standing there, smiling, four dead Rahain at his feet.

      Behind him, more winged gaien were delivering their carriages packed with warriors to the area before the twin entrances. Above, great bolts, like spears, were being fired from the city defences further up the mountain. Several gaien were struck, but most were able to release their carriages before turning, and flying away north.

      One carriage lost two of its gaien, and span out of control. Its carriage smashed into a ridge high to their left, and warriors fell out like rain from the wreckage.

      ‘Never mind them,’ Benel said. ‘Every entrance to the city will have a garrison. We need to find it.’

      ‘It’s that way,’ she pointed. ‘Where the soldiers are coming from.’

      ‘Take your squad in,’ he said, ‘and the others from the first company. I’ll deal with the hall.’

      ‘Aye,’ she said.

      ‘Good job before,’ he muttered. ‘No one else was close enough to realise it wasn’t my torch that set it off.’

      ‘Aye, and I’m sure you’ll be really upset at getting the credit for it.’

      ‘A burden I’m prepared to bear,’ he smiled.

      She turned, and met with the officers gathered by the entrance.

      ‘First company,’ she yelled. ‘We’re taking the garrison. Come on you lazy bastards.’

      The Rahain had formed lines leading through the columns to the left of the gate, and were trying to break out through the alliance forces, who were now in the hall in their hundreds. Keira led the first company in a tight charge, right at the main Rahain lines.

      She felt exhilarated, alive. She left all sense of restraint behind and fought, heedless of her safety, fearless and terrifying.

      The warriors of the first company followed her. The more reckless she was, the more they surged forward to match her, and they smashed through the Rahain lines, Holdings, Sanang and Kellach Brigdomin together.

      The remaining Rahain turned and fled at the frenzied onslaught, and she set off to pursue them into the tunnels and chambers dug into the side of the hall.

      ‘Clear it out!’ she cried when she reached a crossroads. ‘Every tunnel, every chamber, kill them all!’

      She stood aside, and the company surged past her and into the Rahain barracks.

      Kylon walked up to her and shook his head.

      ‘That was fucking mental,’ she said.

      ‘You’re out of your mind.’

      ‘I’m a crazy bitch,’ she said. ‘That’s why you love me.’

      ‘What now, Sergeant?’ said Niall.

      She glanced at him. He had never commented on how she had been promoted above him after the opening of the tunnel. Maybe he was a natural second-in-command. The other survivors of the tunnel raid gathered around, ordered by Benel to stay close to Keira at all times. He had told them she had saved his life in the tunnel, and that he owed her. Only half of the original squad had made it back after she had used her powers to blow out the blockage. The Holdings troopers had suffered the most, of the allies, only Brecht and Bronald had been killed.

      ‘Anybody got a smoke?’ she said.

      ‘Only cigarettes, sarge,’ said Flora.

      ‘Fine.’

      The young trooper handed her one and lit it for her.

      She took a few draws and stubbed it under her heel.

      ‘Back to the hall,’ she said. ‘The first company can have the garrison all to themselves.’

      The great gatehouse hall was in chaos when they returned. Shop fronts were smashed, their glass scattered over the ground. Civilians and Rahain soldiers lay dead or dying. Groups of alliance warriors were milling around, while others were looting.

      ‘Who’s in fucking charge here?’ Keira cried. ‘Where’s the major?’

      ‘His carriage was shot down,’ a Holdings trooper said. ‘His entire staff was aboard.’

      She pushed her way through the soldiers, looking for an officer.

      ‘Fuck this,’ she said. ‘Squad, follow me.’

      She turned, and started moving towards the far end of the hall, away from the pair of gates where they had entered. The soldiers thinned out, and she saw Benel ahead, fighting with a company beside him, carving their way through the civilians trying to flee to the high arched exits in the far wall.

      A crossbow bolt skittered off the marble floor by her feet and she looked up. Rahain soldiers were moving into position on a long balcony ringing the hall above them.

      ‘Take cover,’ she yelled at her squad, and they ran under the stone canopy of a row of shops nestled between two great pillars.

      ‘This is a fucking mess,’ Leah shouted, as dozens of bolts rained down on the central plaza of the hall, hitting warriors and troopers. ‘While Benel’s off glory-hunting, the battalion’s taking a pasting.’

      ‘We’ll have to go up there ourselves,’ Keira said. ‘Did anyone pass any stairs?’

      ‘I saw some ahead of us,’ a trooper yelled.

      ‘Show me.’

      The trooper ran, hugging the shop fronts, and the squad followed. Halfway down the hall, a wide marble stairway rose. At the top, a row of Rahain soldiers were standing, their heavy shields blocking the way to the balconies.

      A mass of alliance soldiers were huddled nearby, holding their own shields high in the air, trying to shelter from the crossbow bolts. Many had been hit, and the floor was littered with bodies.

      ‘Charge the stairs!’ Keira screamed at them. ‘Move yer fat arses!’

      A Sanang warrior glanced at her, then at the stairs.

      He roared, and charged, setting off a reaction in those around him, and within seconds, the soldiers were running at the steps, their shields peppered with bolts. Keira joined them, and ran up the stairs two at a time. A bolt ripped a chunk out of her shield, sending splinters into her face, and she nearly fell, but Kylon grabbed her arm and kept her moving. All around, alliance soldiers were being hit, while more were running to help, and piling up the stairs. The steps were slippery with blood, but still Keira ran. Fang was the first to reach the Rahain shieldwall. He thrust his axe in sideways through a crossbow slot, twisted it, and pulled, ripping the shield out of formation. Keira sprang through the gap, her sword swinging, Kylon a second behind.

      Keira cut down a shield-bearer, kicked him down the stairs, and the wall broke. The Rahain dropped their shields and tried to flee, but the rage and speed of the alliance soldiers overcame them, hacking them down as they ran.

      She saw an officer, a young Holdings captain, reach the top of the stairs.

      ‘Clear the balconies,’ he shouted, and squads moved up past him, half turning left, the other right.

      ‘You,’ he called to Keira.

      ‘Me?’

      ‘Yes, Sergeant, you,’ he said, sweating and panting. ‘I saw what you did. Thank you. Have you seen the major?’

      ‘The major’s flying carriage was destroyed. You’re probably the most senior officer left, apart from Benel.’

      ‘Shit,’ he grunted. ‘Where is our intrepid mage?’

      ‘Last I saw, the crazy bastard was leading a charge towards the far gates.’

      He reached into his pocket, and pulled out a badge.

      ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Pin it on your jacket. I’m making you a temporary lieutenant. What’s your name?’

      ‘Keilyn.’

      ‘I’m Captain Tully.’ He pointed down the stairs. ‘Get down there, gather everyone who hasn’t been shot, and reinforce Benel’s position. Tell him I’m taking the upper levels and the outside gates.’

      ‘Aye sir,’ she smiled.

      ‘Come on squad,’ she said, and led them down the stairs.

      ‘Fucksake,’ she heard Niall grumble. ‘We’ll never hear the end of this.’

      ‘I fucking heard that,’ she winked. ‘Guess what? You’re acting-sergeant again.’

      He groaned.

      They reached the bottom of the stairs. Bolts were still coming down from the far ends of the balcony above, but they were lessening, as Tully’s forces swept through them.

      The damage already done was considerable. Dozens of alliance soldiers lay dead or wounded across the great marble plaza in the centre of the hall.

      Keira paused to fasten the officer badge to her chest.

      ‘Form up!’ she bellowed, her voice thundering through the hall. ‘Sergeants, line up your squads.’

      The mob of soldiers stared at her for a moment.

      She slapped one across the face. ‘Wake up you fucking pricks! Come on!’

      Her squad ran through the crowd, shoving and cajoling the soldiers into action.

      ‘Check your weapons,’ Kylon shouted at them as they arranged themselves before Keira. ‘Shields out front. Get into lines.’

      Keira pointed her sword at the far gates, where she could see Benel’s small force nearing the high archways.

      ‘To the mage!’ she yelled, and charged.

      She heard the pounding of hundreds of boots behind her as she raced towards the far end of the hall, leaping over bodies. Ahead, Benel was visible, leading his company through the back of the fleeing crowd of civilians.

      There was the sharp blast of a trumpet, and the last of the civilians fled out of the hall and into the city streets. Taking their place was a vast sea of Rahain soldiers, marching up the highway towards the gatehouse. The front rows had the familiar large shields, like doors, and the soldiers behind began firing their crossbows at Benel’s company.

      Exposed in front of the great high archways, the alliance company was cut down in seconds. Benel dived to his right, behind an overturned cart, as bolts flew by like a hailstorm.

      ‘Fucking fuck,’ Keira spat.

      The Rahain shieldwall rolled forward, and the soldiers following Keira came into crossbow range.

      ‘Shields!’ she cried, as bolts slammed into their lines. She crouched, but was knocked off her feet by the masses surging behind her. All around, alliance soldiers were falling, Holdings, Sanang and Kellach Brigdomin, the air thick with death. She saw Benel, lying behind the cart just twenty yards away, his eyes wide and crazy.

      ‘Keilyn!’ he cried. ‘Do it! Do it or we all die here.’

      She screamed and got to her feet. Her shield was riddled with bolts, and chunks were missing, but she swung it round to her front, and ran.

      She kept low, bolts thudding into her shield. One glanced off her helmet, sending white sparks before her eyes. The alliance soldiers who had followed her were scythed down in the withering hail of bolts. She threw herself behind the cart where Benel was crouching.

      He punched her.

      She grabbed him by the throat.

      ‘Do it!’ he gasped. ‘Burn them!’

      ‘You fucking bastard,’ she said. ‘You brought us here, but you had no fucking clue what we were walking into.’ She dropped him to the ground, and looked up and around.

      ‘Here,’ he said, throwing her a box of matches.

      She frowned, and sat with her back to the cart. The charge of alliance soldiers had faltered, and the survivors were retreating back out of range. Across the floor the life blood of dozens of warriors and troopers flowed, the groans and cries of the wounded drowned out by the heavy marching steps of the Rahain force nearing the archways.

      ‘If Kylon and Leah are dead,’ she said. ‘I’ll kill you.’

      ‘We can hold this gatehouse. Just push them back, and we’ll put up barricades, and wait for the alliance army to arrive.’

      She picked up the card packaging from a Rahain box, and lit a match.

      ‘You’re fucking delusional,’ she said. ‘Got any keenweed?’

      He pulled out a smokestick from his pocket, and lit it off the match.

      She pushed the tiny flame into the card, setting it aflame. He held the smokestick to her lips and she inhaled.

      ‘Let’s roast some lizard.’

      She peered over the top of the cart, and raised a small ball of flame from the smouldering package. She flicked it at high speed towards the nearest part of the Rahain shieldwall, sending it right through a crossbow slot, where it burst onto the soldiers crammed in behind.

      Another ball, and another, she kept going until the fire at her feet burnt out, but by that time the flames from the shieldwall were big and close enough for her to feel them.

      She raised her arms, her hands clasped together, then swept them apart, and flames roared across the face of the Rahain front line in one rapid motion, sending every shield alight in an explosion of fire. She dived back down behind the cart, the heat from the raging line of flame sending sweat down her forehead.

      Benel laughed. ‘Fuck me, blondie,’ he said. ‘That might do it.’

      He stood, and walked out into the plaza. All shooting from the crossbows had ceased, and the Rahain lines were pulling back in confusion, the front ranks of their soldiers incinerated in the intense corridor of fire.

      Benel put his hands on his hips and faced the great hall, where the remnants of the Leftovers had gathered, their mouths hanging open.

      ‘The gatehouse is ours!’ he cried. ‘Barricade the archways!’
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      Keira allowed herself to be healed by a Sanang hedgewitch, despite not having suffered any major injury, as she liked the rush it gave her. Kylon and Fang had needed it more, having taken two bolts apiece. Leah was uninjured, having been left behind while they had attacked the balcony earlier.

      The Rahain had left them alone for several hours, giving the Leftovers time to build barricades at each of the three arched entrances, and clear away the heaps of dead. Three thousand had flown in with Benel. Now barely half of that remained.

      Captain Tully was occupying and fortifying the twin outer entrances, while Benel took command of the archways leading to the interior of the city. The soldiers had looted the shops, and come away with a wide selection of luxury goods, and supplies of food and drink. The cleared-out garrison buildings had also yielded stores of crossbows and bolts, which the alliance soldiers at both ends of the plaza were happy to take.

      Benel had announced to a sceptical audience of warriors and troopers that he had loosed a fire arrow, and must have hit something flammable. Keira noticed that many were staring at her, but none would meet her eye.

      What was left of her squad huddled round her in a looted shop, shielding her from questions, and growling at any that got too close.

      ‘We knew something was up,’ Niall said. ‘Our very own fucking fire mage.’

      ‘Why were you keeping it a secret?’ Flora asked.

      ‘I was worried people might think I was that fire mage,’ she said. ‘You know, the crazy one.’

      Niall squinted at her. ‘I had this mad dream,’ he said, ‘at least, I think it was a dream.’

      ‘So your telling us you’re not the wanted war criminal?’ Flora said.

      ‘Exactly,’ Keira said. ‘I’m not her. Do you all understand?’

      The troopers glanced at each other, but nodded. Leah sat to the side, smirking.

      Kylon limped over and sat down.

      ‘How you doing?’ she asked.

      He grunted.

      ‘He took two bolts to his guts,’ Leah said. ‘How the fuck do you think he’s doing?’

      Keira turned, scowling.

      ‘I was watching from up on the balcony,’ Leah went on. ‘You charged a fucking Rahain shield wall. After everything we went through in the war. How many times did we see our folk do that and die? I saw Kylon get hit, and Fang go down, yet you were still running.’

      ‘The perils of putting me in charge,’ Keira said, taking a swig of looted brandy. ‘I’m apt to do crazy shit.’

      ‘She needed to get close enough,’ Kylon said.

      ‘Whoever you are, Lieutenant,’ Niall said, smoking, ‘that was pretty fucking spectacular. Is that what we’re getting from now on? I mean, Benel can stand beside you while you do it, and claim he is loosing his lucky arrows, but with you at our head, the Leftovers are going to kick some lizard arse.’

      She shook her head. ‘You guys know, but most other folk didn’t see what happened. The bolts were flying, and folk were getting hit everywhere. Give it a bit of time, and they’ll believe Benel’s bullshit story about the arrow.’

      ‘Just make sure none of you talk,’ Kylon said, his dark eyes boring into each of the troopers.

      Keira stretched, and got to her feet.

      ‘I’m off to find Benel.’

      Niall nodded at Flora, and the young Holdings trooper stood, a crossbow in her hands.

      Keira frowned at her. ‘Come on then.’

      They left the shop, and walked towards the barricades. Wagons, tables, doors, and all manner of debris had been piled up in the three archways, and an entire company of Leftovers were in position guarding it, their crossbows ready.

      Keira went up to the closest barrier.

      ‘Anything happening?’ she asked the sergeant there, a short, tough-looking Holdings woman.

      She saluted Keira.

      ‘No hostile activity from the enemy, ma’am,’ she said, ‘but they’re building a wall around the gatehouse.’

      Keira peered through the barricade, squinting into the lamplight of the underground Rahain streets. Ahead, out of crossbow range, Rahain workers were constructing a stone wall, which curved out in a semi-circle, blocking off access to the three archways. The wall was only waist high in places, but dozens of labourers in brown tunics were bustling to finish it.

      ‘Let the bastards build their wall,’ she said, ‘at least the wee fucks aren’t attacking us.’

      The sergeant nodded, a wary look in her eye as she glanced at Keira.

      ‘You seen Mage Benel?’ Keira asked.

      ‘He’s in the jewellers,’ the sergeant said, pointing over at a shop behind her. ‘He said he wasn’t to be disturbed.’

      ‘Cheers.’

      Keira nodded at Flora, and they strode across the wide plaza, smeared with the dried blood of the alliance. Two guards were standing at the door of the jewellery shop, its windows smashed.

      The troopers went to block Keira’s path, then realised who it was approaching them.

      ‘The mage said no one was to come in, ma’am,’ said one of them.

      ‘Aye. I’m sure he’ll make an exception for me, but.’

      The troopers looked at each other, and moved out of her way.

      ‘Thanks, lads,’ she said, walking past them into the shop.

      The interior was wrecked, with shelves of rings and necklaces ransacked and scattered across the floor. Bright oil lamps burned on the walls, their light reflecting off the enormous gilt-edged mirrors.

      Keira heard the sound of crashing coming from a room at the back of the shop.

      ‘Stay here,’ she said to Flora.

      She went up to the door, and swung it open. Benel had a bronze statuette in his hand, and was using it to smash up anything in range. A glass cabinet was toppled onto the floor, and he kicked it. Lines of fatigue and rage were etched into his face. Keira closed the door behind her.

      ‘Having fun?’

      His mouth opened in a snarl, and he stopped, his arm raised.

      ‘Oh, it’s you.’

      She sat on the edge of a table. ‘Any particular fucking reason you’re trashing the place?’

      He dropped the statuette, and lit a cigarette, handing her one.

      ‘I’ve just been in communication with my superiors,’ he said. ‘I got a vague impression that they weren’t overly happy with my change of plan.’

      ‘What’s done is done,’ she said. ‘They’ll just have to get on with it.’

      He nodded and sat next to her.

      ‘What now?’ she said.

      ‘We stay,’ he said. ‘If we try to retreat north out of the city, the defences on the ridge above the gates will mow us down like wheat.’

      ‘You’ve well and truly fucked this one up.’

      ‘Not if we hold out,’ he said, turning to her, his eyes bright. ‘If we dig in, and remain here until the alliance reaches us, then the army will have a way into the city, just like at Rainsby.’

      ‘And then I get arrested. Brilliant.’

      ‘Not if I tell them the truth,’ he said. ‘If they knew how you opened up the tunnel in the Grey Mountains for them, they…’

      ‘Don’t give me your pish. Do you really think the king would be like, “well, that makes everything all right, now run along ya cheeky wee mage”? Come on.’

      Benel frowned. ‘What’s done is done, like you said. If you hadn’t fried those Rahain, we’d all be dead. No, there’s a way we can all come out of this as heroes, I just haven’t thought of it yet.’

      The ground began to rumble, and Keira leapt off the table.

      ‘What the fuck?’

      The walls swayed, and the floor tilted. A great crack opened in the ceiling, spilling down dust and debris.

      ‘Stone mages!’ Benel cried. He bolted to a deep alcove in the wall, topped with a small arch. Keira jumped in next to him as the rumble became a roar, and the ceiling collapsed in a crescendo of rock and noise.
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      Keira opened her eyes. She was covered in a thin coating of powdered grey rock, a cloud of particles like a thick fog hanging before her. She turned, and saw Benel sat next to her, smoking, his hair and clothes grey with dust.

      ‘How long was that?’ she said. ‘Felt like hours.’

      ‘Just a few minutes,’ he said. ‘Wasn’t too bad.’

      ‘Wasn’t too bad?’ she said, coughing. ‘It was a fucking earthquake.’

      ‘Come on,’ he said, getting to his feet.

      As the haze of dust started to clear, Keira looked up. Most of the ceiling was still in place, but great chunks had fallen, exposing the raw rock of the mountain behind. She stood.

      ‘We weren’t in the epicentre,’ he said, scrambling over blocks of masonry towards the door, which was hanging off one hinge.

      ‘Flora!’ Keira cried, rushing past Benel into the main shop. The trooper was kneeling in a pool of blood, with long fragments of glass all around her, fallen from the shattered mirrors. One large shard had sliced through her left leg below the knee, and her face was grey.

      ‘Fuck,’ said Keira, kneeling by her.

      ‘Are you all right mage?’ the trooper said.

      ‘Aye, I’m fine. Get yourself to a Sanang healer,’ she said, ‘I need to see the rest of the damage.’

      She joined Benel, and they left the shop.

      Her mouth opened.

      The three great archways had gone. Where they had stood was now an enormous pile of rubble. Dazed soldiers staggered in the plaza, some limping. Several stretches of balcony had collapsed, and there were casualties where they had landed on the marble floor. There was no sign of the company that had been guarding the barricades.

      ‘They brought the gates down,’ said Benel, gazing around. ‘Guess they didn’t want to face the fire mage again.’

      Several small fires had started, and some of the shops were burning. Warriors and troopers were stumbling about, some emerging from shelters, others trying to get to their feet. Cries from the wounded echoed through the great hall, and everywhere, thick clouds of dust were suspended in the air.

      She spat on the floor.

      ‘Now we have no choice,’ Benel said. ‘We stay here, and hold out until we’re relieved.’
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      Plateau City, The Plateau – 6th Day, Second Third Winter 505

      ‘Come on baby,’ Daphne muttered, her right hand rubbing the small of her back.

      ‘I’m sorry ma’am?’ Captain Suthers said to her, a teacup held in her hand.

      ‘Not to worry, Captain,’ Daphne said, shaking her head. ‘I’m at the stage where all I want is this baby to be out.’

      ‘Are you overdue, ma’am?’

      ‘Five days,’ she said, trying to get comfortable on the chair, ‘though it feels longer. Thank you for coming over.’

      ‘No problem, ma’am. Is your sister around?’

      ‘Celine? Not at the moment.’

      ‘I’d be grateful, ma’am, if you could please pass on to her the message that no action is going to be taken over the unfortunate incident that occurred here a half third back. No charges have been brought against Celine Holdfast, as she has been judged to have acted in your defence.’

      ‘That’s good to hear,’ Daphne said. ‘It still saddens me, to know that someone I trusted tried to kill me. Mona, she…’ Daphne paused, suppressing a tear.

      ‘We did a little poking around,’ Suthers said. ‘Looked into your servant’s background, to see if we could find a motive.’

      Daphne said nothing.

      ‘I believe you told the sergeant on the scene that it was an old family grudge?’

      ‘Was I mistaken?’

      Suthers nodded, and sipped her tea.

      ‘We discovered that Mona of Hold Fast had been attending meetings and services held by a rather extreme sect of the church, the One True Path.’

      ‘I’ve heard of them,’ Daphne said. ‘A mean spirited bunch if my recollection is correct.’

      ‘Indeed,’ Suthers said. She put her tea down on the table by the fire. ‘We’re posting extra guards at your front door. I’m afraid to say ma’am, but it appears that the sect have issued some threatening statements concerning yourself. And your baby.’

      Daphne nodded.

      ‘We’ll do what we can to protect you, ma’am,’ Suthers said, ‘but you must also take your own precautions.’

      ‘I don’t understand,’ Daphne said. ‘If they’re threatening me, why don’t you arrest them?’

      ‘I’m Port Authority,’ Suthers shrugged. ‘Not my jurisdiction. I’m not actually supposed to be here, ma’am.’

      Daphne felt a sharp pain, and she took a breath. False contractions, Shella had said, as if they were a mere warm up for the real thing.

      ‘Are you all right, ma’am?’

      ‘Yes. Go on.’

      Suthers shifted in her seat. ‘The word is ma’am, that no one is to investigate the One True Path, or any other church body.’ She glanced around the room. ‘Ma’am, this command has come from the top. The church is to be left alone.’

      ‘The king,’ Daphne said.

      ‘His Majesty is very close to the lord vicar,’ Suthers said. ‘Preparations are being made for something, but I don’t know what.’

