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1. Eltaraya

Cain Arbak
moved slowly up the divine stair. He took his time. He had to weave
and ease his way through the crowds. It seemed as though every man
woman and child from the low city was camped out here. There were
hundreds of them. Thousands. Some gathered in family groups, noisy
with children. They rested mostly towards the dark side, the
mountain side, away from the edge, eating food that they had
brought with them. Others clustered around the pillars, which for
this one day were festooned with bright ribbons, and danced in
their summery rags, their rainbow banners of hope.

It was
Eltaraya, the festival of communion, one week before year’s end.
This was the day, according to tradition, when the gods listened,
and here on the divine stair, where every god had their own pillar,
custom had it that prayers were borne to them on the winter wind.
The temples, too, were full, bursting with incense and chanting,
ringing with the chink of coin and the squeals of sacrifice, heavy
with the smell of blood, but the stair was the favoured place.

The divine
stair was itself a remarkable thing. It was etched into the side of
the stub of a mountain on which the city of the gods was built. It
was a groove fifty feet wide and ten feet high, the edge supported
by pillars, the floor carved into long shallow steps that had worn
again to an almost even slope with the passage of ten million feet
over countless years. It began in the east, traced a line across
the entire south face, and opened up before the gates to the high
city in the west.

Cain looked at
the ribbons as he walked. Yellow was for thanks, blue for a boon
desired. Those were the traditional colours, but Bas Erinor was not
always bound by tradition, and its people sought favour with green
and red, orange and purple. The more expensive the dye the more
favour they hoped for.

Some of the
people crowding the stair recognised him. A year ago this would not
have been the case, but now he was officially a hero, a city
councillor, a wealthy man, a colonel in the Avilian army, and most
surprising of all, a lord. Now men that he did not know knew him.
It was an uncomfortable state of affairs.

“General!”

He turned and
saw a face he knew. It was one of the men he had led in defence the
Green Road; one of his men. A sergeant. The man was dressed in
simple cottons, black and red, a thick coat, heavy boots, and a
black scarf around his neck against the chill. There was a family,
too: A wife, two girls, and a boy. A handsome family. They hung
back behind their soldier husband and father, and Cain could see
the uncertainty in the sergeant’s smile. Was he too bold to accost
his commander in this manner?

The name came.
Cain was always thankful when he remembered a name. So many of them
escaped him.

“Barain,” he
said. He took the sergeant’s hand – somewhat awkwardly given that
he had no right hand himself. The soldier looked momentarily
panicked that he had offered his general the wrong hand, but Cain
smiled at him. He remembered what it was like being a sergeant. He
remembered being ordinary, before he’d lost that hand at Bel
Erinor. “Your family?” he asked.

“Yes,
General.”

Cain knew what
was expected. He bowed slightly to the wife when he took her hand,
tousled the hair of the boy, patted the girls and told them they
were pretty, smiling all the time. The funny thing was that he
meant it. He knew his men. They would fight for him; even die for
him if he asked it. In turn he trusted them, liked them, tried to
preserve their lives. It was a bargain that he regarded as a sacred
duty. Perhaps that was why they seemed to love him so.

He left
Sergeant Barain smiling like a fool and carried on up the stair.
There were two ribbons in his own pocket, one yellow and one blue.
He liked the tradition, and though he had never tied ribbons on the
pillars before, this year he felt he had cause.

Cain was not
officially a general. Briefly he had been acclaimed such by the men
at the wall. There had been three nations there, small forces
united against the common threat of Seth Yarra, and they had chosen
him to lead them. He had not wanted the burden, but Sheyani, his
wife to be, had swayed her countryman, a Durander colonel called
Coyan, and Cain had been given command. The generalship had been a
spontaneous moment, after they had taken it back from the Telans,
before they faced the Seth Yarra assault. He had done his best, and
in the end they had held the wall.

He knew that he
should have died at Bel Erinor, months before. He had been in the
wrong place at the wrong time doing the wrong thing, and he had
ended up toe to toe with Wolf Narak, swords drawn. It was not a
situation that many men had survived. But Narak had wanted to
question him, and after taking his hand off had bound him and
talked to him. Cain had still expected to die, but something had
happened that he still did not understand. The Wolf God had freed
him, let him live, made him a rich man, and all his good fortune
had flowed from that moment.

Narak’s pillar
was close to the top of the divine stair. It was one of the more
recent carvings, and the lines in the stone, the wolf face, the
crossed, curved swords, had a freshness that the older pillars
lacked. Today, though, it was difficult to make out the detail. The
stone was nearly obliterated by ribbons, the space around it a
press of bodies. He supposed its popularity reflected that Narak
walked among them, led their armies, killed their enemies. How
could you not worship a god who took your part so actively?

He waited
patiently in the throng, edging forwards as others took their turn,
tied their ribbons, and spoke their words. Some were loud, shouting
their thanks to the wind, making their desires public. They asked
for death among their enemies, for an end to war, for peace, for
courage, for wisdom; there was no end to the things they desired.
Others were quiet, whispering by the pillar as though it had ears
to hear, eyes closed and fingers smoothing the stone. Mostly it was
the men who shouted.

One man
recognised him, called to the others to make way, to stand to one
side so that the Hero of the Green Road, the Wolf of Fal Verdan
could take their place, but he hushed the man, and said that he
would wait like any other. He would take his turn. Yet his name had
been spoken, and most knew it. He saw many curious eyes turn to
him, and shoulders no longer rubbed against him. He found himself
in a small clearing of respect, his path towards the pillar
eased.

Best to be done
and gone, he thought. He reached the pillar and took out his
ribbons. He tied the yellow one high, making a good tight knot, and
as he tied it he thought of the past, his tavern, bought with
Narak’s gold. He thought of Sheyani, her music and her dark,
beautiful eyes. He thought of his modest but pretty estates at
Waterhill, his friends, his luck.

Thank you.

He tied the
blue ribbon lower. He thought of the future, the war that would
resume when the snow melted and the White Road opened in the
spring. He thought of the vast Seth Yarra armies that he would, at
some moment, have to face. He thought of injury, death, loss and
waste.

Do not take it
from me. Do not abandon me. For a moment he was prescient with the
sense of loss.

He stood a
moment longer, staring out over the low city, the mad jumble of the
poorer neighbourhoods, the nets of winter trees, stripped of
leaves, cast above the houses of the rich and the better commercial
streets. Even though he did not believe in the gods; certainly not
Ashmaren, Pecanis and the rest; even though he thought of Narak as
a man, even though he had seen him fight, and Narak fought like a
god – no one could stand against him. Even so, in the absence of
belief, he allowed himself to pray.

He stayed only
a moment, then eased back through the crowd, and carried on up the
stair to the city of the gods. He passed through the great gates,
and the guards saluted him. It was ominous that workmen swarmed
over the gates, chipping at the rusted hinges, hammering at the
wood. It was preparation for a siege. Those gates had not closed
for a thousand years, a dozen great wars, and yet now they were to
be fixed, closed, strengthened.

At the gates to
the Duke’s fortress he was saluted again. The men here were more
formal, more determinedly polite. It reminded him that some of the
older heads in the Avilian aristocracy were not fond of him. They
thought he had too much honour for what he had done at Fal Verdan,
the Green Road. They thought he was an upstart, and that he was
planning to marry a foreigner only confirmed it. They were
nationalistic to the core. Only things Avilian were any good. They
would rather be at war with Berash than allied to them, and the
same, to a lesser extent, went for Afael. Durandar, his wife’s
nation, was beyond even comprehension.

In truth he
believed those men thought that way because Berash was so similar
to Avilian. It was smaller, but its soldiers were disciplined and
fierce, equal to, or perhaps better than, some would whisper,
Avilian’s own. Their customs were similar, their gods were the
same. But it did not do to say such things in high councils.

Cain had no
illusions. He had fought close to twenty years as a mercenary on
both sides of the Dragon’s Back, and he had matched swords with
every kind of soldier he knew of. The Berashi were better. The
Telans were fiercer, but ill disciplined. The Afaeli were amateurs.
As for the Duranders – well, it was rarely a straightforward fight
against mages and magic. Any of them could kill you.

He walked
through the courtyards and cloisters of the fortress. It was less a
fortress than a palace these days. The perfect green lawns were
empty, the fountains unwatched and their music unheard, the flowers
all gone with the coming of winter, an ambush of colour waiting for
spring. In one walled court he saw young men practicing with sword
and dagger, bated weapons ringing and scraping, shouts, claimed
hits, curses. It was poor preparation for war. Avilian was too fond
by far of its fencing tradition, its gentleman’s ways. The Berashi
were more practical.

He passed from
the outer to the inner, the flagged floors and high halls gave way
to wooden floors, walls hung with tapestries. There were people
here, mostly servants dressed in soft greys and muted browns, neat
men who walked along the sides of the wide passageways, keeping
their eyes on the floor. Cain willed each one he passed to raise
his eyes that he might nod his head and smile at him, but they were
too well trained. If he spoke he knew that they would stop and beg
to serve him in whatever way he wished, but he did not wish – not
for that.

It was why he
stayed at the inn, the Seventh Friend. It was his place. His rules.
Nobody looked at the ground in the Seventh Friend. Nobody bowed to
him, or almost nobody, but they did what they were told all the
same because he paid them well.

He came at last
to the Duke’s chambers. He was early. Guards on the outer door
saluted him, right fist to left shoulder.

“My lord,” one
of them said. “You are the first to arrive, but the chamber is
ready. Will you go in or will you wait in the antechamber?”

The antechamber
had soft seats, wine, tapestries.

“I will go in,”
he said.

The guard
opened the door and walked with him past the spurned luxuries. A
second door opened and a quite different room was revealed. Here
there was a table, maps laid out upon it with the corners held down
by silver weights, bare stone walls. Seven high backed chairs stood
to attention around it. There was a jug of water and silver cups. A
tall window dominated the south wall, and sunlight flooded through
it, making the room bright and summer-like. He watched the guard
leave and close the door, then went to the window and looked out.
It was a good view of the castle lawns, the low city and the sea
beyond, the coast stretching away to the east in the direction of
Golt. He tried to pick out the inn, but decided that he could not
see it from here.

“You’re
keen.”

He turned, but
he knew the voice. It was a voice that he had learned not to
fear.

“Deus,” he
said. “I had business on the way. It took less time than I
expected.”

Wolf Narak
smiled. He was not a big man; about six foot, probably less. His
body was lithe, his movements graceful and economic. He was dressed
for peace, cotton and silk, but the ever present swords strapped to
his back peered over his shoulders, and their threat was lost on no
one, least of all on Cain who had lost his hand to one of them. But
Cain did not fear him. He served the Wolf now. He was trusted.

“I am glad to
see you alone,” Narak said. “I have a task for you that is suited
to your special talents.”

“A task?” Cain
was suddenly worried. Narak’s tasks could be almost anything.

“It is not an
easy thing, but there is less danger than you faced on the
wall.”

“Tell me,
Deus.”

There were
footsteps outside, and voices. Narak looked mildly annoyed. The
others were coming.

“It is the
White Road, Colonel,” Narak said quickly. “Forgive me if I tell you
all together, and try not to look too put out by what I say.”

The door opened
and Duke Aidon of Bas Erinor walked into the room. Aidon was a
young man, recently raised to his position after the death of his
father in the east at the battle of Finchbeak Road, yet he had
acquired the gravity necessary to his role more quickly that Cain
had expected. He had not known Aidon before. He had only seen him
once, but anyone with such expectations was spoken about, and Aidon
had been described as easy going, kind, skilled, young – more than
anything, young. He no longer looked young. Cain suspected that
Aidon was still grieving for his father. He seemed stern, and
robbed of laughter. As Duke of Bas Erinor Aidon was commander of
the Kingdom’s armies, the true power in the land, and the weight of
that duty was yet another burden that showed on his face.

Aidon was
followed into the room by his brother, Lord Quinnial, whose
crippled arm gave him some sort of kinship with Cain, and after him
Prince Havil of Berash and Duke Petelan of Hibrae in Afael,
representatives of the allied kings.

Havil saw Cain
and stepped over to him at once, a broad smile on his face. “The
Wolf of Fal Verdan!” he exclaimed. “I was not at the wall, though I
wished to be, and have not had the chance to thank you for your
service to my people.” He took Cain’s hand, left hand in left hand
as though it was the most natural thing in the world.

“Prince Havil,
I was only…”

“No modesty,
Cain,” Havil said, and Cain could feel the man’s enthusiasm and
friendship washing over him like a warm tide. Havil was a big man;
strong and tall, broad shoulders, massive hands, and Cain knew his
reputation as a formidable warrior. For all that he seemed to wear
the crisis lightly. He seemed pleased to be in Bas Erinor,
delighted at the company he was in, and completely at ease. Cain
liked him at once. He seemed one of those rare men who saw only the
world about them, taking themselves for granted. Other men might
see life as a stage on which they must act, a story in which they
must stand in the light, but Havil took his part, his duty, as
though it was the rising of the sun, the falling of the rain –
something as inevitable and unremarkable as that.

“I was
fortunate in many ways, Prince Havil,” he said.

“As are we
all,” Havil said. “But fortune seeks out the clever man before the
fool.”

“Can we get to
the purpose?” Aidon asked, cutting across their conversation. “And
will you tell us why the colonel is here, Deus?”

A good
question. Cain was not blind to the fact that he was among the most
powerful men in three kingdoms, and somewhat out of place. But he
thought he could detect a trace of unease in the Wolf God, as
though Narak did not want to hear the question. He hesitated only a
moment, though.

“As you wish,”
he said. He turned to the map and placed his hand on it, spread out
as though to cover it. “Here lies the White Road,” he said. “In the
spring Seth Yarra will march north and seek to pass through it.
They will come in great numbers. We will not wait for them. I
intend to take the army through the Green Road before the snows
melt and attack Seth Yarra in the rear as they move north. Even if
we do not wipe them out we will inflict a great blow, reduce their
force. While we are doing this the snows will melt and the White
Road will become passable. Eventually Seth Yarra will reach it, and
at that time we must have a force waiting for them. The colonel
will take the First regiment of the seventh friend and defend the
pass.”

“Three thousand
men?” It was Havil who spoke, but Cain could see that the numbers
did not add up. If only a tenth of Seth Yarra reached the White
Road he could not hold them with three thousand.

“I believe it
will be enough,” Narak said.

“Forgive me,
Deus,” Aidon said. “I do not see how. How will three thousand hold
against Seth Yarra?”

Cain waited for
the answer as eagerly as the others. If there was no trick to it,
then his new command could well be his last. His men were mostly
green, half trained at best. By spring they would be better, but
not veterans, and even veterans would have little chance at the
odds Narak was proposing.

Narak leaned
back in his chair and his eyes found Cain’s and held them for a
moment. “The colonel and I are working on a strategy,” he said. “It
is not yet ready for scrutiny – there are some details to be
overcome – but we will discuss it in two weeks time. I just wanted
you all to know that it is in hand.”

Cain managed to
hide his surprise. He had been warned, but even so he was taken
aback. He was angry, too. Somehow he knew that Narak had nothing.
There was no strategy, no inkling of a tactic to defend the White
Road.

“Would you like
to outline it for them, Deus?” he asked.

Narak didn’t
flinch. He smiled instead. “I think we need to discuss it first,
colonel,” he said.

Cain nodded. He
thought that he detected a stiffness to the smile, and for a moment
he regretted his provocative question. It had been disrespectful,
even indiscreet. Narak was not a man to annoy if you wanted to live
a long life.

“As you wish,
Deus.”

“Indeed I have
some new information for you that may help,” Narak went on. “If you
lords and princes will excuse us for a few moments I will discuss
it with the colonel, and then we may return to more pressing
matters.”

“We would
prefer not to be kept in ignorance,” Aidon said, but his tone knew
better. Duke he may be, but Narak was a god, and above them
all.

“I understand,
Lord Aidon,” Narak said. “But there is not yet enough for us to
discuss, so if you will pardon me…” He rose and went to the door.
Cain followed him, first executing a respectful bow to the room.
Outside Narak walked steadily, not speaking until they were clear
of the castle and its quiet servants. He stopped eventually in a
courtyard and sat on a stone bench by a small fountain. Cain sat
beside him.

“You must
understand that I do not mean to put you in a poor situation,”
Narak said. Cain did not answer, but sat and waited. “I wanted to
discuss this with you before the others came, but there was not
time.”

“That much I
guessed.”

“You know that
there is no plan?”

“That much I
also guessed, but what do you have in mind?”

“You. I sent
you to the Green Road with no more hope than you would buy time,
but you took it and held it. You did things that others might not
have done. You changed the rules. Pascha was impressed.”

“Really? I
thought she disliked me.”

“Perhaps she
does, but she was still impressed.”

“So, what? You
want me to change the rules again?”

“Yes. The White
Road is our doom. We cannot build a wall there, because it would
take too long. We can only stand face to face with two or three
times our number against us, and even if we win there will be no
purpose to our victory. Too many of us will perish. More of them
will flood through and we will not have the swords, the lances, the
men to stop them.”

“I see.”

“It is unfair.
I admit that. But you are an unconventional man, Cain Arbak. You do
not think like Dukes and Princes. I would not say this to another,
or even in another man’s hearing, but I am defeated by the problem.
I need you.”

Cain shook his
head. “You are a god. I am supposed to devise a strategy when a god
cannot?”

“I am a man,”
Narak said. “And I have seen fifteen hundred summers, so I am
perhaps somewhat set in my ways. I know how to fight battles. I can
make the best use of what men I have, the weapons they wield, but
this needs more than that.”

“You ask a
great deal, Deus.”

“I admit it.
You are the only one that I can ask it of. The others depend on me.
If I should display uncertainty they may lose heart, and then we
would be lost indeed. I need men who are confident, who know that
we shall prevail no matter how many Seth Yarra march against
us.”

Cain sat in
silence for a moment. He had not thought of the war beyond Narak.
It was true that he had come up with a couple of trifling
innovations during their defence of the wall on the Green Road, but
it had been Narak who had saved them in the end.

“I do not know
that I can do this, Deus,” he said. “I am not a great strategist,
and I have never seen the White Road.”

“Well, the
latter at least we can do something about.”

“Deus?”

“Give me your
hand.”

He did so,
carefully, and felt the Wolf’s fingers close about his own. In an
instant he was elsewhere, looked down from cliffs onto a field of
snow, felt the bitter wind, and the smells – it was as though the
whole world stank of a thousand things. He tried to snatch his hand
back, but Narak’s grip was unbreakable.

“Do not fear,”
Narak said.

“It is
magic…”

“It is. But
there is no danger in it. You see through the eyes of a wolf, and
he stands high above the White Road. He is on the south side.”

The view swung
to the left, and he could see that the far wall of the pass was
sloping at the base of the cliff, and towards the top of that slope
there were patches where the snow had blown away. These were steep
screes of frost shattered rock, they lined the pass on both sides
and down below he could see that the snow cover was broken in many
places by small, scrubby trees. Half a mile, he guessed, from side
to side, and several miles long, though even in the clear winter
air he could not see the whole length of it because it twisted
about the feet of mountains, and the cliffs hid the western
end.

The wolf, if
such it was through which he saw, began to move. The bouncing
motion of its head as it trotted bothered him, but it was heading
west, towards the forest, and scanning the pass all the time. It
was not an easy path that it took, at times there was scrambling up
rocky outcrops, and at times jumping down into snowdrifts. This was
not what a wolf would do in nature, Cain realised. This animal was
under compulsion.

After twenty
minutes he could see a gap opening up, the cliffs parting from one
another, and the ground sloping away to the endless sea of the
great forest, the trees holding their burden of snow but still
undeniably trees. The wolf stopped and scanned up and down the pass
again. There was a neck here, a narrow place where spurs of rock
jutted from the north side and closed the passage down to five or
six hundred yards. There had been something similar where they had
begun, he recalled, but he had not thought of its significance at
the time. He had been too distracted by amazement at what he was
seeing and how he was seeing it.

The pass
vanished and he was back in the courtyard at Bas Erinor. It felt as
though his senses had been stripped from him. He could smell
nothing. His sight seemed clouded and foggy, his ears bunged with
wax. Narak was looking at him.

“That was the
White Road?”

“Yes.
Impassable now, and months yet before the thaw begins.”

“But you have
seen it in the summer?”

“Many times.
There is not much more to see. The ground is quite flat beneath the
snow. Everything else is how you saw it.”

“And what am I
to do, Deus?” Cain felt despair again. He had noted the two necks,
and marked them as defensible positions, but they would not serve,
not against the numbers of Seth Yarra.

“I do not
know,” the Wolf replied. “If I knew I would not need to ask you.
Pascha thinks you are a man of ideas. You showed that at the Green
Road. It may be that this task is beyond you, that no solution
comes, but there will be no blame if you fail. I will tell the
council of princes that our idea proved to be unworkable. Do not
think that you are alone in this. I and all of the Benetheon, and
all the dukes and commanders, princes and generals of all the
kingdoms have the same thing on their minds, but I have chosen you
because of all the regiments yours is the one best equipped to do
the impossible. The others have soldiers. You have masons and
smiths, carpenters and clerks, all the talents of the city at your
beck.”

“And the rest,”
Cain said. “I will do as you ask, Deus, I will try to find a
solution because now I can do nothing else, now that you have told
me.”

Narak put a
hand on his shoulder. “I made the right decision at Bel Erinor,” he
said. “Even now I know that to be true. You have done as much as
any man to defend the kingdoms, and I am grateful for your deeds.
You do not need to prove yourself again, Cain, but it would delight
me if you did.” He stood. “I must get back to them. They may have
begun to bicker without a referee to guide them. Go well, colonel.
Think deep.”

He turned and
was gone, striding away down the corridor that led back to the
council chamber, and in a moment he was out of sight. Cain sat
still, listening to the delicate sound of the fountain and the
muttering thunder of the city below. The city made a sound like the
sea, but he had never really heard it before. He summoned the image
of the White Road to his memory, but he could not bring back the
smell. The essence of the wolf had already escaped him.


2. Latter Fetch

Skal Hebberd
rode ahead of the wagon, keeping clear of the dust. Tilian Henn
road at his side on a small but robust bay mare that he had bought
the boy. Mostly they did not talk. Henn knew his place, though the
mare did not and often strained to ride ahead of Skal’s grey. Each
time the bay surged forwards Henn was quick to rein it back, and
each time he glanced across at Skal to see if he was annoyed. Skal,
however, had ceased to notice. It had been faintly amusing on the
first day, but now he had filtered it out and his thoughts tended
towards memories of the estates at Latter Fetch, of the house and
the people.

He did not have
many memories. It had been one of his father’s minor estates, and
they had visited only twice that he could recall, and he had been a
child. He remembered a brooding house in a forest glade. He
remembered a tall, dour man, an unsmiling presence who had seen to
his father’s every need.

But Skal’s
father was dead – a dead traitor. All his estates had been taken
and this place, this one small place won back by Skal’s own
efforts. No. Not quite his efforts. He could not put aside the
trust that Quinnial had shown in giving him rank and a command. It
was a gesture that had saved him from total disgrace and given him
a chance to pull himself up again. The General had helped, too.
Cain Arbak had given him credit for holding the wall during the
desperate night battle against the Telans, and so he had regained
Latter Fetch.

But it was his,
and not Quinnial’s or Cain’s.

He could see
that they were not far from the house – an hour perhaps, but no
more than that. He knew that the road from the south swung close to
the river, and that was the sign. He allowed his horse to drop
back, pulling gently on the reins until the he walked next to the
wagon.

She was sitting
with her eyes closed, though he did not think she was asleep. The
infant was, though; fast asleep with his head resting in her lap.
He studied her for a moment. Her name was Sara Bruff, and she was
the widow of Saul Bruff, a tanner who had volunteered for the
regiment and died at Henfray. He had, however, saved Skal’s life
before perishing, and Skal had felt an obligation to his
family.

There was more
to it than that, however. Sara Bruff was a beauty. She had fine,
pale skin and a face of straight lines and soft curves. Her hair
was black as ravens’ eyes and had a spirit all of its own, breaking
free of constraint at the least opportunity. She was the same, he
thought. She was strong willed, and certainly no fool.

She opened her
eyes and looked at him. Skal smiled.

“We are nearly
there,” he said.

She nodded, but
did not move to wake the child. She did not return his smile. He
could see uncertainty in her face, as though she was having second
thoughts about coming here with him.

“What will my
duties be, my lord?” she asked. “I am keen to know.”

Duties, he
thought. He hadn’t been sure when he’d made the offer. It had been
an impulsive decision, and part of him regretted it.

“The library
here is badly neglected. I’m not sure that anyone has any idea what
might be sitting on the shelves. I want you to catalogue it. You
will be my librarian.”

“I know nothing
of books,” she said.

“But you can
read? You said that you could read.”

“I can, my
lord.”

“Then you will
learn.”

She looked at
him for a moment until her gaze was almost a rude stare, and then
turned away. It was mildly odd, he confessed to himself, to hire a
tanner’s widow to look after one’s books, but he freely admitted,
if only to himself, that she was here because of her looks, and not
his books. He should have sent her to her sister in Bel Arac. That
would have satisfied his debt to her husband. But she clearly hated
her sister, and it would have been a punishment as much as a
mercy.

The road passed
through a hamlet. It was a small place, perhaps ten houses built of
modest materials, well kept, an orchard, a barn, a small temple of
the kind that suited prayer to any god – in truth barely more than
a roof and an altar stone. It was a place he knew. Many of the
people who worked on Latter Fetch land lived here, the rest either
in the house itself or in a similar hamlet on the northern side.
Men and women came out of their houses to look at him. Some knew
his face, while others guessed, and they bowed and knelt as seemed
appropriate to each. Skal nodded and smiled, raised his hand in a
lord’s gesture of blessing.

He saw that
Sara Bruff was looking at the houses and the people. She turned to
him again.

“Will we live
here?” she asked.

“It is too far
from the house,” he replied.

She looked
away, and Skal rode forwards again, caught up with Tilian.

“Ride ahead,”
he told the boy. “If you follow the road you’ll get to the house in
a few minutes. Let them know I’ll be there shortly.”

“My Lord.” And
he was gone, the bay picking up speed quickly, running with a
slightly lopsided gait. It made Skal smile to see it. In less than
a minute he was out of sight. He liked Tilian. The boy – he still
thought of him as a boy even though he was seventeen years – was
quick to pick things up. He had his own opinions, but he obeyed
promptly. He was becoming a useful sword, a useful sounding board,
an indispensable part of his life. If he wanted something done he
asked Tilian, and somehow it just happened. The boy had a gift for
persuasion that was somewhere between diplomacy, blackmail and the
skills of a market trader. He was resourceful. He was clever. And
Skal was lucky to have him.

They passed
through the gates. They were set into a high black granite wall
which he remembered from childhood. It went all the way round the
house and grounds, shutting it off from the farms, walling in the
tall trees, keeping out the light. Now the road pitched downwards
between stands of pine. He hated pines. Perhaps now he could have
them cut, now that he was master here. The whole place had an air
of secrets, and it made him think of his father, the man who had
sent him away, the man who had betrayed his country to Seth
Yarra.

“You do not
like this place, my lord.”

He was startled
by her voice. He had almost forgotten that he was not alone. It was
not her place to speak first, but he ignored that.

“It is not a
happy house. My mother died here. I was born here. Both on the same
day.”

That seemed to
silence her, at least, and he rode alongside the wagon the rest of
the way to the house.

It was a big
building of dark stone. There was no doubt, when you looked at it,
that Latter Fetch had begun its life as a fortress. The central
tower was squat and thick walled. Slits in the walls had somehow
never been replaced by windows, and it was crowned by battlements.
Beyond that it had spread its skirts like so many noble houses. The
tower was flanked by two storey additions which boasted large
leaded windows, a dark slate roof and two brace of tall chimneys.
The ground before it had been covered in immaculate white gravel, a
stark contrast to the dark stone and the looming forests that
seemed to threaten the building from every side.

The staff had
assembled on the gravel apron, and it seemed that there were a lot
of them. Skal guessed at least twenty. He dug his heels into his
horse’s flanks and surged ahead of the wagon, swinging down from
his saddle next to Tilian. A man rushed forwards and took the
animal’s reins. A groom, Skal supposed.

“Who is steward
here?” he demanded. In truth he already knew, or thought that he
did. He had spotted a tall figure standing to the front at one
side. The man was grey now, and his height somewhat reduced by a
bent back, but he was almost certainly the same man who had been
steward on those rare occasions his father had visited this place
with Skal in tow.

He was not
surprised when the tall figure shuffled forwards, executing a
rather shallow bow.

“I am Parso
Elejine, steward, my lord,” the man said. His voice was as frail as
his back, but his eyes were not dimmed, nor were they humble.
Trouble, perhaps. A man left too long without a master will
sometimes assume the mantle himself, and he doubted that this dour
stick of a steward had seen his lord more than five times in his
tenure. He studied the other servants for a moment. They looked
cowed, eyes downcast and heads tilted down. None wanted to meet his
gaze, even the young ones, and that was unusual. He was their new
lord, and he would have expected some curiosity.

“I wish to see
the servant’s quarters,” he said. “Take me there.”

“But my lord,
surely you would like to rest and take refreshment after so long a
journey?”

Skal paused
before speaking again. He cast a deliberate glance over his
shoulder at Tilian; the sort of glance that said: do I have to
repeat myself? Tilian dutifully raised an eyebrow, and he did not
doubt that the steward and all the servants were aware of the
exchange.

“You question
me, Parso Elejine?” His voice was quiet, but the threat in it was
loud. The steward did not hear it.

“I merely
thought…”. He suddenly stopped speaking, as though a memory from
long ago had whispered in his ear.

“My man Tilian
did tell you that I am the lord of Latter Fetch, did he not?”

“Yes, My
lord.”

“The servants’
quarters, then.”

“At once, my
lord.”

Skal did not
entirely trust his own judgement when it came to people. He had
made so many mistakes in the last year, misread so many of those
who had changed his life. He needed to talk to Tilian. The boy had
a fine touch when it came to people. Skal himself had taken an
almost instant dislike to Elejine, but he had no just cause for it.
Yet.

The steward
shuffled surprisingly quickly towards the house, and Skal gestured
to Sara that she should bring the child and follow, and set out
after him. Tilian followed, too, the whole party arriving at the
servants’ quarters together.

There were
clearly grades of habitation. The steward’s own rooms, which Skal
insisted on seeing, were surprisingly bare. There was a sitting
room with a small desk, but that was clean and showed no sign of
the estate papers he would have expected. An unlit fire occupied
the wall to the left of the door. The bedroom was also
characterless, cold and naked of any signs of life. There was a
good sized window in each room, both of which looked out over the
woods at the back of the house.

The other rooms
declined in size and amenity until at last they saw the rooms of
the grooms and maids. These were windowless boxes, each no more
that three yards by two, with a narrow bed, a small table and a
chair. There was a lamp in each and the ceiling was blackened with
soot. They must have been bitter places indeed in the heart of
winter.

Skal could not
imagine placing Sara Bruff in such a room. He imagined that they
were shared with rats, roaches and other vermin. Indeed, he did not
think he had ever seen servant’s rooms before, and the conditions
shocked him. He stood in the door of one of these holes and glanced
across at Sara, who had followed silently throughout the tour. She
looked back at him. He could see it in her eyes. This was what she
had expected, or something like this. She had lived in a hovel back
in the low city, but it had been bigger than this.

A memory
stirred. There was something else. He remembered that there was a
modest apartment set aside for what his father had called
professional visitors – physics, messengers of the better sort,
teachers, men and women who lacked position, could not be treated
as part of a noble household but never the less could not be
treated as servants.

“Show us the
guest apartment,” he said.

“Guest
apartment?” The Steward seemed confused.

“In the eaves.
You know the place.” The man still looked blank, so Skal turned
from the door and set off down the corridor, the others hurrying
after him. He was sure that he could find it himself. His tutor had
stayed in it when they had been here. He remembered going to ask
the man a question, knocking on the door. The question and the
answer were long forgotten, but he remembered the door, and he
remembered that it was at the top of a steep flight of stairs.

There were
several flights in Latter Fetch. He was certain that it was not the
grand stair. That was a broad, stone creation that allowed a gentle
and time consuming ascent. His memory showed him something that
twisted with a wooden rail.

He stopped at
the servants’ stair and looked at it, comparing it with the badly
inked memory of childhood. This was not it. It was too narrow. The
risers were too high.

“My Lord, if
you would just…”

Skal ignored
the steward. He was certain now that the man knew what he was
looking for, and thought he knew why he was trying to conceal it.
He set off again, slipping down a narrow corridor to the back of
the house.

And there it
was.

The back stair
was just broad enough, just shallow enough to distinguish it from
the servants’ flight. He did not hesitate, but bounded up the
stairs two at a time. He could hear the others clattering after him
on the uncarpeted wood. In moments he had reached the top, and
there was the door, looking precisely as he remembered it. Even the
paint had not faded. He stood to one side and waited for
Elejine.

“Open it,” he
said to the steward when he caught up. The old man was out of
breath, and took a moment to gather himself.

“I have not the
key,” he said.

Skal turned to
Tilian. “Open it,” he said. Tilian grinned and stepped forwards.
One kick and the thin door split around the lock and burst open.
Skal stepped past him into the apartment.

A fire burned
fiercely in the grate. Thick rugs covered the floor. This was the
parlour, and he could see papers, clothes hung over the back of a
comfortable chair. On a small but elegant table there was a thin
necked jug full of wine and a glass half emptied. He stepped across
and picked up the glass, sniffed at it. Telan wine. Something from
the cellars. He recognised pieces of furniture from the main house.
There was a small Telan table with blackwood inlay that had stood
in the parlour, A clothes chest, iron bound with the figures of
birds cut into the iron, that had been in the masters suite.

He stood in the
middle of the room, quite still, his arms folded across his chest,
staring at the steward. He waited, not speaking, until the old man
summoned up his voice and began to speak, but Skal cut him off.

“You have been
living here,” he said. The steward nodded, seeming to slump in on
himself. Moving into the rooms was a massive breach of propriety,
and no lord would tolerate it, no matter how unused the property
might be. The steward had his own place. The furniture was almost
theft, and some men would think it so, but the wine was clearly
theft. This was the firm footing that his dislike for Elejine had
needed. Nobody would blame him if he had the man stripped naked and
whipped from the property. Yet he could not bring himself to order
it.

Elejine was
seventy years old, at a guess. He had been steward of this house
since before Skal’s birth, and in all that time he had seen it
occupied less than a dozen times, and probably for no more than a
month all told. What he had done had been done before. So many
houses stood empty, so many estates were held by great lords that
their houses sometimes remained empty for a man’s lifetime. Skal
himself could not bring himself to see it as so great a crime.

There was no
question of the man remaining in his position. A steward must be
trusted, and he could not trust this man, could not even find a
shred of liking for him.

He was aware of
Tilian and Sara in the doorway, watching him. He wondered what Cain
Arbak would have done in a situation like this. What would Quinnial
have done?

“You are
dismissed as steward,” he said. “But you will continue to serve
until a replacement is found. You will move your belongings back to
your own quarters at once, and when you are replaced you will be
given lodging in one of the estate villages. You will not starve,
Elejine, but you cannot remain in my service.” He glanced at Sara.
“These rooms will be cleaned out and prepared for the new
librarian.”

He was rewarded
this time with an expression of genuine surprise. He would have
found the apartment cramped, but he knew that she would see it
differently. It had three rooms, a reception room, a private
sitting room, and a bed chamber. There were fires in each. The
furniture, even the furniture that was meant to be here, was
probably better than anything she had owned before.

Skal found it
difficult to think of her as a tanner’s widow. Now that she had
been outfitted in reasonable clothes, at his own expense, and taken
time to see to her appearance she looked like the daughter of a
prosperous merchant.

He led them out
of the apartment and back down the stairs. At the bottom Elejine
fled back to the servants’ wing, and Skal turned into the main
house. He hardly had to think to find his way to the library, and
pushed the door open to reveal a large room, heavy with shelves and
books upon them. A table sat in the middle of the room, and Skal
pulled out a seat and sat at it. He indicated that she should sit
opposite, but she continued to stand, turning this way and that,
looking at the books with quite apparent wonder.

“What do you
think?” he asked.

“I have never
seen so many books, my lord,” she said.

“I think there
are around five thousand volumes,” Skal said.

She reached out
a hand to touch the books closest to her, then pulled it back and
looked at him. The look was a question, and he nodded. She lifted
down a volume, a slim, red book not much bigger than a spread hand.
She opened it, and he could see her lips move as she read the
title.

“It’s about the
war,” she said. “The Great War.”

“There are
books about every subject you can think of,” Skal said. There was a
certain pride in his voice, though he was aware at the same time
that neither he nor his father had taken any part in accumulating
these books. His father had not been a great reader, and Skal
himself had no more than glanced at the books in this room.

“Are there any
books about tanning?” she asked. Skal laughed.

“Well, there
you are,” he said. “You make a liar of me. No, no books on tanning.
Or if there are I should be greatly surprised. Anyway, I will
arrange for a ledger to be given to you, and we will discuss the
categories into which you will organise the books. I will need to
find a clerk to help you, and that may take some time. Not many in
these parts are readers and writers.”

“Better to find
someone that I can help, my lord,” she said. “I do not know that I
am equal to this task.”

“Oh, it is not
so difficult,” Skal said. “It is just getting the beginning of the
thread that’s hard. After that you will find the whole thing comes
along quite nicely.”

Tilian seemed
equally awed by the books. He stood by the door and gazed at the
shelves until Skal felt quite irritated by the degree of respect
flooding the room. He was like to drown in it if he didn’t do
something.

He stood.

“Sara. You
should stay here for a while. Get to know a few of the books. If
you need food or drink pull the bell rope by the fire and a maid
will come. Keep the child here with you. Your rooms should be ready
in an hour, and I will make sure that your things are taken there.
Tilian, we have other things that must be done.”

He went looking
for a groundsman. It was awkward not having a steward to rely on,
but it would all be sorted soon enough. He led Tilian round the
back of the house, past the stable block, and eventually they came
upon a man digging in the ground.

“You,” Skal
said, and the man raised his grey head. His face was lined and
brown, but his eyes were a piercing blue. He nodded a perfunctory
bow.

“My lord?”

“Who is
landskeeper here?”

“There’s none,”
the digger said. “Not for seven year, maybe eight.”

No landskeeper?
Then who orders the men? Who says what must be done?”

“Steward, my
lord.”

That was wrong.
Any great house had a steward and a landskeeper. They were men of
equal rank, one tending to the house and the other to the land
around it. For one man to have the say over both made him a lord in
all but name. Some houses had yet others, a horse master, an
armourer, a guard captain. His father had all of these and more.
The more he learned about Elejine the more he was glad he had
displaced him.

“The steward no
longer says,” Skal said.

The digger
blinked slowly. He straightened his back. “You’ve ended him,
then?”

“He’s on
notice. I’ve to find a replacement, then he’ll be gone.”

The digger
cocked his head to one side and blinked again, but said
nothing.

“Out with it,
then,” Skal said.

“Not my place,
my lord,” the man replied.

“I say it
is.”

“It don’t do to
speak against steward,” the digger said. “Not when he’s in the
house yet. But there’s many that’ll thank you for ending him, and a
few that might take it badly.”

“And you?”

“Oh, I’m glad
enough to hear it,” the man said. “But I’ll wait and see.”

“Wait and
see?”

“He’s a clever
man, and a bad one, my lord. He’ll be looking for a way to stay
on.”

“He’s gone,”
Skal assured him. “That’s my word. Now I need to know who should be
landskeeper at Latter Fetch.”

The digger
leaned on his spade. “We’ll, there’s three of us that could do the
job, my lord. There’s old Horak who oversees the farms. He’s a good
man, but older still than me, and I’m not a boy. Pindarian’s a good
man, too. He mostly sees to the forest, but he knows what he’s
about. Then there’s me. I do some of each, and mostly I see to the
gardens here when I’m not needed elsewhere.”

“And any of you
would do?”

“We would, my
lord. Better anyway than what’s gone before. You should speak to
the others, hear what they say.”

“Well, you seem
an honest man. What’s your name?”

“I’m named
Welcart, my lord.”

“Put aside your
spade, Welcart. You’ll do for now. I need someone who knows the
land to come with us into the woods up above the house. I mean to
cut some of those black pines.”

“Not fond of
them myself, my lord,” Welcart said. He put down his spade and
picked up a bow. Skal had not seen it leaning against the man’s
barrow.

“You’ll not
need that,” Skal said.

“For wolves and
such,” the man said. “Those woods can be a bothersome place.”

“Wolves? Surely
not this far south?”

“Some wolves
walk on two legs, if you take my meaning, my lord.”

Could the man
possible be saying that there were bandits around Latter Fetch?
Within the walls? He nodded to Tilian. “Bring your bow too, then,”
he said, and Tilian dashed to fetch it.

Welcart led him
around the front of the house and they stood there waiting for
Tilian.

“What was it
that you wanted to see, my lord?” Welcart asked.

“I have a
building project in mind,” Skal replied.

“In truth it’s
all those trees are good for,” Welcart said. Skal decided that he
liked the old groundsman as much as he disliked Elejine. He had a
stolid air about him, a slow certainty to everything he did, even
the way he walked, each step measured and carefully placed. There
was no hurry to the man at all.

Tilian joined
them with his bow strung and slung on one shoulder, a quiver of a
dozen arrows across his back, and Welcart led them up the road,
turning from it into the pines. The trees had not been properly
trimmed, and the lower branches were an obstacle, so they followed
their guide through a series of twists and turns until they came to
a place when a few dozen trunks had been felled long ago. It was a
surprise to see a clearing, but not for Welcart. He pointed across
the open ground.

“Thought you
should see,” he said. “So you know it’s there and what it is.”

Skal could see
well enough. A large granite stone, five foot high, stood in the
centre. It was carved into a spiral, twisting and reaching towards
the sky, and he could see gold lettering on it. He walked across
the thick carpet of old pine needles until he stood before it. He
read the words, still clear after twenty years.

Beneath this
stone lies The Lady Marchioness Liara Hebberd, Star of the North,
and with her lies my heart.

It was his
mother’s grave, his father’s words inscribed upon it. He stood
before the stone and wondered what he should feel. The woman who
had died to give him life was buried here, and perhaps it was her
death, his birth, that had made his father a bitter man, and in the
end a traitor to his own land. He was surprised that he felt
nothing at all. He had never known her. There had been no portrait
in his father’s house at Bel Arac, no portrait anywhere that he
knew of. He had no face to match to the name. He had no deeds to
warm his mind. She was just a name.

“Why is this
here?” he asked.

“The lady took
her seat here on a summer’s day, often as not, my lord,” Welcart
said. “No pines then. Just a good spot to see the house it was. She
asked for this.”

“And the
pines.”

“Your father.
Afterwards.”

Pines grew
quickly. He knew that. His father had planted them to… what? To
hide the grave? The spoil the treasured view of the house? Why? He
looked at the stone again. It was an expensive monument, a gesture
of some kind. Perhaps his father would be a mystery to him for
ever. For all the twelve years that he had spent in his father’s
house he really hadn’t known the man at all.

“Thank you for
showing me this, Welcart,” he said. “Now we need to find an area
that we can build. It probably needs to be a couple of acres, but
not too flat. Is there a stream nearby?”

There was a
definite pause. It was as though they had expected something else
of him, Welcart and Tilian both. Well, that was their affair.

“There is. To
the east, my lord,” Welcart said. “A stream runs in a shallow
valley there.”

He led the way,
weaving as before between the low branches. Skal was reminded of
another reason he hated pines. Nothing grew beneath them. There was
no game here, nothing to hunt, just the dead, dark, cushioned
carpet of needles that whispered beneath his boots. He would have
thought it haunted, but not even ghosts would dwell in such a
dismal place. It dawned on him that he was quite lost. Without the
groundsman to guide him back it might take an hour to find the
house, though it could be no more than ten minutes walk. He glanced
across at Tilian, who was close behind him, concentrating on his
footing.

He almost
walked into Welcart. The old man had stopped and Skal could see
why. There was a place where a tree had fallen, and the gap it left
afforded a view down and across a low valley. It was all pines, a
rich green carpet of silence. Skal leaned against a tree and
studied what little he could see.

“Can we build
here?” he asked.

“We can.
There’s two acres this side of the water and four the other,”
Welcart said.

“How far are we
from the house?”

“A motion less
than half a mile, as a crow flies.”

“It is a good
site then.”

“Bold as I am
to ask, my lord, but can you tell me what you intend?”

Skal smiled. It
was simple enough. He’d seen the servants’ rooms, the squalid
little boxes they slept in, and he’d thought to shoot two birds
with one arrow. He’d cut the trees and use them to build cottages
here – decent places where a man or a woman might live in a little
comfort, with light and warmth and water to hand.

“Cottages,” he
said. “But first we must have a road…”

Pain blossomed
in his side, and he knew at once that he’d been shot. He heard the
arrow, but did not known the noise until it struck. He looked down
in amazement. The thing was down on his left side, firmly lodged in
the tree, and by some miracle it had cut through his shirt, drawn
blood, but barely. The breath was driven from his lungs as Tilian
crashed into him, throwing him to the ground. Six seconds, maybe
ten – that was all it took for a bowman to fit another point, and
sure enough another flight sprouted from the tree above him.

Having knocked
Skal down Tilian was pulling out an arrow, fitting it to the
string, lifting and dropping his head to try to get a sight of
their assailant but Welcart put a gentle hand on his forearm.

“Wolves,” he
said. “Best I see to this. You’ll not see him to shoot. The lord’s
not badly done.”

He rolled
sideways, slipping down the slope, and was gone. He moved quickly
for one so old. Skal put a hand to his side and felt the wound. It
was no more than a cut, like a shallow slice from a knife, but his
hand came back red. He should bind it.

“Assassins, my
lord,” Tilian whispered.

“Just one, I
think,” Skal said. “And lucky for me he’s not a good shot.”

“We should
move,” Tilian said. “He knows where we are.”

“It is a good
place to be,” Skal said. “There is the fallen tree for shelter and
we are on the down slope. If he wants another shot he’s going to
have to come pretty close.”

“Do we trust
Welcart, my lord? He may be a part of this.”

“What does your
heart tell you, Tilian?”

The boy did not
hesitate more than a moment. “We trust him,” he said.

“I am glad that
we agree on that, Tilian.” His voice made light of the situation,
but Skal was more concerned that he chose to reveal to the boy. It
was true that he was inclined to trust Welcart. The man seemed a
solid, honest woodsman, but he knew little of him. Somewhere out in
the pine wood was a man with a bow who was trying to kill him, and
the only thing between him and that man’s arrow was Welcart and a
log. He wanted something more.

He looked
around their tiny clearing. There must be something that he could
do to rebalance the odds. If Welcart failed them, or simply left to
save himself, then the assassin would have to come close indeed. He
could not get a shot at Skal without showing himself. He regretted
not bringing his own bow.

“Get down into
that thicket,” he told Tilian, pointing down slope to a place where
the dead branches of the fallen tree had tied in with a live pine.
It was a good hide.

“I’d rather
stay and defend you, my lord,” Tilian said.

“That’s exactly
what I want you to do. If he comes over the rise you’ll see him
from there, and he won’t see you. You’ll get a clear shot before he
can get his.”

Tilian looked
at the place, then nodded and descended the few yards crablike,
scuttling with his head down to avoid being seen. He was quiet
about it, and in a moment he was out of sight. Skal fingered his
dagger. It was no real use against a bowman, even at quite close
range. He could throw it, but it would likely do no more than make
the bowman duck. Even that might do some good, though. It would buy
Tilian a few moments more to make his shot. The boy was fair with a
bow, but no particular archer. Yet even Tilian should be able to
make a shot from less than twenty yards. He just prayed that the
boy didn’t rush it and miss.

The silence
went on. He could hear no sounds from the forest beyond the rise.
Perhaps Welcart was dead. He had no way of knowing. Now that he
could neither see nor hear Tilian he felt very alone. It would be
ironic if he were to die so close to his mother’s grave.

He shifted and
the cut in his side stabbed at him again, but he made no noise. He
had to admit that he preferred the traditional species of battle,
where men stood face to face and hewed at each other with swords.
It was probably because he was good at it. This was worse because
it would all be over with a single arrow, and that could come at
any moment.

He strained to
hear again, but there was nothing at all. Just a sigh of wind in
the high branches. In the distance a solitary finch played up and
down half scales.

A small noise
to his left made him turn, and Welcart was standing there.

“Your man can
rest his bow, my lord,” he said.

“You killed
him?”

“Thought you’d
want to talk him for a spell,” Welcart said. “So no.”

“And he was
alone.”

“He was.”

Skal stood,
levering himself up against the fallen tree to minimise the pain.
It still hurt. It seemed to hurt more than when he’d been cut at
the wall, and that had been a grievous injury. He wondered if he
was poisoned, but he doubted it. He recalled the physic at the
Green Road telling him that great wounds often threw the body out
of its ease so much that it denied pain. He wished his body would
deny this pain.

“Tilian, time
to break cover.”

Tilian stepped
out of the hide, threading his body awkwardly through the branches.
Skal saw Welcart nod appreciatively.

“Good boy you
have there, my lord. Took me the best part of a minute to see where
he’d gone.”

Skal refused
any help and followed Welcart back through the trees away from the
slope. Now that the danger was gone his apprehension was replaced
by anger. Someone had tried to kill him. But who? No mere bandit
would single him out of a group of three, hunt him in the forests
of his own estate. This was a man who had acted on another’s
behalf, and again the question: who? The obvious reply was Elejine,
but the steward was a servant. He would not dare kill his lord.
Even standing to lose everything as he did, Elejine would have to
be a cold and wicked man to order Skal’s death. Yet it could be no
other.

They came to
the place where Welcart had overcome the assassin. There was a lot
of blood, and the man was unbound. Skal realised that Welcart had
hamstrung him, cut his legs behind the knee so that he could not
walk – would never walk again. It was a cruel but effective deed.
The assassin, a young man, was weak from loss of blood, but still
terrified. He was weeping and mumbling, incoherent with pain and
fear. Skal felt pity, but reminded himself of what this man had
done to be brought so low. He was a woodsman himself, by his
clothes, and Skal noted that his bow was still there, though
broken, but there was no sign of the arrows. Welcart must have
thrown them away. Tilian insisted that they bind the cuts before
they moved him, saying that he might bleed to death before they got
him to the house, and when that was done he and the old woodsman
picked him up, an arm each, and dragged him through the wood.

It took fifteen
minutes to break out of the trees and come within sight of the
house. All that time Skal’s anger was goaded by the pain in his
side, and he was ready to set things right.

The sight of
him bleeding, and the bloody man they dragged behind them caused a
commotion in the house. People ran out and back inside again as
they approached, but there was no sign of Elejine.

“I want to
speak to the steward,” Skal shouted at the first footman to
approach. “Fetch him now.”

The man
vanished again, running inside without a word. Tilian and Welcart
dragged the assassin round the side of the house and laid him down
none too gently on the cobbles of the stable yard. By now the
bolder servants were outside, and the more timid packed into the
doorways and peering through the windows. The footman who had gone
to find the steward came back.

“Can’t find
him, my lord,” he panted, out of breath from running.

“Search again.
Take others with you. Search every room.”

Four others
followed the footman back into the house, and now Sara Bruff
appeared, a puzzled look on her face. She had been apart from the
others, the only one in the house proper. She came out of the house
with her infant son on one hip, an arm wrapped around him. She saw
the blood.

“He’s hurt.”
She said. “Have you sent for a physic?”

“Go back
inside,” Skal said.

She looked at
him, saw something in his face that made her blanch. Tilian took
her arm, tried to steer her away, but she resisted.

“What’s
happening here?” she asked. Skal ignored her, waiting to see if
Elejine would be brought before him. He doubted it. If he was right
about the old man he would be difficult to find, knowing what being
found might mean.

Tilian pulled
her away, sent her back inside the house, and in a short while the
five footmen came back.

“We have
searched every room, my lord,” the first said. “He is not in the
house.”

Skal looked
about him, at the dark woods, the long road rising up the long hill
that found the southern estate village. Elejine was an old man. If
he had any power it was here. If he knew anything better than
anyone else it was the house. Elejine would not hide in the woods
with men like Welcart set against him, he would not have run to the
village, or beyond.

“He is in the
house.” He looked around at the worried faces of his servants. “Who
is the senior footman?” he asked.

There was an
uncertain pause. Looks were exchanged among the footmen, and it was
the one that he had first sent to search that stepped forwards
again.

“There is none,
my lord,” he said. “We are all the same.”

It was very
unusual. In a household of this size there was always a hierarchy.
It was necessary to the orderly running of a great house.

“Then who is
the oldest among you?” Even as he asked the question he could see
the answer himself. They were all young, not a man among them over
thirty years. The maids were the same – all young. He could see
none among the household staff that might pass for a senior
anything.

“I am, my
lord.” The same footman again. He was the oldest, then, and the
only one who seemed to have a voice.

“Then you are
senior footman,” Skal said. “The conduct of the others is your
responsibility, and they must answer to you.” He turned to the
others. “Welcart will be landskeeper. Who is the cook?” A young
girl raised her hand. She could not have been more than sixteen
years. Skal shook his head. He could not make her housekeeper. The
others would rebel. “Who is the oldest house maid?” Another girl
stepped forwards, and at least this one was twenty-something. He
went on, creating senior positions so that he would have only one
person to deal with in each function of the household, one name to
remember. This was not the best way to go about things, but his
urge to impose order was strong.

That done he
set Tilian the task of searching the house yet again, and watched
as the young corporal divided them up into teams of two, created a
plan of the house in the gravel beyond the cobbles and set each
team an area to investigate. It looked suitably military.

He walked back
into the house himself, slowly passing down each corridor, letting
his eye wander through every room in the house proper. Every moment
he was more certain that Elejine had not left. He was here, hidden.
But what could he gain by it?

The answer was
obvious. Elejine wanted the house the way it was. He wanted to be
de facto lord of Latter Fetch, to live in the comfort he had become
accustomed to. Skal made that impossible, so he would try to kill
Skal. The man had tried once, sending a woodsman with a bow, and it
was only through good fortune that Skal was still alive. He would
therefore try again. He must try again. The stakes were higher now.
For Elejine it was life or death.

The simple
thing would be to leave. He could ride with Tilian to the
neighbouring lordship, ask for help, and there would be fifty men
hunting Elejine by tomorrow, and once the word was out of Latter
Fetch, once someone else knew what had happened here there would be
nowhere he could run within Avilian. That was the easy thing,
perhaps the clever thing to do.

But Skal wanted
to catch Elejine himself. He wanted to demonstrate that he was the
better man.

But the problem
remained. Elejine was hidden somewhere in the house, and it was a
house that he knew better than anyone. To Skal’s certain knowledge
the man had been steward here for twenty years, and perhaps for a
decade before that, and even longer, he suspected in less exalted
positions. The rest of the staff were children by comparison.
Elejine would know the house’s secrets, and houses this old always
had them. There would be hidden passages, perhaps, forgotten rooms
walled off, cellars long since bricked up. There could be any
number of secret places, or none at all.

He did not
doubt that Elejine would have allies. There would be those among
the servants who had almost as much to lose as their steward; those
whose ascendancy over their peers was no longer guaranteed under
Skal Hebberd and whoever he chose to be the new steward. Indeed it
was likely that the ascendancy would be reversed, and the powerful
would become the lowest of the low, picked on and distrusted by the
others.

It would be
necessary, therefore, for Skal to die, and Tilian, too. So it was
life and death for both of them.

Tilian’s search
proved fruitless. Skal had expected that, but it was a necessary
first step. The second step was their prisoner, the hamstrung
woodsman who had tried to kill him. It would be necessary for him
to tell them what he knew, but Skal did not have a taste for
torture, and neither did Tilian. Never the less, he sent Tilian to
speak to the man. The boy had a silver tongue, and if by some
miracle he could get something out of the prisoner then torture may
be unnecessary.

It was still an
hour before midday. Whatever happened, he could not sleep until
this was resolved.


3. A Dream

Narak dreamed.
He knew that he dreamed, which was surprising. Dreams are usually
separate worlds, complete in themselves and we do not guess their
deceiving nature until we wake and know them for what they are.

He stood in a
passageway, in the dark. But it was not dark. The walls were
spotted with the light giving lichen that the Bren used to illume
their tunnels, and like the Bren he could see. He was alone. He
felt the isolation, but the tunnel was busy, thronged with Bren of
all shapes and sizes. Most prominent were the tunnel makers, for
this was a new tunnel, a place of expansion. Narak knew them from
before, from when he had known Pelion and his children from the
time the Benetheon was made. But in the dream he knew them a
different way, also, one that was not natural to him. He knew them
as kin.