      ‘Why are you telling me this?’ Daphne said. ‘I’m truly grateful for the guards, and for your concern, Captain, but you must watch what you are saying.’

      ‘Most officers in the Port Authority were drafted in from the cavalry,’ Suthers said, ‘myself included. I still have friends in the city garrison, and none of them are happy about how you’re being treated. After all the praise they lavished on you for rescuing the Rakanese princess, the church are allowing a sect of their own priests to preach a pack of filthy lies about you. And we are forbidden to intervene.’

      Daphne felt another spasm of pain, longer and more intense than before.

      ‘Help me stand,’ she said.

      Suthers rushed to her side, and supported Daphne as she got to her feet. She put her right hand on the back of the chair.

      Such pain.

      ‘Should I call for someone?’ Suthers asked.

      ‘Shella,’ Daphne gasped.

      The captain left the room, and Daphne held on to the chair.

      It passed. Daphne breathed.

      Damn, she thought, was it beginning?

      She straightened her back, the weight in her womb heavy. She felt the baby move.

      The door opened, and Shella marched in.

      ‘Another false alarm?’ she said, as Suthers and Bedig came in behind her. ‘You’ve been having one nearly every day.’

      ‘This feels different.’

      ‘I shall leave now, ma’am,’ Suthers said. ‘All the best for the birth. I hope you feel safe knowing that the house is well-guarded.’

      Shella frowned at the officer.

      ‘Thank you Captain,’ Daphne said.

      Suthers saluted, and left.

      ‘That woman is way too uptight,’ Shella said, walking over to Daphne’s side. ‘She’s walking evidence that the king should relax the laws on smoking weed.’

      ‘I hope you’ve brought some.’

      ‘Of course,’ Shella said, placing a hand on Daphne’s massive bump, ‘but they’re for labour, not for every time you whine.’

      ‘Have you heard of the One True Path?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Shella said. ‘A group of nutters in the church. Make a lot of noise, holding sermons outside on the site where their church is due to be built. Attract a whole bunch of idiots who go along to listen.’

      ‘Mona was one of them.’

      ‘The crazy servant? Is that why Suthers was here? She didn’t have to be so fucking mysterious about it. “I must speak to Miss Holdfast privately”, she said to me, as if I were staff.’

      ‘She means well,’ Daphne said. ‘She’s assigned more guards outside the house. Apparently the One True Path have been threatening me, and Mona was influenced by their sermons.’

      ‘Scum,’ Shella spat. ‘Give me two minutes, and I’ll have their brains flowing out of their noses. How dare they. Fuck, I hope they do come here.’ She cracked her knuckles, her eyes elsewhere.

      ‘Thanks for being angry on my behalf,’ Daphne said, ‘but I’m not worried about them. Just get me through the birth, and I can deal with everything else later.’

      Shella nodded, sat, and lit a cigarette. She picked up the teapot and gave it a shake, then poured a cup.

      ‘Here,’ she said, passing it to Daphne.

      Daphne sat down. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Heard anything from your father?’ Shella asked.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘To be honest, I’ve never believed he’d make it back in time. The two most important men in my life, and neither will be here when one becomes a father, the other a grandfather.’

      ‘Well,’ Shella smirked, ‘at least you have the third most important.’

      Bedig grinned.

      ‘I’m glad you stayed,’ Daphne said.

      ‘I’ll be here,’ Bedig said, ‘so I can tell every detail to Killop when he arrives, or if we ever meet him again. The birth of a Kellach Brigdomin child should be witnessed by at least one of his own folk.’

      ‘You’re weird,’ Shella said. ‘And it’s a half-Kellach child. All monkey, though.’

      Daphne frowned. ‘Ape.’

      ‘What’s the difference?’ Shella said.

      ‘Oh, about the same as between frogs and toads.’

      ‘Fuck you Daphne Holdfast,’ Shella glowered. ‘You’re only the fourth child of an aristocrat. I’m a fucking princess.’

      ‘Really, your Highness,’ Daphne smiled, ‘and have the Rakanese government recognised you as such?’

      ‘The ambassador is an arse-licking hypocrite,’ Shella said. ‘He’s the only voice of the government here, in these barbarian ape-infested lands. Fuck knows what’s happening back home in Arakhanah City, apart from the famine, and the collapse of money, and the crumbling sea-walls. The king says “wipe my arse”, and a dozen Rakanese bow and beg to be chosen. I’ll tell you Daphne,’ Shella pointed her cigarette at her. ‘It’s just as well the ambassador has resigned. If I had to put up with him much longer, his brains would be decorating the walls of the embassy.’

      ‘Do you know who’ll be replacing him?’

      ‘I’ve applied for the position myself,’ Shella said. ‘If I’m going to be living here anyway, I reckoned I ought to do something useful. I sold it to them as the cheapest option. I get a pension from the king, so they wouldn’t need to pay me a salary.’

      Pain flashed through Daphne. She put the cup down, and closed her eyes.

      Her left arm was trembling, she realised.

      Bedig appeared at her side, and helped her to stand.

      ‘Walk,’ he said.

      She put her right hand on Bedig’s arm, and breathed hard, her head lowered, the pain peaking.

      ‘Baby’s head is moving down a bit,’ Shella said, her hand on Daphne’s front. ‘Fuck me,’ she grinned at Bedig. ‘She might actually be about to push out her oversized unborn. Is the room ready?’

      ‘It’s been ready for days, princess,’ he replied.

      The pain passed. Sweat formed on Daphne’s forehead. She kept her head down, her eyes closed.

      ‘That was worse,’ she said.

      ‘Of course it was,’ Shella said. ‘You have a giant monkey baby inside you.’

      Daphne felt Shella take her hand.

      ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s go to your room.’

      Daphne opened her eyes. ‘All right.’

      Shella turned to Bedig as they started to walk. ‘Fill the bath,’ she whispered.

      ‘I’m not giving birth in a bath,’ Daphne said. ‘We’ve gone over this.’

      ‘But it’s the natural way, Daphne,’ Shella said.

      ‘Maybe for the Rakanese. I’m not risking the baby drowning.’

      Shella laughed. ‘It won’t. I’ll whisk it out of the water straight away. It’ll be fine.’

      ‘He,’ said Bedig. ‘He’ll be fine. Stop saying “it”.’

      ‘We don’t know if the baby’s a boy,’ Daphne said.

      Bedig opened the door to the room they had prepared for the birth.

      ‘I know,’ Shella said. ‘I’ve known the sex for thirds. There are differences in the internal blood-flow between males and females, even ones that small.’

      ‘And?’ Bedig said. ‘What is it then?’

      ‘Stop,’ said Daphne. ‘I’ve waited this long, I can last until the baby comes.’

      She paused by the entrance to the room as the strongest contraction yet tightened her abdomen. She clenched her eyes shut, and put her right hand round Bedig’s thumb, squeezing it.

      ‘Ow,’ he said.

      ‘Shut up,’ Shella muttered.

      ‘She’s stronger than she looks,’ the Brig man grimaced.

      The pain consumed her for a long moment, then tailed off again.

      ‘Shit, Daphne,’ she heard Celine say. ‘Is this it?’

      She opened her eyes. ‘Hello. I didn’t hear you come in.’

      Bedig withdrew his thumb from her grasp, and rubbed it with his other hand.

      Celine and Shella helped her through into the room, and up onto the bed.

      ‘I still think this is crazy,’ Shella said, shaking her head. ‘The stupidest possible position to be in to push out a baby.’

      ‘I’m not doing it in the bath.’

      ‘Well, squat then,’ Shella said. ‘Anything but lying on your back.’

      ‘This is the way Ariel did it.’

      ‘Yes,’ Shella said, ‘and did it look painful?’

      ‘I’m not squatting. I want to keep a shred of my dignity.’

      ‘Dignity?’ Shella snorted. ‘Get that idea out of your head right now. It’s only us here, the servants have all been told to keep everyone away, and none of them are to enter unless we let them in. In this room Daphne, you can scream, swear, whatever, it doesn’t matter, we’re your friends.’

      ‘Here comes another one,’ Daphne said, gritting her teeth. Bedig stepped back a fraction.

      Celine stood by her shoulder and held her hand until it passed.

      ‘I’m going to take a look,’ Shella said. ‘Loosen your skirt.’

      ‘It felt like I needed to push,’ Daphne said, sweating, her head back on the pillow.

      She felt her knees parted by Shella’s hands.

      ‘Way too early for that,’ she said after a moment, ‘you’re hardly dilated at all.’

      ‘I thought the baby was coming?’

      ‘It is,’ Shella said, smoothing Daphne’s skirt back down. ‘Might take all day though. It’s your first and, well… the baby is quite sizable. Your waters haven’t even broken yet.’

      ‘Can’t you hurry it along?’ Celine asked.

      ‘I could, yes,’ Shella said, ‘but I won’t, not unless it’s an emergency. Everything seems okay so far, so let time and nature do its thing. In fact, I’m going to take a nap. You stay here Celine. Come and wake me in a few hours, or if anything changes.’

      ‘A few hours?’ Daphne said.

      ‘I need to conserve my energy,’ she shrugged, ‘in case I need to use any powers.’

      ‘What should I do?’ Bedig asked.

      ‘Make yourself useful,’ she replied. ‘Pour Daphne some tea, and get some food for the rest of us.’

      ‘Doesn’t she get to eat?’ he asked.

      Shella frowned, and shook her head. ‘Best not.’

      The two of them left the room. Celine turned to Daphne and half-smiled.

      ‘Talk to me,’ Daphne said.

      ‘What about?’

      ‘Anything.’

      Celine sighed. ‘Heard from Vince this morning. Well, a letter arrived from him. He wrote it days ago.’

      Daphne lay back, the pain of another contraction filling her. Every muscle in her abdomen felt like it was tearing. Celine paused.

      ‘Keep talking,’ Daphne grunted.

      ‘Yes,’ Celine said. ‘Sorry. He’s doing all right, well he’s not injured, and they’re winning. I mean, we’re winning. He missed the fighting in the great tunnel, but was in the battle for Tahrana City. He wrote that they found a camp of Kellach Brigdomin slaves after they left the city. The guards had abandoned the place, and left the slaves chained up and dying of thirst. It was horrible, he said. They had been so badly treated, he thinks that only half will survive. The Kellach in the army were enraged.’

      Daphne shuddered as the pain faded. Celine picked up a towel and wiped her forehead.

      ‘Has it passed?’

      ‘Yes,’ Daphne said. ‘They’re getting longer.’

      ‘Hours of this to go?’ Celine said. ‘You’re not making me want to have children.’

      ‘Were you planning on it?’

      ‘Sure,’ Celine said, ‘once Vince gets back. His mother’s been nagging us.’

      ‘She writes to him?’

      ‘And to me,’ she said, ‘every half-third. She’s not exactly the easiest mother-in-law to have, but at least she’s hundreds of miles away.’ Celine paused, her eyes widening. ‘I’m sorry, Daphne. I forgot she’s your mother too.’

      ‘She’s never written to me once,’ Daphne said, ‘not even when I was a student in Holdings City. I’ve done nothing but disappoint her.’

      ‘You’re your father’s favourite though, no?’ Celine said. ‘That’s what Ariel said, and Vince didn’t deny it.’

      ‘Then why isn’t he here?’

      Celine opened her mouth to respond, but stopped as another knot of agony gripped Daphne. She felt the urge to push again, but the thought of the pain that might follow stopped her.

      ‘That’s two since Shella left,’ Celine said.

      ‘You’re counting?’

      ‘Shella asked me to,’ Celine said. ‘Shit, I was supposed to time them as well. How long would you say that one lasted?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ Daphne said, her eyes closing. She wanted to sleep, each break between contractions now an oasis of calm. She drifted off.
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      Hours crawled by, hours where pain alternated with exhausted relief. Bedig brought tea, and Celine left for a break.

      The sun went down, and Bedig closed the shutters and lit the wall lamps. He had encouraged her to get off the bed and walk about.

      ‘Shella’s got a point,’ he said. ‘Don’t know about a bath, but all Kellach women squat to give birth. Shella could catch him as he drops…’

      ‘Can we not talk about it, please?’ Daphne said. She leant over the bed, pain holding her tight.

      A sense of panic flitted through her. She blinked. She didn’t feel as if she were about to lose control.

      She felt it again.

      ‘It’s coming from the baby,’ she said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Get Shella,’ Daphne gasped, as a surge of pain ripped through her. The urge to push was almost irresistible, the muscles in her lower back were on fire.

      Panic.

      ‘It’s going to be all right,’ she whispered.

      ‘What’s up?’ Shella yawned.

      ‘Something’s wrong.’

      She felt a hand touch her belly.

      ‘Heart rate’s high,’ Shella said.

      Daphne started to clamber back onto the bed.

      ‘Stay where you are,’ Shella said, a firm tone to her voice. ‘You’re right, something is wrong.’ Daphne felt Shella move her skirts. ‘I’m going to have to break your waters.’

      ‘Do it,’ Daphne gasped, the pain going on, longer than any contraction.

      She closed her eyes, and Shella’s hand moved. Warm liquid poured down the insides of her legs.

      ‘You’re fully dilated,’ she heard Shella’s voice say, as if from far away, ‘but the baby has moved, and I think it may have got tangled up with the cord.’

      Daphne clenched her teeth to stop herself screaming. Her body felt like it was being split apart.

      ‘Don’t push,’ Shella said. ‘I’m going to try to move the baby.’

      Two hands were placed on her abdomen.

      Daphne nearly collapsed from the pain. Bedig put his arm around her shoulder.

      ‘Maybe time to give her a smoke, princess?’

      ‘Not yet. And shut up, I’m concentrating.’

      Something wrenched inside her, but it also felt free, as if a pressure was released.

      ‘Now Daphne,’ Shella cried. ‘Push.’
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      Daphne pushed for a long hour, until Shella finally gave in, and passed her a smokestick of mixed dullweed and dreamweed. It had numbed most of the pain, but it had also slowed her labour down as Daphne lost all track of time. At some point, maybe minutes, maybe hours before, she had got back onto the bed. She tried to push when Shella urged her, but she could barely feel the muscles in her abdomen.

      Bedig was asleep in a chair, and Celine was by her side, stroking her hair and whispering words of comfort. Shella remained down between her legs.

      ‘This is taking too long,’ she muttered. ‘Heart rate’s low, and I’m worried. The cord’s free, but the baby’s facing the wrong way, and it looks like it’s got stuck.’

      Shella’s words floated to Daphne as if she was in a dream.

      ‘I’m going to have to speed things up a bit,’ she said.

      ‘Is it dangerous?’ Celine asked.

      ‘Yeah, but it’s better than doing nothing.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’

      ‘Make her muscles contract. Make her do another big push, like she was doing before I gave her the dullweed.’

      She looked up at Daphne.

      ‘This is going to hurt. Probably a lot. Sorry.’

      ‘Get it over with,’ Daphne mumbled.

      The worst pain she had ever experienced tore through her, like her insides were ripping. Even with the dullweed, the agony streaked its way down her body. Her memory flashed an image of being tortured in the dungeons of the church, but that had been nothing compared to this.

      It rose to a crescendo, like toppling over an abyss, then, like that, it was over. She felt weak, drained. Her breath grew shallow, and her eyesight darkened. There was a warm pulse of blood down her legs.

      ‘We’re losing her,’ she heard Celine cry from far away.
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      Daphne opened her eyes. She was on her back, which was stiff, and her nethers were on fire, but most of all she felt an absence, a lifting of a heavy weight. Bedig was standing, mopping the floor, where previously clean white towels were stained with blood. Celine was on her other side, her head on the bed, gently snoring.

      ‘You’re awake,’ Shella said.

      Daphne raised her head a fraction.

      Shella was sitting in an armchair, smoking. Her clothes were covered in blood, and she had spatters down her face.

      ‘Where’s the baby?’ Daphne whispered, her voice hoarse.

      Shella stood, and walked to a small crib.

      Daphne tried to raise her head further, but was too exhausted.

      ‘Why’s the baby so quiet? Is everything all right?’

      ‘She’s sleeping,’ Shella smiled. ‘Zonked out by all the effort, not to mention the dullweed.’

      She leant into the crib and picked up a bundle.

      ‘She?’

      ‘Yes, Daphne,’ Shella said. ‘It’s a girl.’

      She passed the bundle to Daphne, and she laid the baby down against her breast, and gazed into her tiny, wrinkled face. Her dark skin was warm and soft.

      ‘She’s beautiful.’

      ‘Yeah, she is now,’ Shella said. ‘You should have seen her when she first came out.’

      Bedig stood by the bed. ‘Shella saved her. She saved you both.’

      ‘With a little help from Celine,’ Shella said. ‘She gave you a lot of her blood.’

      ‘You’re true sisters now,’ Bedig said.

      Daphne noticed a bandage on Celine’s arm.

      ‘You were haemorrhaging,’ Shella said. ‘Even once the afterbirth was out, the blood wouldn’t stop.’

      She raised her hands.

      ‘It felt good to use these to help for once.’

      ‘Thank you Shella,’ Daphne said, her eyes still on the baby in her arms. She felt drawn in, as if the infant was willing her to connect, to join with her. She felt an urge to be close, and without meaning to, she slipped into inner-vision, and found herself merging with the baby’s thoughts and feelings.

      Everything was blurry, as she looked out of the baby’s eyes. All of her attention was focussed on the love that was between them, and Daphne was nearly overwhelmed by it.

      She pulled back.

      She felt nauseous, and guilty. What right had she to go prying into her daughter’s mind?

      The baby started to cry.

      ‘You’d better get used to that noise,’ Shella said.

      Celine awoke.

      ‘Daphne?’

      ‘I’m fine, the baby’s fine,’ Daphne said. ‘Your blood, and Shella’s powers saved us.’

      Her sister-in-law smiled, a look of deep fatigue lining her face.

      As Daphne gazed at Celine, the baby settled down, as if in response to her mood.

      ‘She can sense what I’m feeling,’ she said.

      Shella chuckled. ‘Your imagination might be running away with you. It was a long day. And night. It’s nearly dawn.’

      ‘So she came after midnight?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Shella said. ‘The seventh day of the second third of winter, year five-oh-five. In the Holdings calendar anyway.’

      ‘Have you got a name, miss?’ Bedig said.

      ‘I do. I tried to think of one that would work in both Holdings and Kell, so I’m naming her Karalyn. Karalyn Holdfast.’

      ‘May I hold her?’ Celine asked.

      Daphne leaned over and passed her the baby, who was sleeping again. Bedig handed her a cup of tea and she sat up. Her lank hair fell forward, and she noticed blood on her legs. Sweat was etched deep into every line of her body.

      She smiled in relief. ‘I think I’ll have that bath now.’
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      Outside Rahain Capital, Rahain Republic – 19th Day, Second Third Winter 505

      A cold dawn wind gusted across the face of the snow-clad mountain, its peak vanishing into a low bank of clouds. Deep beneath the rock under Killop’s feet was the underground capital of the Rahain. The sun rose behind him, as he led his clan down the slopes from the high pass where they had camped overnight.

      He squinted into the bright field of dazzling white. The snow covered everything, and would have reached their thighs, were it not for the wide skis they had strapped to their boots.

      They were moving quickly, almost running, his eight hundred Kellach warriors, and his one hundred Rahain, black specks against the background. Killop was at the front, with Lilyann. The girl was quiet when they were on the move, and he sensed her rising nervousness as they approached the western ridge that ran above the gatehouse where scouts had seen preparations for battle take place.

      They had left their wagons on the other side of the mountain, risking everything for speed. The scouts had reported the presence of an enormous Holdings army, with divisions of heavy cavalry, forming up on the snow fields west of an entrance into the city. The Rahain forces were also present, their infantry ranks lined thick and wide before the great gate.

      The Kellach Brigdomin allies had been seen, several thousand strong, marching to the north of the Holdings cavalry. Another group had appeared to the south, with twice as many warriors as the Kellach, but the scouts had not recognised them.

      Lying in wait for these grand armies, the scouts had said, were the city defences, a row of artillery units, heavy catapults, and smaller ballista, capable of hurling steel bolts as large as pikes.

      Killop began to hear a low roar come over the wind, the sound of cries and metal.

      Larissa sprinted up to him, the young boy mage following in her tracks.

      ‘Take Dean and your companies, and attack from the far side,’ Killop said. ‘Begin the assault as soon as you see smoke.’

      ‘Aye Chief,’ she said, then peeled off to the right, her arm raised. ‘Eagle and bear,’ she cried. ‘Follow me.’

      Four hundred warriors diverted from the path, and ran after Larissa, across the shoulder of the ridge.

      Killop nodded to Kalden. ‘We need to get closer.’

      They kept running, down the slope due west. Ahead, they saw a scout crouching by the top of a cliff. She waved to them. The noise of battle was now unmistakable.

      ‘Chief,’ she nodded as Killop neared the edge. The warriors of Kalden’s companies slowed to a halt behind him on the hillside.

      Killop crouched in the deep snow by the scout, and looked over the cliff. Below was a long, wide terrace, cut into the side of the ridge. On it were dozens of machines, launching boulders, or loosing bolts down off the ridge and into the great mass of soldiers on the plain beneath. Great holes were being ripped through the Holdings lines before they could even engage the Rahain forces, the front lines of which were visible over the edge of the ridge.

      Killop glanced at Kalden and Lilyann.

      ‘Build the fire.’

      Each warrior in Kalden’s two companies had been carrying a bundle of firewood, gathered from one of the last forests they had passed through on the way to the capital. They dumped it all in a pile on a low flat space twenty paces from the edge of the cliff.

      ‘You ready?’ he asked Lilyann.

      She kept her eyes on the great plain below, where the Holdings army was advancing, despite the terrible damage being inflicted from the ridge. She was wearing a long black coat, and was hugging herself.

      She nodded.

      ‘Nothing fancy,’ he said. ‘Just drop it on their heads.’

      ‘Aye, Chief,’ she whispered, looking anxious and younger than her fifteen years.

      ‘Wood’s ready,’ Kalden said.

      Killop walked over to the shoulder-high pile of branches.

      ‘Reinforce Larissa,’ he said. ‘There’s no way down the cliff from this side.’

      ‘Aye, Chief.’

      As Kalden walked away, Killop gestured to Tiel.

      ‘Guard the fire mage,’ he said. ‘Form a wall around her, and don’t let anything get close.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      Tiel called his Rahain shieldwall down from the hillside, and they formed their ranks around Lilyann, Killop, and the unlit bonfire, their shields and crossbows facing outwards.

      Killop gazed over the plain. Shining cavalry troopers were being cut down as they charged, by the incessant attack from the ridge. Over to the left, he saw the unidentified force, on foot like the Kellach, racing across the snow.

      ‘What are you waiting for?’ Lilyann said.

      ‘Giving Larissa time to get into position.’

      ‘Every moment you wait, more down there are killed.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Don’t you care?’

      ‘I care.’

      ‘I don’t think I can do this.’

      ‘You can,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen you do it.’

      ‘The cavern was easy compared to this. This is too much.’

      She closed her eyes and shook her head.

      ‘And I’m a mess. ‘

      ‘You’re a Kellach Brigdomin fire mage,’ he said. ‘Black suits you.’