He was Bren. He
knew the tunnel makers as the Bren knew them. He saw their strength
through two sets of eyes.

He stood and
watched, pressed against the wall of the tunnel by the needs of
others, others who must cut rock, carry rock, make progress towards
the goal. He stood out of the way, apart from what he watched. He
was Bren Ashet.

The huge hands
of the tunnel makers tore the rock from the wall, passed it back,
reached forwards again, fingers like steel chisels cutting into
stone with a thrust of a great arm, the huge power of the arms
gripping and tearing. It was a sight that no man had ever seen. The
noise, more than anything, amazed him. The chisel fingers struck
like five picks, driving into the stone, and the stone groaned as
the fingers tightened and pulled, muttering its pain. The rock came
away with a crack that stabbed at Narak’s ears and made him flinch
within the body he occupied. It was a noise like a breaking tree,
but all in an instant and a hundred times as loud.

He tasted the
bitter dust in his mouth, but he smelt nothing. It felt almost like
blindness, not to smell at all.

He knew that
this was water rock. It was sand and detritus lain down in sea or
lake a hundred ages past. He did not know how he knew this, but he
did. And he knew about fire rock, too, which was smelted in the
heart of the world, then frozen like glass. Narak did not know
these things, but in his dream he knew them.

He became aware
of shadows, hundreds of shadows beside him. They were things that
he could not see, but somehow they were still there. One monstrous
shadow, a thing out of a nightmare, stirred, and a voice of silken
thunder spoke close to his ear.

“You are shown
the one, and yet you begin to see the many. It is remarkable.”

He opened his
eyes, and he was in the lamp lit gloom of his private room, his
aspect full upon him and his body cold with sweat. He scrabbled at
the memory of the dream, repeating the images to his mind because
he wanted to remember them, and he knew well how dreams fade and
become nothing in mere moments, but the dream did not fade. He
still tasted the bitter dust, and saw the huge arms and the chisel
fingers in his mind’s eye. It was as though the dream was not a
dream at all. Most clearly he remembered the voice. It was a voice
beside which the noises of men were but the squeaking of mice. It
was the voice of a god.


4. The Forest

Best to turn
back now before she was lost. Pascha Lammeling, Passerina the god
of sparrows, the lady of a thousand eyes, stopped in the middle of
the great forest and leaned back against a tree. This was far
enough. Wolfguard was distant, hidden behind trees, a hill, a
stream, another hill. She was very glad to be away from it, and in
truth she was glad to be in the forest again after so many years.
She had not thought it would be so welcoming.

She opened her
hand and a sparrow descended from a branch above her head and
landed on her thumb. It fed from the bread she held on her palm. In
a moment it was joined by two more, and three others perched on her
shoulder. Each was so light she could hardly feel them, little
brown balls of feathers and air.

There was not
much for sparrows in the forest. They were creatures adapted to
man’s ways. They scavenged grain on farms, stole food from tavern
tables, and everywhere they waited for a turned back, a figure that
walked away, an opportunity. But these were hers, her special
company of devoted servants.

She had hated
them once. But hatred had been fear disguised, and she had feared
their smallness, the tiny singularity of each sparrow’s mind. She
could not do what Narak had done. He became the wolf. He ran and
hunted in the forest, passing at will from one form to the other.
She could not become a sparrow without losing too much. If she took
that step she might never come back, all her will and knowledge
extinguished by the bird’s incapacity. But she had learned. Where
one sparrow would not do, a flock of a hundred might do very well.
She became the flock.

It had been a
recent revelation. It gave her a power that she had not expected.
As the flock she was all but impossible to kill. An archer with a
blood silver arrow might shoot a wolf if he was fortunate, but a
hundred sparrows? The thought had given her a confidence that she
had never known. Among all the Benetheon she was now much more than
the poor sister who could not master her art, the wilful student.
It was a tragedy that just as she had grown so late into her
ability this war had come, and most of her fellow gods had been
killed. Of all the fifteen lords of air and forest and plain now
only three others still lived, the snake, the eagle and the
wolf.

She was worried
about all of them.

Sithmaree she
disliked most of all. The snake was pretty, dramatic, self centred,
and all the intelligence that she had was bent upon the now and the
me. She was no use to anyone, probably not even to the snakes whose
deity she was. Yet it had been Sithmaree who had survived an attack
by the god killer, and brought the word to what remained of the
Benetheon. It was late in the day, for sure. Most were dead by
then, but that was not the snake’s fault. Not for the first time
Pascha wondered if she had been intended to survive, if the god
killer had wanted them to know that they were hunted now that most
were gone. She had no reason for thinking this other than it was
Sithmaree who had survived, and that was a little unkind.

Jidian was a
different breed. He was loyal, strong, honest and stupid. More ox
than eagle. With a bow in his hand he could hit any target further
away than any other man or god. He was the bowman of bowmen. Pascha
herself was an archer of considerable skill. As a lord of the air
she had a degree of mastery over her element, and strength far
beyond that or mortal men, and she had practiced until her fingers
chafed, but that had been centuries ago. She was never a match for
Jidian, even then. The eagle followed the Wolf. He was Narak’s
loyal servant. She had no doubt that he would stand and fight and
even die at Narak’s word. Just like so many mortal men.

Then there was
Narak himself: Wolf Narak, god of wolves. He was the thinker, the
strategist, the keeper of secrets. But Wolf Narak had changed. More
than half a millennia ago they had been lovers. She had lived here
at Wolfguard, and for a great many years they had been happy
together.

She had left.
At the time she had told herself that it was boredom. Narak was too
caught up in the forest, too devoted to the wolves that were his
charge. She had seen the royal courts of the south and hankered for
their amusement and colour, the lightness of their being. So she
had left.

It had been an
excuse. She knew that now. Pascha had come to her gift very late,
but in coming to that she understood Narak better than she ever
had. The bond between her and the sparrows had stormed all her
preconceptions, cast new light across all the shadows of her life.
Now that she had an inkling of Narak’s passion for his wolves she
could not understand how he had spared any time for her at all. It
was a form of worship. Her sparrows worshipped her, but it was a
devotion that flowed both ways or not at all, and she burned with
their life more brightly than she ever had with her own.

That had been
Narak then, but he was changed. The war was pulling him away from
the wolves and the forest. Men and gods alike leaned on him and he
had become the world’s crutch. It was too much to ask of any
man.

Yet Narak had
done the right thing, yet again. He had asked for help. And Pascha
had rebuked him for it, knowing that Sithmaree was selfish and
Jidian stupid, she had rebuked him for asking when all the time she
should have known that he was asking her, just her. The others were
there for the sake of form, that was all.

When she had
realised this she had given the matter serious thought. She had
listened carefully to his laying out of the situation and the
options, so she was able to examine the problem, but it had been
pointless. She could not see what he could not. There was no
obvious way, no escape from the inevitability of an unequal battle
with Seth Yarra. Yet she had felt this way before.

She remembered
going to the wall on the Green Road, finding it taken by Telans and
the remnant of the Berashi garrison hiding in the woods. Then she
had thought it would be a difficult thing to take it back, but Cain
Arbak had done that. After that she had thought it would never hold
against the Seth Yarra army, and Cain had done it again, making the
wall harder to scale, inventing new ways of fighting using archers
on the ground behind the wall to sweep away incursions. Each
innovation seemed simple, even obvious once you saw it, but Pascha
was an old enough head to know that the cleverest ideas were often
so.

So she had told
Narak to ask Cain how to defend the indefensible. She did not know
if the innkeeper could find what eluded them both, but she thought
that he might. It was at least possible.

She had no more
bread to feed the sparrows. They sat and looked at her, perched as
close as they could. Perhaps there was another crust, she thought.
There might be scraps of the food that she had brought for herself
and long since eaten. She crouched down to look in the small bag
she had carried.

There was a
sound like an axe striking the tree just above her head. She knew
it at once and threw herself flat on the ground, rolling towards
some shrubs nearby. As she rolled she caught sight of the arrow
embedded in the tree against which she had been resting. Luck. It
was pure, freakish luck that she was still alive.

She heard a
twig break under a foot and realised that the archer was not that
far away, and he was walking towards her. Now was the real test.
She closed her eyes and concentrated, relaxing in defiance of the
danger that approached. It was difficult, and she knew that she had
only seconds in which to act.

Pascha became
the flock. A hundred sparrows burst from the place where she had
been the moment before. They flew up into the trees and perched,
looking down. Now she could see everything. She could look in a
hundred directions at once. She was aware of the forest around her
as only the flock can be.

Her attacker
was standing between two trees not thirty paces from where she had
been lying. He stood, arrow on the string and looked up at the
sparrows that now milled around in the trees above him. He raised
the bow, and then dropped it again, seeing the futility of shooting
at the flock. He took the arrow off the string and put it away,
slung the bow over his shoulder and began to walk.

Pascha did not
miss the significance of the moment. She moved through the trees,
keeping to the low branches so that she was free to study the
assassin. He walked swiftly and confidently through the forest, but
she kept pace easily. It was a man, not a woman, but she judged
that by his gait, for he wore a metal shell about his head, like a
mask that covered everything above the neck, barring two holes for
the eyes and what looked like a multitude of smaller perforations
where the ear should be. He wore black with a thick green cloak
concealing any further detail. There was a sword, a quiver of
arrows, and the bow, and even as a flock of sparrows she was aware
of the blood silver that tipped his weapons.

If she could
follow him far enough then she may discover something about him –
who or what he was – where he came from – anything. She knew that
anything would be valuable. But the assassin knew she was there.
She could see that he glanced back every few minutes as he walked,
and he was walking further and further from Wolfguard, heading
south. Yet he still continued to walk. Would he walk all the way to
wherever it was he was headed? She didn’t think it possible.

Was he leading
her into a trap? She dispersed further, spreading the flock out
over an acre all around the man. She looked out as well as in.
Nobody was going to surprise her.

For all her
caution she was surprised. A sudden sharp pain, and the flock was
shaken, confused for just a moment. One of the sparrows had been
attacked, seized by another bird that had dropped down from the
canopy. It was a large crow, and that was something she should have
looked for. Crows, especially the big ones, were predators within
the forest, and small birds were prey. The rest of the flock flew
at the bigger bird. It could not kill the crow, but it could
damage, could worry it. In a moment they had driven it off, and it
flapped heavily back up into the canopy with raucous sounds of
outrage, leaving a few dark feathers behind, startled by the
assault. Prey creatures were supposed to flee, not turn on their
legitimate predators.

Pascha’s
attention switched back to the forest floor, but she could see no
trace of the man. She threw the flock out in all directions,
seeking a sign, but there was none. He had gone as completely as
though the earth had swallowed him up. She went back to where she
had last seen him, but he had been lucky. It was stony ground, and
she could see no tracks.

She had
failed.

She stayed in
the area for another ten minutes, searching for anything that might
tell her something, even a boot print, but she could find no
evidence that the assassin had ever walked in the forest. It was
almost as though he was a ghost. But ghosts do not shoot arrows,
and certainly not blood silver ones.

As soon as she
thought of the arrow she turned the flock around and flew back the
way they had come, rushing in most un-sparrow-like flight between
the trunks of the trees. She was not even sure that she could find
the place where she had been attacked, but the sparrow part of her
remembered, and she flew unerringly to where she had abandoned
human form. It was good that she remembered, for all her clothes
were there, laid out like a body in the leaf litter.

The arrow was
gone. All the proof she had was a hole in the tree, cut large with
a knife of some kind to get the barbed head out.

At least she
had learned something. The assassin could travel quickly, in a
moment perhaps, to where he wanted to be. And somehow he had found
her, alone in the woods when nobody knew where she might be. He had
found her. When she thought that, she was more afraid. How had he
found her? She dismissed the thought that he had come across her by
chance. He had known where she was, and that meant he might even
now know where she was.

Thinking that,
she was reluctant to retake human form. She looked down at the
clothes from the branches in which the flock perched. If she left
them here she would have to fly through Wolfguard to her room. She
was certainly not going to stride naked through Narak’s home. What
a disaster this had become.

She sent the
flock out and became aware of the woods for hundreds of yards in
every direction. She listened and looked. There was no movement.
She heard the wind. Birds sang in the distance. A deer moved slowly
by, alert but calm. She saw another. She could trust their senses
even if she could not trust her own. But she wanted more.

She stretched
further, trying to gather every nuance of what she could see or
hear or feel, feeding it all into her mind. The world lurched
around her, seemed to spin. Her stomach rebelled and she had to
fight to keep her breakfast down. Suddenly she was not just the
flock, she was the deer, she was another bird, she was all the
birds, she was wolves and foxes and flies and trees, even trees.
For a moment she was the whole forest, and then it was gone, and
the flock was scattered, gasping, disoriented among the
branches.

What in
Pelion’s name was that? It was as though she had become everything,
crossed from her sparrows into the entire forest, but that wasn’t
possible, or at least not without Pelion’s gifting ring, which was
lost. Did it have something to do with the assassin, or was it just
her? She didn’t know, And she was afraid to try again. Now she must
get back to Wolfguard.

She brought the
flock together, and feathers became flesh. She was once again a
human woman.

She dressed
quickly, sent her small troupe of sparrows, her devotees, out among
the trees with a compulsion to watch, to warn. Once dressed she set
out for Wolfguard at a steady run, covering the ground at many
times the speed of her outward journey.

As she ran she
thought. The running was mechanical, leaving her mind free. She
thought of all that had happened. She thought of the crow that had
attacked her flock, and she thought of Fashmanion. The crow god had
been an accomplished archer, and he had not been very fond of the
rest of the Benetheon. He had thought differently. But Fashmanion
was dead. Sithmaree had seen the body. On the other hand, she had
seen nothing of the face. But no, he was dead. The one thing that
the members of the Benetheon could not do was hide from each other
in the Sirash, and Fashmanion was gone from the Sirash, like all
the others.

Like Narak and
the other Benetheon gods Pascha did not tire, and within ten
minutes she was within sight of the gates and safety.

She had
survived again.

She closed the
heavy door behind her, taking the trouble to bolt it. Finally safe,
it occurred to her how foolish she really had been. She had risked
her life to avoid embarrassment. It was proof, if proof were
needed, that she was still a woman, Narak still a man, and all the
rest of it just power and pretence.

Now was the
time to be a god. She would tell Narak everything; do what she
could to help him. If she did not, then they would never
prevail.




The Governance of
the Green Isles

It is often
said with ill informed certainty that the Green Isles are not a
Kingdom because they do not have a King. It is, however, equally
valid to suggest the opposite, because, in fact, they have
three.

It is a model
of governance that has a certain appeal to common sense, though of
course it lacks the effectiveness of our own system in which all
the powers of state are brought together in a single noble
individual, whose wisdom and generosity ensures the happiness and
prosperity of his people.

The Islers
think thus:

If a man is a
great warrior, if he is noble of spirit and a natural leader of men
in battle, then he should have the land in time of war. He should
rule and have all the kingdom do his will if the land is
threatened. The same man, in time of peace, is not so ideal a
choice for governance, and so there is another man, skilled in
negotiation, in farming, fishing and manufacture, who is lord of
all in happier times. Yet there are other times when the land is
neither at war, nor yet in times of plenty. There are droughts,
storms, years when the fish are not plentiful in the sea. In these
times a third man may be needed, one who will do what is required
to nurse the land and its people back to health.

Thus there are
three kings of the Green Isles. The currently ruling king is known
by the title Sei Mun, but all three have their own titles.

Sei Feras Tiar,
the king of fire and blood, is their warrior lord.

Sei Pelala
Asin, the king of food and drink, is their lord of plenty.

Sei Koshan
Burdenna, the king of storms and woes.

The kings
reside on a group of islands collectively termed the Golden
Islands, a close group at the heart of the Green Isles. Here each
has an island, and a palisaded compound upon that island. There is
an isle in the middle of it all that has a small hill, most of the
isles being flat, and upon that hill is built the Hall of Decision
in which the three meet and make their law.



Extract from: A Geography of the Six Kingdoms

By the Learned Scholar Simras Hecshal

Sage Advisor to the Royal Court of Berash.




5. The Green Isles

He had not
forgotten Narala. Many months ago he had sent her to the Green
Isles with instructions to explore, to seek out what was wrong and
remarkable. It was a mission that had become obsolete. Now he knew
what was wrong. But she was safe there, far away from the war

She had spoken
to him many times through the wolf that travelled with her, and he
knew the situation. It gave him hope. Seth Yarra had so far ignored
the Green Isles, correctly assessing that they would seek no part
in the conflict. They were traditionally separate, and took no part
in the intrigues of the five kingdoms, made no alliances. Now he
wanted to change that. He had sent her to the Golden Islands – a
group within the Green Isles where power was concentrated, where
the three monarchs of the islands held court.

Now it was time
for him to go there in the flesh.

Narak was not a
complete stranger to the Green Isles. He had travelled there three
times, but in the vast span of his life that was not much. He had
not gone about openly, but made his way through the islands as a
merchant visitor, stopping in towns, buying sample quantities of
spices and fruits that he had not seen before, making his way from
island to island with the myriad of boats and boatmen that plied
between them. He had delighted in the peaceable fecundity of the
realm. It had been an adventure.

Now he needed
to go by a more direct route, and he translocated, swapping with
the wolf that had been Narala’s constant companion these long
months.

He was hit at
once by the heat, almost as though he had stepped closer to the
fire in Wolfguard, thrown open an oven door. It was dusk. He was in
a small room, and Narala was sitting next to him. She dropped to
her knees at once.

“Deus.”

He reached out
and took her by the shoulders, raising her to her feet and
gathering her to him, holding her for a moment in a firm embrace.
She responded at once, and for that brief moment they were no
longer god and servant, but two people who shared a loss. Narala
and Perlaine had been close. She had been more than distressed by
the news of Perlaine’s death. Narak had delivered that sad news in
person a few days after Perlaine had died in Bel Erinor. It had
been the only time they had spoken face to face since she had left
Wolfguard.

“You are well?”
he asked, holding her out at arm’s length.

“I am well,
Deus.”

“Where are
we?”

“We are on Isan
Panyerasna, the island of supplicants. It is where those who wish
to speak with the Sei must wait.”

“And this
house?”

“A temporary
lodging, Deus. It is ours alone unless you wish other
servants.”

Narak had
brought gold; the equivalent of two hundred guineas, but it was not
for luxuries. His experience of the world had told him that a man
who held money would often pass through doors that might be barred
to others.

“Then it is
ours alone,” he said. “Has the Sei Mun agreed to see us?”

“Not yet, Deus.
I think he is curious, though, and will permit it if you ask. He
does not know of the Benetheon, and only rumours of the Great War
have reached here. By now they are loud whispers, though everyone
talks of the dark ships of Seth Yarra. They have been seen by many,
yet have not landed on the Isles.”

The humidity
and heat were already making him uncomfortable and he threw off his
cloak and sat on a bed. He examined the room. It was small, but
tidy. There were two beds pressed against opposing walls. There
were no furs or blankets. They would be nothing but a burden here.
The walls were thin, both the inner and outer walls, made of no
more than several layers of woven matting tied to posts. They were
adequate to block prying eyes, but allowed the evening breeze to
filter through. The roof was a thatch of thick leaves, quite unlike
the straw and reed thatch he saw so much in Berash and the west of
Avilian along the marsh country. The floor was no more than packed
earth with another woven mat laid over it.

“This is a
peasant lodging,” he said.

“They are all
the same, Deus. Even the great lords of the Green Isles stay in
such places on this island, and indeed there is little love of
great houses here. Shelter from the rain is deemed enough for even
a great man.”

Narak nodded.
Simple people. Simple needs. But it would not do to underestimate
them. The independence of the Green Isles was legendary, and it
would take great subtlety to drag them from their traditional
isolation. The truth should be lever enough, but belief sometimes
came slowly. He needed it to happen quickly. He wondered if he was
up to the task.

“So how do I
ask?” he asked.

“In the morning
a group of heralds will alight on the island. There are many of
them, enough that there is one for each supplicant, usually with
many left unemployed. You must select a herald and give him the
words that you wish to be spoken on your behalf. The herald will be
heard, and if your words stir the Sei, he will ask you to
audience.”

“I see.”

“They do not
know you, Deus. I have tried to explain, but there are no wolves
here. They do not know the Benetheon.” Narala was apologetic, keen
to please, and it made Narak feel guilty. In spite of the mild
disbelief, the sense of outrage, almost, that he felt at being
asked to wait, to plead, none of it was Narala’s fault.

“It is our own
fault, Narala,” he said. “We have never pressed our claims here. We
were given dominion over the plains and the forest, and this place
touches on neither. It has always been an irrelevance, and that is
an error for which I must now pay. I will submit to the
process.”


* * *
*

The morning was
bright. The sun rose quickly, leaping into the sky and bathing
everything again in heat and light. In the north he was used to the
slow ascent of the winter sun, picking a shallow slope, a tired old
man diminished in his powers. Here, it seemed, the sun was still
young.

He did not
hurry, but dressed in just his cottons, strapped the swords to his
back and went barefoot to the place where the heralds gathered. He
was immediately aware that he was an object of curiosity. Almost as
soon as he had left the tent with Narala by his side he saw people
pointing, heads turning his way. He stood out among the people of
the Green Isles like a chalk mark on a slate. His pale skin and
brown hair were as remarkable here as Narala’s dark skin and jet
black locks had been at Wolfguard.

He ignored it.
Some people seemed afraid, and others curious. It was the curious
that made Narala nervous, he noted.

“Don’t worry,”
he said to her in Avilian as they walked towards the shore. “I will
not take offence.” His words did little to calm her, and she
shepherded him down to the water where a commerce of conversation
was taking place.

The heralds
were not difficult to pick out. They stood close to the small,
brightly coloured boats that had brought them. The boats were high
prowed, painted mostly in reds and yellows with four oarsmen in
each, waiting to take their masters back across the water. The
heralds were dressed in white cotton, a simple shift that fell
about to the knee, and each wore a blue sash across his chest. They
were all men. Most stood proudly before their boats, and already
there were a dozen people speaking to them.

This was a
strange ritual. Narala had explained it to him the night before.
Each herald carried one message. As a supplicant you chose one who
had not been chosen, and spoke your message to the man. No other
words. The man was to be your voice before the Sei, and would
repeat exactly what was said to them.

Narak glanced
at the heralds, and then at the boatmen. Most of the latter were
relaxing, eating food, talking among themselves and even playing
games in the bottoms of their boats. Their chatter wafted in from
the sea on the breeze. One boat, however, was quite different. Its
crew sat quietly, hands on oars, faces calm and respectful. They
did not eat or amuse themselves in any way, but waited patiently
for their master to get back into the small vessel.

The herald
before this quiet boat was seated on the sand. His cotton shift
could have been cleaner, and his sash was twisted. He was an older
man, tightly curled hair flecked with grey. His body, though
relaxed, gave an impression of strength and confidence.

Narak stood
before him.

The grizzled
herald did not acknowledge his presence for about a minute. It was
as though he was not eager for the business, and hoped that Narak
would go away, pick another to carry his words, but eventually he
squinted up, shielding his eyes from the morning sun, and studied
his client. He held out a hand.

Heralds, of
course, needed to be paid. Narak put his hand into his purse and
his fingers closed about a gold guinea, but he released it again,
and instead fished out a small, copper coin. It was a Berashi
penny, and almost certainly worthless in the Green Isles. He put it
on the man’s hand.

The herald
examined the coin, tasted it, bit at it with his teeth as though it
was gold. He shook his head and pocketed the coin, but when he
stood he was smiling, as though Narak had shared some great jest
with him, and perhaps he had. He put a hand to his ear and laid the
other on Narak’s chest. He was ready to hear the message.

Narak was not
especially fluent in the tongue of the Isles, though it bore many
similarities to Telan. He had rehearsed his message with Narala the
night before, and knew it word for word. He spoke slowly and
clearly.

“I am Narak,”
he said. “I have travelled from the great forest which lies north
of Telas. In that land I am called the Wolf, and men serve me and
do me honour. I have come to the Isles to speak with you, Sei Mun,
and the words that I speak carry two messages. The first is a
warning. The dark ships that have swept by your coast in months
just past are the ships of a people who worship a god called Seth
Yarra. This god tells them that all men must worship as they do,
build as they do, farm as they do, dress as they do. Indeed the say
that all men should do all things in their manner. They have come
to make war on those who do otherwise. Now they fight the men of
the north, but when they are done, if they should win, they will
next come to the Isles, and with sword and fire they will remake
them in their own way.

“The second
message is a plea for help. There have been wars before between the
men of the north, the Telans, and the warriors of the Isles. The
Telans now stand with Seth Yarra, and in their foolishness fight
against their northern kin. I ask that Sei Mun consider this and in
his wisdom side against Seth Yarra, and join the other men of these
lands in resisting the tyranny of thought that Seth Yarra brings.
It is our common interest that we be free to live in the way we see
fit, and so I do honour to your ways, and in doing so honour my
own, and defy the tyranny of Seth Yarra.

“I seek
audience with Sei Mun. I seek alliance.”

He finished
speaking, and as Narala had schooled him he took the herald’s hand
from his chest, putting it on the man’s own chest. He bowed, an
inclination of the head, and walked away. So it was that messages
to the kings of the Green Isles must be sent.

He walked to
Narala who was waiting for him, anxiety written on her face like a
mother who takes her child to school on the first day.

“It is done.”
He said. “Now we wait?”

“Yes, Deus. Now
we wait. There should be a reply in three days, if at all. It is
gracious of you to be so patient.”

“I want these
people as friends, Narala, not vassals. I shall be guided by
you.”

They walked
back towards the small house. It was one in a sea of similar
dwellings, and he could not help feeling that a good breeze would
blow them all away. Without Narala he would have had to rely on his
sense of smell to find it. So many waited here, either to deliver
their messages or waiting for an answer, that the island seemed a
small town. There was even a market where provisions could be
bought, and stalls that sold food ready cooked. The food had
unfamiliar smells, and Narak was enticed again by memories of his
previous visits. There must yet be spices and flavours to be
discovered here.

“Narala, have
you lost your dog?”

A fat man,
resplendent in a blue silk robe, barred their path. His face was
quite as dark as hers, and glistened with sweat. He seemed out of
breath. There was a modest retinue of retainers at his back,
including two muscular men who carried swords. Narak studied them
with casual interest. The blades were more curved that those common
in the north, even more curved than his own, and they were carried
naked, tucked into a cloth belt without a sheath.

“The wolf has
gone, Salis Petraya,” she replied. She stepped aside, allowing
Narak and the fat man to face each other. “This is my lord, Narak,
prince of the great forest. My lord, this is Salis Petraya, a great
and powerful merchant from the southern Isles.”

“Prince of a
forest? I have never met a prince of a forest. Tell me, Narak, who
do you rule over? Trees?”

“Mostly,” Narak
replied. Salis laughed, his whole body shaking with it beneath the
silk, and his retinue smiled among themselves and exchanged
glances.

“Well, we don’t
have many trees here, not like your slow northern trees. They are
good for many purposes. Perhaps we can do business?”

“Alas I am not
here to trade,” Narak replied.

“No, of course
not. Nobody comes to Isan Panyerasna to trade, but it is a shame to
allow an opportunity for profit to pass you by, no? Perhaps I can
tempt you with food. Will you join my party for the evening meal?
My cook is an artist.”

“That I can
believe,” Narak said, and the fat man laughed again. He glanced at
Narala and saw her nod. “I would be pleased to accept.”

“And you must
bring Narala,” the merchant went on. “She is a considerable
adornment, as well as telling the most amazing stories.”

“I shall.”

The merchant
bowed, a polite bow from the neck only that multiplied his chins,
and led his retinue away, puffing and sweating.

“He is a
dangerous man,” Narala said when he was out of earshot. “He is
cousin to one of the Sei, and trades on it heavily.”

“A useful
ally?”

“Perhaps, but
he is not famous for his loyalty.”

“He knows you
by name. You have spoken before?”

“He sought me
out when he heard that I was here on behalf of a northern lord. He
thinks there may be some advantage to it. I dare not speak of your
true nature, Deus, because they fear magic here. They kill those
who practice it.”

“So you have
explained. I learned that lesson, Narala. I will not risk their
enmity.”

They walked in
silence for half a minute, and they were nearly back to their guest
residence when Narala spoke again.

“The herald,
Deus, why did you choose that one?”

“It was the
boatmen. Of all the boatmen his were the most disciplined, showed
the most respect.”

“He was poorly
dressed, Deus. He looked like a beggar.”

“As do I;
certainly when compared to the likes of your merchant. I tried to
look at the man, Narala. He looked a serious and honest
individual.”

“And the copper
coin? It seemed an insult, but he took it well.”

“He was not
eager for the commission. I assumed that he did not need the money,
even that he might see gold as an offence to his dignity.”

Narala nodded,
but he did not think she saw things as he did. The herald had been
more than a herald, of that he was certain. He had been a man of
consequence, but not proud. How that was, or whether it had been a
good idea to select such a man to carry his message he could not
have said for certain, but it seemed so.


6. A Pig and a Basket of Hazelnuts

Cain sat at a
desk in his apartments above the Seventh Friend, pen in hand, ink
bottle open, and tried to force ideas from his head. He had drawn a
map, a map of the White Road, on a sheet of parchment, but it
served little purpose. It was a simple enough plan, and already
quite comfortably in his head. He stared at it. There were two
necks in the pass, the scree slopes, the brushwood and stunted
trees that littered the floor, the curve of the pass that hid one
end from the other. It was so simple that he could see no
advantage, no plan that could make it defensible.

Sheyani had sat
by him for a while, playing her pipes, and their magic had made it
seem possible, but after a few hours she had asked him to stop, to
take a break.

“It has been
eight days, Sheyani,” he had replied. “In six I must give Narak his
answer, tell him how to defend the White Road.”

“You are a
clever man, Sheshay,” she had replied. “I know it. But cleverness
is like a night star. It burns brighter for not being looked
upon.”

Cain had
ignored her. In a way he knew that she was right, but her Durander
way of always having an apposite pithy saying irritated him ever so
slightly, and he stared at the useless map ever more fiercely.

She had been
gone ten minutes when he gave up. It was never going to come; not
like this. And he preferred her company to that of a sheet of
parchment and his own desperation. He pulled himself up out of his
chair and scratched the stump of his right hand, which had taken to
itching annoyingly when he was in the least agitated. Over the
months since he had lost his right he had become quite proficient
with the left, and only occasionally made the error of trying to
use the vanished fingers of his right to seize a cup or pen.

Sheyani was
downstairs in the bar, helping the barmen clean the glasses and
tables. She smiled when she saw him, and came to him at once.

“You must come
with me,” she said, “and I forbid you to think for the rest of the
day.”

“You forbid
me?” Cain smiled in spite of himself.

“I do. Now
come.” She tucked her arm around his and led him out of the Seventh
Friend into the street, turning right, following the road that led
towards the commercial heart of the low city, the King’s Loyal
Market. It was the largest by far of several that sprang up like
weeds in any open space in the city. It bore the name of a tavern,
the King’s Loyal Servant, that had burned down at least fifty years
ago and not been rebuilt. The charred timbers and broken slates had
been cleared away and stalls had begun to sprout as if from the
ground almost as soon as there was room. The council permitted it,
or at least did nothing to close it down.

The old tavern
had been big, and now the market was equally impressive. The houses
around it had adapted to the situation, and most of them were
fronted with rickety stalls. It was a Market that sold everything;
food, cloth, oil, candles, lamps, clothes, pots and pans, nails,
parchment, wine, jewellery – some of it quite expensive; there were
cook’s carts, too, selling a dozen different foods ready to eat,
and entertainers in the aisles, jugglers, singers, and even a man
who promised to paint your picture in ten minutes flat.

Sheyani pulled
him along the rows, stopping every now and then to admire a bolt of
silk or a pretty scarf. She was enjoying herself. She bought a
length of green silk that she said would make a shawl to cover her
head, taking great pleasure in the sport of haggling the seller
down. Cain knew that she overpaid anyway, but he didn’t say
anything. He could afford it. They were rich. He was a lord.

They stopped at
a stall selling sticks of spiced beef cooked on an open flame, and
he ate two. Sheyani shook her head at him, mock frowned. She would
still eat no meat, but he would not adopt her ways. In truth she
did not seem to mind. They took a cup of wine from a stall two down
from the meat seller. The vendor swore it was Telan, but it would
have been a poor vintage if it was. He enjoyed it anyway. There was
something about the day that would have made the roughest country
wine taste good.

A couple of men
greeted him. They were soldiers. The whole city was full of
soldiers, and they saluted and bowed. He smiled at them, shook
their hands, which startled them both, and wished them well. Cain
could feel himself unwinding, a spring gradually letting out its
tension. He was having fun, and he was not thinking.

It was a pig
that did it. One end of the market was devoted to livestock.
Chickens, pigs, goats, sheep, even dogs and cats were sold here.
They were walking past a nut seller, a man doing a brisk trade.
Nuts were popular and cheap, and the man had stacks of empty and
full baskets.

A great
commotion came from up ahead, from where the animals were sold, and
they heard the pig before they saw it. A loud squeal, men shouting,
laughing, women shrieking with laughter. A good sized pig, white
with pink ears, came barrelling down the aisle, making a last run
at freedom before it ended up as pork.

Cain swung
Sheyani to the side of the aisle, but in doing so could not avoid
the animal himself, and tripped over its back as it drove past with
all the determination of a Berashi cavalry charge. He twisted as he
fell and struck the nut seller’s baskets, the full ones, with his
shoulder, and it was like hitting a brick wall.

Then the pig
was gone, its noise rapidly distant, and Sheyani was leaning over
him, a small worry on her face, a question in her eyes. He rubbed
his shoulder.

“Nothing,” he
said. “I’m fine.” He got back to his feet.

She laughed. “I
didn’t think to see you dancing with a pig,” she said.

“It was a fine
animal,” he quipped back. “Strong, and what lovely ears!” He kicked
lightly at the baskets with a boot. Solid as a rock. The seller had
stacked them three quarters full, five deep, three wide. He kicked
them harder.

“Do you mind,
sir?” the seller demanded. “Those baskets cost money.”

“I’m sorry,” he
said. But he continued to stand there, staring at the baskets.
There was an idea in his head, but it was no good. He’d thought of
palisades, lines of tree trunks buried a third in the ground,
sharpened at the top, but it was no good, Wood burned. Baskets
would burn, too, but there was another idea trying to force its way
to the front of his mind, pushing like the desperate pig past a
host of other idlers.

He shook his
head.

“Sheshay?”

He held up his
hand, tried to let the idea come. It was like trying to go to
sleep. Trying did no good at all.

“Something,” he
said. “I nearly had something.” Then it came, and he smiled. It was
simple, stupidly simple, and he had no idea if it would work.
“Where’s the nearest blacksmith?” he asked.


7. A Dream

He dreamed.
Again he knew that he dreamed, and this time it was as though he
did not dream at all. He was alert, expecting something, willing to
learn.

It was dark,
but not dark. He stood in a chamber filled with lich-light. It was
a long, low cave; long enough that he could have mistaken it for a
passageway had he not stood close to the entrance, had he not
known.

It was the same
sensation in the previous dream. He knew things that he should not.
They were just present in his mind, as though they had always been
there. In the same way he knew what filled the room.

The darkness
glittered. Rank upon rank of Bren Morain stood still and silent,
waiting for a command. The room was filled with the threat of
unthinking slaughter. He began to count them, but quickly gave up.
Beyond the first twenty or so they merged into a seam of gleaming
black. There was simply not enough light to make them out.

The body
through whose eyes he saw turned and walked from the room. The
corridor was no brighter, cut from the same reddish stone, lit by
the same luminous lichen, but it seemed brighter. Just smaller, he
supposed.

It turned into
another room, and he saw the same as before. Rank upon rank, Lines
that vanished into the distance. He counted the columns this time.
There were fifteen. He tried to estimate the size of the cavern.
Half a mile? More? The Bren Moraine stood close to each other, but
not that close. Two yards each, perhaps, so four hundred in each
column, which meant six thousand in each cavern.

He left the
cavern, walked again in the corridor, entered a third, and saw the
same thing. Six thousand Bren Morain. It was a guess, but could not
be so far from the truth, so eighteen thousand in the three
caverns.

He was being
shown this. There was something deliberate in the way that he stood
in each cavern long enough to be certain what it was he saw, and
then moved on to another.

His eyes walked
to a fourth cavern, then a fifth. Thirty thousand Bren Morain, all
waiting, all gathered. It was already an army that the kingdoms
would have to fear. Yet it was more than a year until the Bren had
said they would act, twelve months and more before they had claimed
they would be ready.

The show did
not stop. There were more caverns full of Morain, but Narak was
beginning to be distracted again. Already this army was large
enough to sweep Seth Yarra from Terras; easily large enough. Acting
in conjunction with the men of the kingdoms it would be a one sided
affair. Now he was becoming aware of shadows again, and this time
he glimpsed some detail. He saw a single Bren Warrior standing
before a stone, a map, he heard the unmistakeable sound of the
tunnelers moving rock, the pick fingers, the great arms tearing the
stone, and there was a shadow of a cave, barely lit, but a cave
bigger than anything he had ever imagined, bigger, higher wider,
and a shape, a shadow of a shape, moving out of sight.

He tried to
turn his head; tried to will the eyes to move. It was important
that he should see what was there, because he did not know, and he
must. The knowledge was behind the eyes, but he could not touch
it.

“Wolves should
not chase what they might not wish to catch.”

It was the same
voice; the rolling song of polished stone, the great, godlike voice
that he had heard before, and suddenly he was awake again, and
again in his full aspect, and bathed in sweat.

Eighty thousand
Bren. Eighty thousand warriors, and it was not enough. What did the
Bren plan to do with so many? What did it mean? He glanced across
the small room. Narala was there, sleeping soundly, breathing the
air of the faithful.

Narak had never
felt so alone.


8. Books and Blood

Sara Bruff sat
in the midst of a city of books and allowed her gaze to wander. She
had seen books before. There was the rent book that the men from
the tannery had brought round. Her father had owned several, and
she had been read stories from them, but she had never imagined
that there could be so many books in the world, or at least not so
many different ones.

She glanced
down at Saul, her son. He was a good boy, never making a fuss. The
child was not yet old enough to speak, but he watched the world
with placid eyes, and he did not cling or scream. She had thought
that he was touched, perhaps, in the beginning. She had seen such
people – dull and vacant eyes, minds that understood nothing, but
Saul was not such a one. She was certain of it now. His gaze was
intelligent, he laughed when she tickled him, his grip was firm and
sure.

And now this.
With Saul dead, dear Saul who had never been unkind, who had worked
all too hard to give her a good life. She had thought that life
destroyed. She had begged him not to volunteer, but he had
insisted, saying that he could not live in the peace paid for by
other men’s blood. Saul had been a good man.

And now this.
Picked off the street by a lord because Saul, brave Saul, had
apparently not died entirely in vain. He had saved the life of this
young faced lord, and the lord in his turn had given her new
hope.

She did not
know what the future held. Perhaps she would have been better off
going to Shillana’s house. Her sister would have treated her little
better than a servant, but she would have been safe, and Saul, too.
She would have been fed, and had a bed to sleep on, and she would
have understood the world around her far more than she understood
this place and all its intrigues. Now, however, she was a
librarian, whatever that might be, the warder of these books at
least, perhaps more. She was to have an apartment, the one that the
Steward had trespassed in and so angered the lord. She wondered if
the rest of the household would treat her well, or resent that she
lived so well among them.

She was
determined not be become a mistress, a private whore. She had seen
the way that he had looked at her, his glance travelling her body,
but there was something else there, too. The lord of Latter Fetch
had goodness and steel in him, and she had gambled on what she had
seen. There was the boy, too; Tilian Henn. The boy burned with
loyalty, with pride, with that exceptional, idealistic naivety that
could not be distrusted. It was the boy as much as anything that
had persuaded her to trust the lord.

She picked up a
book. It was fat and heavy and she had to use two hands to lift it
off the shelf. It was bound in cream and red leather, as soft as
Saul’s skin. She opened it and it creaked a little, its scent
filling her face. It was full of words. Its value was probably
greater than everything she owned, not excluding the fine clothes
that the lord and Henn had bought her. She flicked through the
pages back to the first.

A Speculative
History of the Mage Lords, Their Wars, Their Customs, and The Great
Conflagration That Brought Them Low.

She wondered
that there should be so many words in a mere title. She knew that
there were men who did nothing but study and write, scholars, but
she had never held or even seen such a book. She stroked the page
with a finger. It was smooth as silk, thin as thread, and had taken
on a faint buttery colour against which the words looked like
flies, ranks of impertinent flies asking to be swatted away.

But Sara did
not even know who or what the Mage Lords were. Here was knowledge,
albeit knowledge of a past long dead, or a place so far away that
she did not know it.

She glanced at
Saul. He was still sleeping, eyes tight closed, face quite
composed. She began to read.

There were some
words that she did not know, but she was able to guess their
meaning well enough. The scholar who had written this seemed to
repeat everything he wrote at least twice using different words, as
though emphasising every sentence, and so lost the emphasis he
sought. How brazen of her to criticize so wise a man! She read page
after page, and learned that the mage lords were indeed a figment
of the past, and a past so distant that it was placed before
Avilian, before the beast realms of plain and forest, even before
many of the gods themselves.

Despite the
turgid prose she enjoyed reading the book, enjoyed it for the story
that it carried so poorly. The Mage Lords, godlike men who had
ruled all the world, wielded great magic in their time, more so
than Duranders, of whom she had heard, and more even than the gods.
They fought wars against each other, made and broke alliances,
raised vast armies of terrible men called Farheim, armed them with
magical weapons and sent them one against the other. After one
final great war there were just twelve mages left, the strongest
twelve, and all the others had perished.

She wished that
there were more heroes in the tale, but the mage lords all seemed
as cruel and greedy as each other. There was no justice, no
fairness in their lands. She thought of all the men like Saul who
must have died, all the family men with wives and children, and she
hated those long dead lords just a little, though they were too
distant and unreal for her to hate them very much. They were like
villains in the stories her father had read to her, only really
true while the words of the story were spoken.

She looked up
again, and saw that the light outside the windows was beginning to
fade. She checked on Saul again, but the boy continued to sleep.
She rose and moved quietly around the room, looking for candles,
but could find none. Her eye was caught by the bell rope. Pull it
and someone would come, he had said. She was hungry, too, and had
not eaten since they had arrived at the house.

She wondered
about the man in the stable yard; the one who had been bleeding.
Henn had told her that he was an assassin, that the lord had been
wounded by an arrow, but the lord had not seemed much affected by
the wound. She supposed that one became used to such things in
battle, or perhaps the wound was not so great.

She did not
want to use the bell rope, but the alternative was to leave the
library and wander around the darkening corridors of the great
house. She could not even remember the way to the kitchens, and she
did not know where she was supposed to sleep this night, if the
apartment was hers yet or if she must wait a night until it was so.
She could sleep here, she supposed, among the books. There were
rugs on the floor, and Saul seemed happy enough. But she was
hungry, so after some hesitation she pulled on the rope, a
tentative pull, but it was enough. She heard a faint noise, a
tinkling, bell-like sound, from a distant part of the house. She
stared at the door and waited.

It was not long
before the door opened and a maid put her head inside. Seeing Sara
there she stepped inside and executed a sort of bow, keeping her
eyes on the floor. The maid waited for her to speak. She was not
sure what to say, or how to say it.

“Can I have
some food?” she blurted. “And candles, or a lamp?”

The maid looked
uncertain. “What food, my lady?” she asked.

Choice. She
wasn’t used to choice. Usually there was only one thing to eat. You
ate what you had and hoped there would be something else
tomorrow.

“Cheese?” she
asked. “And bread. What do you have?”

“There’s ham,”
the maid said. “And fruit, and a good Afaeli sausage. That’s cold.
The cook can make what you want, though. A stew? There’s some
beef…” she fell silent, as though worried she had said too
much.

Sara saw that
the girl was afraid of her. She was suddenly somebody of
consequence, and she had not guessed it. But of course in the eyes
of these people it must be so. She had arrived with the lord, she
had been assigned the apartment in which to live, and in the small
hierarchy of the estate that put her above the steward, which was
ridiculous. She was nobody.

Yet she was. By
chance and luck she was somebody, here and now. She did not know,
could not say why or for how long. She smiled at the maid.

“Thank you, but
something cold would be very welcome. Is the sausage really
good?”

The young girl
smiled back, a little smile. “It’s not grand or anything,” she
said. “Not as sweet as the ham, but spicy.”

“Well, perhaps
a couple of small slices,” she said. “And a slice of ham and some
bread.”

“Would my lady
like some fruit? Wine?” That was bolder. The maid was more
confident now that her head had not been snapped at, and her lady
seemed kind.

“Oh, fruit
would be very good, but just water will do, if it’s sweet.”

“I’ll fetch it
for you at once, and I’ll bring some lamps that you may continue
with your work.” With another bow, brisker this time, the maid was
gone. Sara realised that she had not asked the girl her name, and
that was rude of her. She made it a rule; she must always ask the
name of anyone she spoke to, and she must remember them all. It was
odd, because she had always know the name of everyone she dealt
with, and now she was among strangers, even those whose names she
knew. Everything was strange here. Back in the tannery cottage
among all the other tannery people, tanners and dyers and chemical
men and their wives, she had been comfortable and Saul had been
well liked, and so had she. Now everything was in the wind, a grand
throw of dice in the face of adversity, but Sara was not afraid.
She was uncertain, she was struggling, but it was all quite
exciting.

The maid was
back sooner than she expected, and Sara was still gazing into
space, thinking on the changes in her life when the girl pushed the
door open with a broad tray weighed down by a large plate, a jug
and a glass. Three lamps, already lit, hung from her fingers
beneath the tray. She put it on the corner of the table and
carefully put the lamps down.

“There you are,
my lady,” she said. Sara studied the tray. There was more food on
it than she had ever eaten before. The ham was thick and pink, and
three rounds of mottled Afaeli sausage, almost as big as the slices
of bread they cosied up to, lay beside an apple, a pear, and a
bunch of red grapes. A small, round cheese finished the platter.
She and Saul had often eaten half so much between them.

“Thank you,”
she said. “Will you tell me your name?”

There was a
moment of doubt on the girl’s face again, but she bobbed her head
again. “Lira, my lady,” she said.

“Thank you,
Lira. If I ring again will you come, and not another?”

“As you wish,
my lady.” Lira blushed and smiled at the same time, bobbed her head
yet again and retreated hastily from the room. Sara smiled to
herself. She liked the girl. She was probably brighter than her
tasks called for, or so Sara judged. If she was to live like this
she would need an ally, someone to take her side, and she thought
that Lira might be that.

She moved the
tray so that it was next to the book she had been reading, and
arranged the lamps so that they shed their light over its pages,
and with another glance at Saul she began to eat. Work, the girl
had called it. Could this really be work? She turned over one of
the buttery pages and began to read again, one hand reaching out
from time to time to the food. The maid had brought a sharp little
knife and when she needed to she put the book aside and cut pieces
off the ham and sausage. It was good food, better than she was used
to. The ham was very sweet, and the sausage very spicy, and she
wondered if this was what lords and ladies ate all the time. It was
a wonder they were not all quite fat.

She could not
imagine what was happening in the rest of the house. She had not
seen anyone apart from Lira since Henn has sent her back to the
library and told her to stay there, but she didn’t mind. It was
warm enough, she had Saul with her, plenty of food, and the book
was entertaining her better than she had hoped.

The Mage lords,
the god mages, the twelve of them, were determined to vie for
control of the entire world, it seemed. The greatest of them all,
the one that they all feared, was called Cobranus, also named the
lord of pain. He gathered around him those that feared him most:
the weak, the wicked, the very worst. With Cobranus they were the
seven, and with him they plotted to destroy the five. They created
a spell, a magic so terrible that one of the seven, the Mage
Ilianus, ended himself rather than take part in its casting.

Yet still the
spell was cast, and nine creatures were created. They were demons
so powerful that the mages who had created them failed utterly to
control them, and were destroyed by their own creation. The
creatures, called dragons, spread out across the world and killed
all they found wherever they went. They could not be pierced by
sword or lance, passed through fire unharmed, and had the strength
of five hundred men, or so it was said. They were large, winged
lizards, clever as the wisest man, remorseless as time, and they
did what they had been made to do.

The last five
mages, cruel as they were, godlike as they might have been, saw
what had come to pass and knew the horror of their mistakes. Their
war was bringing to an end the age of man in the world, and soon
there would be nothing left, no cities, no forests, no life at all,
for the dragons in their terrible mage born rage had the power even
to enter the ocean and kill what dwelled there.

The five mages
came together to cast a new spell. Corasilus called for a new fire
that could burn even the air, to take away the breath of the
dragons. Setricus demanded that they create a sword that could cut
through all things, even the ties that bound the dragons to being,
and a shield that could not be breached. Porastus spoke for a net
that could catch even thoughts and dreams that the dragons might be
snared and held until a way to undo them could be found. Iarranus
wished them to build a lamp that, once lit would give forth a light
unbearable by dragonkind. But the last mage, Pelianus, struck the
floor with his staff and demanded their silence. All the power of
the seven had failed to hold back the dragons he told them, and the
seven had created them, and knew them. How then should the lesser
five prevail with swords and nets and fire and light?

The other mages
knew this for wisdom in their hearts and asked the fifth mage what
then should be done.

Pelianus told
them that the dragons could not be defeated, but that hope was not
lost, because they could be remade. ‘I will do this thing, because
I see the way that it may be done,’ he said. ‘I will open their
eyes.’

And he went
away from them for twenty days, and when he returned he held a
spell in his hand that looked like a great jewel, and the other
mages wondered at it, but one of them, Porastus, mocked the spell,
and said that such a thing was only a temptation for the mighty
beasts, and lacked the power to subdue them.

Pelianus heeded
him not, but went forth to where the dragons ravaged the land and
held up the jewel before their eyes, and those great creatures that
beheld it flinched from their work of destruction and fled from the
light to hide in deep caverns beneath the earth, but Pelianus
pursued them and held the jewel again before them, and so troubled
were the dragons by the sight that four of the nine were turned to
stone, and the five that remained cast themselves down before
Pelianus and begged him to take the jewel away, for as he had
promised the jewel had opened their eyes, and they knew what they
had wrought in the world, and the burden of death and pain and
suffering crushed them down.

So it was that
Pelianus became lord of the dragons, and they were bound to him and
did his bidding.

She looked up
from the book. It was quite dark outside now and Saul was still
sleeping contentedly. It was so quiet she could hear him breathing.
She did not know how much time had passed, but it must be late.

She was
surprised to have reached the end of the tale. What followed in the
book was an index, a list of places, people and events and the
pages of the book on which they were mentioned. Beyond that there
were more notes that seemed of little interest and right at the end
there was a history of the book, or at least of previous versions
of it.

The first line
said: Translated from the magic to the common by…

Magic?
Translated meant that it was changed from one language to another,
she knew that, but was magic a language? They it occurred to her
that it might be the language of the mages, and that rather than
magic with the a from bag, it was magic with the a from page –
mage-ic. She was pleased with herself for working that out. It
seemed so obvious now that she’d thought of it.

But what was
common?

The next line
said: Translated from the Keffish Common tongue to High
Avilian…

Avilian she
knew well enough. She spoke it. But High Avilian…? She did not
think that lords spoke a different tongue from her. She had never
heard her lord – she thought of the lord of Latter Fetch that way
now – speak anything she could not understand. Keffish Common was
clearly the same thing as common, but once there had been no need
to call it Keffish.

The third line
solved the question for her: Rendered in the Universal Avilian way
of speech…

Universal meant
everybody, she thought. The writer had used the word a couple of
times in the text, and his extravagant rephrasing had been enough
to make it almost an old friend by now.

She closed the
book, and it shut with a slap, a puff of air scented with age and
ink. Sara was well pleased with her evening. She had learned new
words, she had read a book, and she had eaten a very fine meal.
Perhaps there would be a future for her here after all.

A noise turned
her head. She turned and looked behind her, towards the door, and
saw that there was a man standing there. She recognised him at
once, although she had seen him for only a few minutes earlier in
the day. She recognised the tall, thin frame, the sparse grey hair
and the stoop of his thin shoulders. She also saw the knife in his
hand, a long bladed, wicked, grey steel thing, and the smile on his
face.

“Sara, Sara,”
he whispered. “A northern name, an old name.”

“It is,” she
said, and was surprised that her voice seemed strong and loud.

“And you came
here with the lordling, but you’re not his flesh. No, you’re less
than that. His, though, are you?”

“What do you
mean?” She was watching his knife now. The long blade was quite
still. There was no tremor in his old hands.

“Is the boy
his?”

“No,” she said,
thinking that this at least would make Saul safer. “Mine and his
father’s, but he’s dead in the war.”

“Yes,” the
steward nodded, “Yes, but something’s there. I’ve seen the way he
looks at you. You’re his prize, his toy, his whore.”

“I am not,” and
her voice found a note of genuine anger.

“No? Not yet?
But soon, yes.”

“No.”

“You think you
can stop him? I’ve seen it before. He’s promised you things. I know
he has. His father was the same. Promises, promises and all just
air. He’ll come for you in the night and you’ll say yes. You’ll say
yes for the boy, but he’ll get bored. They do, the lords, they get
bored and throw you young girls away. I’ve seen it. But I can offer
you better.”

“Better?” It
was all the question that she could manage. She’d seen the way the
lord looked at her, too, and she knew nothing of lords and their
ways.

“Yes, better. I
can offer you Latter Fetch, the whole thing.”

“It’s not yours
to offer,” she said. He was a servant, no more. And yet…

“I’m old,” the
steward said. “Contrary to my wish I will not live for ever, nor
longer than a few year, I guess. If I win this little tussle there
needs to be one that comes after me, and that might be you,
steward, ruler of this little kingdom.”

“I am no
ruler.”

“Yes, but you
might be. Just bring the boy and come with me to where I hide.
You’ll be the bait that draws the lordling out, for he will not
resist the threat to your pretty flesh.”

“And if I say
no?” She did not trust him. He had eyes that would not rise to meet
hers, and his hand gripped that evil blade and never let it waver,
though he was four paces from her. He meant to kill Saul, her and
Saul both, and she would not permit that.

“You’ll die,”
he smiled. “You’ll die here and now.”

Her hand had
been searching behind her back, and it had found the small knife
that Lira had brought her. It was a sharp little thing, but long
enough to do the job, she thought. Now she showed it to him.

“You think I am
a soft woman, old man,” she said. “But I was brought up in a broken
house, and saw enough of the street to know you for what you are.
There is no promise you could make that would bind you. There is no
thing you could swear that would make me trust you. Kill me if you
think you can, but it will cost you, and you will not touch the
boy.”

“You think so?”
His voice was mocking, but his eyes flicked to the knife and his
old brows crumpled a little more at seeing it. There was doubt, and
a little doubt was all that Sara needed.

“You could
run,” she said. “Run away.”

The steward’s
smile turned into a sneer, a rictus of hate and fear with hardly
any change in his face at all. Perhaps it had been there all along;
modified by the hope of an easy kill, and now it was stripped and
naked.

He took one
step forwards, and stopped. “Will you scream when I stick you?” he
asked. “Not for the pain. I know you’ll bear that. But knowing that
I’ll stick the little pig in his gut and what that will do.”

Sara said
nothing. Answering him would be weakness. It was what he wanted.
Instead she looked at where she might stick her knife. Heart, head,
neck, there were many places that would kill him. It was up to him,
depended on what he did.

She put herself
between him and Saul. She should have pulled the bell rope, she
thought; as soon as she saw him. People would have come. But then
how many mistakes do we make in a life? How many times does a wrong
decision end in tragedy? Once is enough. Once is enough for
anyone.

She held the
knife firmly in her hand, chose her spot, the place where it would
rest, and waited for him to come. Three paces. That was the
distance, and behind her Saul began to cry.

If nothing
else, Tilian Henn would see that Saul was cared for.


9. An Appointment Made

“Deus, it is
agreed. They will see you.”

Narak looked up
from his contemplation of the sea, the very blue sea of these
southern isles, and stared at Narala.

“They? I
thought that I had asked to see Sei Mun, the one king of the
isles.”

“All will be
there,” she said, “They have all caught the interest of your plea,
especially Sei Feras Tiar. You ask for war, and that is his
domain.”

Narak
considered what she said, and it made perfect sense. Sei Feras
Tiar, the king of blood and fire, was perhaps the main beneficiary
of his message. If he understood the way in which the isles were
governed the war king would gain supremacy if his plea was
successful. He would become Sei Mun. That was the way the Isles
worked; the right monarch for the right time, and the rest nothing
but advisors.