      ‘What if I fail?’

      ‘You might,’ he said. ‘So what? Everyone fails sometimes. You pick yourself up and try again.’

      He walked over to the unlit bonfire, and knelt on the snow. Lilyann joined him as he raised his hands by the woodpile.

      ‘Did you ever spark for Keira?’ she asked.

      ‘A few times,’ he said. ‘Mostly when we were younger. Her power was too much for me, I had to stop.’ He turned to her. ‘I know your sister died in the war. Was she a sparker?’

      Lilyann shrugged. ‘Never got a chance to find out. She died before I knew I was a mage.’

      He beckoned her over. ‘Come on then. You light the fire from me.’

      ‘Do you mean that, Chief?’

      ‘Of course. I trust you.’

      Her eyes widened. He thought she was going to refuse, but she nodded, and got closer.

      He focussed, and felt the energy build in his hands. He brought them closer together until the palms were almost touching, and the space between ignited in a burst of sparks. He pulled his hands a foot apart, and lightening arced across the space.

      Lilyann frowned, her face set hard in concentration, and raised her right hand.

      Killop closed his eyes as her power met his.

      In an instant he remembered the first time he had sparked for Keira, when they had been sixteen, not long after she had returned from being trained in the mountains. The energy she had unleashed that day had nearly killed him. He had been unconscious for three days, and weakened and blind for several more after he had awoken.

      This time, the force from Lilyann was lesser, but he still felt the pull, the tug of his life being sucked out towards the flames. The sparks between his hands coiled and combined, and Lilyann shot a flash at the bonfire, and it erupted into flame.

      ‘Ha!’ she laughed, her voice like a brass bell.

      He opened his eyes, extinguishing his power.

      ‘That was amazing,’ she said, grinning. ‘I could feel you, I could feel the energy flowing out from you into the fire, and I took it, and used it…’

      She gazed at her hands.

      Killop stood, his head pounding and his mouth dry.

      ‘I can do this, Chief,’ she said.

      He nodded, and stood back, the bonfire blazing. The snow was melting in a circle around the flames, and Lilyann started to pace, flexing her fingers. She walked to the edge of the cliff, peered down, then returned to the fire.

      She stretched out her arms, and began to raise them. A ball of flame the size of a wagon lifted up and hovered over the young mage. Sweating and straining under the burden, she flung her arms over her head in the direction of the terrace, and the fireball followed, soaring through the sky like a shooting star.

      Killop ran to the edge as the fireball smashed into the ground below, landing between two catapults, and setting both alight. Rahain soldiers ran in terror, some on fire. At the far end of the terrace he could see signs of another disturbance, as Larissa’s warriors attacked.

      He smiled. ‘Perfect, Lilyann. Again.’

      He turned. Lilyann was down on one knee, her head lowered, while the bonfire raged behind her. He ran back, and helped her up.

      ‘Again,’ he said. ‘Further if you can.’

      She stumbled, and he held her upright. He reached into a pocket and removed a small flask.

      ‘Drink,’ he said.

      He held it to her lips, and she took a swig.

      ‘You can do it,’ he whispered.

      ‘I might pass out.’

      ‘Keira used to all the time, it’s all right. There are a hundred soldiers up here guarding you, and I swear I won’t leave your side.’

      She nodded. ‘Hold me up.’

      He gripped her under the shoulders, and she raised her arms again. Another ball of fire climbed into the air. She staggered, but Killop kept her on her feet. She swung her arms, and the fireball roared up and over the cliffside. An explosion burst into the air when it landed, and cries of terror followed.

      ‘And again,’ Killop said.

      She was weakening, but raised her arms once more. The bonfire was lower, its fuel more than half-consumed, and the ball she managed to raise was smaller than before. She let out a scream, and hurled her arms towards the cliff-edge, and the fireball shot through the air, further than the others had. It smashed into a massive catapult near the centre of the terrace, sending burning fragments of wood flying out into the throng of Rahain soldiers around it.

      ‘Fucking shot, Lilyann,’ Killop cried, but the mage was unconscious.

      He called Tiel over, and the Rahain commander summoned a squad. They made up a pallet on the snow for Lilyann, with a canopy overhead, and Killop laid her down. Sentries stood at each corner of the shelter, as she slept inside.

      ‘She did it,’ Tiel said, his eyes on the flames coming from the terrace below.

      Killop watched his warriors charge through the terrace below them, disabling more catapults, and taking command of others. On the great plain before the gates, the army of Holdings cavalry was already reacting to the shift in the balance of the battle. Lines of armoured horses were thundering across the gap towards the Rahain shield wall.

      Tiel slapped him on the back. ‘You’ve done it too, Chief.’

      The foremost spearhead of cavalry pierced the Rahain shieldwall, and they swept out of view under the lip of the ridge.

      A whistle sounded from their left.

      Regular Rahain soldiers were running down the left side of the ridge towards them, a black mass against the dazzling snow.

      ‘There must be another entrance to the city round here,’ Tiel said, his tongue flickering. ‘A roof access, maybe…’

      ‘Stand fast,’ Killop cried, and ran to the shieldwall.

      The regulars slowed as they approached the clan’s Rahain soldiers, unsure of whom they were facing.

      Killop peered through a crossbow slot. Ahead, the regulars halted in a line, and formed up their shields, out of range.

      An officer stepped clear, and walked forward, two soldiers protecting him with their shields.

      ‘Who are you?’ he called out. ‘What unit do you belong to?’

      Killop’s force stood steady and silent.

      ‘Who’s your commander?’ the officer shouted.

      ‘They out-number us chief,’ Tiel whispered, ‘three to one.’

      Killop pushed his way through the tight ranks of his soldiers, and emerged onto the empty snow between the two forces. He walked forward until he was just outside the enemy’s range.

      ‘I’m the Chief of the Severed City,’ he cried out in Rahain. ‘The soldiers behind me used to be slaves, but now they’re free, and have chosen to fight for that freedom.’

      ‘Where is the mage?’ the officer said.

      ‘Attack and you’ll find out.’

      The officer’s tongue flickered, and he glanced over at the plain, where the Holdings army was sweeping forwards.

      ‘The battle’s over,’ Killop said, throwing his voice loud enough for the ranks of Rahain regulars to hear. ‘The Holdings will tear down your war-mongering government and free all the slaves. It’s over.’

      ‘You fucking savage,’ the officer said. ‘Curse you, and the Sanang, and the Holdings.’

      He spat on the ground, and returned to his own ranks.

      Killop went back through his shieldwall.

      ‘Get ready,’ he said to Tiel. ‘Shorten the lines.’

      His commander let out a series of blasts on his whistle, and the clan’s Rahain tightened the square, thickening their ranks. Ahead, the regulars started rolling towards them, their flanks overlapping the clan’s position.

      Killop knelt by Lilyann’s side. He picked up her limp hand, urging her to wake, but she remained still. He stood, and drew his sword.

      The enemy charged at the clan’s square, the two shieldwalls clashing in a loud clacking and slamming of wood. Bolts were being shot through any gap, and Killop saw soldiers hit in the face through their own crossbow slots.

      He swung his shield from over his shoulder, and entered the chaos at the front lines. He reached out with his sword, and splintered shields with great hacking blows, his height and strength powering through the Rahain before him. The regulars pulled back, trying to lure him forward, but he kept close to his own shieldwall. Bolts flew towards him, and he ducked down as several bit deep into his shield. His own soldiers rallied round him, and charged, covering him with their shields, and pushing into the regulars. Both shieldwalls mingled and tore against each other, and Rahain fought Rahain in a ferocious tumult of violence. Shields were discarded, and swords drawn, and the snow ran red.

      Killop waded through the bloody snow, his longsword lashing out. His mind shrank, and his sole thought was killing. His movements flowed with the ease of long experience as he piled through the ranks of regulars.

      A cry of rage and blood came from his lips as his conscious mind retreated and his instincts took full control. Down, and down again his right arm swung, cutting through shields and flesh. He charged at two regulars ahead of him, cleaving one through from shoulder to waist. The other turned, and slipped over the side of the cliff in panic. Killop toppled after him, his range over-extended. A strong hand gripped his belt, and pulled him back onto the snow.

      He landed on someone, and rolled off.

      ‘Larissa,’ he gasped, his senses returning. He looked up. Kellach warriors from eagle company were finishing off the last of the regular Rahain on the hillside.

      ‘You’re welcome,’ she said, standing and brushing the snow from her chain mail. ‘Pyre’s arse, check the state of you.’

      ‘Lilyann!’ Killop cried, leaping to his feet.

      ‘The wee mage is fine,’ Larissa said. ‘Calm down. We saw the Rahain attack you from the terrace, and found a way up.’

      ‘The terrace is taken?’

      ‘All ours.’

      ‘Any machines left?’

      ‘Plenty.’

      ‘Have them fire on the Rahain.’

      ‘Already on it.’

      He looked over the edge of the cliff, and saw Kellach squads in control of the remaining ballista, aiming them down at a steep angle over the ridge.

      ‘The Rahain army’s being destroyed,’ he said. ‘Why aren’t they fleeing back into the city?’

      ‘The gatehouse is blockaded,’ Larissa said. ‘Don’t know who’s holding it, but the Rahain can’t get in that way.’

      They walked back to Lilyann’s shelter, a long splash of blood on the snow two yards from where she lay.

      ‘They got close,’ Larissa said.

      ‘I swore I wouldn’t leave her side.’

      ‘You had the battle frenzy on you,’ she said. ‘I saw.’

      Killop went to the mage’s side, and shook her gently.

      Lilyann stirred, and her eyes opened.

      She lifted her head. ‘Anything left in that flask, Chief?’
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      Of the hundred Rahain that had formed a wall around Lilyann, thirty remained in fighting condition. Forty-two had died, and the rest had taken injuries. The Kellach stood around, stunned at the losses. Many broke down, and embraced the surviving Rahain, wailing lamentations with tears in their eyes. The Rahain soldiers looked almost embarrassed by their release of emotion.

      A handful of Kellach had died in the assault on the terrace, and their bodies were brought up the ridge, and laid out next to their Rahain brethren. Larissa and Kalden spoke, then Tiel, as a bitter wind drove across the hillside. Lilyann stood by Killop’s side. She had been crying, overcome by the knowledge that so many had died or been injured protecting her.

      The Kellach made up stretchers for the wounded Rahain, and they prepared to climb down the ridge. Scouts were sent running back to fetch the wagons from where they had been halted by the side of the mountain path, and Kalden summoned the warriors up from the terrace. There was still fighting going on in front of the gates below, but there was no discernible mass of Rahain soldiers left to aim at. Killop leant over the ridge and took a good look at the gatehouse fifty feet beneath him. Rubble piled out of both archway entrances, and there were heaps of Rahain bodies lying in a wide arc around them, shot through with crossbow bolts.

      ‘We’ve found a path down to the plain,’ Larissa said.

      He nodded, and stepped back from the edge.

      ‘Shall we go and meet our new friends?’ she said.

      ‘Aye.’ He looked up. The sun was in the south, a cold winter’s noon.

      The way down to the plain was long and narrow. As they descended, Killop watched the end of the battle. Holdings cavalry were now in command of the area in front of the gates, and the rubble from the entrances had been cleared. Troopers on foot were being funnelled through the shattered archways into the city, while Kellach Brigdomin warriors were lining up, waiting their turn to enter. Tents had been erected on the open area behind the army, with thousands of horses in guarded paddocks close by.

      The last stretch of the path was a long steep flight of steps cut into the rock, with a switchback half way down. When they arrived at the bottom, the clan formed up into ranks on the brown and red streaked snow, the Rahain survivors given pride of place at the front, flanked by Kellach. Soldiers from the other armies turned, staring at the new arrivals.

      Killop raised his hand, and they began marching towards the high tents at the rear of the army. Some Holdings troopers cheered when they saw them approach, while others stared at the Rahain soldiers in the midst of Killop’s force. The clan rounded a turn in the cliffside, and Killop saw the huge mass of warriors he had not recognised from the ridge. The Rahain officer had called them Sanang.

      They were about as tall as Holdings or Rahain folk, but their arms and shoulders were much larger. And, he noticed, they were all men.

      They turned to face Killop’s force with the same mixed reactions that the Holdings troopers had displayed. Some, seeing only the Kellach on the flanks, started jumping and whooping, while others glowered.

      ‘Guess they’ve never experienced friendly Rahain before,’ Larissa said.

      ‘They look horrible,’ Lilyann said. ‘Who are they?’

      ‘Sanang,’ Killop said. ‘From somewhere up north.’

      ‘Look what they’re doing,’ Lilyann said, pointing over by the cliff face. Killop turned his head. Hundreds of Rahain soldiers had been herded against the cliff by Sanang warriors. They were being hauled out of the crowd in groups, lined up on their knees, and beheaded. Dozens of heads lay across the muddy churned-up snow, rolling down the slope to rest in heaps in the slush.

      Killop swallowed.

      He could feel eyes gazing at him, Larissa, Lilyann, Kalden, Tiel.

      A few thirds before, he had killed surrendering Rahain soldiers without a moment’s thought or regret. Slaughtered them while they slept.

      Why did this feel different?

      His mind darkened. Without a word, he changed direction, and broke away from the marching clan, striding directly into the mass of Sanang.

      ‘The battle’s over!’ he snarled, shoving startled Sanang warriors from his path, his strength throwing some to the ground. ‘Do you fucking hear me? The battle’s over.’

      He reached the red slush where the executions were taking place, angry Sanang gathering around him.

      A Sanang in plate armour turned to face him, the officer in charge.

      He put his hand up to stop Killop, and shouted something in a strange tongue.

      ‘These soldiers are prisoners,’ Killop cried, pointing at the huddled Rahain by the cliff.

      The Sanang officer looked blankly at him, the hint of a smile on his lips.

      Someone pushed Killop from behind, and he turned and swung his fist into the face of a Sanang warrior with a loud crack. He turned back. The officer had his sword out, and was shouting something at him, the words incomprehensible, but the intent clear.

      The rumble of noise around them increased to a roar, as more Sanang gathered. They left an empty ring around him and the officer, who was swaying from side to side, his sword high. The officer laughed, and jumped at him.

      Killop, his sword sheathed and his shield hanging off his back, held his ground as the Sanang sped towards him. He sidestepped at the last second, and the powerful sword blow glanced off his chest plate, sending sparks flying. Killop grabbed the Sanang’s wrist in a tight grip and wrenched downwards. He brought his knee up at the same time and snapped the officer’s arm at the elbow, sending him screaming to the ground.

      Killop stood over him, his fists clenched.

      He realised that chaos had erupted behind him, as his clan were piling into the Sanang ranks, trying to get to him. On the other side, a troop of Holdings cavalry were hurrying towards where he stood, Sanang leaping out of their way.

      Horses burst from the crowd, wheeling about to surround him, their lances out.

      ‘Cease this violence!’ a woman shouted in Rahain from atop the nearest horse. ‘Order your soldiers to stand down.’

      Killop raised his arm. ‘Clan, halt!’ he bellowed.

      Beyond the ring of cavalry, he glimpsed his warriors pulling back.

      ‘Who are you?’ the Holdings officer cried.

      ‘I’m Killop, Chief of the Severed Clan.’

      The officer glanced at the ridge, where smoke was bleeding up into the sky from the ruined machines.

      ‘Stand aside.’

      Killop stepped back from the writhing body of the maimed Sanang. His mouth was open in a silent scream, his left hand holding his ruined right arm.

      ‘You have assaulted a commander of the alliance,’ the officer on the horse said.

      Killop shook his head and pointed at where the sword lay. ‘I objected to the massacre of unarmed prisoners. He attacked me. I defended myself.’

      Another Sanang in armour marched forward through the ranks of cavalry. He gazed down at the body of the commander, then up at Killop, his face an expressionless mask.

      He said something to the Holdings officer, using a different tongue, lilting rather than guttural, but still incomprehensible to Killop. The officer answered him, and the Sanang nodded, and replied.

      ‘This is Agang Garo,’ the Holdings officer said. ‘Lord of the Sanang. He is satisfied that justice has been done in this case.’

      Agang pointed at another Sanang, an older man, who came forward. He frowned at the injured man on the ground, then bent over him, and placed his hands on the broken arm.

      The injured officer screamed, then passed out for a second. When he came to he grimaced, but stretched out his arm, and moved his fingers. He smirked at Killop, picked up his sword, and stood.

      The Holdings officer addressed Killop. ‘Move your force back from the alliance armies, and bring your commanders to the Field Marshal’s tent. I trust there will be no more disturbances, Chief Killop of the Severed Clan?’

      He nodded.

      The cavalry about-turned, and trotted back towards the main Holdings forces camping out before the gate. Agang stood aside, and the Sanang cleared a path for Killop. He held his head high as he walked between the glowering ranks of warriors, each eyeing him with hate. At the far end, Kalden and Larissa were waiting for him.

      Larissa slapped him. ‘What the fuck were you thinking?’ She glared at him, her eyes red, then turned and disappeared into the lines of Kellach.

      Kalden shook his head. ‘Next time you do that Chief, tell me first, eh?’

      ‘Aye,’ he said, as they entered the safe ranks of the clan. ‘I lost it back there. Sorry. Anyone get hurt?’

      ‘Just cuts and bruises,’ Kalden said. ‘I earned a few myself holding Larissa back.’

      ‘I’ll speak to her.’

      Kalden stopped. ‘If she hadn’t hit you Chief, I would have done it myself.’ He spat onto the ground. ‘Every warrior here would die for you. Don’t waste their loyalty by running off and trying to be a hero on your own.’

      ‘Something’s changed in me,’ Killop said. ‘I couldn’t walk past, seeing what was happening, it tore at me.’

      ‘From what Bridget says, Chief,’ Kalden said. ‘It doesn’t sound like you’ve changed. More like you’re going back to the way you were, before your Holdings woman died.’

      Killop said nothing, gazing at the thick lines of Kellach warriors around him, sprinkled with the few Rahain soldiers left. Tiel caught his eye, and bowed his head, a smile on his lips.

      ‘Let’s get clear of these other armies,’ Killop said, ‘until we know where we fit in.’

      Kalden nodded, and started shouting out commands. As the warriors formed up, Lilyann came over to him.

      ‘That was stupid,’ she grinned, ‘but I’ve never been more proud that you’re the chief.’

      ‘You feeling all right mage? That was almost a compliment.’

      They picked up the pace, and the clan began marching away from the cliffside, across the battlefield. Holdings troopers were out in groups, roaming the churned-up land, checking for survivors. Wounded were being loaded onto carts, and swords and armour collected.

      ‘I saw their mage,’ Lilyann said. ‘It’s the only explanation of how that man’s arm was healed. He must be a mage.’

      ‘So they have healers,’ Killop said.

      ‘I hate them.’

      ‘They’re probably just like everyone else.’

      ‘I laughed when you broke his arm, but.’

      He glanced at her. ‘Get yourself ready, mage,’ he said. ‘You’re coming with me to meet whoever’s in charge.’

      She frowned. ‘How long have I got?’
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      An hour later, Holdings troopers in shining armour escorted Killop, Larissa, Lilyann and Tiel through canvas anterooms towards a tented hall. They had scrubbed themselves with snow, removing the blood and muck from their clothes, and had pulled brushes through their tangled hair. Even so, Killop felt filthy and worn amid the glinting splendour of Holdings steel and finery.

      They entered the hall. It was half-full, with groups standing, talking, and troopers spaced out against the walls. At the end of the hall was a platform, upon which had been set a long table, where eight sat. Two had the dark skin of the Holdings, two were Kellach, two were Sanang, and the final pair were shorter than the others, with large, wide eyes. Rakanese, he guessed.

      A stout old Holdings woman in uniform got up from behind the table, and beckoned them closer. The people in the hall hushed as they approached the platform.

      ‘I’m Field Marshal Howie,’ the woman said, ‘high commander of the army of the realm, and one of the council of eight, who lead this alliance, blessed by the creator.’

      Killop and the others halted before the platform.

      ‘I’m Killop, Chief of the Severed Clan.’

      ‘Greetings, Chief of the Severed Clan,’ Howie said. ‘After witnessing your feats upon the ridge this morning, I should be welcoming you with garlands, as the heroes who allowed us to break through the enemy lines. Instead I find I’m reading reports of your assault upon our Sanang allies. You have also brought Rahain soldiers into our camp, provoking unrest and unease among the alliance troops.’ She sat, sighing. ‘And finally, we have reason to believe that you are harbouring a known criminal.’

      Killop shook his head. ‘My clan’s not under your command. We came to your aid because we believe you’re here to overthrow the Rahain government, and free the slaves. The Severed Clan is open to Rahain as well as Kellach Brigdomin, and our Rahain soldiers fought and died to defend the clan’s fire mage. The same fire mage that saved your army.’

      The room fell into silence.

      ‘And where is your sister?’ Howie said. ‘I don’t see her here with you.’

      ‘You’re mistaken,’ Killop said. ‘I’ve no idea where Keira is, and haven’t seen her for a year.’ He gestured to Lilyann. ‘Here’s the clan’s fire mage.’

      Several of the council of eight spoke to each other in different languages, some angry, others shaking their heads.

      ‘This girl?’ said the Holdings man sitting next to Howie. ‘You expect us to believe that she’s a fire mage?’

      ‘I don’t care what you believe.’

      ‘Chief Killop,’ the Kellach man said to him. He was the tallest at the table, towering over the others. Next to him was an old Kellach woman. ‘I am Duncan, chief of the Plateau Clan. Have you come to atone for your sister?’

      ‘No,’ he replied. ‘I don’t know what she did. I’ve heard the stories, but until I speak to her in person, I won’t judge her.’

      ‘She has been condemned by the king of the Holdings,’ the Kellach man said.

      ‘And what is he to me?’

      ‘He is the lord of this world,’ the Holdings man at the table said. ‘His word is law.’

      ‘You saying it doesn’t make it true.’

      Howie raised her hand. ‘Please,’ she said, ‘this is a meeting of friends. We all fought on the same side today. To ease your mind Chief Killop, let me say to you that you were correct in your earlier assumption. The alliance is indeed here to free slaves. We have already freed them in their thousands, as we have advanced down from the Plateau.’

      ‘You’ve freed Kellach Brigdomin?’

      ‘We have, wherever we have found them, although I admit they’ve not been as numerous as I’d been led to believe.’

      ‘Rahain is a vast land,’ Killop said, ‘and my people are scattered to its four corners, working in the mines and fields. Many have died.’

      ‘Two hundred thousand were transported here during the war. How many would you estimate remain?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Our troopers are entering the Rahain capital city as we speak,’ Howie said. ‘Once we control the government, we will issue orders to enforce emancipation throughout the Rahain Republic, and send soldiers to anywhere that disobeys. You have my word on this, the word of the council.’

      Killop nodded.

      ‘Now,’ Howie said, ‘will you join us in the alliance?’

      The room stilled. Killop glanced at his companions.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘I will take the clan back to our city. We’ve done what we came to do.’
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      Rahain Capital, Rahain Republic – 20th Day, Second Third Winter 505

      It seemed as if the entire city was on fire.