“When?”

“In three days.
A boat will come and take you across at dawn in three days.”

“You will not
come with me?”

Narala looked
down. He could see that she was worried. It was almost as though
she did not trust him, like a wilful child. “They do not permit
women in the Hall of Decision,” she said.

“Narala, do you
fear me?”

She was quick
to respond, and she smiled. It was a smile that he trusted. “No,
Deus, never. Never that.”

“Then tell me
what it is that you fear. Why do you fret around me like a mother
hen? What do you think I will do?”

“Deus, you are
a god. It is not for me to say what you might or might not do.” She
avoided replying to the question, but it was a poor evasion. Narak
said nothing more, but instead he waited for her to speak again. He
knew that if he waited she would have to; the silence would beg it
of her. It did not take long. “I do not know, Deus,” she said
eventually. “You are angry, and you have just cause, but your anger
seems wild, as though it may touch on those who go against your
will, even if it may be their right to do so.”

“You fear I
will raise my swords against the Sei?”

“I do, Deus,”
she looked down on speaking the words, unwilling to meet his
eyes.

“Then be at
ease, for I swear that I will not, unless swords are raised against
me first. These are men of wisdom, chosen by their countrymen to
defend the interests of their realm. If I cannot win them with fair
words then I will not draw my blades and wave them under their
royal noses. I will not threaten them with anything but the
truth.”

Narala nodded.
She looked satisfied. “Your word has always been inviolate, Deus.
Thank you for your kindness in casting out my unwarranted
fears.”

It was very
strange, his relationship with Narala. It was the same as it had
been between him and Perlaine. He loved them – in a way like his
own children which he could not sire – in a way as the beautiful
women they were. Yet there was a barrier of respect. He insisted
that it was respect, and not fear. Narala was right in that. He
could no more harm them than he could have slain his own father.
They had done so much for him, been so loyal. Oh, he would scowl at
them from time to time, but they were his family, like Caster and
Poor and all the others. Sometimes he played the stern patriarch,
but it was no more than that, just playing, and he was certain that
they knew it. He loved them, and did not doubt it. Nor did he doubt
them.

Yet there were
facts that he could not deny. Their long lives were in his gift. It
was Narak who held the power, real, absolute power. They knew what
he had done at Afael. They had all seen him practice with Caster.
He was no toothless old wolf to be humoured. He walked the line
between tyrant and friend, and lately he had been on the rough side
of the line.

“I am sorry,
Narala,” he said. “You know that the war does not go entirely as I
might have wished. I have lost Perlaine; a burden that we share.
There are traitors and spies where I expected none. I have been
sharp of late, and with those who do not deserve it. I am sorry for
that.”

It was an
unprecedented apology, and Narala knew it. She stepped forwards and
took his hands in hers, for a moment the beautiful sister that he
fondly imagined her to be. Her eyes were full of surprise and
concern.

“Deus, we all
know the burden that you bear. There is no cause, no thing for
which you need to apologise to we who serve.”

He smiled. He
kissed her on the forehead.

“Quite so,” he
said. But he knew that she was right, or right in part. He felt the
weight of despair, even failure, creeping upon him. Tomorrow he
must go back to Avilian, and there he would find out if Cain Arbak
had solved the problem that he could not. He was actually not
certain which outcome he desired.

Cain was the
man who had released Perlaine from the agony of her death, but that
meant he had killed her. He had done what Narak knew he could not
have done. But perhaps he could. He did not know. He had once
released an old wolf, eased it’s passing, but to do the same for
Perlaine… He did not know if he could have done it. He was
infuriated by the doubt. Cain had done the right thing. The part of
him that was wolf told him that. But the man, Narak Brash the
hunter, was not so sure; not so strong.

Every time he
thought of Cain, and what had happened to him since their bloody
encounter at Bel Erinor, he felt something like envy, flavoured
with disbelief. Cain seemed to stumble from one triumph to the
next, riddled with doubt, careful and tentative, and yet excelling
at every turn. He did things that were not possible. He was helped
at every turn by those from whom he had no right to expect
succour.

Yet it was he,
Wolf Narak, who had seen it first. He had looked at the man whose
life he had held in his hand and told himself that here was a
clever man, a brave man, a man who had done nothing so shockingly
wrong, and he had liked him. That was Cain’s secret. People liked
him. Narak knew that there was something deeper. Beneath the cut
price soldier that Cain had become there was another man, a leader,
a charismatic, modest, even humble man. A gifted man.

He had started
it. Like throwing a pebble over a cliff he had given Cain money,
started him on his way. Yet he was shocked when the pebble became
an avalanche, a torrent that swept away everything that stood
before it. He had created an innkeeper, and so a councillor, a
colonel, a general, a hero, a lord.

If only he had
been Cain. If only Pelion had chosen Cain. What then?


10. Pascha in Wolfguard

Wolfguard was
almost silent. Narak was gone, and Pascha had found a quiet room in
the bowels of the place, a vast and silent chamber that seemed to
be the deepest part of the wolf’s fortress. She had brought a lamp
with her. Narak’s people were all devoted to the point of lunacy,
and she could not trust them to indulge her whims, especially when
she wanted to hide things from their lord.

Something had
happened to her in the forest, something that had scared her. It
was not the assassin. That had been trauma enough, but she had,
just for a moment, become more than she should be. She had reached
out, spread herself thin across the flock, and she had become
something else.

There were
rules to being part of the Benetheon. Laws even. You had certain
powers, certain abilities, certain limits. It seemed to her that
she had broken through those limits. She had become more than
Pelion had intended.

It was not
possible, and if it was it was most certainly dangerous. If you
broke the rules of the gods that made you then nothing was safe or
certain. So why would she want to do it again? There was no doubt
that she did want to. Something about the experience had caught
part of her. It was like being the flock, but more, like having
known only candles and seeing the sun for the first time, or rivers
and seeing the sea. It had been terrifying, yes, but she had never
felt so… There were no words to describe it, or she had none that
could.

She sat in the
quiet of the room. It was comfortable enough. There were thick rugs
and furs scattered about the floor, and the air had a cool clean
taste, and a faint scent of some spice that she could not
place.

She sat on the
floor, placed the lamp to her right and breathed deeply, closing
her eyes and reaching out to the sparrows in the woods around
Wolfguard. There were more of them here now. It was a strangeness
that she had noticed. Wherever she stayed they tended to gather.
When she had come here there had been only a dozen or so. Sparrows
did not live well in the thick trees and undergrowth of the forest,
but they could live. They were creatures of grassland, seed eaters,
harvest thieves. Now there were fifty or more. They haunted the
trees by the gates to Narak’s fortress, waited for her to emerge,
and every day she did, laden with food. There were so many now that
some would have starved if she had not fed them.

She felt their
presence in the darkness behind her eyes and gathered them to her
mind. It was different from becoming the flock. It was less,
because she was still herself, a woman of flesh and bone, but there
was a kindred feeling, a part of the line that led towards the
explosion of her presence that she had experienced before.

She reached out
as she had done before, pushing the birds away from Wolfguard,
spreading the net of her consciousness over one acre, then three,
then ten. This was what she thought had triggered the experience
before. It was almost as though she was an actual net, and could
catch within her expanding mind enough of the rest of the world to
begin it, to light the fire. She struggled for words again, and so
she forgot them, and bathed in her senses instead.

She spread
thinner and thinner. Ten acres became fifty. Fifty became a
hundred. There was no change in her perception. She had grown used
a multiple existence, gained skill in seeing with so many eyes,
hearing with so many ears. It was becoming harder now as the birds
scattered. Usually the flock overlapped, the images joined to form
a coherent cloud of vision and sound, and it all knitted together,
but now the birds were so far from each other that they saw no
common sights, and it was like being fifty quite separate
beings.

A pain began to
blossom in the back of her head and she struggled to remain in
control. Her breathing became rapid and shallow, she was panting,
her heart was beating like a dance day drum. One by one the
sparrows began to escape from her control, popping out of her
concentration like beads of soap from a grasping hand.

She gave up,
let go, and dissolved back into her body.

The headache
was still there, pounding now, making it painful to look at the
lamp, and her eyes seemed out of focus, almost as though part of
what she looked at was missing and the rest preternaturally,
hurtfully bright. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply,
listening to her heart until it began to slow and the pain in her
head receded to a dull throbbing just above the base of her neck.
She massaged the area with her hands, but the pain remained.

Well, she had
failed. Clearly it had not simply been the spread of her
consciousness that had triggered the experience. There was
something else. It had been worth a try. If she had been right
there was no telling what new skills she might have mastered. The
problem was that there were so many different factors and
influences involved. She had been the flock, not just drawing
experience through one. She had been afraid. The other, the
assassin, had been there, and perhaps it had something to do with
that. She had also been focussed on her senses, trying to detect
any sign of him to be sure that he would not shoot at her
again.

At least there
was a list of things to try again. She might have failed this time,
but she would try again, and again, until she found out what had
happened, how it was triggered.

She stood
gingerly, twisting her head to and fro on her shoulders, trying to
ease the nagging pain. How long would she have to put up with that,
she wondered? She walked slowly towards the door, allowing her eyes
to grow used to the brighter light in the passageway outside.

She suddenly
stopped and turned her head back into the room.

“Hello?”

Her voice
echoed faintly. She held the lamp high and looked around the room.
It was big and dimly lit, but there was nothing but a small table
and a couple of chairs, nothing where anyone could have hidden. Yet
she had heard something, seen something, like a flicker of a pale
face, a whisper of breath.

She stood for a
minute looking back into the room that Narak called his lair, but
she could see nothing but rocks walls. There was no sound.

Eventually she
turned away. She must have imagined it. The headache perhaps, or
the strangeness with her vision. She walked back up into the body
of Wolfguard where there were people, and brightness, and other
gods.


11. Three Kings

The day of the
audience dawned bright and hot. The southern sun leaped boldly into
a clear blue sky and began at once to batter the Green Isles with
heat and brightness. It was not the sort of morning that Narak
enjoyed. Indeed, if he had been a real god, the sort that had real
power, he would have forbidden such intemperate dawns. They were
hasty and impolite. Even in mid summer the northern sun was more
respectful of the blessed state of sleep.

He rose
quickly, and in the earliest light he bathed. At this time of the
day there was fresh water for bathing; a spectacular provision, as
all the fresh water had to be brought by boat from other isles.
This barren rock had none. Another advantage was that the night had
cooled the water, and it was a delight to wash away the sweat of a
humid night and, at least for a short while, feel cool again. He
did not remember from his other visits here it being so
unpleasantly hot, but perhaps the Golden Islands were further south
than he had ventured before.

Once bathed, he
dressed slowly in white cottons. Any haste was paid for in sweat.
Breakfast was fruit. It was the local custom, and while it seemed
quite odd when viewed from an Avilian or Berashi perspective, it
worked well here. You could not have eaten anything hot. Even the
thought of the steaming, rich porridge, laced with honey that he
enjoyed so much at Wolfguard was enough to have sweat beading his
brow.

Narala walked
with him down to the shore. This was not the time of day that the
heralds came, but the grizzled man who had carried his message was
waiting for him. This, too, was the custom of the place. This man
was his guide, his ticket into the Hall of Decision. He had to
confess to himself that he was keen to see the place. It was a rare
privilege.

The boat was
waiting. The oarsmen were ready. The old herald waited, seated at
the back of the boat, and there was a vacant seat, no more than a
plank stretched side to side, between the pairs of oarsmen.

“I don’t know
how long this will take,” he said to Narala.

“No more than
an hour,” the herald called. “No decision will be made. They will
hear you and ask questions, that is all.”

Apparently the
man was now permitted to converse with him, his herald’s role
complete, at least as far as carrying the message was
concerned.

“It is a short
time,” Narak said, but the herald shook his head.

“Anything worth
saying can be said in less than half the time,” he said. “It is a
long time, and it shows that I did my job well.”

“You carried my
message,” Narak said.

“Oh, much more
than that! I made you sound interesting.”

“You are saying
that I am boring?” In spite of himself Narak was being drawn into
the conversation. The man was outrageous.

“All you wax
faced northerners are the same, so serious, so dull. We of the
Isles like a good story, a good tale told well.”

“The truth
needs no fancy dress,” he replied.

“There, you
see. You make my point for me. Come we must go. It does not do to
keep the Sei waiting.”

Narak touched
Narala’s hand briefly and met her eyes, nodded. He jumped lightly
across the water into the boat, landing with perfect balance, and
the boat stayed firm and upright in the water. He sat on the bare
plank seat, facing the old man. He didn’t like boats over much.
Probably because he didn’t like water he could not stand up in.

“So let us go,”
he said.

The oarsmen
dipped their long bladed oars and the boat shifted easily off the
sandy bottom, rushing quickly through the still water, and as they
settled into a rhythm they began a slow, bass chant which kept them
all precisely on the beat, dipping, pulling and lifting their
blades in unison. Narak was facing the bow, and he could see the
course that they were taking. The island directly ahead was about
half a mile away, but it was not their destination, and the boat
slipped sideways, steering close to the reef that ringed it. The
water was a wonderful, bright turquoise, and he caught glimpses of
red and blue beneath the waves, and fish that looked like
ornaments.

“So you speak
the truth?” the old herald asked.

“I do, when I
choose to speak.”

“War is
coming?”

“It is here,”
Narak assured him. “You are part of a land that has been set on
fire. Because the fire has not reached you yet does not mean that
it will not come.”

“Better,” the
old man said. “That was better, but a house would be better than a
land. Houses here burn easily.”

“Are you my
tutor, then?” Narak asked. He could not prevent the smile that came
to his lips. “Will you teach me how to speak?”

The herald
shook his head. “No, it is too late for that. I can advise you,
though. Remember that they are kings that you speak to, but also
common men. We do not have blood rule as you in the north have it.
All these men started life as the sons of ordinary men. They are
Sei because they have shown both merit and skill in state
craft.”

Narak nodded.
He knew this already. The Green Isles did not have great houses.
There were no Dukes and Kings, no heirs and bloodlines. Each of the
Sei was chosen by their peers and served until they died or stepped
aside.

“You were one
of them,” he said.

“Ah,
perception. I have been as obvious about it as I could, and at last
you see. I was curious when you chose me to carry your message.
Most know me, and are afraid to insult me with payment, but the
copper coin was good. It was clever. Even if you did not know, you
knew.”

“It seemed
right.”

“That is an
instinct that you should trust.”

The boat had
rounded the island now, the bright water and reefs slipping away
behind, and the sea became a darker blue beneath the boat, the
water not quite so flat. Narak could feel the ocean’s breath, the
rise and fall as the boat moved away from land.

Their
destination lay before him. It did not look imposing. In fact it
looked uninhabited. The only signs that it was not were a small
jetty built out into the sea and a thin column of white smoke
rising above the trees in about the centre of the island. Apart
from that it looked forested, or at least covered in trees. He
could not quite bring himself to accept that the sweltering,
dripping green tangle that covered the wild parts of these isles
was forest. Forest was where he lived. Forest had wolves and deer
and snow in winter.

There was a
reef, too. He could see the water breaking on it, washing over it;
the small rocks protruding as stark little silhouettes, just enough
to hole a boat such as theirs. The herald saw the direction of his
gaze.

“There is a
gap,” he said. “You do not see it now, but we will pass through
easily enough.”

Sure enough
they swung along the reef while still some thirty paces off, and a
few more strokes brought the boat to a place where the water did
not break, but opened like a turquoise door into the lagoon beyond,
and they swept through, losing the motion of the sea again, gliding
above impossibly white sand, as though the sea had been floored
with marble, or snow had somehow settled beneath the waves.

The boat swung
up to the jetty, and a single man waited for them there. The oars
were shipped, a rope thrown and caught and suddenly the boat was
still again, nudging gently against the worn wood of the jetty.
Narak thought the jetty excessively modest. He had seen better
built and more impressive structures gracing the fish ponds of some
of Avilian’s great houses. It was unpainted, unvarnished, and
bleached pale grey by the sun.

The herald
stepped ashore with a lively hop and stood waiting. Narak stood and
swung himself up onto the jetty. It was planked, and the planks
roped together with some sort of twine. It looked temporary.

“Come,” the
herald said, and set off along the jetty towards the trees. Narak
followed. From the root of the jetty they stepped onto a sandy path
no more than two paces wide. The luxuriant, dark green leaves of
the lower shrubs reached across it in places, and the herald
brushed them aside as he walked. The muttering of the sea on the
reef grew quieter as they walked, and he became aware of insect
noise, and the screech of birds in the branches above their heads.
He saw them, swirling in small groups in the treetops above them as
they walked. They were mostly quite large, the size of a crow, but
where crows dressed in mourning all their lives, these creatures
were clearly clothed for a carnival. He saw blue wings and green
heads and yellow tails. They flew joyfully, too, never pretending
to any serious business. They were exuberance given wings.

“Parrots,” the
herald said. “They make an awful mess, but they’re sacred here, so
we feed them.”

Narak said
nothing. He had caught a scent on the wind. At home he knew that
Poor sometimes burned special woods to give the air a pleasant
scent, and this was the same, but in quantities that would have
bankrupted a lord. He remembered the trail of white smoke rising
above the trees. There was a scent of men, growing closer, and of
fresh cut timber, and food.

It was like
stepping into a different world. The forest ended abruptly, and
Narak followed his guide into a clearing that was about three
hundred paces across. No tree remained in this space. The path that
they followed turned sharply to the right, and the herald followed
it. There was a palisade before him, and a gate, but the path did
not lead directly to it. Instead it swung to the right for fifty
paces, then to the left, then right again, a saw tooth pattern that
edged them closer to the gate with each turn.

Guards watched
them. Narak could make out two men standing in the gate, big men,
naked to the waist, holding spears of some kind. He could see the
metal tips glinting in the bright sun.

“We approach
slowly to show respect,” the herald spoke quietly; loud enough for
Narak to hear, but his voice would not carry to the guards. “It
gives them a chance to look you over.”

They continued
in silence until at last the path brought them before the gate.
They stopped. They waited.

“Who comes
before the Sei?” one of the guards demanded. Ritual words.

“A humble
herald of the people,” the herald replied. “And with him the
northern lord Narak of the Forest, also called the Wolf, seeking
audience. It is written.”

The guard
glanced at something he held in his hand. It looked like a leaf,
and it looked like parchment. He had read the thing a few times
already, Narak could see. He did not need to read it again.

“It is
written,” the guard agreed. “Enter.”

They stood
aside and Narak allowed himself to be led meekly through into the
inner sanctum of the Green Isles, or so he thought it must be. But
there was an inner palisade within the outer, another gate, more
guards. There were also people here, and cook fires, and to each
side a cluster of huts and lean-tos. Servants, he supposed, to
please the Sei with what they desired.

They approached
the second gate by a direct path, paved with sea smoothed stones
and mortared with loose white sand. The herald indicated that Narak
should go before him, and so he did.

“Who are you?”
the guard asked. His tone was less formal, but it was still ritual.
The guard must know exactly who he was.

“I am Narak,”
he said. “Lord of the Great Forest.”

The guard
nodded and stood aside.

“Enter into the
presence of the Sei, Narak.”

Once more he
stepped through the gate, but this time he heard it close behind
him, and was aware at once that the herald had been left behind. He
was alone. He studied the scene before him.

This, then, was
the Hall of Decision, the seat of the rulers of the Green Isles. It
was both simple and spectacular. Within the palisade stood a semi
circle of poles, great thick poles, the remnants of large trees.
These supported an arrangement of planking and thatch, a roof that
seemed to have no other support, though the space within the poles
was easily thirty paces across. The roof rose and twisted into the
air, spiralling up to a peak which was, in fact, a hole, and
through this hole rose the smoke from the aromatic wood that
smouldered on the fire. There were no walls here, and from time to
time a breeze puffed the smoke away from its intended path,
scenting the thatch.

The flames lay
squarely beneath the hole, and beyond it was a dais of wood on
which sat four thrones. He thought of them as thrones, for it was
clear that was the intent, though they were little more than
decorated wood. One stood before the other three, and one of the
three was vacant.

On the one
throne sat an elderly man, his skin quite as dark as strong tea,
his hair short and tightly curled to his head. He wore only a
simple green robe, draped over one shoulder and wrapped around his
body. His feet were clad in sandals of the kind that all these
people wore. He looked calm, curious, wise. This, then, must be Sei
Mun, King of the Green Isles.

Behind him sat
two other men. The man to the left was as old as Sei Mun, perhaps
older. He wore a yellow robe in the same style as his lord, the
same sandals, and he had a big boned face, a large nose and
squinting eyes and ears to sail a ship by, broad shoulders and a
round belly.

The third man
held Narak’s eye most of all. He was much younger, thickly muscled
and handsome. He was naked to the waist after the fashion of every
other warrior he had seen here, and he wore a sword tucked into a
cloth belt. He stared at Narak.

Narak executed
a modest bow. He wished to be polite, but not deferential.

“I thank you
for consenting to see me,” he said.

“How could we
not?” Sei Mun said. “You bring word of war, and we have seen the
ships, so many of them. And you are who you are.”

“Who I am?”

“We are not so
isolated here – Narak of the Forest, also called the Wolf – many of
our people may not know the name, but we do. You are Wolf Narak?
This is what you claim?”

“It is who I
am.”

“You are the
one that fought in the city of Afael four hundred years ago?”

“I am.”

The warrior,
the one with the sword, snorted at this, and Sei Mun cast a
slightly irritated look behind him.

“Are you a
god?”

Well, there was
the question. It was rarely asked in the five kingdoms. He was
known and respected there, but here he was no more than a tale. For
hundreds of years he had avoided answering this particular
question, because in his heart there were two answers, neither of
which would do. He could say no, he was a man, but a man with
particular abilities, a man who stayed young through centuries, a
man who could transform himself into a wolf. It was a poor answer.
He was a man who was not a man. Yet the other answer he had was no
better. To the wolves he was a god. He was their father, their
protector, and when he was the wolf, when he ran among them he felt
that he was a god.

The truth was
that he did not really know.

“It is what men
say,” he replied.

“But you will
not?”

Narak shook his
head, and Sei Mun seemed to accept this but Sei Feras Tiar, the
king of blood and fire, stamped an impatient foot.

“This is
absurd,” he said. “The man will not answer your questions. He is
just a man, no more than thirty years old. This nonsense is an
insult to us all.”

“I do not
intend an insult, Sei,” Narak said. “I speak only the truth.”

“And what of
the war?” Sei Koshan Burdenna said. It must be him, the third man,
for he knew that Sei Mun was their king of plenty. These were good
times for the Green Isles.

“I will tell
you,” Narak said, and he did. He told them of the spies, the
deceptions, the army in the east and the battle that wiped it out,
Telan treachery, the subterfuge that took the gate on the Green
Road, the battles that took it back and held it. Finally he told
them of the stalemate of winter, and the expectations of
spring.

When he
finished there was a silence. They had all been transformed by his
tale, and none more so than the warrior king. He had attended
closely to the details, lived the battles in his own mind as Narak
described them. His face had shown it all. The others had sunk back
in their seats, overcome by the scale and horror of what he had
described, the thousands of dead, the thousands that were to die.
It was Sei Mun who spoke first.

“This is all
true?”

“If it were not
I would not be here.”

“And why should
these invaders out of legend come here? They did not in the past.
What reason do they have to attack the Green Isles?”

“They have but
one reason for every thing that they do, Sei,” Narak said. “Their
book tells them that all the world must conform, that their way is
the only way. Any man, any village or nation that is otherwise must
be converted or destroyed.”

“Their book?
They do this because of a book?”

“They believe
it is the words of their god, Sei.”

“No god should
hate men so that he sends his servants out to slay them.”

“Wise words,
Sei,” Narak agreed. “But I am here only to say what is, and what
must be.”

“What must be?”
The warrior king spoke again. “You are here to instruct us?”

“Sei Feras
Tiar, it may be that we of the north can win this war without your
help, but it may be that we fall, and if we fall you will face the
armies and ships of Seth Yarra alone, and there will be none to
help you. Even if we win you will dwell here forever in the
knowledge that your peace has been bought with our blood, and that
in natural justice you are no more than a vassal state, bound in
blood as tightly as slaves are bound with ropes. It will be your
shame.”

“The shame is
that you come here and lie to us, you tell us grand stories to draw
us into yet another of your petty wars, to have our men die in your
cause. I will not take men to your war, and if you did not stand
here in the sacred place I would strike you down for your lies and
deceit.”

“I speak only
the truth,” Narak said, but he could feel his anger again. This man
had called him a liar.

“Then prove
it,” the warrior sprang to his feet, and in truth he was half a
head taller than Narak, and half as heavy again. Muscles ripples
beneath the dark skin, and his eyes flashed with anger. “Fight me
now and let the gods decide.”

Narak could
feel the comfortable weight of the swords on his back. They had not
insisted that he abandon them, and that had been a surprise, but he
did not reach for them. He had made a promise to Narala, and it was
a wise promise. He did not want to make enemies here.

“I will not
raise my blades against you, Sei,” he said. “I come here for
alliance, not to fight.”

“So you are a
coward?”

His jaw
tightened at the word. He could not prevent his pride from
speaking.

“I am
merciful,” he said. The man’s weapon was simple steel. There was no
blood silver here or he would have smelled it. The swords of the
Green Isles, their spears and knives might as well be bamboo sticks
and reeds for all the harm they could do him. It would be cowardly
indeed to draw his blades. Leaving them sheathed was more
difficult, more noble. That is what he told himself.

“Send him
away,” the warrior told Sei Mun. “Send him now before I profane
this place with his blood.”

Narak looked at
the old man, the supreme ruler of the Green Isles, and he saw that
he was greatly troubled. He held the side of his head with one
hand, and the other was bunched into a fist, and rested on the arm
of his wooden throne.

“It may be that
you speak the truth, Narak of the Great Forest,” he said. “But it
does not matter. I am no warrior. If I believe you then I must cede
power to the king of blood and fire, and he must accept it. We must
agree, do you see? It is plain that at present we do not.”

“You have made
your decision?” Narak was exasperated. Had he failed?

“No. It will be
three more days. That is the custom. We will talk among ourselves.
We will seek wisdom. In three days we will send your chosen herald
with word. Now it is time for you to go.”

Narak bowed
again, a polite bending of the head. “If there is anything more I
can say or do…”

“Go.”

He stood for a
moment. There should be something more than this. He should be able
to do something, to show them something that would convince them.
If he could bring the prisoners here and make them speak the truth,
if he could let them see the certainty and dread in his own mind…
but there was nothing more. He bowed again, walked backwards to the
door as Narala has told him he must do, and stepped out again into
the lesser world.

The old herald
was waiting. He read Narak’s face.

“It did not go
well?”

“There was some
disagreement.”

“It was to be
expected. There is always disagreement. Sei Feras Tiar?”

“Yes. How did
you know?”

“He is
prideful. If you are who you say you are…” he stepped back at the
look on Narak’s face, “I do not judge, one way or the other, but if
you are who you say you are then that one will feel it as a
challenge. He is a great warrior. He admits no equal.”

“He is a
man.”

“And you are
not?”

Narak stared at
the old herald for a moment. “I am not,” he said. “Not when it
comes to that.”

The old man
studied him for a moment, then nodded. “We should go back,” he
said. “Your friend will be waiting for you.”


12. Blood Kin

Sara Bruff lay
on the floor next to young Saul’s basket and listened to him cry.
She hoped that somebody would come before she died. She wanted to
tell someone to look after Saul. She was quite certain that she
would die. Elejine’s knife had pierced her body at the same moment
she had buried the fruit knife in the steward’s neck. She had no
skill with the blade. All she had been concerned with was
preventing him from killing Saul, and that was done.

Elejine sat
opposite her, back against the wall, head tilted over, his
sightless eyes staring at her in eternal surprise. His coat and
shirt glistened with blood, and it had pooled on the floor around
him. It would be a tricky stain to get out, she thought.

She had tried
to reach the bell rope, but the pain had been so great that she had
passed out. She had been surprised to wake again. Every movement
brought pain, great washes of it, and so she lay still and
waited.

She felt
thirsty. The jug of water mocked her from the table, a million
miles away. She could feel the blood pumping out of the hole
Elejine had made, and that was a surprise, too, that there should
be so much blood in her, and that he’d died first. It was good,
though, because now she knew that Saul was safe.

It seemed years
before she heard voices in the corridor, footsteps approaching the
door. She looked sideways so that she could see who it was.

Tilian Henn
stepped into the room. He froze for a moment, his eyes on Elejine’s
body, his hand finding the hilt of his sword, but the steward was
obviously dead. She saw his eyes flick around the room and find
her. He leaped across the room. It was a single jump, she would
swear. He didn’t run or walk, just one movement and he was at her
side. Their eyes met for a moment, and she wanted to speak to him,
but her mouth was so dry that she could not make the sounds that
she wanted.

Then he was
gone again, and she heard the sounding of the bell. He had pulled
the rope. He was back again, almost at once, and he was ripping at
her clothes, tearing the cotton of the dress. It hurt, and she
wanted to tell him to stop, to leave her and look after Saul, but
he wasn’t looking at her eyes any more. She felt cold air on her
flesh, he had torn away most of the left side of her dress and she
felt naked, and he touched her wound, and pain jerked her sideways,
dark shadows fringing her vision.

“I’m sorry,” he
said. “But I have to clean the wound and bind it.”

A maid entered.
Sara could see the uniform, but not the face. Perhaps it was Lira.
The maid, whoever she was, must have broken down at the sight
before her, because Tilian shouted.

“Stop that! Go
and fetch me spirits, anything will do, and honey, and clean cloth,
and hot water, and send runners for my lord. Go. Now!”

Steps clattered
down the hallway, and Tilian was bending over her again.

“This is going
to hurt,” he said. “I’m sorry.” He pressed something against her
wound, and it did hurt, but not as bad as before. Her pain caused a
spasm in her neck, jerking her head sideways. Tilian tied something
there, then he stood and dipped a cloth in water. He knelt again
and squeezed it, allowing a few drops to fall on her lips, on her
tongue. She licked at them greedily.

“It’s the loss
of blood,” he told her. “It makes you thirsty.”

A footman ran
into the room. He was carrying a bottle of some kind, cloths and a
kettle of boiling water. Sara wanted him to give her more water,
but Tilian was gone again, clattering around. She heard his voice,
but not the words, and he reappeared with another cloth, and untied
the bandage.

“I’m sorry,” he
said. He pressed the cloth against her, and it stung like a
thousand wasps, like an ember on the skin. She closed her eyes and
gritted her teeth. Then the cloth was gone again, and he was
binding something else against her wound, something that felt hot
and sticky. “It’s honey,” he said. “It’s good for the wound, helps
it to heal.”

He dripped more
water into her mouth, and she was glad of that.

The lord
arrived. He looked quite white, his expression a thunder cloud of
worry and anger as he leaned over her.

“Will she
live?” he asked.

“I think so,”
Tilian replied. “There’s a lot of blood lost, but the knife didn’t
hit anything vital, my lord. I’ve dressed the wound.”

The lord
touched the bandages, and his touch was far gentler than Tilian’s
had been.

“You’ve done
well, Tilian,” he said. “Undo the bandage.”

“My lord?”

“Take it
off.”

“But my lord,
it needs binding. She will bleed more if I take it off and…” he ran
out of words suddenly. He reached down and carefully untied the
cloth and pulled it away. That hurt more. The lord leaned over her
again until his face was most of her world. He looked her in the
eyes.

“Sara Bruff, I
brought you here to repay a debt that I owed your husband Saul, and
now I find that debt still greater. You have killed the man that
sought to kill me. I cannot repay two such debts.” He had a knife
in his hand, and she watched through the haze of her pain as he
drew the blade across his thumb, saw the sudden bubble of blood. He
allowed a few drops to fall on her open wound. “I give you my
blood, Sara Bruff,” he said. “I name you blood cousin to my house.”
He turned to Tilian. “Bind it up again, and devote yourself to her
care. She must not die.”

Tilian snapped
his open mouth shut and sprang forwards again. She felt the bandage
tighten, and the haze grew thicker. She licked her lips again.

“Look after…”
she said. Breath failed her. She drew another, shallow as dust.
“…after Saul.”

After that she
remembered nothing.


* * *
*

When she opened
her eyes again she thought for a moment that she was dead and had
become one with the great light of Ashmaren. Everything was white
and bright. But then she saw a tray of food, balanced on a table by
the bed, and the figure of a man in a chair beside her. He looked
asleep, head forwards, arm splayed out.

She looked at
the window. There was a pale blue sky the other side of the glass,
and the sun shone squarely through it, painting a bright square
close to the floor on the opposite wall. She tried to move, and
managed to raise her head. She was weak as Afaeli tea. Her head
fell back. The small noise was enough to rouse the sleeper, who
turned out to be Tilian Henn. He rubbed his face and smiled at
her.

“You’re back
then,” he said. “You must be thirsty?”

She nodded, and
the boy fetched a glass, filled it with clear water that sparkled
in the sun. He sat by her side and held it to her lips, the other
hand supporting her head. She sipped at it, felt the cool thread
trickle down her throat. He only allowed her tiny sips, but he did
not take the water away, and soon she had taken half the glass.

“Thank you,”
she said.

“I will bring
you a broth,” he said. “You must eat it all so that your blood is
restored, and you will regain your strength.”

“Saul?” she
asked.

“He is in the
room next door. Do you want to see him?”

She nodded, and
Tilian left the room, only to return a moment later with a plump
woman of middle years. She was carrying a white bundle. She held
him so that she could see. It was Saul. The child fixed his eyes on
her, and she thought that perhaps he smiled to see his mother.

Sara’s eyes
felt heavy. She could have looked at Saul for ever, but Tilian
touched the woman on her shoulder, and she was gone again.

“You should
sleep, my lady,” he said.

She frowned at
the title, tried to ask him. “No, sleep. Everything will be better
when you wake. There’s no cause for you to fret. Just sleep.”

She nodded. She
trusted Tilian. She relaxed and closed her eyes, and sleep
came.


* * *
*

When she next
awoke it was evening and a dull reddish light filled the room.
Through the window there were clouds like lumps of pale dough
against a pink tint. She felt stronger. Her weariness had passed,
it seemed, and she was ravenous. She remembered everything as
though it had been a dream. Most of it was clear enough in her
head, but she did not trust it. The last certain thing was Elejine
and that long, sharp knife. Had she really killed a man?

She moved
carefully, and the reality of her injury became apparent. Her
breath hissed between clenched teeth. She eased back the blankets
and looked at her body. She was clothed in some sort of night
dress, and she put her hand beneath it to feel the bandage. She
stroked the rough cloth. So that much of what she remembered was
true. Perhaps the rest was also true.

She looked
around the room. It was a grand chamber, huge. Vaulted ceilings
arched over her head. An acre of tapestry covered one wall: a scene
of bucolic paradise with trees and deer, a cobalt blue lake and a
house. She recognised the house. It was this one. The room by
itself was bigger than the house she had shared with Saul back in
Bas Erinor. The thought of her husband made her eyes prick for a
moment, but she took a deep breath.

There was a
table with a mirror, a soft chair that looked like it was made of
gold and covered with satin. The bed was big enough for a family,
and the sheets were crisp and clean. A small table stood by the
bed, and on it stood a small bell. She reached out an arm, slowly
and carefully, and picked it up. It made a high, clear sound when
she shook it.

It was Tilian
that responded. He must have been sitting just around the corner.
He smiled.

“You look
better, my lady” he said.

“I feel…” she
felt like she’d been stabbed, but “Why do you call me that?”

“You don’t
remember?”

She tried to.
There was something. The lord leaning over her, cutting himself.
Something about blood. She shook her head.

“I didn’t know
about it,” Tilian said. “Apparently there’s an ancient ritual,
blood binding, they call it. He gives you his blood and says the
words. It means you’re family now – his family, my lady.”

“Family?” the
word covered a multitude of possibilities.

“Blood cousin.
You have all the rights of a true cousin, including inheritance.
You have been raised up.”

“And Saul?”

“The same. He
inherits from you.”

“Why?”

“You killed
Elejine. Elejine tried to kill my lord. He would have tried
again.”

“I protected
Saul, just Saul.”

“The law judges
the deed, my lady, not what you meant, which it cannot know. Now,
enough talk. My lord has charged me with overseeing your recovery,
and so you must eat, or I shall suffer for it.” He stepped to the
door and pulled on a rope that hung there. Sara could hear no
sound, but she assumed that they were further from the kitchens
than she had been in the library when the sound of the bell had
answered her pull.

“Am I in the
apartment?” she asked.

“No, my lady.
This chamber is yours. If you do not like it you may change it for
any other that is unused, except the master room.”

A maid arrived.
Sara heard a hesitant knock on the door in the next room, and
Tilian stepped out of sight. She heard words exchanged, briefly,
and a door close. The boy reappeared. She should really stop
thinking of him as a boy.

“You saved my
life?” It was half statement, half question. She remembered Tilian
and bandages, leaning over her, tearing her good clothes.

He seemed to
think about it for a moment. “I suppose so,” he said.

“Thank
you.”

“I did what I
could do. Any other would have done the same.”

“Never the
less, I shall remember it,” she replied.

Tilian inclined
his head, smiling a small, ironic smile. “I am honoured that you
think my service worthy, my lady,” he said.

She slapped the
sheets with irritation. “You must not speak to so,” she said. “Do
not forget that I am a tanner’s widow. We are cut from the same
tree, you and me.”

“That, my lady,
is exactly what I must strive my hardest to forget,” Tilian
replied. He executed a shallow bow and withdrew from the room.


* * *
*

It was morning
again before the lord of Latter Fetch came to visit her. Tilian had
brought her some books, just random books from the library, and she
had begun to flick through them. They were dull as grass. One was
about Afaeli agriculture, the growing of corn on dry land, mostly.
Another was a history of the house of Kenarrab, of which she had
never heard, and seemed to be mostly a list of names, marriages,
properties and livestock. She was about to move on to the third
when he appeared.

She tried to
pull her self up to bow, but the lord stepped forward quickly and
put a hand on her shoulder, pressing her back into the bed.

“Do not rise on
my account, Sara,” he said. “Tilian tells me you are much improved,
but any effort may reopen the wound.”

“My lord,” she
said.

“Besides, there
is a gesture,” he said. “You touch your fingers to your forehead,
so,” he showed her what he meant. “And that is also a bow, but you
should not do so to me. We are family now, according to law.”

“Tilian said,
but I do not understand.”

The lord pulled
a chair out from the wall and sat on it so that she could see him
easily from where she lay.

“I will try to
make it clearer,” he said. “You did me a great service in killing
Elejine. He was a dangerous man. Did you know he killed one of the
maids? No, I see you didn’t.”

“Which maid, my
lord? Was it Lira?”

“Lira? I’m not
sure I know that one, but no, it was another. Mara, her name was.
You have some attachment to the maid Lira?”

Sara was
relieved. She had not seen Lira since the terrible events in the
library. She would not have liked to think the girl was dead. And
yes, she did feel attached to Lira in a small way. The girl had
been the first friendly face the house had shown her.

“She brought me
food from the kitchens,” she replied. “She was kind.”

“Do you wish
her for your personal maid, to see to your needs alone?”

Sara nodded.
“Yes. Yes I would like that.”

“Then it is
done.” He smiled. “You see that it is sometimes good to have some
degree of influence. But I was explaining the blood bond to you.”
He paused for a moment, as though ordering his words. “It is an
ancient custom. Those who perform exceptional service, especially
those who are in need or distress, may be granted a blood tie to a
noble house. I did this for you, though it cannot be said yet that
my house is particularly noble. I have a gloomy building and an
overgrown forest of useless trees that was until a day ago the
personal fiefdom of a deranged steward.” He laughed at his own
description; a short bark of a laugh; and he shook his head.

“It cannot but
improve,” he went on. “The bond, the blood bond, gives you a
position in the house. Any blood relatives that I have would be
senior to you, but at present I have none. My father’s kin are cut
off by their degradation, and my line starts afresh with me. So you
see if I were to die in the war you would inherit Latter Fetch, and
your son Saul after you.”

“I do not wish
it, my lord,” she said.

“You do not
want the house?”

“Your death, my
lord. I do not wish your death. You have been kind.”

“We’re agreed
on that point then,” he smiled. “And you must learn the correct
form of address. My name is Skal Hebberd. It is appropriate for you
to address me as Lord Skal, and on better acquaintance just Skal.
Do you see?”

“Yes, my lord.
Lord Skal.” She corrected herself, but it felt wrong to use his
name. It felt like a trespass on private ground.

“Better,” he
said. “In a few days I will have to leave. The general gave me ten
days, and I would not be late for any cause. I will leave Tilian
with you until you are on your feet, and then the house is yours.
There are some things that I will ask you to accomplish while I am
at war, and you may seek help from whoever you wish, but they are
simple things, and the landskeeper will do most of the work.”

“The house is
mine?”

“To command,”
he said. “You will appoint a new steward, make sure that they keep
the house in good order, find a nurse for your son. Simple
things.”

“My lord,” she
swallowed. “Lord Skal, I do not know if I can do what you ask.” The
thought terrified her. All these people, all this land, all the
skills and things that must be done.

“I am certain
that you can, Sara,” he said. “Do not fret overmuch. You will do
what you can. It will take time to find your feet, but you will
come into it with time.”

“I will try.”
What else could she say? A few days ago she had been destitute, and
now she was asked to play mistress of a great house, servants at
her beck. It was like a child’s dream: all things handed to her,
her blood raised up, ball gowns and servants, knights paying her
court. Well, those parts at least were still just dream.

The lord Skal
bowed his head, serious now. “I must also apologise, Sara. I should
not have left you for so long unattended. I could have sent Tilian,
or one of the footmen to stand guard. I feel a measure of guilt
that you were so injured.”

“No, lord Skal,
I was happy enough to be left with the books, and Lira brought me
food when I was hungry. It was no trial at all.”

“I should have
guessed that Elejine would try to harm you. You came to Latter
Fetch with me. Myself, Tilian and you were the ones he needed to
kill to be sure of his position again. I should have protected
you.”

“But I am
alive, and he is dead, so all is well, Lord Skal.”

Skal laughed
again. She liked his laugh. It was unrestrained. “You are quite
correct,” he said. “Do you know that they are afraid of you
now?”

“Afraid of me?
Who?”

“The servants.
They lived under Elejine’s heel for so long. They feared him
mortally, and you killed him, so they fear you.”

“They have no
cause…”

“I know, Sara,
but it amuses me. You will be kind to them?”

“Yes, of
course.”

“Then I shall
leave you to rest. Is there anything more that you require?”

She looked at
the books that Tilian had brought, and she had a hankering to read
the other book again. Lord Skal seemed well disposed to do her a
favour, so…

“Could you have
the other book sent to me? The one I was reading?”

“I will have it
sent. What was the title?”

Sara struggled
to remember. It was a very long title. She was not sure that she
remembered it all. “A History of the Mage Lords, and their wars and
customs,” she said. “And what happened to them. I can’t remember it
properly.”

Lord Skal
raised an eyebrow. “Mage Lords? Are you sure?”

“Yes. Lord
Skal. It was on the table next to the tray, a big book bound in
white and red leather.”

“And you could
read it? It was in Avilian?”

“Yes, Lord
Skal. Translated into the Avilian from High Avilian,” she
remembered that well enough. “And into High Avilian from Keffish
Common, and into Keffish Common from the Mage-ic.” She pronounced
it in the way she had guessed it must be spoken. The lord said
nothing for a moment, but stared at her, and she thought she must
have done something wrong, read a book that was not permitted, but
nobody had said anything. She had not thought there might be
rules.

“And the
author,” he said eventually. “The author. Was it a man called
Torastennon?”

“I do not know.
I do not remember.”

“Red and white
leather, you said? A large book, laid on the table?”

“Yes. Red spine
and corners on the front.” She could hear excitement in his voice,
so perhaps it was not a fault of hers at all.

“I will be back
shortly,” he said, and without another word he turned and left.

Sara still
wondered what she had done, or perhaps what she had found. His
reaction indicated that he wanted to see the book, and perhaps that
he knew it, but if he knew it then why be excited? She picked up
one of the other books and put it down again. She was infected by
his excitement. She wanted to know. She did not have to wait for
long.

Lord Skal came
back into the room holding the book. Her book. She recognised it at
once. He was smiling, and he laid the volume gently on the table
beside her bed.

“It is a rare
book,” he said.

“Rare?”

“Yes. They do
not have a copy in Bas Erinor. There is no copy in Bel Arac. As far
as I know this may be the only copy in Avilian. The Berashi claim
to have a copy, but they will not let scholars see it.”

“Is it
valuable?” She looked at the book. She had been thumbing the pages
while she ate cheese and fruit. She prayed silently that she had
not done it harm.

“Yes. There are
scholars who would spend twenty guineas to have an hour in its
company. The old duke would have paid a thousand to own it. We were
told about it. Part of our education – the Pelion Codex they called
it. The oldest book that mentions Pelion. The original, the one
written in Magic, “ he pronounced it as she had done, which made
her feel good, “would be dust by now, and the Keffish, and probably
the High Avilian. There will be errors of translation, but it is a
most valuable work.”

“I am glad to
have found it,” she said. It was luck, of course, ridiculous,
outrageous luck, but she felt a certain pride, never the less.

“I thought
there might be something of value in the library, but nothing like
this. It seems you have done me yet another service, Sara.”

“Please do not
reward me again, Lord Skal,” she said. “I am already
overwhelmed.”

He laughed
again. “As you like,” he said. “But there will be more work for
you. When scholars in Bas Erinor learn that the book is here they
will want to visit and study it. You must organise that.”

“As you wish,
Lord Skal.” Scholars. Great men of learning would come here to read
a book that she had read. She wondered what they would make of it.
She did not doubt that they would learn more than she had by
reading it.

“Now I truly
shall leave you to rest, Sara, and I will leave the book in your
care, as it shall remain.” He bowed slightly, something that she
found entirely surprising, and left the room with the precious red
and cream book beneath her hand. A thousand Guineas? She and Saul
could have lived their whole lives on such a fortune. She stroked
the silken leather.

I will read it
again, she thought.


13. Cain’s Plan

A gusty,
hostile wind picked at the walls of the city of gods, it tugged at
clothing, spun the few remaining dead leaves in dusty, transient
tornadoes, and made eyes water with its penetrating chill. Duke
Aidon looked quite put out at having to the leave the warmth of Bas
Erinor castle and trek out into the courtyard where Cain had set up
his demonstration, but the innkeeper wasn’t concerned. Narak looked
interested, if a little distracted at times, and he thought that
Havil genuinely didn’t feel the cold. The Berashi prince stood next
to Narak and told jokes, sipped spiced wine, and generally seemed
to be enjoying the outing.

“Must we stand
around in the cold?” Aidon asked, confirming Cain’s diagnosis. “I
am not dressed for it.” It was true. The Duke wore only a cotton
tunic embroidered with green leaves that seemed at odds with the
season and a cloak hastily thrown over his shoulders. Cain wasn’t
cold. He’d dressed for the walk up from the low city, and he’d been
working with his men most of the night. He didn’t feel tired,
buoyed up by the anticipation of what he was about to show
them.

“Forgive me, my
lord,” Cain said. “This will not take long.” He produced an
hourglass, a nicely crafted piece of work that he had stolen from
the kitchen in the Seventh Friend. “This measures one tenth part of
an hour,” he said. He turned it so that the sand began to run and
whistled loudly.

Four men ran
out into the centre of the courtyard. They were carrying a large,
oddly shaped piece of wire netting, a fisherman’s net of steel.
They placed it on the ground, pulled tools from their belts, and
began to bend it. Cain watched them work, and kept an eye on the
glass. So far it was going well. It was like watching a dance. The
men moved in unison, taking short lengths of wire from their belts
when they needed them, standing, and moving together, kneeling,
twisting wire. It was an unintended harmony, but it looked good.
The men quickly folded the sheet of wire until it had taken on the
shape of a box about a pace high, a pace wide and two paces long
with a lid which they had left open. When they had reached this
point they stood aside and Cain whistled once more.

More men began
to enter the courtyard in a steady stream, all soldiers from the
regiment. Each carried a wicker basket full of broken stone – about
as much as they could carry – and on reaching the wire box, emptied
the stone into it and departed once more.

Cain checked
the glass once more as the procession continued and the wire box
filled with stone. Still it was better than he had hoped. None of
the men had dropped a basket, and the new bindings on the box
stayed firm. They had experimented with twine, but the weight of
stone had split it every time they filled the box past half full.
Now they were using the same wire as the box itself, twisted three
times around the edges that they wished to join. They had only been
able to test it once before this, and that had been early this
morning. Very early.

In a short time
the box was full. It held firmly. The first team of men moved in
again and tied the lid down with more wire.

It was
finished. What stood before them was a rough block of broken stone,
bound together with wire. Aidon stared at it. Narak smiled. Cain
picked up the glass just as the last grains of sand fell from the
upper chamber.

“One tenth part
of an hour,” he said. “And twenty four men to do the work.”

“And what is it
that you have created for us?” Aidon asked.

Narak did not
let Cain reply. “A wall,” he said.

“It’s a damned
small wall,” Aidon said.

“Yes, but that
was a tenth part of an hour and twenty-four men. Think what can be
done with several days and three thousand men.”

“It does not
have the strength of stone,” Aidon protested. “The wire will rust.
A couple of years from now it will start to fall apart.”

“But Seth Yarra
comes to the White Road in spring, Lord Duke,” Narak said. “Imagine
a wall built thus, just thrown up in a few days, perhaps the height
of three men, stretching side to side across the pass. It can be
defended.”

Aidon saw. Cain
could see the light in his eyes switch on. “It answers,” he said.
“It damn well answers.”

“How long would
that take, Colonel Arbak?” Havil asked.

“I cannot say
for certain, lord prince,” Cain said. “At great height such a wall
is not stable, so I have made all my estimates based on a wall that
it built in increments, so if it is five blocks high then it must
be five wide at the base, then four, then three and so on so that
only the top is a single block thick and all line up to present as
vertical face to the enemy. The back is stepped, and so easy for
the defenders to climb, and each block is wired to those around
it.”

“Guess,” Havil
said.

“Three blocks
high means twenty-eight hundred boxes, and I think we can do two
thousand in a day, so two days. Four high is four thousand, five
high six thousand. I do not think we can make enough wire cages for
six high, but if we could we would certainly complete the wall
within a week.”

There was a
stunned silence. Cain had expected surprise. It had surprised him
when he had calculated the numbers himself. This was the best idea
he had ever had. It was the sort of thing that could change the
nature of warfare, lead to the creation of temporary fortresses
where ever they were needed.

“You can build
an eighteen foot high wall across the White Road in a week?” Aidon
sounded like he did not believe it.

“We cannot make
the boxes for such a wall, but if we had them, yes.”

“And the stone,
it’s already there,” Narak said. “The White Road is walled and
floored with frost shattered rock.”

“How many do
you carry on a wagon?” Havil again. The prince was walking around
the block, tapping it with his boot.

“The wire
frames? On a good wagon we can put fifty. Less on a light one.”

“So at least a
hundred and twenty wagons. Do you have so many?”

“No, lord
prince.”

“Well, there
must be a few in Berash,” Havil replied. “Can you send a man back
with me to show how the frames are made? We can ship them directly
to where you need them – Berashi frames for Berashi wagons.”

Aidon stepped
in and they began to plan in earnest. Narak took the moment to draw
Cain aside.

“You have done
well, Colonel,” he said. “I have no doubt that I can buy you the
week that you need, and then we will have a chance. This is a work
of genius. How did you come to the idea?”

“A pig, Deus”
Cain said. “And baskets of nuts.”

Narak looked
blank for a moment. “It doesn’t matter. You have put my doubts to
flight. You have proven yourself yet again. I would go so far as to
say that you have provided the means by which Avilian, Berash and
Afael may be preserved. All three kingdoms owe you a debt, and I
shall see that it is paid.”

“There is no
need,” Cain protested. He meant it. He was as happy with his life
now as he could ever have conceived. He did not want it changed in
the smallest part. He had the inn, he had Sheyani, and he had the
estate at Waterhill. He could not imagine a better life.

“We will see.
Remember that you have a duty, Cain. It is not always about what
suits for men who serve the kingdom.”

Cain sighed. He
did not want to be anything more than he already was. Yet… “There
is more, Deus. I need wood for making palisades.”

“Palisades? Why
do you need palisades when you have a wall?”

Arbak pulled a
roll of parchment from beneath his cloak and unrolled it so that
Narak could see. “It’s the brushwood, Deus,” he said. “If we build
these, like so, and cut all the brushwood…”

Narak took the
plan from him and studied it carefully.

“Aidon, Havil,
you must see this,” he said. Their heads came up and Havil stepped
across at once, towing the Duke in his wake. “Your lord of
Waterhill has yet another scheme,” he said as they approached. “And
this time I see the seeds of victory.”


14. Narala

Narala waited
with the wolf. She left the small guest hut on the island of
supplicants only once a day to buy food from the vendors who
gathered in the noisy market at the north end of the island. They
arrived every morning in a flotilla of gaily painted boats and set
out their stalls just above the white sand beach among a grove of
palms, laying their wares on fibre mats. Those who came first
picked the prized spots around the path that led from the guest
village, and sat behind their mats, palm trunks for their seat
backs, ready to pounce on anyone who showed the slightest
interest.

It was a
gauntlet that Narala ran each morning. She needed food for herself,
but also meat for the wolf. Meat was expensive, but the wolf did
not like fish, and seemed not to understand that vegetables were
for eating. It raised eyebrows, buying so much meat. The man that
sold it did not do a great trade, and his place of business was
close to the beach, a poor spot.

She remembered
such markets from centuries ago. She had been a child not more than
a hundred miles from here, and she had run behind her mother amazed
and delighted by the colours and sounds and smells. Not much had
changed. The men and women who sold still sat, still shouted the
virtues of their wares at anyone less than twenty paces from their
mats. They still picked on her.

But Narala was
not the same Narala as that little girl. Now the Wolf stood behind
her, and she was a formidable warrior in her own right. She had
seen more summers than all these people put together, travelled the
world from east to west, north to south, seen a thousand towns and
cities. She’d eaten spiced glassfish on the docks of Afael, walked
across the high passes of the Dragon’s back, thick with snow, stood
in the presence of kings, princes, legends, and gods.

Yet for all
that this was their place now, not hers. She was a stranger here.
Wolfguard was her place, her home, never mind what her skin
said.

She walked
through the market with an even, confident stride, ignoring the
eager cries of the sellers. She was not alone in this. Those who
came to this island were all here to the same purpose: to see the
Sei. Most were highly placed men seeking favour, asking permission,
airing a grievance. They were of high rank or status, and they
ignored the common people as a matter of course.

She stopped in
front of the man who sold meat. He was a thin man, dressed in a
traditional lemo, a simple brown wrap tied and tucked about his
waist. He had portions of meat – “fresh today” – folded into palm
leaves which he kept cool by means of an awning of coarse cloth
that gave shade and a bowl of fresh water. He had a small scoop and
constantly dribbled the water across the leaves to lessen the
heat.

“Ah, the great
lady honours me again,” he cried when she approached. “I am
overcome with your beauty. It outshines the sun.”

This, too, was
the common way. In the Green Isles the impertinence of the poor was
matched only by the haughtiness of the rich. Respect dwelled only
in the homes of friends.

“Enough of
that,” she said. “Do you have anything edible today, or are you
still foisting that week old rotten flesh on your patrons?”

“I am wounded,
great lady,” the vendor shouted. “For you know that I only sell the
finest goat meat, slaughtered by my own hand in the light of the
blessed rising sun this very morning!”

She looked at
the meat. What she could see of it seemed fresh enough. To be fair
it had been good yesterday. The wolf had devoured it without
hesitation. But it did not do to be too easy with these people. She
pointed to a cut. “Turn it so that I may see the other side,” she
said. The vendor sighed and did so, complaining at her lack of
trust and protesting his unimpeachable honesty all the while. It
still looked fresh and red. She went on, choosing pieces and
examining them, and when she had enough she told him to wrap them
in leaves and began to haggle over the price. They came out at
about the same as the previous day, as she had known they
would.

That task being
complete she walked back through the other sellers, buying a fish
and a scoop of rice for herself, as well as a selection of
vegetables. By now the market was becoming busy, and quite a few
wealthy men and their servants and wives strolled about, pointing
and choosing things from the mats of the vendors.

“Narala!”