      Smoke choked the tunnels, and billowed through the vast caverns, searching for exits in the scorched ceilings. Marble statues lay broken in blackened fragments, statues that had stood for thousands of years, or so Agang had been told. Mobs of the lower Rahain classes roamed the aristocratic districts, hunting for those who had been their masters just a day before. Alliance soldiers let them pass unmolested, and stood aside from the acts of cruel retribution. Fighting was still going on, in the central government area, and in several lower cavern systems deep under the heart of the mountain, but the battle for the capital was over. Nearly eighty thousand alliance troops were occupying the great city, but it wasn’t enough to maintain complete control. The mobs ruled the parts the soldiers couldn’t reach.

      Agang had followed his regiments into the capital, through the ruined archways gatehouse where, he had been informed, the King’s Combined Battalion had held out for sixteen days, under the command of the Holdings mage Benel, a name already being whispered in tones of hushed awe by alliance troopers. He had opened the tunnel through the Grey Mountains, and now he had secured the entrance into the capital. Of the audacious hero, there had been no sign when Agang had passed through the gatehouse. Benel had pushed on into the city as soon as the back of the Rahain army had been broken on the plains outside the entrance.

      Benel wasn’t the only one the army owed. Agang had been impressed by Killop, the rogue Clackdomyn chief. Without the destruction of the terrace artillery, he doubted the alliance would have been able to pierce the Rahain lines. Agang’s leading regiments had been mauled by ballista bolts and great boulders had wiped out dozens of his warriors at a time. It had been the one moment of the entire campaign where Agang had seriously contemplated failure. He had lost over a thousand warriors before Killop’s child-mage had set the terrace alight, and it had only been with the utmost self-control that he had kept his face steady when he had encountered the giant Clackdomyn chief standing over Lomecht. His impulse to embrace the barbarian, kiss him, shout and cheer, he had kept in check, aware of the hostility towards Killop from the warriors in Lomecht’s regiments.

      His commander was still furious. He had been humiliated in front of his own men. He wanted revenge, and he wanted Agang to make sure he got it. It had been Lomecht’s companies that had suffered most from the artillery bombardment, and he had seen the massacre of the Rahain prisoners as his due reward. Agang had kept him to the rear of the invasion of the city, bringing Mandalecht’s fresher regiments through the gatehouse first, where they had been directed onward by the Holdings officers who had taken command of the half-demolished entrance.

      The battle had raged through the night, but the hearts of the Rahain were already beaten, and many had surrendered, or thrown down their weapons and fled. Loyal forces still held out in pockets, and some had escaped into a network of narrow service tunnels that stretched in a web between the main routes, sniping at alliance troopers from above, and then scuttling off before anyone could get to them.

      Agang and Mandalecht passed the remains of a barricade halfway along a wide tunnel. Bodies of slain Rahain lay scattered on the ground, and a fire crackled away in a guardroom to the right.

      ‘Not far now, Chief,’ his commander said.

      ‘How many defenders are left?’

      ‘There are a few hundred in the main cavern ahead,’ he said as they walked, a guard escort flanking them. ‘Most are inside the senate complex. It was built to be defensible and the Holdings have lost a few troopers trying to get in. We could just burn it to the ground, but General Harkin said that they want the building as intact as possible.’

      Agang snorted. ‘For Laodoc?’

      ‘Seems so, Chief.’

      They passed by a line of injured Sanang warriors, groaning and bleeding on the tunnel floor. The hedgewitches had been pushed to exhaustion, and several warriors would die before the mages would recover enough to begin healing again.

      The tunnel opened up into the greatest cavern Agang had ever seen, so vast he reckoned the entire mass of Plateau City could fit inside. He stopped, and gazed up at the enormous buildings. Two dominated. The larger, to the left, had a series of overlapping domes piled upwards, and was ringed with battlements and towers. The smaller one was about the size of the Holdings king’s palace, and had dozens of slender spires reaching up to the cavern roof. Around them were wide streets, laid out with edifices that would have been the grandest to adorn any city, but here were lost among the profusion of built stone.

      ‘The heart of the Rahain Republic,’ said a voice next to him.

      He turned.

      A Holdings officer was approaching through the ranks of Sanang warriors formed up in lines by the exit to the tunnel.

      ‘It’s quite something, Lord Agang,’ he said. ‘Monumental, in fact.’

      ‘Indeed, General Harkin,’ Agang nodded, ‘though I’ve seen ants do something similar.’

      The general raised an eyebrow.

      ‘I assume that’s the senate building?’ Agang said, pointing at the largest structure.

      ‘It is,’ Harkin said. ‘Our forces have it surrounded.’

      ‘Then what do you need us for?’

      Harkin pointed at the lesser of the two great edifices.

      ‘I would be most obliged if you would deal with that building there,’ he said. ‘The chambers of the City Council. It would save me from having to look over my shoulder after I order the advance on the senate. Once you occupy it, you can use it as your headquarters.’

      ‘All right.’

      ‘Good chap,’ Harkin said. ‘It appears to be lightly defended, maybe even abandoned, but you should watch your step in there all the same, my lord.’

      Agang frowned.

      Harkin saluted. ‘Time to oust the Rahain government.’

      He turned and strode with his two officers back towards the senate, where thousands of Holdings troopers were assembled.

      Agang nodded to Mandalecht, and the Sanang regiments were soon on the march. They followed a wide boulevard through the centre of the cavern, past high-pillared mansions and official buildings, then took a junction leading to the smaller of the two great complexes.

      The streets were deserted, and the buildings untouched and abandoned, except for one that stood out. Down a side street, a large mansion had been gutted. Its windows were smashed and burned out, and its walls blackened. A squad of Holdings troopers stood outside, smoking in a group. They eyed Agang’s regiments with suspicion as they passed.

      ‘Are you in need of assistance, troopers?’ Agang called, walking towards them.

      ‘No thanks, my lord,’ a sergeant replied.

      ‘What is this place?’

      ‘The old Holdings embassy, my lord. Snakes burned it out long before we got here.’

      ‘And the ambassador?’

      The sergeant shrugged. ‘No sign.’

      Agang nodded, and caught up with his regiments, as they neared a walled courtyard before the city council. Mandalecht had halted them before the main gates, which were lying open. Inside the courtyard, wagons and crates sat about, as if someone had been disturbed in the act of leaving.

      ‘Looks deserted,’ Mandalecht said.

      ‘Send a few companies round the perimeter, and secure every entrance,’ Agang said. ‘We’ll take one regiment in through the front door.’

      His commander tilted his head, and began issuing orders to his officers.

      A line of heavily armoured warriors were sent up the wide steps leading to the main doors, while others filtered off to each side. The last of Agang’s warriors entered the courtyard, and the great gates were closed and guarded behind them.

      Mandalecht raised his arm, and the lead warriors burst through the front doors, and raced inside. Four further companies were sent in after them, each running up the steps and into the building, a minute separating each wave.

      Agang glanced up at the monstrous senate, the high domes of which were visible over the walls of the council’s courtyard. A low rumble of noise was coming from that direction, and he guessed that Harkin’s troopers had launched their attack.

      Mandalecht coughed, and Agang turned. They went up the steps, and through the glass and steel doors, and entered the council chambers. Lamps had been lit along the marbled corridors and stairways inside, and Sanang were posted at each junction.

      ‘No one encountered so far, my lord,’ an officer called to him.

      ‘Keep searching,’ Agang said. ‘Every floor, every room.’

      ‘Yes, Chief.’

      Agang and Mandalecht walked on, staying on the main central passageway, which led to another set of doors, these ones thick and strong.

      ‘Locked, Chief,’ a warrior said. ‘We were just about to force them open.’

      ‘Proceed.’

      Agang stood back as a squad of warriors moved ahead of him, carrying a larger-than-life statue of a Rahain noble. They charged at the doors, crashing the head of the statue into the timber beams. They creaked but remained firm. The squad moved back, and charged again.

      On the fifth charge, the head of the statue disintegrated, and the doors burst open. The squad dropped the decapitated marble nobleman, and rushed inside, Agang hastening to follow them.

      They entered a great hall, with stone benches lining the curved walls in a large semi-circle, opposite which was a high platform with a desk and ornate seat.

      Sitting alone on a bench high on the left was a man. He raised his head as the Sanang warriors ran in, and lifted his hands to show he was unarmed.

      Agang halted the warriors, and strode to their front, approaching the Rahain man.

      ‘Who are you?’ he asked in Holdings.

      ‘I am Ziane,’ the man said, staring down at Agang, ‘a councillor of this city.’

      ‘Where are the others?’

      ‘Gone. They knew what you did to their colleagues in Tahrana City. I however, could not bring myself to leave. The world has turned upside down, and I wanted to be here to see its end.’

      ‘Your evil regime has been destroyed,’ Agang said.

      Ziane arched his head and laughed. ‘Coming from the Sanang, that is funny,’ he said. ‘Lectured on evil by those who behead children. What suffering, pray tell me, has the Rahain Republic ever inflicted upon the peace-loving Sanang?’

      ‘You had designs to rule the world.’

      ‘I hope you find the Holdings king a fairer master.’

      ‘He’s not our master,’ Agang said, ascending the steps up to the bench where Ziane sat, Mandalecht a pace behind him.

      ‘I hadn’t expected this meeting to be quite so amusing,’ Ziane smiled, ‘but there you have it. Things don’t always happen the way you expect. Our tunnel for instance, we built that with high hopes, yet it turned out to be our undoing, allowing the Holdings to flood our land with their barbarous allies.’ He glanced up at Agang. ‘You chose a side, my Sanang lord. Between the two mightiest powers in this world, you chose the side that had invaded you, and desecrated your land. I know you will come to regret your choice, and that pleases me. I curse you, that when you fall, you will remember these words. You are a fool, and you have doomed your people.’

      Agang opened his mouth to answer, but stopped as Ziane leaped to his feet and drew a knife.

      Mandalecht reached past, shoving Agang aside, but Ziane turned the blade on himself, slicing through his own throat in a jagged rip, blood spraying and pulsing as he collapsed to the floor.

      ‘Get him out of here,’ Agang said, pushing himself upright, his eyes fixed on the bloody corpse at his feet, ‘and send word to the regimental officers. I’m setting up base in this chamber.’

      Warriors came up to the bench, and carried the man away, blood dripping down the stone steps and across the marble floor of the hall.

      Agang sat.

      ‘Take no account of the bitter last words of a broken man,’ Mandalecht said, a finger scratching the eyeless socket hidden under his patch. ‘Once we’re home, we can put all this behind us.’

      ‘I can’t wait to get out of this land of tunnels and caves,’ Agang said. ‘Laodoc and the Holdings are welcome to it.’
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      Mandalecht’s regiments took over the City Council complex, setting up guard posts at each entrance and billeting rooms to allow the warriors to rest. Apart from Ziane, no one else had been discovered anywhere in the dark forbidding building, although there was much evidence of a rushed departure.

      Atop a tall slender spire, Agang watched as the Holdings assaulted the nearby senate. From the sounds and cries it seemed they were having a harder time of it that his own soldiers had experienced in the council. Out in front of the great edifice, groups of Rahain had been sorted. Wagons were already taking away those identified as mages by the Holdings priests, while others sat in the square, awaiting their fate.

      ‘There will be no mages left in Rahain at this rate,’ Mandalecht said, arriving at the top of the stairs.

      ‘Maybe that’s the idea,’ Agang said.

      ‘I’ve had word from Lomecht. He’s arrived in the cavern and is bringing his regiments and the civilians here.’

      ‘Good. When Hodang arrives, tell him to set up in the council chamber. And send Chane up here.’

      ‘Yes, Chief.’

      Agang waited, alone, and watched as a steady stream of Rahain prisoners were led out of the senate by armoured Holdings troopers.

      When Chane arrived she coughed gently.

      ‘My lord,’ she said.

      He kept his gaze ahead, not wanting to look at her when she was dressed as a soldier, with armour and weapons.

      ‘What does this mean?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m sorry, my lord?’

      ‘Drop the act, Chane.’

      ‘What act, my lord?’

      ‘You’re doing this to punish me. Sometimes I wish I’d never freed you. I don’t like you as a dumb warrior, I preferred you when you spoke your mind.’

      ‘You put me in the guard, my lord.’

      ‘Well forget that for a moment,’ he snarled. ‘For now, talk to me as Chane, I command it.’

      She paused for a second, then reached up and unclasped her helmet, letting her long hair tumble free. Her face was smeared in grime, and she stank of smoke. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘What does what mean?’

      ‘This!’ he cried, waving his hand at the senate. ‘We’re watching history. Aren’t we?’

      ‘The Rahain Republic has stood for thousands of years, and they’ve never once been invaded in that time. Yes, I’d say that we’re witnessing history. The old order is falling before our eyes.’

      ‘Do you trust the king?’

      She raised an eyebrow.

      ‘I trust him to act in the interests of the Holdings realm, and in the interests of the church.’

      ‘So your answer is no?’

      ‘Are you worried that he’ll betray you?’ she said. ‘He’s invested a lot in this alliance, publicly, so I don’t think he will suddenly turn on you. But I don’t know what the church whispers in his ear.’

      ‘I will be king.’

      She smirked. ‘I doubt that’s what they’re saying.’

      He snorted. ‘You know what I meant. No matter what the Holdings intend for the ruined land of Rahain, I will lead our warriors home as king. For that to happen I must stay close to the alliance. I must say and do the right things.’

      ‘Look,’ Chane said, pointing at the senate, where an enormous standard of the realm of the Holdings was being raised over a high dome. The troopers packed into the square below raised their longswords and cheered.

      ‘It’s done then,’ Agang said. ‘History.’
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      His officers and staff were waiting for him when he returned to the council chamber. Chane was at his side, after he had ordered her not to return to her unit.

      Hodang was directing a small army of clerks as they set up their ledgers on a row of high benches. Regimental officers were sitting smoking on the lower tiers, though Lomecht was positioned far from Mandalecht, and Agang could feel the tension between his two leading commanders. Badolecht was also present, talking with Echtang.

      ‘My lord,’ Hodang said, turning. ‘There you are. Congratulations, your leadership has swept all before it, and the body of the Rahain Republic lies broken on the ground under your heel. Truly you are the greatest Sanang warlord that has ever lived.’

      The officers and staff cheered, but Lomecht’s expression darkened, and his lips pursed as if holding something back.

      ‘Praise is due to every warrior,’ Agang said, walking into the centre of the chamber, ‘every officer, and all who have accompanied us on this invasion and contributed to its success. Already enough wagons of booty have been filled to ensure each man has his share of treasure. And just now, before I came down from the spire, I saw the flag of the Holdings rise over the senate building. The government of Rahain has fallen.’

      ‘Then we have done what we set out to do,’ Badolecht said, his features sagging with the effects of prolonged exhaustion. ‘Can we go home now?’

      Expectant faces looked at Agang.

      ‘Soon,’ he said, ‘once the transfer of power is complete, and Rahain is secured.’

      Furtive eyes glanced at each other through the chamber.

      ‘We’ve been away a long time, my lord,’ Drechtan said. ‘I’m anxious to get back for spring.’

      ‘We may be another third here,’ Agang said, to a chorus of groans. ‘We are part of an alliance, and have sworn oaths. We must have patience. To walk out before the alliance has finished its mission would be to go back on our word.’

      Scowls appeared on the faces of a few officers that sat near Lomecht.

      ‘We all want to go home,’ Hodang said. ‘But in a few thirds none of this will make any difference. We shall be in Broadwater, and Sanang will be a proud nation among equals. No one will care that they had to stay here a little longer. We must have patience.’

      ‘Patience?’ Lomecht cried. ‘So we wait for the king to use us as fodder for another battle, another one of his wars?’

      ‘What?’ Echtang said, his colour rising. ‘Are you a pacifist now suddenly?’

      ‘How dare you,’ Lomecht growled. ‘My regiments were torn to fucking shreds in front of the gates of this city.’

      ‘And then you attacked the man who saved you,’ Echtang spat back.

      ‘That arrogant Clackdomyn piece of shit? His head should be on a pole. We should never have let him go. We let those bastards rub our faces in the dirt, and we did nothing, all because…’

      He paused.

      ‘All because of what?’ Agang said.

      The room stilled.

      Lomecht stood.

      ‘All because you wanted to look good in front of the Holdings. You want to impress them so much that you don’t care about your own people any more.’

      Mandalecht got to his feet, the veins on his neck pulsing. The officers next to Lomecht also rose, to shield their man. Echtang’s hand went to his hilt.

      ‘You will bring chaos to Sanang,’ Lomecht went on, his voice rising. ‘The Holdings will order you to free every slave, and our lands will fall into ruin. They will order you to elevate women to the same rank as men, and our culture will die in the hands of giggling fools.’

      ‘You are the fool, Lomecht,’ Hodang shouted. ‘What you are saying is close to treason.’

      ‘Then let me cross the line,’ Lomecht cried. ‘Agang, you are no longer fit to rule the Sanang, and I spurn your authority.’

      ‘Then stop hiding behind your friends,’ Agang said. ‘Coward.’

      Lomecht pushed aside the officers in front of him and charged at Agang. Mandalecht sprang forward to bar his way, but Lomecht turned at the last second, and leapt upon Chane, his hands going round her throat.

      Chane fell backwards, slamming onto the marble floor. Lomecht grunted, his eyes bulging from his head as he choked her. Agang reached out, but Mandalecht barged him aside and drew a knife.

      He placed it at Lomecht’s throat.

      ‘Hands off,’ the one-eyed commander growled, ‘or you die.’

      A pair of Lomecht’s officers started to run for the door. The others stood ready, their hands on their hilts as Mandalecht’s men surrounded them.

      ‘Stop them,’ Agang shouted, and the guards at the door drew their swords, blocking their exit.

      Lomecht’s hands came away from Chane, her eyes open but blank, her neck marked in weals. Mandalecht pulled Lomecht to his feet, the blade of his knife remaining against the skin of his throat.

      Badolecht rushed to Chane’s side, and put his hands on her neck.

      ‘Echtang,’ Agang said, ‘summon more guards. Arrest Lomecht and his men. Place them in the cells in the basement.’

      As his nephew ran to the door, Agang turned to face Lomecht.

      Before the commander could speak, Agang punched him in the face as hard as he could, and Lomecht dropped to the ground.

      ‘Mandalecht,’ he said, ‘I want Lomecht’s regiments purged. Round up his supporters. Arrest the officers, execute the lower ranks. I want a thorough job.’

      ‘Yes, my lord.’

      ‘Drechtan,’ Agang said.

      ‘My lord,’ he said, swallowing.

      Agang heard the sound of gasping and coughing, and turned. Chane was breathing again, and Badolecht smiled. She lifted her head, and saw Lomecht’s limp body before her.

      ‘Bastard,’ she wheezed, lashing out with a boot in the direction of the Sanang’s head.

      The doors to the chamber opened, and squads of warriors marched in, Echtang at their head. Eight officers were arrested, and chains were attached to Lomecht’s limp body before he was ready to be carried away.

      Agang glanced at Drechtan. The allied chief was sweating, his gaze darting out at the warriors filling the hall.

      ‘How many men do you have left?’

      ‘Just short of two thousand, my lord,’ Drechtan said.

      ‘I’m appointing you as commander of Lomecht’s regiments,’ Agang said. ‘Incorporate your warriors into their ranks, once they’ve been purged.’

      Mandalecht looked over, and left the hall, his face dark.

      ‘But with all due respect, my lord,’ Drechtan said, his voice high, ‘I’m a chief, not one of your officers.’

      ‘I am your high chief,’ Agang said. ‘I command the army of the Sanang realm, and you will obey.’

      Drechtan said nothing. The air stilled as everyone watched.

      The old chief got down on one knee in front of Agang.

      ‘As you will it, my lord.’

      Agang looked up, his attention drawn by movement by the door. Three Holdings officers entered, striding their way towards him, their armour gleaming in the lamp light.

      ‘My Lord Agang,’ Harkins said, nodding his head while he gazed around. To his right, Lomecht’s officers were being led away in shackles. To his left Badolecht was helping Chane rise to her feet, her hands clutching her neck, while before him Drechtan was on one knee.

      ‘General Harkins,’ Agang said. ‘Congratulations on taking the senate. A truly historic moment I believe.’

      ‘Quite,’ Harkins said, his eyebrow raised. ‘I thought I’d call in person, my lord, and I see that you have taken the council buildings as we planned. I hope resistance wasn’t too severe?’

      ‘One old man who cut his own throat.’

      Harkins nodded. ‘As you noted, my lord, the Rahain senate has been dissolved. Our friend Laodoc has been appointed Chancellor of the Republic, and his rule has begun. I am here to invite you to the inaugural ceremony this evening.’

      ‘Chancellor Laodoc?’ Agang muttered.

      ‘We would be delighted to accept, General,’ Hodang said. ‘Tell me, is the council of eight to be convened? I would have thought a decision as momentous as the elevation of Laodoc to chancellor might have warranted a meeting?’

      ‘Word came directly from his Majesty in Plateau City,’ Harkin said, producing a folded document from his inside pocket. ‘In response to the announcement that we had overthrown the Rahain government, Laodoc is to be installed chancellor with immediate effect, although his term won’t officially commence until he has finished the mourning period for his son, at the end of winter.’

      ‘And did King Guilliam have any word for us?’ Agang said.

      ‘His Majesty invites you to remain in the city until the New Year, when Laodoc is formally appointed Chancellor. Upon that date the king has decreed that the realm of the Holdings will recognise your own kingship of the Sanang.’ Harkins bowed his head. ‘My lord.’

      ‘On that date then, General,’ Agang said, ‘we will lead our army home.’
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      Rahain Capital, Rahain Republic – 20th Day, Second Third Winter 505

      Keira awoke, the chamber dark and quiet around her, except for the gentle snores of her squad-mates. She had no idea what time it was, having had no glimpse of the sun since they had broken out of the gatehouse. They had kept moving ever since, Benel leading them straight through the city, cutting a path for the alliance forces to follow.

      After running and fighting for what seemed like days, they had ended up in a deep system of dark caverns by an underground river, the source of the city’s drinking water, where Benel had allowed them to rest.

      She scratched her side, itching from the insect bites, and pulled the rough blanket off her. Kylon was sleeping to her right. She thought about poking him awake, but stood instead, and headed for the faint light coming from under the door. She turned the handle, and came into a large circular room, off which the other squads were sleeping. Benel sat, his feet up on a table, swigging from a bottle. A handful of soldiers sat about the room, sorting supplies, mending weapons and tending wounds. Through an archway to her left she could see lamplight reflecting off the cold, rushing river.

      She walked over to the mage and held out her hand.

      He frowned and passed her the bottle.

      She took a large gulp. ‘Not bad.’

      Benel drew two cigarettes from a packet, lit them both off a match and gave one to her. She sat on the table next to where his boots rested.

      ‘Enjoy your beauty sleep?’ he asked.

      ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘Dreamt about wringing your fucking neck.’

      ‘I have that effect on women.’

      ‘So here we are,’ she said, taking another swig, and passing him the bottle. ‘Part one of your plan is done. What’s next?’

      He shrugged. ‘I hadn’t thought ahead of getting us out of the gatehouse before the rest of the army arrived. And by us, I mean you.’