She turned and
saw Salis Petraya, the portly merchant. Salis wore a boola, as he
always did to hide his bulk. It was a simple enough garment, a
square of cloth with a hole cut for the head and draped and belted
to the body with a sash of cotton or silk. According to custom the
tails of the cloth brushed the ground. Salis’s boola was red silk.
His sash was white silk, and around it neck he wore seven strands
of leather heavy with gold. Red silk also wrapped his head. He had
four men with him; young men in his service, all bearing arms.

“Salis Petraya,
I am glad to see you well this morning.” She was not glad to see
him at all. She thought him a dangerous, greedy, selfish man.

“As always the
sight of you brightens my day,” Salis said. He bowed. He was the
sort of man who bowed without taking his eyes from your face. She
bowed in return and made to step past him, but Salis put a hand on
her arm, then snatched it away again before she could react. “There
is something that I must tell you, Narala,” he said.

“Then speak
it,” she said. “For I am here and I attend your words.” Polite to a
fault.

Salis sidled
closer. He dropped his voice. “The lord that you serve,” he
whispered. “He who spoke with the Sei two days ago. He is in
danger.”

“How so?” She
felt a thrill of uncertainty, but Narak was not in danger. She was
certain of that. No man here was able to harm him. There was no
blood silver, and even if there was she could think of no man
capable of surprising the Wolf.

“Sei Feras
Tiar,” Salis said. “The King of Blood and Fire would have him dead,
and by the king’s hand.”

“He wishes to
test himself against Narak?” She was almost amused. The king might
be a great warrior, but if he drew a blade on Narak he would learn
only humiliation. There could be serious consequences, however. It
would not be diplomatic.

“My lord is a
great warrior,” she told Salis. “He does not fear the king, but he
will not fight him, I am certain, because he seeks an
alliance.”

“The Sei will
provoke him, I am sure.”

“I thank you
for this warning, Salis Petraya. I shall speak to my lord of it,
and bloodshed will be avoided.”

Salis shook his
head. “There will be blood if the Sei wills it,” he said.

Narala took her
leave of the merchant. She walked slowly back along the path to the
village, trying to measure the fat man’s mind. Why had he warned
her? Was the warning genuine? If he had hoped to provoke a
confrontation then it would not work. Narak would not be so easily
moved if he knew their intent. But Salis was linked to Sei Koshan
Burdenna, and it might be that the King of Storms and Woes believed
Narak, wanted alliance with the north. That would be motive enough
to warn him. Yet it was not her place to judge. She would tell
Narak, tell him what she had been told and what she knew, and he
would decide.

She stepped
into the hut, pushing aside the thin curtain that served as a door,
and saw the wolf lying on the floor, its tongue lolling, panting in
the heat. This was not a place for such an animal. In the heat of
the southern isles its thick coat was an instrument of torture. She
fetched a jug of water and a bowl made of a broken sea shell and
filled it, placing it with reach of the beast. She spread the
leaves beside it and put the meat on them. The wolf rose and
sniffed at the food. The two pounds of meat that she had bought
vanished in less than a minute, and the animal stood and stared at
her as though willing her to produce more. When she did not it
lapped at the water in the bowl, gave her another reproachful stare
and circled back down to the floor, its eyes pointing to the
door.

So much for her
duty.

She sat on the
bed and closed her eyes. She was not tired, but if she went out of
the hut there would be people, people like Salis who wanted to
engage her in conversation, to sound her out and pry at her
secrets. She preferred privacy. Instead of going about the island
she tried to remember what it had been like here when she was a
child.

She had never
come to this island, of course. Children were not permitted here.
But the Green Isles were blessed with many similar islands. The
taller islands were in the north where winds were cooler, and their
slopes teemed with life. The soils there were good for growing, and
there it was that most of the nation’s crops were grown. This far
south the land was poorer. It was sandy and washed in salt, and
only palms and hardy grasses thrived here. This was where her
people fished. The reefs that fringed many of the southern isles
were alive with fish.

Her father had
been a fisherman. He owned his boat, owned a small house that he
had built himself, and paid two men to work for him. He was
prosperous, hard working, kind; a father that any daughter would be
proud of. She was happy. She loved her mother and Passala her
sister. But her memories were vague and clouded with later
imaginings. Eight hundred years is a long time to remember. There
was one image that she held, clear as a starry night. Her father
jumping off his boat into the surf, the sun shining, the smell of
salt and fish and sweat, the smile on his face as she ran beside
her sister into his strong, brown arms, the sandy feel of his beard
on her face, his smell. Her mother had been behind her, and Narala
knew that she was smiling, indulgent, happy. That was all; just a
brief moment that she played over and over in her head like a
sacred chant. It was her image of perfect happiness.

Those were not
peaceful days, though. In that distant time slavers had sailed the
isles, Telans as she knew them now, fierce men with long swords and
long boats driven by white sails who had come down the coast to
attack villages, kill men and women, and seize the children.

The trade was
long dead. It had faded away even before the Great War, but she had
been a victim, her parents and sister too. She remembered nothing
of the day she was taken. She only knew that it must have happened,
and her years of slavery were just a blur of misery. Narak had
rescued her. She learned later that he had asked for her as a gift,
and men rarely denied Narak what he asked for. He knew this, and
rarely asked for anything, but he had asked for her.

She remembered
nothing until he set her free. Before freedom was darkness, but
that day was another bright memory. She had been his for less than
a week, and he had asked nothing of her, simply travelled south
through Telan lands until he came to the sea, the western sea where
she could see the dark, cloud hatted peaks of the Green Isles, her
home. He bought a small boat. He told her to get into it.

“You are free
to go,” he said.

She had not
believed, not at first. It was some cruel trick, she was sure, but
he gave her a piece of gold and a ring with a wolf’s head sigil and
told her again that she was free, that if she ever wanted to serve
him, not as a slave but a free woman, she could seek him out and
there would be a place for her at Wolfguard. Show the ring, he
said, and people will know.

She had gone.
She knew boats and had not forgotten her father’s art.

She did not
believe, not truly, until she was out of bowshot, out of hearing,
out of sight. Narak stood alone on the beach and watched her sail
away, not waving, not calling out, but standing silently, his arms
at his sides until he was a speck on the great southern shore of
Terras with the mountains of the Dragon’s Back rising up beside
him. That was how she still thought of Narak: alone, silent,
honest.

It took eleven
days for her to make her way home. She stopped at islands and
exchanged small pieces of her gold for clothes and food, sleeping
in the boat, launching every morning to ride the breezes past isle
after isle, barely seeing the bright water, the sun, the occasional
rain and thunder.

But home was
gone. She ran her boat up onto the beach on the island where she
had lived, ran through the palms and grasses to the familiar
streets of her village, but the house where she had lived was gone,
and a new house stood on the spot. The people who lived there were
strangers to her, could tell her nothing of her father and mother,
nothing of her pretty sister.

It was the same
at the neighbours’ houses, and the rest of the tiny street. The
whole village was a stranger, as though a great hand had swept up
all she knew and replaced it with something similar yet completely
changed. The well was still there, and she sat by the well and wept
until a familiar voice spoke to her.

“Narala?”

She looked and
saw that it was Gorondo, one of the men who had worked for her
father in his boat. He was older and wore a scar on the left side
of his head that split his hair and broke the line of his chin; a
great scar indeed. She flew into his arms, the one piece of her
past that had endured.

Gorondo told
her the story of the raid. Her father was dead, her mother was
dead, her sister taken. Most of the houses had burned and the
village had been rebuilt by others, keen to fish the wealth of the
reefs that ringed the island. Only a handful of villagers had
survived and remained to help rebuild.

Narala could
have stayed. She had a boat, she had gold, and she was young and
pretty. She would have done well in the new village, but she could
not bear to be there. Everything she knew had been ripped apart and
buried in the thin, sandy soil of the island. There was only one
thing that remained: her sister. She decided that she would find
her sister.

She stayed no
more than a day, one night in Gorondo’s house with his wife and
son, and she could not be away quickly enough in the morning. She
had nothing to pack, no ties, and so she walked down to her boat in
dawn’s light and raised the small sail and headed north again.

Illusions no
longer troubled her. She knew that she could not find Passala on
her own. She had only a small piece of gold, a boat, a knife. She
sailed north because of what Narak had said to her. She had seen
the way that men looked at Narak, how they stepped out of his way,
strived to please him. She would serve Narak, and as a servant she
would have more power than she could ever have on her own. She
would squeeze the men of Telas until they bled the knowledge that
she desired. She would find the slavers. She would find
Passala.

She landed,
sold the boat, and made her way north. Sometimes men challenged
her, wanted to steal her freedom, but mostly the ring was enough to
put them off. Mostly.

She came to the
town of Hegral Cross. It was a small town on a crossroads with a
dilapidated tavern, a temple and a few dozen houses. She bought a
room and a meal in the tavern, dispelled their prejudice with a
show of the ring. It was a poor meal, and a cold room, but she did
not mind. A lot of things had ceased to matter since her family had
been taken from her. She was learning the ways of Telas, dressed
after their fashion now, spoke the language that she had learned as
a slave, but she could not change her skin.

In the morning
she walked out of the village on the king’s road leading north.
Narak and Wolfguard were in the north, she had been told. She
walked at a steady pace, leaving behind tilled fields and passing
into a thin forest of winter stripped trees, and there she passed
by three men. They were felling trees close to the road and two
wagons stood by them, stacked with thin tree trunks, the sort they
used for building in these parts.

When they saw
her, the three moved to block her passage; standing in the road so
that she would have to step off it to pass them. She stopped before
them and showed the ring.

“I serve Wolf
Narak,” she said. In the past it had been enough, but this time it
was not. There was one older man and two younger, and while the old
man stepped aside the youths did not.

“Anyone can say
that,” one of them said. “And anyone can have a wolf ring
made.”

“Leave her
alone,” the old man said.

“Are you afraid
of a ring, old man?” the youth said. “We can have some fun with
this one. She is an Isler, and not a proper woman.”

“I do not fear
the ring, boy. I fear what stands behind it.” The old man had moved
between her and the young men, as though to defend her. One of them
seized his arm, pulled him to one side and pushed him so that he
fell at the side of the road.

“You sit there
old man, or we’ll beat you too.”

The one who had
done all the talking reached out and grabbed her arm, but she
slapped his hand away and drew the blade she carried. It was a
knife, but long enough to kill a man. Her fear was that she did not
know how to use it. The youth reached for her again and easily
avoided her point when she stabbed at his arm. He laughed.

The other one
moved up to one side. He was bigger than the talkative one, looked
slow witted but very strong.

“You invite
disaster on us all,” the old man cried from the roadside, but he
did not rise, and the younger men ignored him.

The big one
reached for her, and this time her knife scored flesh, and she saw
blood, but it was as though he barely noticed the wound. One hand
grabbed her upper arm and the other struck her in the face. She
lost the knife. The talkative youth laughed again.

“Hold her
there, Telo,” he said, and he reached for her. She twisted away,
almost broke the big one’s grip, but he was too strong, and
wrestled her back to face his companion. She tried to kick him, but
he was too quick.

Something
snarled behind them; the sort of noise that made your hair stand on
end.

The hands
released her. The talkative bastard leaped away. It was a wolf, a
huge grey wolf that stood in the road where a few moments ago there
had been nothing. It stood there for a moment, staring at the two
young men, lips curled back over bright white teeth. They ran, both
of them, clattering into the under story of shrubs and bushes in
the forest, fear giving them an impressive turn of speed, and then
they were gone, just a few distant sounds. Now there was just the
old man, sitting on his backside on the side of the road frozen
like a statue with his eyes on the wolf, and the wolf, of course.
She felt the prickle of fear as much as the old man. It was a
powerful beast, large and in its prime. But the wolf walked to her
side and licked at her hand. It looked up at her as if to say… but
she had no idea what it meant to say; something friendly perhaps,
something comforting.

“Thank you,”
she said. For certain the wolf didn’t behave like a wolf. It looked
at the old man, blinked, licked its chops and sat down beside her
like a tame dog.

“Truly you walk
with the wolf,” the old man said.

Narala was
amazed. There was clearly more to the wolf ring that she had
guessed. Somehow Narak had been watching her, or had set a wolf to
do so, and the wolf had seen her peril and intervened.

When she
carried on walking on the king’s road the wolf came with her, no
longer concealed, but walking at her side, an unquestionable sign
of Narak’s favour. Narala could not help herself. She started
talking to it. She had been alone for weeks; first sailing south to
her home, then north again, and lately walking north along quiet
roads, shunned by the pale skinned people of Telas. Now that she
had a travelling companion, though it was a wolf, she talked to it
like a friend.

The wolf, of
course, did not reply, but more than one she caught it looking up
at her as she spoke, trotting slowly along in its tireless way. At
night it would vanish, slinking into the woods of fields, coming
back to her side hours later. She guessed it went to hunt.

For two days
they went on like that. She talked and the wolf listened. A lot of
the time she talked nonsense, just to hear her own voice. Sometime
she confided her desire for revenge, sometimes she talked of her
home in the Green Isles, and sometimes she just talked- the
weather, the trees, the road – anything was meat enough.

They came to a
crossroads. People had told her about it. North led to the great
forest, and that way lay the road to Wolfguard. To the east there
was the Green Road, and beyond that the kingdom of Berash. West was
Telas Alt, the capital.

By now the
roads were busy. The thin traffic of the south had swollen as she
moved north. Carters dominated the roads, moving in long, slow,
dusty trains that moved only a fraction faster than she walked. It
took each of them an age to pass her if they travelled the same
way, and all the time she tasted the road, blinked to keep the fine
dust from her eyes. The wolf attracted a lot of attention, but
nobody troubled her. Indeed, nobody approached her at all.

She took the
road north, but had only taken a few paces when she felt its
absence. The wolf was no longer beside her. She stopped and looked
back. It stood at the crossroads, looking at her. It was three
paces down the road to Telas Alt, on the road to the west.

“Do I leave you
here?” she called to it.

The wolf took a
few more steps to the west and stopped again, looked back.

“I need to go
north,” she said. “To Wolfguard.” But the wolf stood and stared
until she became certain that it wished her to go west, to the
capital. She was uneasy about that. Country towns she could cope
with, and villages were quickly passed and forgotten, but Telas Alt
was a city. Those few people who had spoken to her on the road had
described it as the city of cities, a place where raw humanity
gathered in thousands and tens of thousands, so many houses
clustered together that it took hours to walk through it all.

She did not
want to go there. There were no cities in the Isles, and she did
not want to feel that much hostility battering at her from every
side. The one certain thing that she had learned was that Telans
did not welcome people of her skin colour among them. They
tolerated her because of the wolf.

Despite her
misgivings she gave in, walked back and headed west with the wolf
once more at her side. She trusted the wolf.

Telas Alt, of
course, was quite a way down the road, and they walked for three
days along an increasingly busy highway until she caught her first
sight of the city. They were still miles distant, but she could
smell something unmistakably unnatural in the air, an olfactory
miasma that could only be the city. In the distance she could see
that the sky was dirty. She had never seen anything like it. It
both horrified and fascinated her. So many people lived here that
they changed the world around them.

From this
distance she could see nothing of the town, but the great fortress
that was the manifestation of the king’s power stood above it all
like a dead tree stump on a desolate plain. It took all her courage
to walk towards it, joining the thickening flow of carts, riders
and those others on foot as they all pushed towards Telas Alt.
There was some unspoken rule, it seemed, because the carts stayed
on the right side of the road so that there was room for the equal
numbers moving away from the city. Riders did the same, and
everyone on foot just had to take their chances in the traffic.

The houses
started before the city. Farms seemed smaller, their buildings
closer to the road. It already felt like a town before they came to
the gate, and the wall. The wall shocked her. She had never seen a
city before, never mind a city wall. She found its huge, heavy
presence menacing, but no more so than the guards on the gate.
There were four of them, uniformed, armoured and armed. Something
else – she had never seen soldiers before. Most people passed
through the gate unmolested, but two of the men moved to block her
path. In the crowd they did not see the wolf that walked at her
side.

“You’re a long
way from home,” one of them said.

“Yes,” she
agreed.

“Yes? Is that
all? What’s your business here?”

She showed him
the ring, pointed to the wolf. “You will have to ask him,” she
said. “He brought me here.”

The guard
stepped back one pace. The wolf looked at him.

“The Wolf, eh?
Well, I’d best let you be about it then,” he said.

“Thank
you.”

She walked past
them into the city. She was aware that the man who had questioned
her was talking to his comrades, but she was too distracted to pay
them any heed. The city swallowed her whole.

As soon as she
stepped beyond the gates all trace of the natural world was swept
away. The smells, the sights, the noises were all man made. Here
and there she saw a green flash of moss, a tuft of grass in a dirty
gutter, a sparrow peering down from a slate roof, but they were
overwhelmed invaders in this artificial world. She walked slowly
beside the wolf, and it led her down cobbled streets, along paved
roads, through dim alleys, and everywhere the endless variety of
the artifice astonished her. In her home everyone had made their
houses the same way, the boats looked the same beneath the paint,
pots, pans, knives and fishhooks were all broadly similar,
comfortingly familiar. Here it was as though men had strived
everywhere to build to a different line, to try a new shape of
window, a new kind of door. The people themselves were a blaze of
colour, a catalogue of different styles. In five minutes she had
seen more shapes of hat than she had ever guessed could exist.

The wolf had
stopped. She had been so engrossed in the pageantry of the
buildings and the people that she had not seen it. It had stopped
before a tall double wooden gate, one of many in a clean, quiet
street. She knew nothing of cities, but she was sure that this was
a prosperous area, and the gate the entrance to an important place.
It was scrubbed clean and studded with heavy iron bolts.

“Here?” she
asked the wolf, somewhat pointlessly, she realised as she said it.
The wolf just looked at her and waited. It could not knock on the
door.

Narala looked
up and down the street, but nobody seemed to be paying any
attention to her. She reached up and knocked three times high up on
the bleached wood. She waited. In a short time she heard sounds
behind the gate; steps on a stone yard, a bolt being drawn.

A small gate
set into the big one opened. She had not noticed it, but a head
looked out and peered at her, saw the wolf.

“You are
Narala?” it asked.

“I am.”

“Then
come.”

The head
vanished again and she went to the small gate and ducked under it.
The head belonged to a man. He was very old and wrinkled, strands
of white hair still clung to the sides of his head like the snow
that lingers on the high peaks of the Dragon’s Back in spring. He
was dressed in what looked like a brown sack, and he did not meet
her gaze, but looked at the floor instead.

He bolted the
door once more and set off across the yard. “Follow me,” he said
over his shoulder. She followed, and the wolf came with her. What
she saw of the yard was plain enough. Windows looked down from a
pale stone wall ahead, and there was a door. On one side the yard
was bounded by a low building with many wide doors. It smelled of
horses, and she supposed it a stable. The other side was a high
stone wall.

They passed
through the door, along a short, unlit corridor and came into a
large room. She had seen rooms before that pretended to be what
this one was. She had been a slave in Telas, in small towns where
small men wore big titles. They had rooms with fires, tapestries on
the walls, rugs before fireplaces. None of them came close to this.
Everything was larger, brighter, more finely wrought than anything
she had ever seen. The tapestries shone with light, danced with
detail. She could have studied them for hours. The fire was
prodigiously large and blazed from end to end, making the room hot
even on this winter’s day, the rugs were soft, the chairs that
stood about looked as though they had been carved from gold, and
the table that crouched before the fire looked as though it had
been painted by a man using a single hair, so fine was the abstract
detail that covered it.

“Wait here,”
the old man said, and promptly left through a side door.

She waited. She
did not dare sit in such grand chairs, for surely the master of
this house must be a great and powerful man. Instead she stood
close to the fire, shed her cloak and tucked it over one arm. She
studied the tapestry that dominated one wall.

“This is
beautiful,” she said to the wolf.

There was a
faint pop, more of a disturbance in the air than a sound. She
looked at the fire, thinking a coal had split.

“I’ve seen
better.”

She turned,
startled, to see that the wolf was gone, and in its place stood
Narak, smiling. She dropped to her knees at once, but he stepped
forwards and took her arm, raising her gently to her feet.

“You are not a
slave, Narala,” he said. “Only slaves kneel.”

“I am sorry,”
she said. “But I owe you my freedom, and the wolf has protected
me.”

“You chose to
walk with the wolf, Narala. That means that the wolf walks with
you. You will always be protected. You will always be helped.”

She risked a
glance, and his eyes met hers. He was not offended that she dared
to meet his gaze, but smiled again. She had thought to be his
servant, but the reality was daunting. He was a god. She did not
even know what that meant. She had been his for a week, owned by
him, and yet he had not used her, not commanded her to do a single
thing. He had asked a few questions, but no more. She knew nothing
about him at all but for the wild tales she had heard on the road,
told by drunken men by firelight in country taverns.

“I am grateful,
lord wolf,” she said.

He chuckled.
“That’s original,” he said. “The correct form of address is ‘Deus’,
but I quite like ‘lord wolf’. You may use it if you wish.”

She nodded. It
felt wrong to stand in his presence, but she dare not kneel again
having been lifted to her feet.

A man came into
the room. He looked young, and quite dashing in the way that some
young men have. His face was open and handsome for a white skinned
man. He was tanned, well dressed in a cotton tunic and white silk
doublet stitched all over with green leaves. He wore no jewellery,
but still his dark hair was tied back with white silk in a
fashionable tail.

“Deus, you are
come,” he said. “I am honoured to have you in my house.” Pleased,
too, if Narala was any judge, and not at all fearful. He wore a
broad smile and did not bow that she could see.

“I am glad to
be here, Caster,” Narak said. “You have done as I asked? All is
prepared?”

“It is, Deus.”
He turned his sunshine smile on Narala. “You must be Narala of the
Green Isles.”

“I am, my
lord,” she said.

“I’m no lord,”
the young man called Caster said. He held out a hand as though he
expected her to shake it. “I am just a man who is fortunate to walk
with the Wolf, as you do.” She looked at his hand for a moment,
then took it firmly, as she understood the custom.

“Will you show
us the way?” Narak asked.

“Of course,”
Caster said. “An honour and a pleasure.” He went out through the
same door that the servant had taken to fetch him. Narak followed,
and she followed Narak. They stepped out into a brightly lit
hallway. A great window dominated one end, and through the diamond
panes of glass she could see a garden, a little piece of nature
caged for a man’s pleasure. Still, it was a soothing sight in all
this stone, and she was glad to see it.

They walked
down the hallway on a long, blue carpet. Narala could smell food
cooking, and realised that she was hungry. She heard voices coming
from the kitchen, or so she supposed. It sounded like a lively
snippet of gossip was being imparted, and she recognised the tone
as one that her mother had used, and the recognition stabbed at her
composure. She blinked to hold back inappropriate tears, but her
mind was still elsewhere when she followed Narak through a door
into a modest chamber, and stopped dead with surprise.

Passala sat on
the bed before her. She was no longer a child, but it was Passala,
dressed in fine clothes and sitting with an open mouth and wide
eyes as she stared back at Narala, and the sum of their
astonishment was enough to remake her world.

They flew into
each other’s arms, and now the tears came. They embraced fiercely,
and in that embrace Narala felt something inside her heal, in an
instant. There was, after all, some good in the world. There were
people who did such things as this; men who saved sisters and freed
slaves.

That was before
she knew them. At that time Caster, the young faced owner of the
house in Telas Alt, was already three hundred years old, and
already, like his master Narak, addicted to the random acts of
spectacular kindness and generosity that seemed to give their lives
meaning.

Caster, even
then, had already fathered seven sons by three wives and buried
them all, and it was from him that she was to learn that bitter
lesson. She had no children. She did not marry. Narak’s gift of
immortality was a singular one. Husbands and children were
excluded.

There was one
exception, later. Much later. Narak had told Caster that if he ever
found a woman that he wished to die with then he would release him
to live a normal human life, to grow old, to die as other men died.
Caster found her. She was a white haired Afaeli woman called
Aisling, a rare beauty with a kind nature and a lively mind, and
Caster asked for his release. Narak waited a year. He watched them
together. He, too, came to believe that she was an exceptional
woman, and he did what he had never done before, he took Caster’s
wife into his favour.

It had lasted
three hundred and a dozen years. They were years of great happiness
for the sword master. Even when Narak declined to grant immortality
to their daughter and Aisling mourned for a child that was only
twelve and still with a full life ahead of her; even that did not
tear them apart. They were both loyal to the Wolf. They understood.
They were bound to him by love.

It was the most
remarkable thing about Narak that his household, isolated from the
flow of time, had bound themselves together with bonds that would
have shamed any family. They were all brothers and sister to each
other, sometimes lovers, and always there was Narak, the kind
uncle, the father, the companion, the one who protected them.

Aisling had
died. It had been a stupid thing; a riding accident while hunting
on Caster’s estates in Berash. A horse had stumbled, and she had
fallen badly. It was the sort of thing that happened every year to
other people, to mortal men and women, but it had torn at them all.
Caster had mourned for a decade. For all his power Narak could not
heal wounds, nor could he banish grief.

“Narala!”

Narak’s voice
dragged her back across eight hundred years and she opened her eyes
and looked at him. For a moment she saw them both together, that
Narak in Caster’s house, and the one that stood before her.
Physically there was no difference, but he was somehow more bowed,
and there was a shadow about the eyes that had not been there
before. Yet he was smiling, and for certain there was good news
because it was a smile that went deeper than his mouth and
eyes.

“Deus, you have
returned.”

“There is good
news,” he said. “The man Cain Arbak has devised a way that we might
build a wall across the White Road, so our purpose here is somewhat
blunted. Their help would still be a great benefit, but our need is
no longer desperate.”

She recognised
the value of the news, but her smile was forced. She still failed
to understand why Cain Arbak was alive. Was he not the man who had
ended Perlaine’s life? Had he not been in the service of a traitor?
It was unlike Narak to let a man so damned remain alive. Yet it was
also very much like Narak. Sometimes he was as unpredictable as a
coin toss, and she had to admit that the spared man was proving to
be a good investment, but she did not now how she would react
should she ever come face to face with him.

“You have
heard? Will they see me tomorrow?” He seemed not to notice her
discomfort, but she could never tell with Narak. He was always more
perceptive than she credited, but rarely showed it.

“Yes, Deus. The
herald will be here at the hour of sunrise. He will guide you
there.”

“Good. Is there
food? I have not eaten.”

“There is some
fish and rice,” she said. “The wolf ate all the meat.”

“That is your
food, Narala,” he said.

“Then we will
share it,” she told him. “I can buy more in the morning after dawn,
but you cannot. You must go with the herald.”

Narak smiled
again. “As you wish,” he said. She prepared the food, cooking the
fish with hot spices in a way that she knew he liked, and they ate
together in companionable silence.


15. Captain Henn

Tilian Henn
hurried through the passageways of Latter Fetch house. He had been
summoned. It was not that he was concerned, but it had never
happened before. It had always been Tilian who had been at his
lord’s side, and he who had been sent to summon others. He felt
somehow derelict in his duty to be elsewhere when his lord needed
him.

His morning had
been passed in the armoury. At least it was a room that was
supposed to be an armoury. It had taken the staff a fair slice of
the morning to find the key for him, and then he discovered that
the lock was rusted well past use, so they had forced the door.

The lock should
have been warning enough, but as a soldier he expected order, he
looked for well kept swords and polished armour. What he found was
rust. It had once been an armoury, of that he had no doubt. There
were thirty sets of armour – breast plates, helmets, mail coats –
and thirty swords, thirty daggers, thirty shields, two dozen bows
and four hundred arrows, but almost none of it could be saved.

He had prised
them all apart, sorted them into piles of rubbish and what might be
salvaged. It was a thankless task. The bows were simple wooden
staves, and they along with all the arrows and bow strings were
rotted to damnation. The plate was worse for the most part. He
found three breastplates that might be sanded and restored, and
seven helmets, but none of the swords would do in a real fight.
They could be sanded back to a surface, re-hilted, and sharpened,
but he wouldn’t want to trust one himself. The same went for the
armour.

He stopped
outside the parlour and knocked.

“Come!”

He went in. His
lord the colonel was sitting by the fire, legs stuck out towards it
and his shoes off. He was reading a stack of papers by the light of
the window. He looked up and smiled. Tilian bowed.

“Good to be
warm again, eh?” he said. He put the papers to one side and
rearranged himself into a more dignified figure. “Sit down,
Tilian.”

“My lord.”
Tilian sat on the edge of the chair opposite. He could feel the
heat of the fire, and it was true that Latter Fetch was a lot
better heated than the draughty tents they spent their days in back
at Bas Erinor.

“You’re annoyed
to be staying here, Tilian,” he said. “I know you are. You think
that your place is at my side, and I agree. I don’t know how I’ll
manage without you, but it must be this way.”