      ‘Well that’s fucking great,’ she said, glaring at him. ‘If you’re considering selling me out…’

      ‘Not at all, blondie.’ He flicked ash onto the floor. ‘If I was going to do that, it would have been much easier at the gatehouse. News has come in, that might change things.’

      ‘News? From where?’

      ‘A squad from the alliance forces came by when you were sleeping,’ he said. ‘Out on patrol. Right now, they’ll be on their way back, telling everyone that they found what’s left of the famed battalion.’

      Keira jumped to her feet. ‘Shit.’

      ‘Relax, blondie. It’ll be hours before anyone’ll be back. Sit.’

      She remained standing, smoking her cigarette.

      ‘The news might cheer you up, or maybe not, I don’t know,’ he said.

      ‘Fucking get on with it.’

      Benel smiled, a smoke ring rising. ‘Let’s go for a walk.’

      He stood, and she followed him to the archway, past the soldiers in the room. They went out into the shadows by the riverside tunnel. It was cold and damp, and the noise of the water drowned out the sounds of the soldiers in the circular room behind them.

      Benel had brought the bottle and he took a drink.

      ‘It seems that your brother played a role in the battle outside the gates.’

      ‘Killop?’

      He laughed. ‘Do you have any others? Yes, Killop, chief of the Severed Clan, I believe. He destroyed the catapults on the mountainside that were punching holes in the alliance lines. Allowed the cavalry to charge the Rahain army and win the battle.’

      ‘Ha!’ Keira cried, grinning in the dim light. ‘Chief Killop.’

      Benel leaned over. ‘Wait for the best bit. He had a fire mage with him.’

      Keira’s jaw fell open. ‘What?’

      ‘Your face,’ Benel smirked. ‘Quite a picture. What is that? Jealousy perhaps?’

      Keira said nothing, her mind spinning.

      ‘It appears you’ve been replaced,’ Benel said, swigging the brandy, ‘by a young girl, or so the squad told me.’

      ‘A girl?’

      ‘Yes. She dropped fire onto the catapults, and burnt them to ash. The way the squad told the story, the Holdings assumed that you were up there on the mountainside with your brother, doing your fire mage thing, and they got the surprise of their lives when Killop showed up with a skinny teenager.’

      Keira frowned. A young girl? Must have been a child-slave. How the fuck had Killop trained her?

      ‘You still don’t get it,’ Benel said. ‘Every rumour of a fire mage can be pointed in her direction. As far as the authorities are concerned, Killop’s young companion was the only fire mage who intervened in the battle. Why would they look for another? That leaves just a few here in the battalion who know, or suspect.’

      She nodded, but her mind was elsewhere, wondering what the young mage was like.

      ‘Who’s left in your squad?’ he asked.

      ‘What?’ she said. ‘Uh, Kylon, Leah, Fang, Sergeant Niall and a trooper named Flora.’

      ‘The Kellach I trust,’ Benel said. ‘They obviously knew who you were long before I found out, and the Sanang is too dumb to realise or care who you are.’

      He paused, and she glared at him.

      ‘What are you suggesting?’

      ‘I think everyone else in the battalion could be persuaded that they were mistaken about what they think they saw in the gatehouse. The two Holdings in your squad are the only loose ends.’ He glanced through to the brightly lit room. ‘Are they still sleeping? We could make it quick.’

      ‘Don’t touch them,’ she said. ‘Don’t even fucking think about it ya backstabbing bastard.’

      ‘Funny,’ he said. ‘I didn’t think you’d mind. After all, you didn’t balk at the genocide of the Rakanese.’

      Her anger flared.

      ‘You don’t know a fucking thing about what happened.’

      ‘What’s to know? You stood on a hillside and incinerated a third of a million refugees.’

      ‘Most were already dead,’ she said. ‘The lizards told me they were all dead, that I was only getting rid of the evidence.’

      ‘But you must have realised that many were still alive,’ he said, stepping back as she glared at him. ‘Why didn’t you stop then?’

      A memory flashed through her mind, of that cold dawn overlooking the vast encampment of the Rakanese, polluted with tar and oil and with heaps of the dead lying on every street corner. And the survivors. She swallowed hard. Diseased and staggering, hordes of survivors had stumbled outside to see the first flames as they began to tear through the city.

      ‘I put them out of their misery.’

      They smoked in silence for a moment.

      ‘Nothing will save you if you’re arrested,’ Benel said. ‘No court will believe you, and the court you will be hauled before will probably be the highest in the Holdings realm. Your execution would be a fitting end to the campaign, I think, after you have been paraded through the capital.’

      ‘I won’t get captured. And I won’t harm Niall or Flora.’

      He sighed. ‘It’s your head.’

      ‘No fucker’s getting anywhere near my head. We stick to your idea about hushing it up, and blame anything that happened on Killop’s new mage. We play dumb, won’t be hard for you, and then you can bask in the glory of all your victories. I’ll be just a humble squaddie.’

      Benel frowned for a moment, then nodded.

      She watched as he turned and headed back into the circular room through the archway. She smoked the last of her cigarette, shutting all memories of the Rakanese camp from her mind. She wouldn’t dwell on the past. She needed all her wits to find a way to get herself out of the city, link up with Killop, and meet his new mage. She smiled.

      She threw the cigarette into the river, then paused as the sound of firm voices came from the circular room. She dashed to the side of the arch, and peered through from the shadows. In the centre of the room Benel was standing, facing a squad of brightly armoured Holdings troopers.

      ‘…for disobeying a direct order, and I’m afraid, sir, that you will have to accompany us up to army headquarters,’ a tall officer said, his palms extended.

      There were angry murmurings from the battalion soldiers in the room.

      Benel raised his hand. ‘Everyone, calm, please. I’m happy to be escorted, confident that I’ll be proved innocent of any charges. May I ask if I’m formally under arrest?’

      ‘Not at present, sir,’ the officer said. ‘You are to be brought in for questioning, by order of Field Marshal Howie.’

      ‘The field marshal herself?’ Benel whistled. ‘I am honoured.’

      The officer gestured, and Benel walked forward, between the ranks of the Holdings squad.

      He turned.

      ‘My gallant Leftovers,’ he called out. ‘Wait for me here, I shall return soon.’

      He nodded to the officer, and the squad moved off, Benel in their midst. Keira waited for them to leave the room before she came in by the archway. She went straight to her squad’s chamber.

      ‘Wake up you silly fucks,’ she called out, kicking the sleeping forms. ‘Benel’s been arrested.’

      She closed the door, and lit a lamp.

      Kylon lifted his head and yawned. ‘What?’

      ‘Benel,’ she said. ‘They’ve fucking taken him. And listen, Killop’s outside the city, and he has a fire mage.’

      Kylon got to his feet. ‘Slow down. One thing at a time. Killop fought in the battle?’

      ‘I don’t know the details,’ she said, ‘but his new fire mage burnt all the lizard’s catapults, and won the battle for the alliance.’

      Keira glanced around. The rest of her squad lay or crouched, listening.

      She sat in the room’s only chair. ‘You all know who I am.’

      Leah smirked, and poured herself a cup of stale water.

      ‘We have a pretty good idea,’ Niall said.

      Fang gazed around. His grasp of the Holdings language was limited to basic orders, like eat, run, stop, and duck.

      ‘Do you give a fuck who I am?’ she said to him in Sanangka.

      He shrugged. ‘Keilyn fire woman.’

      ‘Keira ae Caela ae Kell,’ she said.

      Fang grinned. ‘Keira kill-kill.’

      ‘Whatever.’

      ‘Did you say something about Benel?’ Flora asked, pulling her hair into a ponytail.

      Keira turned to her. ‘He’s been arrested for disobeying orders.’

      ‘Then we need to get the fuck out of here,’ Kylon said, his face grim. ‘Benel would drop your name to save his skin, of that there‘s no doubt.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘He’s had plenty chance to betray me before.’

      ‘But now his career, maybe his life is in danger. Disobeying an order in the middle of a war? It could have been a complete disaster, he was lucky it turned out well for him.’

      ‘It wasn’t fucking luck, it was me.’

      ‘Two thirds of the Leftovers are dead,’ he frowned. ‘It wasn’t just you.’

      ‘Aye, I know,’ she said.

      She sat and watched as Leah and Kylon gathered their possessions, rolling up blankets, and shoving clothes into their packs.

      ‘Are you leaving us?’ Niall said. ‘Are you deserting the army?’

      Kylon stopped. He turned to face Niall and Flora.

      ‘Do you think we should be here when the military police show up?’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t end well, believe me.’

      ‘The battalion won’t let them arrest you,’ Flora said. ‘Keilyn saved us in the gatehouse.’

      ‘The soldiers out there just stood and watched as Benel was taken away,’ Keira said.

      ‘But this time we’ll be prepared,’ Flora said. ‘We’ll rouse them all, and barricade the cavern.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Keira smiled.

      ‘And how many would die?’ Kylon scowled. ‘No. We’ll slip away before everyone else is awake, and you three can pretend you knew nothing when the police arrive.’

      Flora and Niall shared an angry look, while Fang looked on oblivious.

      Kylon handed Keira her packed bag, and she rose to her feet.

      ‘I’m still not sure about this,’ she said. ‘I don’t think Benel will tell them anything.’

      ‘Are you willing to bet your life on that?’ Kylon said.

      ‘Stop fucking about, Keira,’ Leah said. ‘It’s time to get out of these caves.’

      ‘I’m coming with you,’ Flora said, rising to her feet and grabbing her things.

      ‘The squad stays together,’ Niall nodded. ‘What’s left of it anyway.’

      Kylon shook his head, then paused. ‘Actually,’ he said. ‘It might look better with two Holdings and a Sanang alongside us.’

      Leah made a face, while the others gazed up at Keira.

      ‘All right,’ she said. ‘We all go.’

      ‘What the fuck’s happening?’ Fang asked in his own tongue.

      ‘We’re making a run for it,’ Keira answered him. ‘You coming?’

      ‘Fucking right Keira kill-kill,’ he said, getting up. ‘Wherever you’re going, there’s bound to be blood.’

      Kylon nodded as he watched the squad get ready.

      ‘If anyone asks,’ he said, ‘we were told to go out on patrol by Benel.’

      Keira pulled on her chain mail and grinned.

      ‘Where are we going?’ Niall said.

      ‘Up,’ Kylon said. ‘Up until we can get our bearings. Then out.’

      ‘Are we going to find your brother, ma’am?’ Flora asked.

      Keira opened her mouth to reply.

      ‘No,’ said Kylon. ‘Killop still has a job to do, and we would only risk everything he’s built.’

      Keira glared at him. ‘Then where the fuck do you suggest?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘We need to hide, somewhere far away.’

      ‘Fucksake,’ she muttered, hating him for being right.

      They gathered at the door.

      ‘Ready?’ Kylon said.

      They nodded.

      ‘Leave the talking to me,’ Keira said, and opened the door, striding out into the large circular chamber.

      It was busier than before. Warriors and troopers mingled in groups, many looking agitated and discussing Benel. They stopped and stared at Keira as she and her squad entered.

      ‘Hoi,’ Keira called out, spotting the officer. ‘Captain Tully.’

      He turned to face her as she approached.

      ‘Lieutenant,’ he nodded, ‘you’ve heard the news about the mage, I presume?’

      ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘He’ll be fine. He’s a fucking hero, the worst they’ll do is slap him on the wrist.’

      ‘I hope you’re right,’ he said, glancing at the squad in full battle kit. ‘Going somewhere?’

      ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘Benel wanted a plan of the vicinity, asked me to go out before he was picked up. Shouldn’t be away for more than a couple of hours. Won’t take long to scout out the main routes.’

      Tully said nothing, chewing his lip. Other fighters from the Leftovers were standing listening, their attention fixed.

      ‘Sir?’ Keira said.

      ‘Very well,’ he replied, his eyes troubled. ‘I shall accompany you to the tunnel, Lieutenant.’

      She nodded, and led the squad to the far end of the chamber, which opened into a long inclined passageway. On the threshold Tully halted, his back to the chamber, and discretely extended his hand to Keira.

      ‘Good luck,’ he whispered.

      ‘Thanks Tully,’ she said, grasping his hand.

      He winced.

      ‘Come on then ya ugly bastards,’ she said to the squad. ‘Let’s go.’

      She led them up the long straight passageway, resisting the impulse to look back.

      The corridor levelled out after two hundred yards, and joined a larger tunnel, dimly lit, with Rahain civilians warming their hands against small fires. The wall lamps were dark, and shadows from the flames in the street flickered up to the rounded ceiling. A squad of a dozen Holdings troopers were standing guard to their right at a crossroads, watching the Rahain.

      Keira walked up to them without hesitation.

      ‘Troopers,’ she said. ‘I’m Lieutenant Keilyn of the King’s Combined Battalion. I have a message for headquarters up top. Which way is quickest?’

      ‘You’re from the Leftovers?’ a corporal said, squinting at her. ‘Ma’am?’

      ‘Aye,’ Keira said. ‘Under Mage Benel.’

      The corporal smiled. ‘Is it true you held out in that gatehouse for a whole half-third?’

      ‘Aye,’ Keira nodded. ‘Anyway, no time to chat.’

      ‘Sorry, ma’am.’ He pointed to his right. ‘That way. Follow the main channel, then up the first set of stairs you see on your left.’

      ‘Thanks, corporal,’ she said, and the squad set off again, following the wide route he had pointed out. It started to incline upwards, and got darker, with a handful of torches lighting the way.

      ‘Was that wise?’ Kylon said to her. ‘Using Benel’s name?’

      ‘Took a guess they hadn’t heard anything yet.’

      ‘Maybe I was wrong,’ he said. ‘Maybe the mage will keep his mouth shut.’

      ‘Even if he does,’ she said. ‘I’m going to get discovered sooner or later. Best we scarper now.’

      After a thirty minute gentle climb, she heard movement ahead, the thud of boots.

      ‘Over here,’ she called to her squad, and they bundled into the deep shadows of a wide recess in the tunnel wall.

      They huddled together as a company of armoured troopers bounded down the passageway, heading the way Keira had come. They took a few moments to pass, their steel plates clanking, their heavy shields slung over their backs, but they kept their eyes forward in the dim light, and none turned towards the squad.

      Keira waited until the sound of boots had dwindled into the distance before she stepped back out into the tunnel.

      ‘All right,’ she said. ‘So the wee bastard talked. Guess you were right all along.’

      ‘They after you?’ Niall said.

      ‘Either that or they’re rushing down there to hand out medals to the Leftovers.’

      The squad moved out, and quickened their pace up the tunnel. They came to a grand set of marble steps, rising to their left, and kept moving. Further along they reached a smaller staircase, ascending almost as steeply as a ladder in the right wall of the passageway, and they ran to it.

      Kylon went up first, then Keira, and Leah came up last, ushering the others. They emerged into a dark cavern, ringed with squat blocks of grey-stoned housing, piled against the walls. Groups of peasant Rahain were standing out in the streets, gathered around piles of burning debris.

      The squad moved down the main road, keeping their hands on their weapons as the Rahain stared at them.

      ‘Murderers!’ one shouted.

      Leah readied her bow.

      More Rahain were coming out from the houses, to see what was happening. Cries of anger rose from the crowd as they began to jostle forwards.

      Keira kept on, her squad close behind, the Rahain keeping a distance away. They were getting more agitated, and some were carrying improvised weapons, clubs and knives.

      ‘There’s only six of them!’ someone cried. ‘Kill them!’

      Keira turned.

      ‘I’m not in the fucking mood for this,’ she called out to the crowd, ‘but if you bastards take another step forward I’ll turn the fucking lot of you to ash.’

      She raised her arm, and sent bursts of flame from the nearby street fires soaring up into the cavern.

      There was a collective gasp from the crowd.

      ‘Well?’ Keira shouted.

      ‘Fire mage!’ a peasant screamed.

      ‘Aye,’ Keira said. ‘Well spotted you at the back. A fire mage who is currently trying to get the fuck away from the alliance army. You should be fucking helping me, ya radges. You’ve got it all backwards.’

      ‘We’ll never help invaders,’ said an older Rahain woman, standing at the head of the crowd.

      ‘No?’ Keira sneered. ‘You bastards owe me. All of you. It was you that got me into this great pile of shite in the first place.’

      Kylon tugged at her elbow.

      ‘We’re leaving now,’ Keira said. ‘You know what’ll happen if you come after me, or try to stop me.’ She pointed at the woman who had spoken, ‘And you’re coming with us.’

      ‘Why?’ she asked.

      ‘Easy,’ Keira said. ‘We need a guide and a hostage. Either you come willingly, or I’ll start torching the place, and take you anyway. Your choice, hen.’

      The Rahain women glanced at her companions.

      ‘You can’t trust her,’ said one, ‘she’s a savage.’

      ‘If you want,’ Keira smirked, ‘I can show you how savage I can be…’

      She raised her arm.

      ‘No,’ the woman said. ‘I’ll come.’ She stepped forward out of the crowd, and joined Keira and the squad.

      ‘Good,’ Keira said, looking down at her new hostage. ‘Now, there’s a whole company of Holdings troopers after us, and if they raise the alarm, then every alliance soldier in the city will be searching. Lead us out, by the back ways.’

      The woman nodded. She glanced back at the crowd of peasants.

      ‘Sit tight,’ she said to them. ‘I’ll be fine.’

      The squad moved off, half-running away from the mob, and out of the cavern by a low tunnel.

      ‘What’s your name?’ Keira asked her.

      ‘Ryaedic,’ she said.

      ‘How long will it take to get out of the city?’

      ‘A couple of hours by the main routes. Double that if you’re wanting to stay hidden from any soldiers.’

      Keira nodded.

      ‘Why are they chasing you?’

      Keira snorted. ‘You know what I fucking did.’

      ‘No,’ Ryaedic replied. ‘I’ve no idea.’

      ‘You know the Rahain army forced me to destroy the Rakanese camp last spring.’

      ‘What? That was you?’

      ‘Aye, and now the alliance want to arrest me for it,’ Keira said. ‘Fuck. So they didn’t tell you about me?’

      ‘They told us our army destroyed the camp, with an earthquake, and then a fire.’

      ‘All true, I suppose. Except I did the fire.’ She spat on the ground. ‘Your army told me they’d kill everyone I loved if I didn’t burn the camp. I still shouldn’t have done it, but.’

      She fell silent, realising that the squad were listening to every word as they hurried along the tunnel.

      ‘What the fuck are you all looking at? Keep yer eyes on the fucking road.’
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      The Rahain woman led them onwards, rushing through deserted alleys, and up narrow flights of stairs. Every time they came to a junction, she would go ahead, and check the way was clear before leading them on.

      After hours of walking and climbing they reached a busier thoroughfare, where groups of poor Rahain were huddling around fires in the dim light. Ryaedic turned up a tight alleyway, and through a narrow opening, which led to a small cavern.

      She lit a lamp.

      ‘We’ll rest here for a bit,’ she said. ‘My old legs.’

      The squad wheezed and panted as they fell to the floor.

      ‘Lugging full kit up those last stairs nearly ended me,’ Niall gasped.

      ‘We can’t rest for long,’ Kylon said. ‘Word must be out in the city by now. I’m surprised we haven’t seen more soldiers.’

      ‘I’ve taken you by all the back lanes to get here,’ Ryaedic said. ‘But you’re right, we must move soon, the caverns will get busier at dawn.

      ‘Is it nearly dawn?’ Flora said. ‘I thought it was evening.’

      ‘Being underground has fucked up yer sense of time,’ Keira said. She turned to Ryaedic. ‘Are we close to an exit?’

      ‘Yes,’ the Rahain woman said. ‘Do you promise to let me go once you’ve escaped?’

      ‘Aye.’

      Ryaedic nodded. ‘Just a few minutes more to walk. There’s a city gate down that wide tunnel we just saw.’

      ‘A gate?’ Kylon asked. ‘A big guarded gate?’

      She shrugged. ‘You said you wanted out of the city.’

      ‘But not to walk straight into the arms of the alliance army,’ Kylon frowned.

      ‘You’ll have to do better than that,’ Keira said. ‘Find a way out that doesn’t involve us getting chased by a thousand tin cans on horseback.’

      Ryaedic sat back, and took a drink of water from an offered canister.

      ‘There might be a way,’ she said. ‘It’ll be guarded, all exits are, but if you can get past the soldiers, no cavalry will be able to chase you.’

      ‘Aye?’ Keira said.

      ‘Do any of you know how to pilot a winged gaien?’
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      After resting, they double-backed away from the wide boulevard, and instead ascended more long flights of stairs, climbing for another tiring hour, following the bobbing torch held by Ryaedic. Even Keira was starting to feel it in her legs as they mounted step after step. The two Holdings were exhausted.

      ‘Why is there no one else here?’ Kylon asked.

      ‘These are service shafts and tunnels,’ the Rahain woman said, looking the least affected by their climb. ‘I don’t think the Holdings have found them yet.’ She paused, allowing the others to catch up. ‘This one passes by a cavern with one end open to the sky where lots of gaien are stabled.’ She gazed at the squad, and her tongue flickered. ‘It’ll surely be guarded. You’ll have to fight. I will take you to an opening in the cavern wall, but no further. Agreed?’

      ‘Aye,’ Keira said.

      Ryaedic led them on for another ten minutes, along a level passageway that ended in a small, square door. She pointed at it, and stood to the side. Keira stepped forward, knelt, and pushed the door open an inch.

      Sunlight.

      She nearly laughed.

      Through the crack in the door she could see a large cavern ahead of her. Gaien were stabled to the left, in a long row of stalls. Some were being led forwards, Rahain in tunics handling them under the watchful gaze of Holdings troopers. The dark-skinned soldiers were in thick groups all over the cavern. To her right, the wall of the cavern opened up to a wide panoramic view of the mountains, where the sun was rising over the snow-capped horizon.

      Her eyes scanned the cavern for any sign of flame, and she pulled on her senses to search where her sight could not reach. There was a metal brazier alight on the far left, in the middle of the row of stables, where an archway marked an entrance to the cavern. Troopers were warming their hands against it. They were blocking her view of the fire, but she knew it was there.

      She closed her eyes. It was far, but she could feel it.

      ‘Get ready to run,’ she said.

      She pushed all her senses towards the flame, and uncurled her fingers, trying to grasp the flaming tendrils.

      The small flame was far away, further than she had ever reached before. She started to sweat, and felt nauseous, but kept on.

      It doesn’t have to be much, she thought, just nudge it towards the stables.

      She clenched her fingers, and the fire surged to the side, the flames reaching through the ring of soldiers, scorching two, and hitting the wall of the stables. It burst into flames, and she let her power go, falling back into the arms of Kylon.

      She grinned.

      ‘Come on,’ he grunted, as the first screams and shouts came from the cavern.

      Leah kicked the door open, crouched, and bolted through. Fang followed, his axe out. The two Holdings clambered through next, as Kylon pulled Keira to her feet.

      She kissed him. ‘Fuck me, that was great. I am fucking awesome.’

      He pushed her through the doorway, and leapt after her, running the moment he landed, pulling her along.

      The Holdings soldiers were sprinting towards the burning stables, the pained cries of the trapped gaien filling the cavern. No one looked their way as they raced towards the nearest carriage. The Rahain handlers were gaping at the fire, but one turned, and saw the squad racing in his direction.

      He screamed, and started to run.

      ‘Fucking stay where you are!’ Leah cried, aiming her longbow.

      ‘Hey!’ a trooper called from the stables, pointing at them.

      ‘Get in the carriage,’ Keira shouted to her squad. She reached one of the Rahain. ‘You, get these beasts moving!’

      Kylon ran to the front gaien, and grasped the long reins, hauling it towards the opening, Leah shouting at the others to help.

      The great reptiles began lurching forward, as the Rahain pulled.

      Keira walked backwards alongside the carriage, keeping her gaze on the Holdings troopers as they formed up ready to charge.

      She reached into her powers, nervous that they might be drained, but they felt as full as ever, and she laughed. She glanced over to the row of carriages to her right, and raised her hand.

      A bolt of fire shot out from the inferno devouring the stable block, and impacted onto the side of a carriage, and it exploded into flames. She moved her hand across, and the flames followed, until every other carriage was a burning wreck.

      The Holdings were charging she noticed, the sound they were making drowned out by the flames ripping through the cavern. She glanced over her shoulder. The lead gaien was near the edge, and was extending its wings.

      She turned to face the troopers, now only twenty yards from her, their chest-plates reflecting the bright light of the dawn sun. Keira swept her hand before her, and raised a wall of flame between the troopers and where she stood, all the way from the burning carriages in a semi-circle back to the stables, blocking them in.

      The troopers skidded to a juddering halt before the wall of fire, their mouths open in terror and amazement.

      She bowed, laughing.

      ‘You’re lucky I’m in a good mood.’

      ‘Keira, come on,’ Kylon shouted. ‘We’re going!’

      She ran after the carriage as it slid across the ground, gaining speed, two of its four gaien aloft, the others preparing to go. Kylon held out his hand from the side door, and she grasped it.

      He pulled her in as the carriage lifted off, and they fell onto the wooden floor of the troop-carrier.

      She jumped up, and peered through one of the small circular windows.

      They had cleared the cavern, and were gaining altitude. The sun was shining down on the snow-covered mountain, and she could see darker patches where the thaw was starting to take hold.

      Kylon stood by her, his face next to hers as they gazed at the view.

      ‘Spring is coming,’ he said.

      ‘But where the fuck shall we be spending it?’ Keira said, turning to look up the carriage. The two Holdings were staring out of a window, while Fang sat on one of the benches, strapping himself in. The Rahain they had hustled aboard were gathered at the other end, looking terrified. Leah was piloting from the rear, pulling on the controls she had learned to handle in Tahrana City.

      ‘This world is fucked,’ Keira said to them. ‘The Holdings, the Sanang, the Rakanese, even the fucking Kellach Brigdomin, they all bow the knee to the king. And now the Rahain are completely screwed, he controls the whole fucking world.’

      Keira gazed around at the faces of everyone listening.

      ‘And that world hates me, and wants to kill me. None of you had to come along, I didn’t force any of you to be here with me, but where I’m going some of you may not want to follow. That’s fair enough, I’ll let you off next time we land. Kylon was right. We need to hide somewhere deep.’

      She spat on the wooden floor and looked over at Leah.

      ‘Take us to Sanang.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Admonition

          

        

      

    

    
      Plateau City, The Plateau – 29th Day, Last Third Winter 505

      The air was cool but crisp, and the sky a deep blue. Under the sun of the second last day of winter, the city had come alive. Despite remaining a vast building site, decorations had been put up over the previous days, with bright spring flowers, banners and pennants covering the main routes. As Daphne pushed the pram along the pavement with her right hand, workers on ladders were hanging a long sequence of colourful flags across the street. The tall stone tenement blocks of the aristocratic district gleamed in the crisp sunshine, and Daphne smiled.

      ‘All a bit garish, if you ask me,’ Shella said, strolling beside her. They were wrapped up warm from the cold, except for Bedig, who was sweating in the sunlight.

      ‘I think it’s beautiful,’ Daphne said, gazing up at the bright banners. ‘Cheers me up to see the city looking so festive. Do they not celebrate New Year in Arakhanah?’

      ‘Not really,’ Shella said. ‘Just another day.’

      Daphne glanced over her shoulder, checking that the two troopers were still behind them. They escorted them whenever they left the house, as she insisted upon doing at least once a day. Staying indoors with the baby was exhausting, and it had been the most tiring third and a half of her life. After a few deceptive days of quiet sleeping, Karalyn had proved to be a demanding infant, and even with the help of Shella, Bedig and Celine, Daphne was worn out.

      Her own body had also taken time to recover. She longed to start training again, to get back into shape, but the lack of time, and the advice from the doctors, had forced her to lead a life as sedentary as when she had been pregnant. Once Karalyn started sleeping through the night, she promised herself, that was when she would get a small piece of her life back.

      A well-dressed couple nodded politely to her as they passed by on the pavement. No one was ever rude to her face when they stuck to the streets around her house. She knew they probably gossiped about her and her daughter, but she could cope with that as long as they kept up their mask of noble civility whenever she bumped into them in the street.

      Karalyn stirred. Daphne reached into the pram and retrieved a dummy. She placed it into the baby’s mouth, and she settled.

      ‘Those things are amazing,’ Shella said. ‘Wish I could’ve used them to shut up Noli’s brats.’

      ‘Your Highness,’ a lady curtsied at Shella from the steps to a grand townhouse.

      ‘Good morning,’ Shella replied as they walked past. She looked like she was about to mutter something to Daphne under her breath, when her mouth opened.

      ‘Look at that,’ she said.

      Daphne followed her gaze.

      Upon the side of a tenement, an enormous embroidered banner hung. In rich colours it depicted scenes from the conquest of Rahain, or liberation as the banner proclaimed it in large, golden letters.

      ‘Ha!’ Shella cried, pointing. ‘Is that who I think it is?’

      Daphne squinted upwards as she pushed the pram closer to the banner.

      Shella was pointing to a small scene in the bottom left of the tapestry. A girl was hurling balls of fire onto blazing catapults, while next to her stood a barbarian chieftain, his long black locks flowing, his sword raised.

      ‘Hey, Karalyn,’ Shella grinned. ‘There’s your daddy.’

      Daphne smiled. The depiction was crude, but there was no doubt it was Killop up there, saving the alliance charge at the battle which won the war. Killop and his mage who, rumours said, was his sister, the notorious war criminal Keira. Despite official denials, the population held fast to this belief, bolstered by the reported fact of her escape a few days later, stealing a winged gaien and fleeing into the barren mountains.

      Daphne was unsure. She knew Keira was Killop’s twin, so any young girl could not possibly be her, but Keira could have ghosted away after the attack, and Killop could have used the girl to try to trick the Holdings. That, at any rate, was the prevalent theory among the rumour-mongers in Plateau City.

      Shella sighed. ‘I can’t believe the alliance crushed the lizards so quickly.’

      ‘It’s justice for what they did to you,’ Daphne said.

      ‘Maybe,’ Shella frowned.

      ‘And us,’ Bedig said. ‘Our people there have been freed. It was worth it just for that.’

      Daphne nodded. ‘And Killop is their chief.’

      ‘When you go to Rahain, miss,’ Bedig said, ‘I’ve decided to go with you. I love this city, it’s the greatest place I’ve seen, but I want to join Killop’s clan, and help make a new beginning for our folk.’

      ‘I’ll be glad to have you along,’ Daphne said, ‘though I won’t be leaving for a few thirds yet, when Karalyn’s old enough to travel.’

      ‘You’re all buggering off,’ Shella said. ‘What about me? I’ll be stuck here with only my idiot brother for company.’

      ‘You have your new job to look forward to,’ Daphne said, wheeling the pram about.

      ‘Work? Gah. I haven’t worked in ages, not since I was running Akhanawarah. I’m too lazy to lift a finger now.’

      ‘You’ll get used to it,’ Daphne smiled.

      ‘At least the old ambassador will be gone soon. Just a few more days.’

      ‘And then you’ll be an eminence as well as a highness, your Highness.’

      ‘I bet the king regrets making Obli queen,’ Shella laughed. ‘If he hadn’t, he wouldn’t have to keep pretending I’m a princess.’

      ‘I’m sure he doesn’t mind,’ Daphne said. ‘Does his image good to have a Rakanese princess attend his court. Contributes to his regal air.’

      ‘The ruler of the world,’ Shella snorted. ‘You Holdings just love your fucking royalty, fawning over the king like puppies wagging their little tails. The only man more popular than the king is Benel.’

      ‘Did you hear?’ Daphne said as they walked back down the street towards her home. ‘The hero mage is attending the New Year celebrations, gracing us with his presence. He’ll be at the head of the parade. Damn, I can already imagine the swooning and screaming.’

      ‘You’re just jealous,’ Shella said. ‘It you hadn’t got pregnant, it would’ve been you being all magely and heroic. That’ll teach you to keep your fucking legs shut.’

      As Shella was about to laugh, another aristocratic couple passed them. She muttered a polite ‘good morning’, as they frowned and turned away.

      Daphne smiled. ‘Quite the foul mouth for a princess. I hope you remember your manners when you become ambassador.’

      ‘I’ll just have to take it out on Sami,’ Shella said. ‘There’s only so much politeness I can handle.’

      A priest coming towards them turned direction when he saw Daphne, and crossed the road, keeping his glance averted.

      ‘Take that asshole for instance,’ Shella said, ‘ten minutes of having to be polite to him and he’d be vomiting up his lungs.’

      ‘Don’t pay him any attention,’ Daphne sighed. ‘It’s bad form to acknowledge incivility. It’s beneath noble ladies like ourselves.’

      Shella looked at her. ‘You want to kick his ass too?’

      ‘I’d love to,’ Daphne said, pushing the pram. Her right arm was tired, her left tucked into her warm clothes. ‘But I’m out of shape. Just going for a walk tires me out.’

      ‘You need more sleep.’

      ‘Karalyn keeps me up all night.’

      ‘Try having sixteen in your house all at once. I was demented for thirds.’

      ‘One’s enough,’ Daphne said. ‘And the feeding’s not going well.’

      ‘I don’t know why you keep trying. Use a damned bottle, woman.’

      They stopped at the entrance to the Holdfast mansion. The troopers took up position on either side, scanning the street.

      ‘Thanks girls,’ Shella said to them. ‘Made it back alive again.’

      Bedig gripped hold of the pram and carried it up the stairs, Karalyn remaining asleep inside. Daphne nodded to the troopers, and followed him up with Shella.

      The housekeeper was waiting for them at the door.

      ‘Mistress, your Highness,’ she bowed as they entered.

      Daphne shrugged off her coat, and the housekeeper took it from her.

      The pram was placed down in the hall, and Karalyn began to stir.

      ‘I’ll get some tea,’ Bedig said.

      Daphne walked to the pram, her right hand reaching in.

      ‘Mistress,’ the housekeeper said, ‘you have a visitor.’

      ‘Yes?’ Daphne said, her attention focussed on the waking baby.

      ‘An older Kellach gentleman. A rude and coarse fellow. I would have shown him the door, but he said he had important news. He knew Karalyn’s name, mistress, and other things about you. I thought it best to let him stay.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’ Shella said. ‘A rude old man? I can’t wait.’

      ‘I doubt he’s a match for you,’ Daphne said, before turning to the housekeeper. ‘Did the gentleman give a name?’

      ‘Kalayne, mistress.’

      Daphne blinked.

      ‘You know him?’ Shella said.

      ‘Heard of him.’

      She pursed her lips, trying to remember everything Killop and Kylon had said.

      ‘Very good,’ she said to the housekeeper. ‘Which room have you put him in?’

      ‘The green room, mistress. He demanded food and we left him eating.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Daphne said. ‘I shall go and see our visitor shortly.’

      The housekeeper bowed, and walked down the hall.

      ‘So,’ Shella said, ‘who is this guy?’

      ‘He’s the Kellach prophet,’ Daphne said. ‘The one who saw me and Killop together.’

      She took a cigarette from a silver case and lit it.

      Shella raised her eyebrows.

      ‘If he’s rude to us, then I can be as rude as I like back to him, yeah?’

      Karalyn started to cry.

      ‘Fuck,’ Shella said. ‘Where’s that oaf Bedig gone?’

      Daphne stubbed her cigarette out and picked up the baby from the pram.

      ‘We’ll just have to take her with us.’

      They walked down the hallway and headed for the green room, a small, out of the way chamber at the back of the mansion. Shella opened the door and they went in.

      A man with white hair and a neatly trimmed beard who looked to be in his late fifties was sitting at a table. He was scowling at a plate of food, examining it close up with a knife in obvious disapproval.

      ‘What’s this crap you’ve served me?’ he said, then looked up. ‘Ah, it’s you.’

      ‘Is something wrong with the food?’ Daphne said as they approached.

      ‘It would be easier to say what was right with it,’ he replied. ‘Nothing.’

      He turned his attention to a large jug, and sniffed it.

      ‘Water. How hospitable.’

      ‘Would you prefer tea?’

      ‘I would prefer enough whisky to blot out the taste of the foul leftovers you had your servants bring me.’

      ‘How about some old-fashioned introductions?’ Shella said.

      ‘Who asked you to speak?’ the man said. He turned to Shella, his gaze lingering on her body.

      ‘Hoi,’ Shella said. ‘Eyes up.’

      He ignored her, continuing to stare.

      Daphne and Shella shared a glance.

      ‘I am Daphne Holdfast…’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘And this is Princess Shella.’

      ‘I know that too, although I hadn’t realised how pleasing she was to the eye. If all the frog people are as well proportioned as her I might make a trip there. It would be worth the swamps and the flies for a piece of amphibian action.’

      ‘You’re a fucked up old bastard,’ Shella said.

      He grinned. ‘And a well-spoken young lady too. If you’re lucky I might take you out on a date after this. You’d have to pay for the meal, but I promise the sex will be amazing.’

      Shella laughed, and sat at the table. Daphne took a chair next to her, resting Karalyn on her knee. The infant’s cries became louder.

      ‘What a terrible noise,’ Kalayne said. ‘I hate babies.’

      ‘Thank you for sharing your opinion,’ Daphne said, hiding her irritation as well as she could, ‘but I presume you didn’t come here just to tell me this.’

      ‘You presume correctly,’ he said. ‘You know who I am, then?’

      ‘You’re a weird old man,’ Shella said, ‘who has my best friend convinced you can tell the future, even though this is the first time she’s met you.’

      Kalayne frowned. ‘I sent Kylon to save your life, because I had a vision of him pulling you away from a great wave of mud. Did that not occur?’

      ‘It did,’ Shella said, ‘but you could have learned that from him. I know he’s been in Plateau City.’

      ‘What a tedious bore, having to prove oneself,’ Kalayne said, shaking his head, ‘but if you insist.’

      His arm swept across the table, his hand reaching out and grabbing Shella’s chin. Before she could react, he leaned over and stared into her eyes.

      She pushed his hand away. ‘Urgh.’

      He sat back and laughed. ‘Where to begin? So many memories to choose from. Maybe I should start with the time you killed your sister Tehna’s pet fish and blamed it on Klebo when you were six. Or how about when you broke your father’s medal for civic duties, and dropped the evidence into the canal outside your house? Or when…’

      ‘Stop,’ Shella said. ‘Fucking stop now. I don’t know how the fuck you’re doing this, but I don’t like it.’

      ‘I don’t understand,’ Daphne said, ‘that’s a vision skill. How can a Kellach do it?’

      ‘You mean you can do that too?’ Shella said, her voice heightening. ‘You can read memories?’

      ‘Yes,’ Daphne said. ‘You know I can go into people’s minds, and see their thoughts, but I never look through anyone’s memories. It seems… wrong.’

      ‘Damn fucking right it is,’ Shella said.

      ‘Mage-priests do it all the time though,’ Daphne said, ‘if they need to find out if someone is lying.’

      ‘But I can do something they can’t,’ Kalayne said. ‘When I look out through someone else’s eyes, I not only see their past. Sometimes I see their future too.’

      ‘But how?’ Daphne said, over the sound of Karalyn’s cries.

      ‘She has to leave first,’ he said.

      ‘Who, Shella?’

      ‘Aye. What I have to say is for you alone.’

      Daphne turned and glanced at Shella, who was glowering at Kalayne.

      ‘Okay, I’ll go,’ Shella said. ‘Sick of your company anyway, you sleazy old bastard.’

      ‘My offer of a date still stands,’ he chuckled as she left the room. ‘Remember, I saved your life, you owe me one.’

      Shella slammed the door behind her.

      Daphne waited for Kalayne to stop giggling.

      ‘Well?’ she said.

      He looked at the baby. ‘First,’ he said, and Karalyn calmed and went to sleep in Daphne’s arm.

      ‘How did you do that?’ she cried.

      ‘Easy,’ he said. ‘She is the same as me.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘She’s a dream mage. Well, that’s what I call them.’

      He picked up the water jug and sighed. ‘Got any booze?’

      Daphne stood, and placed Karalyn down in a small cot by the fireplace, covering her with a blanket. She went over to a cupboard and opened the hidden shelf. She withdrew a bottle and two glasses.

      ‘Ahh, Daphne my girl,’ Kalayne beamed.

      She poured and handed him a glass.

      He sniffed. ‘Rum, rum, rum.’

      She lit a cigarette while he drank.

      ‘What I know,’ he said, ‘I have pieced together over a long time. I share another trait with your vision mages; I possess the ability to hear the voice of the creator. However, unlike your prophets, I cannot initiate a conversation. Instead, I enter the mind of the creator in my dreams, and hear his thoughts. Every time, he is unaware that I am listening. I can scream and shout, but he never hears me. I don’t believe he has ever once been aware that I’ve been in his head.’

      ‘You can hear his private thoughts?’

      ‘Aye, and trust me, they’re not as benevolent as the Holdings church would have you believe.’

      Daphne sipped her drink.

      ‘I share other traits, such as what you call range-vision,’ he went on, ‘but no battle-vision, praise the creator. I would hate to have to do all that leaping about. And, as I said, I can see the future through other people’s eyes. I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m a relic, a descendant of the creator’s first attempt to imbue the people of this world with mage powers.’

      ‘The creator gave the Kellach Brigdomin vision powers?’

      ‘No,’ he frowned, as if explaining something simple to a child. ‘Before the Holdings split from my folk, I believe they were one people, and that the creator experimented on them, giving them a primitive form of the vision powers he bestowed on your ancestors. This is the only explanation of how Killop and you could have produced such a child. Killop’s family has no trace of my mage powers, so it must have been something in him combining with your own vision abilities, which triggered Karalyn.’

      ‘Sorry, but that sounds like nonsense,’ Daphne said. ‘How do you even know she has these older powers?’

      ‘I sensed her in my dreams even before she was born.’

      ‘Then won’t the creator sense her too?’

      ‘Have you been listening?’ he frowned. ‘I’ve already told you that the creator has no inkling that I have seen his mind. He believes, I am sure, that his earlier experiment was a failure, and has forgotten all about the attempt.’ He smirked. ‘I spent time inside your warm womb while Karalyn sheltered there. I look at you Daphne, and part of me thinks of you as my mother…’ He laughed.

      Daphne grimaced.

      ‘Your womb is a wonderful place,’ Kalayne said. ‘I had the most restful dreams there.’

      ‘Please don’t talk about my womb.’

      ‘Fine. Anyway, you must have suspected something was different about the child.’

      Daphne paused, reluctant to open up to the old man.

      ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I’m trying to help you. Well, I’m trying to help your daughter. I don’t actually care about you.’

      ‘You want to help Karalyn?’

      ‘Right now,’ he said, ‘she and I are the only ones in this world with dream powers. Up until I first sensed her, I’d presumed I’d be the last of that line. Our powers come on at birth, not at adolescence, another fact which supports my theory that we were the creator’s first attempt. I had a very difficult childhood. Imagine a two year old being able to use inner-vision at will. Imagine a four year old. At that age there are no morals, or fear of consequences to stop you. Soon, everyone around is scared of you, avoids you. Tries to exile or kill you.’

      He cast his glance downwards, shaking his head.

      ‘Of course I want to help her,’ he said, ‘and part of helping her is preparing you for what her life will be like. It will not be easy.’

      Daphne frowned. ‘She can sense my feelings. Half of me wants to believe that I’m only imagining it, but I know it’s true. If an angry thought crosses my mind she cries. If I’m happy she laughs. I feel her discomfort if her nappy needs changed, and her hunger too.’ A tear rolled down her cheek. ‘What you have described sounds awful. I don’t know if I’ll be able to cope.’

      ‘I can teach you how,’ he said. ‘I’ll show you how to protect your mind, make it more resilient to her thoughts invading you. And I’ll show you how to guide her. Even so, it will not be easy. But you must do it, Daphne. The world depends on it.’

      ‘The world?’

      ‘I’ll need to stay here with you for a bit,’ he said, pouring himself another drink. ‘I’ll teach you what you need, and protect her at the same time.’

      ‘Protect her? From what?’

      He squinted at her as if she were stupid.

      ‘The damn priests, Daphne,’ he said. ‘You mustn’t trust them. Their minds have been turned by the creator, and they work to his purpose. They’ve been waiting for your child to be born, waiting to see if she’s a freak of nature before deciding what to do with her.’

      Her eyes darted over to the cot, and Karalyn let out a whimper.

      ‘Calm yourself,’ he said. ‘So far the baby appears normal to them. One other trick I can show you is how to shield your mind, and hers, from their prying.’

      ‘Show me that first,’ she said. ‘The idea of them being in my head, let alone Karalyn’s, sickens me.’

      ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘that will be our first lesson tomorrow. Even so, as time goes on it will become harder to hide her powers.’

      ‘I intend to go back to Rahain as soon as she can travel.’

      ‘Good,’ he said. ‘You’ll be safer there, for a while.’ He sighed. ‘Off into the arms of that man-bear Killop? How he gets the good ones I’ll never know. Wait a minute. Ha! I do believe that red-haired beauty Kallie must be single again. Mmm, I wonder where she is.’

      ‘I’ll have to break it gently to the household that you’ll be staying,’ she said. ‘Can I ask you to temper your scorn, and forgo the lewd comments?’

      ‘Aye, you can ask,’ he said, ‘but I warn you, any such request would be met with studied indifference on my part. For instance, I intend to make a pass at Shella on a daily basis. I’ll wear her down eventually.’

      ‘I’ll enjoy watching you try.’

      She glanced over at the cot, where the baby was sleeping soundly, and wondered how much of her relief at Kalayne’s arrival was due to his ability to soothe her.

      ‘You can really see into the creator’s head?’ she said.

      ‘I can. It is a dark, angry place. Much pettier than any supreme being has a right to be if you ask me.’

      ‘A priest said something to me a while back,’ she said, ‘about how I was no longer part of the creator’s plans.’

      ‘The priest was right,’ he said. ‘The creator thinks you’re damaged, contaminated by your coupling with a man from another mage-line, and has no need for you any more. Count yourself lucky.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘He has plans Daphne. I only know fragments, but he wants mages brought here from every corner of the world. He needs them for something.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Kalayne. ‘Every vision I have of his plan ends in my death.’
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      Slateford, Rahain Republic – 30th Day, Last Third Winter 505

      ‘You didn’t tell me how beautiful this place was,’ Bridget said, as they strolled down the farm track, between vineyards and olive groves. Trees were budding in the mountain air, and they could feel the chill of winter fading, and the warmth of spring ready to burst forth. Early flowers dotted the grassy hillside, knee-high beacons of red, yellow and purple swaying in the breeze.

      The path led down into a sheltered valley, where the mansion of Slateford Estate sat, boarded up and empty. In the courtyard before it, stood the gaien carriage that had brought them from the Severed City that morning, while its four beasts circled overhead in the sunshine.

      ‘It was blowing a blizzard when I was here,’ Killop said. ‘Didn’t see much except for the inside of that cottage.’ He pointed at a row of out-buildings near the mansion. ‘I had no idea how large the estate was.’

      They paused before heading down the slope, to catch a last view from the hillside. The entire valley now belonged to the Severed Clan, from the spring and rocky cliffside at the southern end, right up to the broad arable plain to the north. A river ran through the centre of the valley, and the terraced slopes were covered with olive trees, orchards and vineyards. There was a settlement on the road at the northern boundary of the estate, with houses to fit over four hundred people, and there were several more farmsteads and hamlets dotted throughout the valley.

      ‘This is all ours,’ Larissa said, taking Killop’s hand.

      ‘My head is whirling with ideas,’ Bridget grinned. ‘Doing up the mansion, building more houses… Did you see the quarry out by the waterfall? We can build villages out of that stuff. But before we think about that, we’ll have to get everybody out into the fields right away. With so many emancipated Rahain having left the estate, we’ll have to plough and sow the fields ourselves, as well as finding places for everyone to stay…’

      ‘Shut up and enjoy the view,’ Larissa said.

      Bridget smiled. ‘I’ll give you two a moment,’ she said. ‘I’ll head down to that cottage you pointed out, see if it’s in a fit state. We might have to live there until the mansion’s ready.’

      She turned and headed down the path.

      ‘I’ve never seen her so excited,’ Killop said, his eyes following Bridget down the hillside.

      Larissa frowned. ‘I’m still a bit jealous of you and her. Are you sure you never went with her?’

      ‘Very sure,’ he said. ‘Can a man not be friends with a woman?’

      She kissed him. ‘Friends don’t do that.’

      He smiled, holding her round the waist.

      They gazed down onto the valley.

      ‘Look at the size of that house,’ she said, pointing at the mansion. ‘Larger than any chief’s hall back in Kellach. And just imagine when this valley is filled with our folk. Freed slaves from all over Rahain will come here, not just from the Severed City, and you’ll be chief of them all. And when they get settled, babies will come, and our life here will begin.’ She looked up at him. ‘This is all every Kellach slave has dreamed of.’

      His thoughts raced to Daphne, and the dreams he had lost.

      He forced himself to smile. ‘It’s been a long struggle, but we made it.’

      Another carriage appeared overhead, its gaien descending towards the open courtyard in front of the mansion.

      ‘Laodoc,’ Killop said.

      They watched as the carriage was lowered to the ground, and secured by its pilots. The winged gaien were released, and they flew up to join their brethren in the skies, wheeling and circling under the sun.

      Killop and Larissa walked down the hillside path, passing through a short strip of pine trees, erected as a wind barrier. At the bottom of the slope, they saw Bridget approach the new carriage. A few others from the clan were also present, having arrived that morning in the earlier carriage.

      The side door fell open, and a couple of Rahain guards got out. Laodoc followed, accompanied by a small retinue of assistants.

      The old man looked around, and Bridget rushed forward to embrace him.

      ‘Is that him?’ Larissa said as they got closer.

      ‘Aye,’ Killop said.

      ‘Maybe you shouldn’t tell him,’ she said. ‘Does he really need to know?’

      Killop said nothing.

      They emerged into the courtyard, and Laodoc caught his eye. Smiling, he disentangled himself from Bridget’s hug, and Killop stepped up.

      ‘Good to see you again, Laodoc,’ Killop said.

      Laodoc embraced him. Killop felt awkward, but patted the old man’s back.

      ‘My boy,’ Laodoc said. ‘How wonderful that you’re here. I hoped you’d come, but knew how busy you must be.’

      ‘Not as busy as you Laodoc,’ Killop smiled. ‘Chancellor of the Republic.’

      ‘Officially only from the day after tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I have two final days as a private citizen to enjoy.’

      ‘I’m afraid the chief will have to miss your inauguration,’ Bridget said, ‘though we’ll be sending a clan representative back to the capital with you for the New Year ceremonies.’

      ‘I understand,’ Laodoc said. ‘I’m just glad you’re both here for our own little ceremony today. And afterwards, I have some important news to share with you.’

      Killop frowned. ‘Me too.’

      Laodoc’s assistants removed several crates from the carriage, and began to set up a podium and lay out lines of chairs on the grass in front of the mansion. One aide opened a box, and filled a table with refreshments.

      ‘I took the liberty of bringing some wine,’ Laodoc said, as they walked to the table. ‘I wasn’t sure if you had much in the way of supplies.’

      ‘We only got here this morning,’ Bridget said. ‘More gaien are due to arrive over the next few days, bringing food, and more people from the Severed City.’

      Laodoc smiled as drinks were served. ‘Will the entire clan be moving here?’

      ‘Most of them,’ Bridget said. ‘The clan’s Rahain can’t bear to leave, they see it as their home, so we decided to let them stay rather than force them to make the move. And messengers have been sent to all of the big Kellach refugee camps, offering them a place here if they want it.’

      Laodoc’s face fell. ‘I have some bad news on that front,’ he said. ‘The Emancipation Board have been looking through the records of every Kellach slave. We have only been able to locate ninety thousand out of the original two hundred thousand that were brought here. We estimate there may be another twenty or thirty thousand still being held in the areas of the Republic that have yet to surrender, but we must assume that most of the rest have perished.’

      Killop bowed his head.

      ‘Once we’re settled,’ he said, ‘we’ll be able to offer you help in rooting out the rebels.’

      ‘Thank you, Chief Killop,’ Laodoc said. ‘Calcite City is the key, that’s where the rebel committee has based itself after fleeing the capital. We take that, and the rest of the rebellion will crumble.’

      Killop glanced at the old politician. The lines on his face were deeper, and his eyes lacked some of the light they had previously held, but his will seemed as strong as ever.

      ‘Would you be able to transfer copies of your slave records to Slateford, Chancellor?’ Bridget said. ‘Many of our folk will be travelling here looking for information about their loved ones, and we’d like to help as much as we can.’

      ‘Of course, Bridget,’ Laodoc said. ‘I’ll have them sent out by wagon once the holiday’s over. May I ask, what will your advice be if your folk want to return to Kellach Brigdomin?’

      ‘We weren’t planning on handing out any particular advice,’ Killop said. ‘They can stay, or they can go, it’s up to them.’

      ‘Why do you ask?’ Bridget said.

      ‘The alliance sees the province of Kellach Brigdomin as unfinished business,’ Laodoc said, ‘but they don’t seem to know what to do about it. There’s no government down there from what I’m told. When the old Rahain regime collapsed, many soldiers and merchants seem to have remained, despite orders to return. The situation is still volatile.’

      ‘But we’re one of the five peoples of this world,’ Bridget said. ‘Don’t we have a say in this?’

      ‘The king of the Holdings has proclaimed Duncan as the chief of your people. He will represent you in the royal court.’

      Bridget frowned.

      ‘It’s a sad fact, Bridget,’ Laodoc said, ‘that currently the republic depends upon Kellach coal for heating. Most of the mines in Rahain are closed through lack of labour, and only the imports from your land are keeping the peasants from freezing. Hopefully, as it gets warmer come the new year, we will need less.’

      ‘But until then we should stay away?’ Bridget said. ‘And let you dig up and despoil our land? Are you worried we might go home and put a stop to your pillaging?’

      ‘Bridget,’ Killop said, ‘you and I will talk about this later.’

      Bridget pursed her lips, gazing at Laodoc. ‘We’ll continue this another time then, Chancellor.’

      ‘I look forward to our frank discussions, Bridget,’ he bowed.

      An assistant raised his hand, and Laodoc looked up.

      ‘Ahh,’ he said. ‘The preparations are complete.’

      They walked over to where the podium and chairs had been set on the grass. Laodoc went up to the small platform, and turned to the little crowd as they took their seats.

      ‘Greetings to you all,’ he said, ‘to my fellow Rahain citizens, and to those from Kellach Brigdomin. Here, on the last day of winter, something long awaited has occurred. Those who used to be slaves will own a piece of the land that enslaved them. They will become masters of their lives again, able to exercise their rights as free men and women, reclaiming something that should never have been stolen.

      ‘In my capacity as chancellor-elect, and on behalf of the Rahain Republic, I apologise to the people of Kellach Brigdomin without reservation, and wish to share my deep regret at the suffering they have endured. I offer this estate from my own private resources, as my personal share of the compensation owed to them. I first saw this mansion, and the fine lands that make up the Slateford valley, when I was a young boy, when my father brought me here to view my inheritance. Since that time I have spent many wonderful days and nights here, and brought my own children when they were old enough.’ He paused, closing his eyes for a second.

      ‘Happy times,’ he said. ‘However, my interests moved on, and I stopped coming many years ago, choosing instead to devote my life to the politics of the republic. It is fitting I feel, that this generous and beautiful estate passes on to people who will use it well, who will develop it and become part of it, and love it as much as I.’

      He nodded to Killop, who stood and approached the podium.

      Laodoc removed a large set of keys from his long coat and held them up.

      ‘I present these keys to you, Chief Killop of the Severed Clan,’ he said, ‘and with them all claims, deeds and entitlements to the estate of Slateford in perpetuity.’

      Killop took the keys, amid polite applause from the Rahain.

      ‘Thank you, Chancellor-Elect,’ he said, ‘your generosity will be celebrated among our folk. You’ll always be welcome to visit, and I hope that you’ll use Slateford as a retreat, somewhere you can rest from the pressures of the chancellorship.’

      Laodoc extended his hand, and Killop grasped it. The Rahain and Kellach who were watching broke into applause and cheering. Drinks were served again, and food, and Laodoc and Killop shook everyone’s hands while they chatted in the noon sunshine.

      ‘I will have to depart soon,’ Laodoc said to Killop as the afternoon wore on. ‘I need to speak to you alone.’

      He nodded, and they walked away from the small crowd. Laodoc dismissed his guards, and led Killop up a track by the little river, in the direction of the waterfall.

      ‘I wish I’d come here more often,’ Laodoc sighed. ‘I had almost forgotten how beautiful it is.’

      ‘It’s perfect for us,’ Killop said. ‘The altitude keeps it cool, but it’s fertile and sheltered, with a good bit of snow in the winter. It’ll feel like home for most of the Kellach.’

      ‘It does rain a lot,’ Laodoc said. ‘We were lucky with the weather today.’

      ‘Rains every day in Kell,’ Killop smiled. ‘Twice a day in Lach.’

      They stopped as the track narrowed by the edge of a sharp ravine, where the river tumbled down over jagged rocks. Trees that were beginning to bud overhung the white water, while flowers dotted the grassy banks. Birds were singing in the branches, having migrated south from the Holdings where they flew each winter.

      Killop closed his eyes.

      ‘I killed your son, Laodoc,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

      Laodoc blinked, and looked away. His mouth opened, but the roar from the river drowned out any noise he made. The old man seemed to shrink, his shoulders hunching, his head drooping.

      They stood in silence for a long time, with the river and birds for company.

      Without warning, Laodoc began striding back down the track. Killop followed, and they left the river behind. Laodoc kept a pace ahead as they walked.

      ‘Say something,’ Killop said.

      Laodoc ignored him.

      ‘Say something!’

      Laodoc turned. His face was red with rage, his tongue flickering.

      ‘Say what exactly?’ he cried. ‘What do you want me to say? “I forgive you”? I already knew the fate of Likiat, I already knew he died when he led an army to the Severed City. I already knew you killed him, Killop. What possible reason would you have for bringing it up now? It was a war, many died. How many deaths are on my conscience? Every decision I make as chancellor involves death. Which districts get heating, which areas get supplies, who gets conscripted into the army, and who is sent to fight rebels in the mountains…’

      ‘I wanted to be honest.’

      Laodoc shook his head. ‘I have lost both my sons. Likiat to you, and Ruellap has fled with the rebel committee and is as good as dead to me. Neither loss comes close to the pain I still feel over Simiona. The last time I was here, with you and her, was the closest I’ve been to feeling happy in many years.’ He sighed, his anger seeming to leave him. ‘I do forgive you Killop. But I never want to talk about this again.’

      Killop nodded, and they resumed walking.

      They got in sight of the mansion, and Laodoc turned to him.

      ‘There is something I must tell you too.’

      Killop nodded, his attention distracted by the sight of Larissa walking up the path towards them.

      ‘Are you listening?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Kylon lied to you.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘He told you Daphne was dead. That was a lie.’

      Killop’s mouth dried up. He faced the old man, staring. Laodoc’s tongue flickered.

      ‘Daphne is alive.’

      Killop gasped. ‘You know this?’

      ‘Know it? She escorted me all the way to Plateau City. I saw her nearly every day, watching as her pregnancy progressed.’

      ‘Are you playing with me?’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘Pregnant?’

      ‘Yes. If everything went well, you became a father nearly two thirds ago.’

      Killop staggered. He put his hands on his knees, his breath coming fast.

      ‘She’ll be travelling here in a few thirds,’ Laodoc said, ‘as soon as the baby’s old enough.’

      ‘Kylon,’ Killop groaned. ‘You fucking bastard.’

      Larissa reached them.

      ‘What’s up?’ she asked, glancing at Killop and Laodoc, the lines on her brow crinkling.

      Killop looked up at her, unable to say anything, his eyes red.

      He fell to his knees and vomited onto the grass.
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      Rahain Capital, Rahain Republic – New Year’s Day 506

      ‘It’s not fair,’ Hodang said. ‘In fact, it’s a blatant insult.’

      ‘I assure you Chief Minister,’ the Holdings courtier said, ‘no insult is intended.’

      ‘We demand the same attendance at the coronation as is currently sat in there now,’ Hodang went on, his face reddening. ‘If they can watch Laodoc become chancellor, then they can stay to watch Lord Agang Garo become king.’

      The courtier opened his palms. ‘Unfortunately, several of the high-ranking officials are required elsewhere once the inauguration is over. Nevertheless, Field Marshal Howie, and Chancellor Laodoc himself will both be there, along with many other notables, cavalry officers and priests.’

      Agang sighed, watching the pair bicker. Now that his day had come, he just wanted it to be over. He fidgeted in his seat, the long regal robes uncomfortable and making him sweat. Echtang stood to his right, dressed as a prince but looking bored and fed up. Chane was pacing. He had dismissed her from his guard, in anticipation of appointing her to his royal council, but she had chosen to wear a military uniform rather than one of the dresses he had picked out for her. Mandalecht was standing stiff, as if on parade, although Agang could tell from his expression that the man was sleeping on his feet, an old trick of his, perfected over countless hours of dull meetings.

      His high mage Badolecht was two rooms away in the main senate chamber, witnessing the promotion of Laodoc to chancellor, the first in a series of elaborate ceremonies planned for New Year’s Day. Agang was next, followed by a long Holdings religious ritual he was already regretting having agreed to attend.

      The door to the chamber opened, and Drechtan entered.

      ‘My lord,’ he said, bowing with a flourish. He was dressed in rich robes that seemed a size too large for him, and his hair was tied back and shimmering with oil. ‘Soon to be our king.’

      Agang nodded.

      A servant passed him a glass of water, and he drank a little, not wanting to need a piss when a crown was being lowered onto his head.

      ‘I thought you were watching Laodoc get inaugurated?’

      ‘I slipped away quietly,’ Drechtan said. ‘The ceremony is all but over, and I wanted to make sure I was ready to join you as you enter the hall.’

      He pulled a hipflask from his robes and took a sip. The Holdings courtiers looked the other way.

      ‘I’ll have some of that,’ Chane said, walking over. She winked at Agang as she drank, and he frowned.

      ‘Urgh,’ she grimaced. ‘We’re in the land of fine brandy, and you’re drinking Sanang rubbish?’

      ‘I carried this all the way from my homestead,’ Drechtan said. ‘It’s vintage. I was saving it for this moment.’ He looked over at Agang. ‘I always knew it would come, my lord.’

      ‘You have always been my most faithful ally, Drechtan,’ Agang said.

      Drechtan bowed, then looked over at Hodang and the courtiers.

      ‘What are they arguing about?’

      ‘The seating arrangement, mostly,’ Agang said.

      Chane smirked. ‘Hodang is acting like a mother on her daughter’s wedding day.’

      Agang looked blank, and exchanged a puzzled expression with Echtang.

      ‘Well,’ Chane shrugged, ‘that’s how they act in the Holdings.’

      Echtang shuffled on his feet. ‘How much longer do we have to wait, uncle?’

      ‘How should I know?’ he replied, his mood thick and dark. His heart was pounding, he realised.

      ‘The inauguration was finishing as I was leaving,’ Drechtan said, ‘so it depends how long it takes to get the chamber ready for the coronation.’

      The door opened again, and three Holdings walked in, two male priests and a female officer. The courtiers quietened.

      ‘My lord Agang,’ the lead priest said, bowing his head. He was thin, with folds of loose skin around his jowls, as if he had lost a lot of weight. ‘I am Father Ghorley.’

      He gestured to his comrades. ‘This is Father Bates, and Major-General Katt.’

      Agang muttered greetings to them. Hodang came over to stand by his side.

      ‘I trust you are looking forward to today’s ceremonies, my lord?’ Ghorley asked.

      ‘I am.’

      ‘Excellent,’ Ghorley rubbed his hands together, and Agang caught a glimpse of scars around the man’s wrists.

      ‘Who are you, Father Ghorley?’ he asked.

      ‘Merely a servant of the king, prophet and creator,’ he bowed. ‘I happen to be the highest ranking member of the church here in the Rahain capital.’

      ‘Then why have I not seen you before?’

      The priest smiled. ‘That will be because, until recently, I was a guest in the prison cells of the republic, having been arrested by the Rahain authorities when the alliance invaded.’

      Agang nodded. ‘Congratulations on your release.’

      ‘Thank you my lord,’ Ghorley said. ‘Your coronation is due this fine New Year’s Day, and a most wonderful and dignified ceremony it will be, but before we step through to the main senate chamber, there are one or two points I would like to discuss, if I may.’

      ‘What points?’ Hodang said.

      Ghorley snapped his fingers and Father Bates drew a rolled up document from his robes and handed it to his superior.

      ‘An agreement,’ Ghorley said. ‘A contract, call it what you will. A legally binding treaty between the Realm of Sanang and His Imperial Majesty Guilliam.’

      He stepped forward, opening the document and holding it up.

      ‘The first clause,’ Ghorley said, ‘states that the monarch of the Sanang Realm shall recognise Guilliam and his heirs as sole Emperor and High King of this world.’

      The Sanang gasped.

      ‘Never,’ Echtang muttered, while Mandalecht glowered in anger.

      ‘How dare you,’ Agang said. ‘If you’re trying to delay the coronation…’

      ‘If this treaty is not signed by your hand, my lord,’ Ghorley said, standing firm, ‘there will be no coronation.’

      ‘This is outrageous,’ Hodang said.

      ‘Not at all,’ Ghorley replied. ‘All relations between reasonable nations are governed by treaty, and that is all there is to it. There are several sub-clauses. Shall I go through them?’

      ‘If you think I’ll allow the Holdings to control Sanang,’ Agang said, ‘then you are much mistaken.’

      ‘Listen to the clauses, and make up you mind, my lord,’ Ghorley said. ‘That is all I ask. Everything that is required of your realm is contained within this treaty.’

      Agang looked at Hodang, who was glaring at the priest in fury. Chane caught his eye, and nodded.

      ‘Very well,’ he said.

      ‘Sub-clause one,’ Ghorley said. ‘The realm of Sanang shall not initiate any military action against one of the other four nations without the Emperor’s approval.’

      Agang considered. ‘And if we are attacked?’

      ‘The wording says “initiate”,’ the priest said, ‘it does not apply to acts of self-defence.’

      ‘I can agree to that.’

      ‘Excellent. Next, the realm of Sanang shall abolish slavery.’

      Agang frowned. Around him he could hear his advisors mutter.

      ‘I’ve seen the chaos this policy has caused here,’ Agang said. ‘This is not something I could implement without bringing the same chaos to Sanang.’

      ‘But, my lord,’ Ghorley said, ‘unlike the Rahain, you will have the luxury of time to plan the release of your nation’s slaves.’

      ‘We’ll need ten years,’ Hodang said.

      ‘Two,’ replied the priest.

      ‘Five.’

      ‘Done.’

      Ghorley took out a pen, and amended the treaty, initialling his changes. Hodang shared a glance with Agang.

      ‘See, my lord,’ the priest beamed, ‘we’re making progress. The next clause requires a map. Bates.’

      The other priest came forward, and unrolled a large map of the Plateau area.

      ‘His Imperial Majesty has decreed that each of the five nations shall be apportioned a section of the Plateau,’ Ghorley said, pointing. ‘This area in red has been assigned to the realm of Sanang.’

      Agang and his advisors gazed at the map. The section marked in red was in the south-west quadrant of the Plateau, and stretched from the Sanang mountains to the Inner Sea in an arc, reaching halfway to Rainsby.

      ‘As you can see,’ Ghorley said, ‘you will have access to the sea from this small port, which before the invasion was a Holdings border fortress, close to where you defeated the cavalry when you first invaded. The land here will be under Sanang sovereignty, if the treaty is agreed. Do you have any objections?’

      ‘Seems fair,’ Hodang said.

      ‘I agree,’ Agang said.

      ‘Good,’ Ghorley said. ‘Now this next one should be easy. The emperor shall recognise the realm of the Sanang as an independent kingdom, and Agang Garo and his heirs to be to the sole legitimate rulers of that realm.’

      Agang smiled. ‘Agreed.’

      ‘Two left,’ Ghorley smiled. ‘The next clause concerns the freedom to worship. The realm of Sanang will not bar any missionaries from other nations or religions from freely preaching and practising their faith, and shall not seek to hinder or obstruct any subject of Sanang who decides to change their religion.’

      ‘Do the Holdings intend to send priests into our forest?’ Agang asked.

      ‘The church is always keen to spread the word of the creator,’ Ghorley said.

      Agang looked over at his advisors. ‘Any thoughts on this?’

      Hodang shrugged. ‘Their religion doesn’t seem to have done the Holdings any harm. Though I can’t imagine many in Sanang will convert.’

      ‘I’d worry about their security,’ Mandalecht said. ‘Priests wandering the forest? I don’t think we could guarantee their safety if they went into remote areas, my lord.’

      ‘We do not ask the impossible,’ Ghorley said. ‘Our missionaries understand the risks, and we would not expect you to be able to guard every one of them. Just do not hinder or obstruct them.’

      Agang nodded. ‘Agreed then. And the final clause?’

      ‘Another simple one,’ Ghorley said. ‘A new Institute of Mages is being established in Plateau City, to begin a grand research into the powers held by the five peoples of this world, and how they might be used to better serve everyone. The institute has vacancies for five Sanang mages that it would like to fill. The positions would be well-paid, and the mages could be from anywhere on the range of skills they possess. In other words, they don’t have to be high mages, anyone with mage powers can apply. The final clause asks that you select five volunteers, and organise their relocation to Plateau City.’

      ‘Research?’ Agang asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Ghorley said. ‘The applicants don’t have to be literate, but it would help with some of the more academic work. Language classes can be arranged for them when they arrive at the institute.’

      Agang frowned.

      ‘We request a moment alone,’ Hodang said.

      ‘Of course,’ the priest said, ‘we’ll wait outside the room.’

      The Sanang waited until the Holdings had left and closed the door.

      ‘I don’t like the sound of this,’ Hodang said. ‘What business is it of anyone else what our mages can do?’

      ‘Just give them some branch-wavers,’ Chane said. ‘Nothing serious.’

      ‘And what would you know of such matters?’ Hodang said. He turned and glanced at Agang.

      ‘I have said nothing to her regarding our mages,’ he said, ‘but she’s aware that other powers exist besides healing and waving branches, as she puts it.’

      ‘I can’t see a problem,’ Echtang said. ‘I’m sure there are more than a few hedgewitches who would be glad to fill the positions.’

      ‘That’s not the issue,’ Hodang said. He gave Chane a dark look, but carried on. ‘We do not want the Holdings, or anyone else for that matter finding out about the seulitch and what they are, or were, capable of.’

      ‘How would they find out from a hedgewitch?’ Chane asked. ‘If it’s such a secret, couldn’t you trust them to keep their mouths shut?’

      Hodang shook his head. ‘We cannot take the risk.’ He sighed. ‘No, all we can do is continue what we have been doing for a hundred years, seeking out and destroying anyone we find who possesses those dark powers.’

      ‘There might be a way we can get round this,’ Agang said. ‘The clause calls for volunteers. If we agree, then we can’t be held at fault if none are forthcoming. When we get back to Sanang, we can delay, and delay, until the clause is forgotten.’

      His advisors fell into silence.

      ‘Will the Holdings forget, my lord?’ Hodang said after a while.

      ‘I’m not sure it matters,’ Chane said. ‘This invasion has spread Sanang all over the Plateau and Rahain. And when peace comes, there will be free movement between the nations. Even if you delay, I think it likely that this Institute of Mages will find their volunteers one way or another.’

      Agang nodded. ‘I agree. Hodang?’

      ‘I still don’t like it, my lord,’ he said. ‘Even agreeing in principle sends a message.’

      ‘I will not forego the crown over a message,’ Agang said.

      ‘Very well, my lord,’ his chief minister said. ‘We’ll have to play very cleverly with this though, to avoid offending the Holdings and their new emperor. Just as I intend to be diplomatic about requesting extensions to the time limit on the emancipation of slaves.’

      ‘You cannot go back on that,’ Chane said.

      Hodang shook his head. ‘It displeases me, but this clause we will have to go along with.’ He looked at Chane. ‘We will not go back on our word. Slavery is over, we just need time to mitigate the effects.’

      ‘Not to mention the money to pay off the owners,’ Agang said. ‘A good part of the treasure from this expedition will have to be assigned to cover it all.’

      He glanced at his advisors.

      ‘Are we agreed then? I will sign this treaty?’

      They nodded.

      ‘Send the priest back in.’

      Echtang opened the door and the three Holdings entered.

      ‘My lord?’ Ghorley said as he approached. ‘Have you come to a conclusion?’

      ‘I have,’ he said. ‘We accede to the clauses within the treaty.’

      ‘Most excellent,’ Ghorley said. Bates came forward and turned around, facing away from Agang. Ghorley laid out the treaty on the priest’s back, and produced a quill from a sleeve.

      ‘My lord,’ he said, handing Agang the pen.

      He gazed at the treaty, noticing it was written in Sanangka as well as the Holdings script. He paused, unable to shake that feeling that he was being tricked somehow, and that the Holdings were laughing at him behind their polite smiles.

      He knew this treaty would seal the alliance, and begin the reign of the Holdings Emperor. It was open knowledge that the Rakanese and Clackdomyn went along with everything Guilliam said, and were securely in his grasp. He also realised that Laodoc had probably been presented with a similar document before his inauguration, and for the first time he felt a twinge of sympathy for the old man.

      Eyes from every direction were staring at him, and he reached down and signed his name.

      Agang Garo.

      Ghorley took the treaty, and bowed, while Bates went back to his previous position.

      ‘Thank you, my lord,’ Ghorley said. ‘In ten minutes your coronation will begin, may your gods show you favour.’

      The Holdings left the room.

      ‘This is it, then,’ Drechtan said, patting down his robes.

      ‘Sanang will be recognised,’ Agang said, ‘and I shall be king.’

      His mind swirled, and his heart rate increased.

      ‘You are the greatest Sanang who has ever lived,’ said Hodang. ‘You have done everything you set out to do, and more. The glory of your reign will be spoken of through the ages.’

      There was a knock at the door, and a Sanang officer entered.

      ‘My lords,’ he said, ‘the execution of Lomecht Ra has been carried out in the cells under the council chambers. I was told to bring the news directly to you.’

      ‘Thank you, Captain,’ Agang said, keeping his face blank as the officer left.

      ‘Mandalecht, Drechtan,’ he said, ‘as soon as the coronation’s over, summon the warriors. We’re leaving.’

      Drechtan beamed. ‘When, my lord?’

      ‘As quickly as we can get ready. Within a few days if we can.’

      Chane and Echtang both broke out in wide grins.

      Badolecht entered the room.

      ‘My lord,’ he smiled, ‘the senate chamber awaits your presence. Your crowning is about to begin.’

      Agang got to his feet, and his advisors placed themselves behind him, with his chief minister standing behind his right shoulder.

      ‘My lord,’ Hodang said as they walked towards the door. ‘I was under the impression that the alliance is planning to mount an expedition against the rebel cities to the south in the next third or so. Won’t they be expecting us to join them?’’

      They entered a great round hall, with ornate and decorated benches, and the standards of all five nations hanging from the walls. The room was full, and people from every corner of the world were present. In the centre of the marble floor a raised podium had been constructed, and upon it was a throne.

      The priest Ghorley was there, dressed in elaborate and flowing robes, while Laodoc and Field Marshal Howie stood close by in attendance. A young priest by Ghorley’s side held a crown in his hands, glistening gold in the dazzling light of a hundred lamps.

      ‘My lord?’ whispered Hodang.

      ‘They’ll have to do it without us,’ Agang said, his eyes fixed on the crown. ‘It’s time to go home.’
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      Sanang Frontier – New Year’s Day 506

      ‘Happy New Year, bawbags,’ Keira said, smirking at her squad as they awoke on the hillside. Their cloaks were coated in morning dew, glistening in the dawn rays. Around them, trees spread up the valley, covering the foothills that marked the frontier of Sanang.

      ‘Are we there yet?’ Flora mumbled.

      ‘Try it in Sanangka,’ Keira said. ‘You need the fucking practice.’

      Flora sighed. ‘We here? We here now?’

      Keira snorted and laughed.

      ‘No one will expect her to speak, boss,’ Fang said. ‘Might be better if she keeps her mouth shut.’

      ‘And why the fuck’s that?’ Keira said. ‘Is it because she’s got tits?’

      She shook her head as Fang frowned.

      ‘I’ll tell you, Fang,’ she said, ‘the first monkey-man to order me to be quiet because I’m a woman is getting their teeth rammed down their fucking throat.’

      ‘You’re different, boss,’ Fang said. ‘You’re a killer. You’ll be alright, and so will Leah. Flora though, she doesn’t look like a warrior. She’s soft.’

      ‘We both saw her fight in the gatehouse, and back at the tunnel,’ Keira said. ‘I expect you to stand up for the folk in the squad, Fang. You mess with one, you mess with us all. Are you going to stick up for Flora if she gets hassled?’

      ‘You guys are my family, boss,’ Fang said. ‘I fight and die for you all. But the men in Sanang, they… It might not be safe for her.’

      ‘We all stick together,’ Keira said. ‘We’ll be alright.’

      She noticed Flora was looking at her.

      ‘Did you understand that?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ Flora said. ‘Most of it. I’ve heard about the treatment of women in Sanang, but it’s like what Fang said. We’re family. I’m not afraid.’

      They cleared up the camp, and broke out a ration of their supplies.

      ‘I’ll see if I can shoot something today,’ Leah said, grimacing at the dried-up rind of salted meat in her hand. ‘Anything would be better than this shit.’

      ‘Just think,’ Niall said, ‘there will be parties all over the Holdings today, and anywhere else they celebrate the New Year. We used to have the best feasts in Hold Clear, dozens of fine cattle roasted, enough beer for everyone, and singing and dancing, the entire square done up in bunting and flowers.’

      ‘We just used to get pissed,’ Keira said.

      She looked over at Kylon, who was staring off into the distance.

      ‘What’s up with your pus?’

      He glanced at her, his dark eyes piercing her soul.

      ‘He’s always moody in the morning,’ Leah said.

      ‘Aye,’ Keira said, ‘tell me about it.’

      ‘There’s something I need to say,’ he said.

      ‘Oh aye?’

      ‘Something I’ve been keeping from you,’ he said. ‘Do you remember when Kalayne put the images of Shella and Daphne into my head, back in Kell?’

      ‘Aye,’ she said, ‘before you all fucked off and left me.’

      Kylon nodded. ‘Since then, Kalayne has appeared in my dreams. Not often, three times in fact. In the first dream he gave me a vision of Killop leading a slave army, and in the second he showed me you near the great tunnel through the mountains.’

      ‘You sneaky wee toerag,’ Keira said. ‘So that old bastard’s been pulling yer strings?’

      ‘Guiding me,’ Kylon said. ‘Showing me what I have to do.’

      ‘When was the third time?’ asked Leah.

      ‘Last night,’ he replied. ‘He showed me Killop’s baby. A girl.’

      ‘My wee brother’s a da’?’ Keira laughed.

      ‘Aye. Then he showed me a glimpse of the future. Our fight’s not over yet.’

      Keira shrugged. ‘I hadn’t thought for one fucking moment that it was.’

      Kylon looked away, his face grim. ‘We have a lot to do. On this day, an empire is being proclaimed, with the ruler of the world sitting on his throne in Plateau City. All five nations have sworn fealty to him, and the reach of his church spreads.’

      ‘His church?’ Keira said. ‘Who gives a fuck about their stupid religion?’

      She caught the glance of Niall and Flora.

      ‘No offence.’

      ‘There’s only one problem,’ Kylon said. ‘The Holdings religion happens to be true.’

      ‘Yer arse.’

      ‘Kalayne is convinced. He sees the mind of their god. Do you not remember what he told us in Kell, the night we met him?’

      ‘I was too drunk to pay attention,’ she lied, recalling the words of the prophecies as if they had been spoken the day before.

      ‘Our church is peaceful,’ Niall said. ‘There’s no reason to fear it.’

      ‘You think?’ Flora said. ‘My folks always told me that the priests used to control everything, back when they were young before the queen ruled. I don’t want to go back to that.’

      ‘The king wouldn’t let them,’ Niall said.

      ‘Emperor now,’ Kylon said. ‘Emperor Guilliam the First, Holder of the World.’

      ‘Holder?’ Keira said. ‘He’s not getting his fucking hands on me.’

      ‘Kalayne fears the church, and what they intend to do. The lord vicar and his priests are planning something that involves gathering mages from every part of the world. His message was a warning to us, to be on our guard, as the emperor’s reach now includes the Sanang forest.’

      ‘We’ll just have to get lost somewhere,’ Keira said. ‘Was that all the old freak said?’

      ‘He told us to prepare,’ he said, ‘for the day when we might have to return to Plateau City.’
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      After breakfast, the squad trooped through the woods, heading further into the long valley where the Plateau met the new realm of Sanang. There was no clear border, no flags or fortresses, but after a few hours Keira knew they had crossed a threshold.

      The feeling of being watched crept up on her. She saw no one except her companions, walking on the track through the trees, but she couldn’t shake it.

      Thick thorny undergrowth bordered the path. The dense trees behind were budding, the ground below covered in a tangled mat of the previous year’s growth. The path wound its way round enormous boulders that littered the landscape, blocking the view ahead.

      Her anxiety started to grow. She led them on for another hour, across a stream and into a stretch of pine forest. The air was still and warm, and the branches were cutting out most of the daylight.

      ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Everyone stop. I can’t take this shit.’

      ‘What’s up?’ said Kylon.

      ‘Do you not feel it?’ she said. ‘Fuckers are everywhere, watching us.’

      The squad glanced around in alarm.

      ‘You’re just paranoid,’ Leah said.

      ‘Really?’ Keira said. ‘Fang?’

      The Sanang shrugged.

      ‘Fucksake,’ Keira said. ‘Flora, get over here. Niall, do you still have that Rahain lamp?’

      ‘Somewhere, ma’am,’ he said, slinging his pack from his back.

      ‘Any oil you have for it as well,’ Keira said.

      Flora came over as Niall found the small lamp, and started rooting about for fuel.

      ‘I have a job for you, Flora,’ Keira said.

      ‘Yes, ma’am?’

      ‘Sit yourself down,’ Keira said, handing her Niall’s lamp. ‘This is now yours. I want you to light it as fast as you can. Come on. Now.’

      Flora sat cross-legged, with the lamp on her lap, and fumbled with the flint.

      ‘Looking for a new Lacey?’ Kylon said.

      ‘Aye.’

      They watched as Flora caught a spark, and lit the wick of the lamp.

      ‘Blow it out,’ Keira said to her. ‘Don’t waste the oil. That was too fucking slow, by the way, you’ll need to practise. Try again.’

      Niall placed a full flask of oil by Flora’s feet, and the squad stood around and watched as Keira made Flora light and blow out the lamp several times.

      ‘Better,’ Keira said, ‘but still too slow. You’re in charge of the lamp now, Flora, and the oil. Carry them everywhere we go, and stay close to me at all times. If I tell you to light it, you drop everything and get it done. Understood?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ Flora said, sweat on her forehead from concentrating.

      ‘Right, my wee fire-starter, up you get,’ Keira said. ‘Everyone else, start gathering firewood along the way. Anything old and dry, nothing green.’

      Flora got to her feet, and hung the oil and lamp off her belt pouch.

      ‘Niall,’ Keira said, ‘you watch my fire-starter’s back, alright?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      ‘Let’s go, then,’ she said, ‘and remember to pick up wood. I’ve a feeling we might need it later.’
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      They walked until it began to get dark, then found a wide clearing to camp for the night, tall pine and spruce trees towering round them. The squad dumped their collected firewood onto the ground, forming a pile near the middle of the clearing.

      ‘Make a fire, Flora,’ Keira said. ‘Keep it as small as you can, but have the rest of the wood close by.’

      She gazed out into the forest as the squad laid their blankets on the soft needles. As Flora worked, Niall and Kylon took mugs and supplies from their packs. Leah sat on a boulder and unwrapped her bow.

      ‘You sense them Fang?’ Keira asked the Sanang.

      ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘They’re out there.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Fuck knows, boss. I’ve never been this far south in Sanang before.’

      She heard the sound of flint striking stone, and saw flames rise out of the corner of her eye.

      ‘Backs to the fire, everyone,’ she said. ‘Keep your eyes on the trees.’

      They sat, and Kylon shared out the evening’s rations. The water was from the stream they had passed, and it tasted earthy but good.

      ‘No booze, and fuck all to smoke,’ Keira said. ‘Some fucking holiday this is.’

      The squad nodded in the growing darkness, and they settled to sleep.

      ‘I’ll take first watch,’ Keira said. ‘Flora, I hope you’re a light sleeper.’

      The squad lay down on their blankets in the still air of the clearing, and she heard their gentle snores within a few minutes. The fire burned lower, and she fed it just enough to keep it going, shielding her eyes whenever she had to turn to it. Flora’s face was glowing in the red light of the embers as she slept.

      The noise from the forest increased the darker it got. Birds called and screeched, insects buzzed and clicked, and a hundred other sounds she didn’t recognise competed for her attention. She saw eyes appear in the gaps between the trees, small green eyes or yellow, attracted by the campfire.

      Her eyes drooped a little, and she wished she had some keenweed, or even a cigarette. No one had told her that it would be hard to stop smoking, and she had been experiencing pangs ever since their supply had run out several days before.

      She thought about Kylon, and that crazy old bastard Kalayne. So he had been feeding him information all this time? So like Kylon not to tell her, he always had that ‘I know important shit that you don’t’ look about him. She glanced down at him. Fuck, what she wouldn’t give to have ten minutes alone with him, but the squad were always around, ruining any opportunity for fun.

      An arrow struck her right leg, under the knee, and she clenched her teeth, slipping off the boulder where she had been sitting.

      ‘Flora!’ she cried, grasping her leg as more arrows flew into the clearing, and a roar of voices grew from the forest.

      Keira reached over and slapped the young Holdings woman.

      ‘Now, Flora!’

      She heard Niall grunt in pain, as Flora started heaping wood onto the fire.

      Keira got to one knee, raised her arm, and swept it across the face of the forest, in the direction the arrows and voices were coming from. The fire responded to her will, and rose up into a great roiling ball of flames, before fanning out across the trees, sending them ablaze in seconds.

      Keira grinned. ‘Save the rest of the fuel,’ she shouted to Flora, before raising her hands.

      She clapped, and a great stream of flame spread out from the burning trees, rushing back in a arc, incinerating anything within a twenty yard radius. She moved her arms a few inches to the right, clapped again, and another section of the forest burst into flames.

      She staggered back, the heat intense on her skin, and her leg throbbing with pain.

      ‘Shields,’ she cried above the roar of the flames and the screams from within the inferno. ‘Close up.’

      Kylon and Fang arrived at her flanks, their shields raised, and they gathered by the boulder where she had been shot. Leah joined them from the other side, and crouched with her shield up, and Keira put her own shield in place to fully enclose them.

      Someone had dragged Niall in the centre of the squad, where Flora tried to staunch the wound from the arrow in his belly.

      ‘You get hit?’ Kylon called to Keira.

      ‘Aye,’ she said, peering at the fire raging in the forest through a gap in the circle of shields. ‘My own fucking fault. Was day-dreaming.’

      ‘Niall!’ Flora cried.

      Keira glanced down. The Holdings man was unconscious. Blood was seeping from his guts, despite Flora holding down a torn section of his shirt that she had ripped off. Her arms were red to the elbows.

      ‘Shit,’ Keira said. She grabbed the arrow in her own leg, gritted her teeth, and yanked it out.

      ‘Fucking bastard,’ she grunted. Kylon tied a strip of cloth around her leg, and she held the arrowhead up to her nose and sniffed.

      ‘The fire’s dying down,’ Leah said.

      Keira glanced up. Small flames were dotting an area about fifteen metres wide by thirty metres long, where trees had stood a few minutes previously, but was now filled with blackened stumps and swirling ash. Long objects that could have been branches or bodies littered the smoking ground. Glowing pine needles span up through the night sky, and the forest was silent.

      ‘Flora,’ Keira whispered, ‘keep the lamp ready.’

      ‘He’s going to die,’ she said.

      ‘You in the clearing!’ a voice called out from the forest in Sanangka. ‘Let’s talk.’

      ‘Bit late for that ya dipshit fucks,’ Keira shouted back. ‘You could have talked before you started shooting at us.’

      ‘We fucked up,’ the voice said. ‘We didn’t know you had a fire mage.’

      ‘Well you fucking know now. Any more attacks, and I’ll burn the bawsacks off the lot of ye.’

      ‘What are you doing in Sanang?’

      ‘What’s it to you?’

      ‘You’ve invaded my patch, that’s what it fucking is to me. Let’s talk, see if we can come to an arrangement.’

      ‘I want a healer first,’ Keira said. ‘You hit one of my guys.’

      ‘Do you think I’ll just hand over my hedgewitch to you? Do you think I’m stupid?’

      ‘You’ve already proved that. Send your man over. I’ll let him go once he’s done his healing. If you don’t, then I could always set the rest of your shitty wee forest on fire. Your choice, ya fud.’

      There was silence from the forest.

      ‘Maybe you should try being friendlier,’ Fang said. ‘No warrior would take being spoken to like that from…’

      ‘Don’t fucking say it, Fang.’

      The undergrowth rustled, and a short, wide legged man approached, his eyes darting about. He came to the circle of shields, and Kylon ushered him through.

      The hedgewitch knelt by Niall’s side. He gestured to Fang, and the warrior leant forward, and pulled the arrow from the Holdings man’s belly, a stream of fluid gushing out from the wound. The hedgewitch placed his hands on Niall’s stomach and closed his eyes. Niall’s body spasmed and twisted, and Flora let out a cry.

      The bleeding stopped, and Niall lay still, panting but unconscious.

      The hedgewitch nodded, and Keira pointed to her leg.

      ‘That as well.’

      The hedgewitch placed a hand on her calf, and Keira felt a glorious jolt of life surge through her.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘All right, off ye go.’

      The hedgewitch looked almost surprised, then dashed off between the shields and disappeared into the dark forest.

      ‘How is he?’ Keira asked Flora.

      ‘His wound has closed,’ she said, ‘and he’s breathing. I think he’s going to make it.’

      Keira smiled.

      ‘All right,’ she shouted into the forest, ‘come closer, let’s talk.’ She turned to Flora. ‘Get the fire going again, just in case.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      She waited until a few flames started to rise, then got to her feet, keeping her shield in front of her, her back to the fire. Kylon stood to her right, Fang to her left, while Leah kept an eye on the other side of the fire.

      The undergrowth parted, and half a dozen men walked forward, the hedgewitch among them. In their centre was a short, lean warrior, his head covered in tattoos.

      ‘You are the fire mage?’ he said to her, halting ten paces away.

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘The one the Holdings are looking for?’

      ‘Aye,’ Keira said. ‘You know about me out here?’

      ‘No,’ the man said. ‘I heard about you outside Plateau City.’

      ‘You were there?’

      ‘Yes. Like you, I am also wanted by the king.’

      ‘The emperor,’ Kylon said. ‘As of today, Guilliam is emperor of the world.’

      ‘Hogshit,’ the man spat. ‘They’ll never rule here.’

      ‘Every nation has submitted to the emperor, including Agang Garo, who is now king of Sanang.’

      The man snarled. ‘That fucking traitor, I knew he’d sell us out to those horse-loving bastards.’ He glanced at his men. ‘What did I tell you, lads? You heard him, Agang thinks he’s king, and has bowed his knee to Guilliam.’

      The Sanang men were shaking with rage.

      ‘So we both hate the emperor,’ Keira said. ‘What else you got? You need me more than I need you. How many warriors do you have?’

      ‘Fewer than I had a fucking hour ago,’ the man said, his eyes wild with anger.

      ‘Then you shouldn’t have attacked me,’ she shrugged. ‘Answer my question.’

      ‘Sixty,’ he said.

      ‘That’ll do for a start,’ she said. ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘B’Dang D’Bang,’ he said. ‘And yours?’

      ‘Keira ae Caela ae Kell.’

      ‘Keira kill-kill,’ said Fang, standing proud beside her.

      B’Dang grinned.

      ‘Welcome to Sanang, Keira kill-kill.’
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