Tilian was
surprised at the compliment; glad that he had pleased his lord.

“I will join
you as soon as duty permits, my lord,” he said.

“Ah, but that’s
the thing. I am going to give you another duty, one that will keep
you here even longer. I am doing this because I must.”

“What am I to
do, my lord?”

“You have
served me well. You are clever and resourceful. I confess that I no
longer think of you as a corporal, and certainly not as a common
soldier. It is time that I made the distinction. I am naming you
captain of the household guard at Latter Fetch. It is not a
military rank, but it gives you certain authorities, and greater
duties, one of which is my personal safety. Another is the raising
of a body of men who could serve in the army. The number should be
above ten, and no more than twenty. I don’t think there’s more than
twenty of a suitable age in the estate villages, so that’s your
limit, but don’t strip the place of brawn – they need men to run
the farms.”

Tilian was
stunned. Captain of the guard? There was no guard, of course, but
the title was grand enough to puff him up. And there would be a
guard.

“The number of
men would warrant no more than a sergeant’s rank in the regiment,
but I can invoke ancient privilege. A lord’s guard should always be
an officer, and so I will name you a lieutenant, and that will have
to do.”

Tilian could no
longer sit. The honour was so great that it stood him up and he
saluted his lord. “I will not fail you, my lord,” he said. He knew
he would not. The certainty burned within him like the eternal
flame on Ashmaren’s temple.

“I know that,
Tilian,” the lord said. “Actually I should address you as Captain
Henn when we are here and Lieutenant Henn when we are in harness,
but forgive me if I lapse. Tell me, how was the armoury?”

Tilian felt
himself colour. His first task as Captain here would be to bring
bad news, but he knew that it was at least the truth.

“The armoury
was much neglected, my lord,” he said. “Most of what lies within is
no longer fit for battle, but some of it will do to train. We need
more weapons, more armour, more of everything if a detachment is to
be raised.”

“I thought as
much.” The lord plucked a purse from the table at his side and
tossed it to Tilian, who caught it deftly and could not resist a
look. He saw the glint of gold. “Ten Guineas,” the lord said. “It
will be enough to get started. Pay the men, buy what needs to be
bought, have the plate made. There is a smith in the north village
who is up to the job if I remember well.”

“I will do as
you say, my lord.”

“Do as you see
fit, Tilian, and I am sure that it will be well enough. When the
men are trained enough so that they are not an embarrassment, bring
them south, but do not be more than six weeks about it.”

“I shall be
there in four,” Tilian said.

“Take your
time. It may be a difficult task. Best to call for volunteers
first, and then press men if you don’t have enough.”

“Yes, my lord.”
He would work them hard. He had no doubt that he would turn out a
body of worthy men, fit to take their place among the veterans of
the Seventh Friend. First he would post a notice in the south
village. He could ride south with the lord at least that far, and
then to the north village, calling them to assemble at the house on
the following day, and he would talk to the smith at the same
time.

The lord
dismissed him, and Tilian walked back to his quarters – he had one
of the better servants’ rooms – his head full of schemes and glory.
He was an officer now. It was something he had never dreamed of.
All he had wanted to do was serve the hero of the wall, his lord,
Skal Hebberd. Now he had a chance to serve him in a greater way,
and he was determined not to fail.


* * *
*

The day had
dawned well enough, but since then nothing had walked in its proper
path. Twenty men of all ages had assembled at dawn, gathering in
talkative clusters on the gravel in front of the great house.
Tilian had addressed them, told them why they were there, what he
expected of them, and divided them into three groups.

After that
everything had descended into chaos. The group he had set to
archery practice had turned it into a competition and started
making side bets on the outcome. The only consolation was that they
were excellent archers. Arrow after arrow thudded into the gold,
and winners were judged on inches and fractions, not feet. He left
them to it. The other groups were worse. The sword group played at
it. He showed them exercises, demonstrated certain simple moves and
asked them to practice, but when he looked back at them most of
them were talking, Two had started working on the hilts of the
blades, two had borrowed a sawn round of wood from the woodpile
round the back and seemed to be throwing knives at it, and the rest
were doing a terrible job of the exercises.

The third group
he’d put to spear practice, showing them how to use shields and
spears to make a wall. They stumbled through the figures, nudging
each other, sharing jokes, their minds not on the task.

His training
had not been like this. He remembered his sergeant, a thick set man
of middle years with a touch of grey and a smile as rare as a
dancing pig. Barain. He remembered Barain. They had not exactly
been afraid of the man, but just a stern look was enough to shut
them up, to bring them to heel like chastened hounds. He tried to
remember their officer, but the face and name eluded him.

He crossed the
gravel to the bow group. Their chatter dimmed a bit, but did not
stop. He found the face he was looking for.

“Welcart, a
word with you please.”

The landskeeper
stood up and walked with him until he was out of earshot of the
group.

“Welcart, I
need your help,” he said. The old man raised an eyebrow.

“What I can do,
I’ll do,” he said. “If and it be for a good cause.”

“The cause is
the war, Welcart. Here it seems distant, and perhaps some of the
men do not believe it matters to them, but it does. I stood on the
wall and watched them come, tens of thousands, all willing to die
for their god, and happier still to kill us, to break through and
slaughter the people of Berash and Avilian.”

“It may be so,”
Welcart conceded. “But are there not enough soldiers?”

“No. There can
never be enough. The Wolf slew twenty-five thousand in the east,
ten thousand more of them fell at the wall, but fifty thousand
more, so my lord tells me, await the spring to attack us once
more.”

“And we’re to
fight these men?”

“It has to be
done.”

“These’ll be
meat for the grinder, Master Henn,” Welcart said, nodding his head
back towards the boisterous farm hands and foresters. “They’ll
never make a good soldier, none of them. Will so few make a
difference?”

“A house is
made of bricks, Welcart, and an army is made of squads.”

Welcart
squinted and looked at the forest. He clearly didn’t like what he
was hearing, but knew that it made sense. Everyone had to fight, or
nothing could be won, and war meant death, and death would take
most of these men in a line of battle.

“Will you let
them fight the way they know?”

Tilian looked
at the men. They were still joking and fooling around, looking like
children in a schoolyard more than they looked like soldiers.

“The way they
know?”

“Aye. Take
Brodan over there. He’s an unmatched stalker. He’ll get within ten
paces of a deer, and it’ll not know it. Jerris there, he can shoot
a squirrel out of a tree at fifty paces. There’s ten here that you
couldn’t find in a forest if and they didn’t want you to. They’re
hunters and foresters, and they’re willing enough. None forced them
here. They came because they want to serve.”

Tilian looked
at the men again. It was hard to believe. Yet he had seen Welcart
in the forest, or rather had not seen him. He respected the old
man.

“Very well,” he
said. “I will give them a chance to prove your words, but I must be
sure that they are put to the best use, and they must learn to use
swords. If they do not have the basic skills they will be cut down
at once if they come face to face with a trained man.”

“Is that so?”
Welcart asked.

“I shall prove
my point,” Tilian assured him. “And when I do, you will become
sergeant to these men, keep them in order, and appoint others to
lead the squads, men that they will respect. You agree?”

Welcart nodded.
“I agree, Master Henn,” he said.

Tilian hoped he
had not overstepped his ability. His lord had taught him well, and
he was a proficient bladesman, better than most, but he was no Skal
Hebberd. He walked back to the sword group with Welcart in tow.

“Stand to and
listen,” he said. There were seven men in the group. Five held
salvaged, rusty blades and two had rough wooden facsimiles. They
stood and listened, but he thought it more for Welcart’s presence
than his words. “We’re going to see how bad you are,” he said. He
walked over to a man who held a wooden sword, took it off him and
gave him his own blade. That would be fairer, and he wouldn’t kill
anyone with a weighted stick. The man handled the blade as though
it was precious. He had probably never held a good blade before.
“There are seven of you and one of me. I want you to attack
me.”

“But we have
real swords, Captain,” one of the men said. “We could hurt
you.”

Tilian laughed
at them, though he had to force it a bit. What the man said was
true, and he was gambling. He took a gold guinea out of his pocket
and threw it onto the ground. “The first man to cut me gets that,”
he said.

Tilian could
see from their eyes that a couple of them fancied their chances at
the gold, and that was what he wanted. He took a guard and waited
for them to come at him. The first man stepped forwards with a
raised blade, ready to swing down at him, and Tilian stepped
forwards, blocking the man’s arm with his own and thumping him hard
in the gut with the wooden blade. He heard the man’s breath leave
him with a whoosh and he sat down hard.

“You’re dead,”
Tilian said. “And the rest of you, if you come one at a time this
is going to be too easy.” He saw them look at one another, saw a
small nod. Friends then, and agreeing to share the gold. He stepped
back again and took guard.

Three of them
came at once, but they were too cautious at first, stood too far
apart and too far from him. He moved quickly to his left and drew a
hurried stroke from the man on that side; he deflected it and
turned his body, hitting the man a resounding smack on the side of
the head.

“Dead,” he
said.

The other two
came in behind him as he’d expected. He moved from side to side as
they swung at him, forcing them to time their strokes wrong, never
being there for both to swing at once. He worked them round until
one was too far to attack altogether, and then stepped inside the
closer man’s blade and struck him above the heart with the point of
his wooden sword. He tripped the man he’d just struck and jumped
over the top of him, beating the next man’s sword down and pushing
him over with a blow to the chest.

“Dead and
dead,” he said.

He didn’t wait
for the others to come, but went after them. They gave way, backing
away in different directions, making it easy. He tripped the first,
tapped his chest as he struck the ground, got the second with a
classic feint, and knocked the sword out of the last man’s hand
with a blow to the wrist, and then tapped him on the top of his
head.

He was
breathing hard, but it had been easier than he’d expected. None of
these men had natural ability. Lucky for him, but bad for them.

“All dead,” he
told them. “Seven of you, and all beaten by a wooden blade.”

“You made your
point, Captain,” one of the men said, still rubbing his ear.

“Did I? You
know I’m not an expert with this?” He held up the wooden blade. “If
just one Seth Yarra sword got in among you lot you’d not be coming
home. Gods, the Lady Sara would do better than any of you. At least
she got a counter in.”

They looked at
each other, sheepish. The other two groups had stopped what they
were doing to watch the fight, and he moved to where he could see
them all, and turned again.

“I’m not trying
to make you look like fools,” he said.

“Not doing very
well then,” one of the men called out. Some of the others laughed,
and Tilian himself grinned. He couldn’t help it.

“You have to
learn this,” he said. “It’s serious. You have to be able to defend
yourselves, at least enough for you and your mates to gang up on
one of them.”

They’d stopped
laughing. The first man he’d beaten was sitting to one side, but
he’d got his wind back now. “We’re all going to die, ain’t we?” he
said.

Tilian glanced
at Welcart, and he saw the old man was looking at him, staring
almost, waiting for his answer.

“Some of you
might,” he said. “It’s a war, and people die in war. My job is to
see that as few of you as possible die. I’ll try to keep you out of
the line, but at some point you’re going to have to face another
man and kill him, or he’ll kill you.”

“We’re not
cowards,” the man with the sore ear said. “If there’s fighting that
must be done, then we’ll do our part. That’s why we come here
today.” There was a murmur of agreement from the other men.

“Oh, you’ll
fight,” Tilian assured him. “I’ve seen what some of you can do with
a bow, and that’ll be your job, but lines break, those bastards
come at you too quick for an arrow, and you can’t run.”

“Can’t kill ‘em
if and he can’t see ‘em,” Welcart suggested.

“Can they
become invisible, then, like ghosts?” Tilian kept the scorn out of
his voice with difficulty.

“Aye, they
can,” Welcart said. “In a wood they can.”

“Battles aren’t
fought in woods,” Tilian told them.

“Why not? High
time they were, if you’re asking me, which I know you’re not,” the
old man said.

Tilian was
about to reply, to argue again, but he suddenly had a vision of
fifty thousand Seth Yarra marching through the great forest, as he
knew they must to reach the White Road. Fifty thousand men and
twenty foresters with arrows, foresters who could shoot a squirrel
at fifty paces, who couldn’t be found; a tiny army of invisible
death. He wondered how many arrows a man could carry. Fifty? Twenty
men and fifty arrows could be a thousand dead Seth Yarra.

“Can you use a
quarter staff?” he asked.

“It’s a country
skill,” Welcart said. “Any man here can use one.”

Quarter staffs,
bows and knives; could they be enough? A good man with a staff
could stand alone against a sword, but in a line? He had no idea.
He would have thought a man needed space to fight with a staff, and
there was none of that in a line.

“That’s good,”
he said. “That’ll help, but a staff is defensive. You need to kill
a man quick, before another arrives to help him. You need the
swords.”

“Then we’d best
learn how, best as we can” Welcart said, and Tilian was gratified
to see a chorus of nodding among the men. It would be easier now.
They would try harder.


16. The Third Dream

It was like a
drum, pounding in his head. The firm stamp of ten thousand
synchronised feet on the rock floor, over and over and over again.
He stood and watched as a division, a regiment, he knew not what to
call it, of Bren warriors returned from feeding to stand in their
allotted positions in a cave. It was a picture of order and
discipline. They marched three abreast down the passageway and
turned neatly into their barracks cave, left two files to the left
and right file to the right, then right two and left one until the
cave was filled.

The noise
stopped. The movement stopped. A taste of dust in the air was the
only clue that these glittering ranks had ever moved at all. To
Narak they seemed hardly alive. He was dreaming again. He thought
of it as dreaming, but he knew by now that it must be something
else; a vision perhaps, some magic that permitted him to see
through the eyes of the Bren Ashet in all its multitude of
presences.

Their numbers
had grown since the last time he had seen them. More of the
barracks caves were full. The army must now exceed a hundred
thousand. If they struck now they could wipe out the Seth Yarra
armies and purge the land. He suspected that they were waiting
until that last moment permitted by Pelion’s law, hoping that Seth
Yarra would win, but that did not explain the growing numbers of
Bren Morain. They could sweep the six kingdoms if they continued to
grow at this rate. There would be… he calculated swiftly in his
mind… two million.

Two
million.

It was an
unthinkable number. Forty Bren for every Seth Yarra soldier on the
other side of the Dragon’s Back. It was far too great a number, but
if these dreams that were not dreams were to be trusted, then that
the numbers pointed that way. Two million. Narak tried to imagine
what such an army would look like. He balked at the image. Imagine
a square mile of land covered by Bren. How could they be fed?

The vision
changed. Abruptly the cavern barracks and its shining darkness
vanished and was replaced by a starlit night. He felt a warm and
humid breeze. Trees rustled and unleashed an unfamiliar scent of
flowers. It was a sweet perfume. There was a noise of insects,
chirping and buzzing here and there in the dark.

He stood among
trees on a hillside. They were big, spreading trees, branches
sweeping low to the ground, and even by starlight he could see the
flowers, white and huge, a profligate display of blooms that told
him he was not in the six kingdoms; not even in the isles.

He moved
through the trees. Stopped because there was a noise, and waited in
complete stillness as a dark shadow, big and smelling like a cow,
passed within twenty feet. He saw the beast’s horns, the way they
curved two ways, and knew that it was familiar to him. His progress
continued. As usual he was a passenger, a presence behind the eyes
of one body of the Bren Ashet.

The Ashet came
out of the trees and stopped on an outcrop of rock that allowed a
spectacular view. The land dropped away before it, a long, concave
slope that revealed a great river valley. He could see the river, a
black, sinuous snake roaming to and fro across the valley on its
way to the sea. He could smell a thousand things, smoke and food
and men, almost as though he was a wolf, but it was his eyes that
amazed him.

The river
embraced a city, the like of which Narak had never seen. A vast
loop curved away from him, almost touched the other side of the
valley, at least three miles away, and then curved back again,
capturing ten square miles, and the whole thing was an imitation of
the stars, lamps in streets, glowing curtains in windows, the slow
procession of wagon lamps. It went on and on. It was three times
the size of Bas Erinor. Mostly it was uniform, a sea of small
houses and flat roofs, but in the distance he could see three
clusters of great buildings, stone towers and windowed walls, all
alight with habitation.

What place was
this? What was he being shown?

For once he was
not aware of anything else. The vision of the unnamed city held him
as nothing else had the power to. He stared. He breathed the
catalogue of foreign scents. He was filled by the river, the stars
and ten thousand tiny flames that flickered in the homes of men and
women. Surely this was the greatest city in the world, but where
was it?

He remembered
the cow, the ox that had passed the Ashet in the wood. He had seen
such an ox before, many of them. They pulled Seth Yarra wagons.

This was a Seth
Yarra city.

He woke with a
start, and sat on his bed in the dark staring at the faint light
filtering through the curtain door of the guest hut.

Dawn found him
still awake.


17. Incident at the Tavern Door

Cain sat on his
accustomed stool at the end of the bar in the Seventh Friend and
struggled to stay awake. He was tired. This was his duty, or one of
them: to greet his customers for the first hour that the inn was
open. To speak to the men and women that he knew, to nod at the
ones he didn’t, to be there in case he was needed to resolve some
issue. He had not changed this practice since his blood had been
raised up, and so the lord of Waterhill sat and greeted the
carpenters, the masons, the potters and smiths, the market sellers
and clerks who poured over his threshold with the first ink of
night.

He was more
than a month back from his new estates, but still they lived
vividly in his mind, the house, the people, and the land. His
place. His and Sheyani’s. That was something that he could still
not believe. They were to be married. In spite of the war, and the
prospect of death in the spring which leant a certain melancholy to
everything, in spite of the desperate work upon which he was
engaged he was happier than he had ever been. He went about his
tasks each day in the certainty that he would see her in the
evening, that she would play for him, and that they would spend the
night together. His mood was unbreakable.

This day he had
been going through the city from smithy to smithy checking on the
progress of the wire making, the first step in his temporary wall.
He had organised new labour for each of them, and every skilled man
had more helping hands than he knew what to do with. At midday
there had been a rider from the forests on the plateau north of the
city. He had two hundred men out there felling and dressing trees,
and all was going well. It was carnage for the forest, of course,
but there were other forests and he needed five thousand stout
logs.

Even now there
were wagons loaded with logs rolling through Berash, getting as
close to the White Road as snows would allow, stacking and covering
the wood, heading back again for more. Those same wagons would
carry the wire frames in the spring.

He held a
growing conviction that he would succeed. He would get to the pass,
build the wall, and hold it.

“Sir, there is
a problem at the door.”

Cain looked up
from his reverie and saw that it was one of Bargil’s doormen. The
man stood respectfully distant.

“A
problem?”

The Duke of
Carillon is without, sir. He had four men with him and they are
armed. They will not give up their swords.”

Carillon. It
was a place to the north, a domain close to the Afaeli border. Skal
had mentioned that the man had been watching them train, that he
had been critical. What had he called him? Bizmael. That was the
family name.

“I will come,”
he said. The doorman looked relieved. Cain understood that. The
nobility often refused to abide by rules made by others, and it was
perilous for common men to oppose them.

He levered
himself from his stool and followed to the inn’s door. This was one
of the few occasions he was glad to be a lord. Even if he was so
far below Carillon as to be barely acknowledged he could not be
brushed aside with impunity.

Outside the
door there was some sort of standoff. Cain identified Carillon
almost at once. He was dressed almost like a clown, so colourful
and extravagant was his garb. He stood in the middle of the road
with four guardsmen dressed in blue and gold livery, each and every
one of them bearing a sword, and hands on hilts. Opposite them
stood Bargil, Cain’s ex-dragon guard doorkeeper. His hand was close
to his hilt, but not resting on it. He was half a head taller than
the guardsmen, and to Cain it looked like the lesser men were
afraid. He did not think the less of them for that. Despite his
limp Tane Bargil was a formidable man.

“There you are,
innkeeper,” Carillon said. “This foreigner bars my way. Have him
stand aside at once.”

To call him
innkeeper was an insult, and Cain guessed intended to be so. He
should be addressed by one of his ranks; either colonel or lord
would have been polite. Cain wasn’t pricked by it, though. He was
an innkeeper, and unashamed of it.

“Forgive me, my
lord Carillon, but he is merely enforcing the rules of the house.
No swords to be carried within. I do not make exceptions.”

The Duke turned
a scornful eye on him. “I am a duke of Avilian, you surely do not
expect me to go unprotected in this den of thieves?”

Another insult
– but Cain smiled. The man’s taunts were as clumsy as his fashion
sense.

“This is a well
behaved house, my lord,” he replied. “The lord Quinnial did not
feel the need of escort when he visited us.”

“Quinnial is a
boy and knows no better,” Carillon scoffed. Cain would have given a
hundred guineas to hear him say that in Duke Aidon’s hearing, or
even Quinnial’s. Cain’s statement, that Quinnial, the Duke of Bas
Erinor’s brother and currently heir to the seat, had needed no
escort should have satisfied any man. Carillon knew who Cain was,
that he had shed blood for Avilian, that he commanded a regiment.
He knew all this, and so the performance was a deliberate
provocation. This lord was part of that faction that objected to
his rapid rise, to the honorific of ‘general’, to his close
association with foreigners.

“I would be
happy to escort you myself, my lord,” Cain said. It was a handsome
offer; almost a debasement of his own status, and Carillon looked
at him sharply, as though he thought some joke was being made at
his expense, but Cain smiled pleasantly and held a hand out to the
door.

Suddenly the
duke was flustered. “No,” he said. “I have changed my mind. I will
seek entertainment elsewhere tonight.”

“As you wish,
my lord,” Cain said. He watched as the duke withdrew, walking away
with his escort. When they turned the corner and were lost from
sight he turned to Bargil. “Pity,” he said.

“Pity? The
man’s an ass,” Bargil said.

“The ass is a
duke, Tane,” Cain admonished him. “At least pretend to respect the
rank, if not the man.”

Bargil shook
his head. “I can’t separate them, my lord,” he said. Bargil never
called him lord, so he was making a point. “And I don’t know why
you should put up with such behaviour.”

“I don’t feel
insulted,” Cain said. “And just think what an hour or two of
Sheyani’s music would have done to him.”

“Aye, that’s a
fair point,” Bargil agreed.

Cain went back
into the Seventh Friend. The friendly noise of the tavern washed
over him. From the other side of the room Sheyani caught his eye,
lifted a brow in enquiry, but Cain just smiled at her and nodded.
Nothing amiss. He took the copper disc from around his neck, the
charm that made him immune to her magic, and allowed the power of
the music to wash his cares away.

How fortunate
to have this release, he thought. How sweet life is.


18. Blood

Narak sat
quietly in the stern of the boat and let the rhythm of the oars
lull him. He was at ease again. He no longer dreaded the spring.
Arbak’s instant wall had given them a chance, and a chance was all
he had ever asked of life. It was such a clever idea. Some day he
would get the colonel to tell him how he had come to it. The man
had mentioned a pig and a basket of nuts, and the basket made
sense, he supposed. The wire cages were a sort of basket, but he
was curious about the pig.

“Something has
changed, Narak of the forest.” The herald was sitting in the bow,
and Narak became aware that the man had been studying him.

“It has,” he
admitted.

“Your war goes
well?”

“It goes not at
all. Winter and walls stand between us and our foe.”

“Yes. I
remember that you said,” the old man raised a sceptical eyebrow.
“The road is blocked by much solid water.”

“Snow.”

“Which is solid
water. Or so you say. I have never seen solid water.”

Narak opened
his mouth to explain that snow was not exactly solid. Ice was
solid, but snow was like feather down, fell from the skies like the
ash from a fire and covered everything in a soft, cold, white
blanket. But what would be the point? The only way to understand
snow was to see it, to touch and taste it, to roll in it as a child
and know that it was wet and cold and soft.

“Indeed,” he
said.

The herald
shook his head. “Well, I have some news for you. I should probably
not say it, but you will know soon enough. A messenger has come
from the north. When your Narala arrived here with the wolf and
spoke your name he was dispatched to learn what he could of you
from the northern isles where merchants call. He came back to the
island of the Sei not two hours ago.”

“Then he will
have two sets of tales, I expect,” Narak said. “One from my allies
and one from those who oppose me.”

“You do not
seem troubled.”

“Why should I
be?”

“You should
not, if it is truth that you have told.”

“Then you see
the evidence of your own eyes. I do not lie.”

The old man
nodded again. “I see it,” he said. “And I should tell you that I
once sat with others in the hall of decision, that I was Sei Feras
Tiar, the king of blood and fire, and if I sat there still I would
look favourably on your plea. But the one who sits there now does
not see with clear eyes. He is blinded by pride. You will have some
difficulty there, I fear.”

“Do you have
advice?”

“I am your
herald. I speak your words and guide you to the Sei. Such is my
duty. But I will give you advice because that, too, is a sort of
guiding. If he challenges you, accept the challenge, if you believe
that you can win. Kill him.”

“Kill him?”
Narak was surprised.

“He will oppose
you no matter what the sense of it. He is a fine warrior, but a
poor father to the people.”

“And if I kill
him?”

“Right of
conquest. You will be the new Sei for the span of two moons. It is
the custom.”

Narak closed
his eyes for a moment. He had been diplomatic. He had reined
himself in, borne insults, behaved well, and all the time he could
have pulled his blades, cut the man’s head off and had his own
way.

“Narala did not
tell me this,” he said.

“Perhaps she
doubts your prowess,” the herald suggested.

The wolf shook
his head. “No,” he said. “She does not doubt. I think perhaps she
believes I have killed too many men. I do not enjoy it, but I will
do what has to be done. I always have.”

The herald
spoke no more, and they were rowed the rest of the way in silence.
Narak looked at the turquoise water and the flashes of colour
beneath the boat as the fish paraded their jewellery. It was such a
beautiful place, the Green Isles, once you got used to the damned
heat. He preferred the forest, of course. That was his place. But
this, too, had its attractions. The people were friendly enough
once they got over his pale skin, and he liked their easy way with
life, having no great regard for birth or blood, no love of
formality. He liked the land, too. The abrupt islands that leaped
out of the sea, steep green slopes clothed in thick, hot forest,
the flat reefs and atolls, all sand and palms. He liked the
thunder, too, that broke every day in the afternoon; the quick,
heavy rain, fresh and cool, that washed the land clean.

He trailed a
hand in the water. It was barely cool, but enough to be pleasant
against his skin. Everything here smelled of salt, which was
strange, because salt has no smell. As a wolf he knew this as much
as any creature, yet it had always seemed to him that he could
smell the salt in other things, in blood, in the sea, and
everywhere here.

They rounded
the island and the rickety dock on the kings’ island came into
view. There was a man sitting on the end of it, a line in his hand,
trying to catch fish. He was wearing nothing but the simple waist
wrap that was so common here. He had one leg pulled up close to his
body and the other dangled over the sea, his body leaning against a
bleached wooden post. It was a perfect expression of the Isles. The
man could be a king, or he could be nobody of consequence at all.
In some way it was all the same here.

“We are here,”
the herald said.

The oars were
shipped, the boat bumped gently against the jetty and a rope was
passed up. Narak and the herald stepped out of the boat onto the
jetty’s planking. The herald led the way again as they walked the
sandy path that led to the double stockade and the Sei.

It was all
familiar this time. The basic formalities were completed and he
stepped into the hall of decision to find that only two of the Sei
were present. The seat of Sei Feras Tiar was unoccupied. Sei Mun
saw the question on his face.

“He will not
attend,” the old king said. “He says that he is offended by your
lies, but it is regrettable that he is not here, because today we
have learned the truth, and the truth is close to what you have
spoken.”

“Close?”

The Sei waved a
dismissive hand. “The truth is woven cloth, Wolf Narak. No man
holds more than his own strand.”

“True enough,”
Narak conceded. “So the decision is no?”

The old man
shook his head. “The decision is unmade. Sei Feras Tiar will not
cast his vote until he speaks to you again. He awaits you on his
island. You may choose not to go there, but what we have heard
tells us that you have little to fear.”

“And what have
you heard, Sei Mun?”

“That you are
more than you have claimed here. That you are hundreds of years
old. That you are the victor of Afael. That you are a god. That no
man can stand against your blades. That plain steel cannot harm
you. We have also heard of the evil that these Seth Yarra have done
in their war, and even the Telans who come to the northern isles do
not speak well of them. There is much fear.”

“And Sei Feras
Tiar has not heard this?”

“He has not.
Though the herald is the son of his brother, the word was brought
here first, and the man awaits without this wall. He will go with
you to the Isle of War if you choose to go there. If it serves you
at all, both of us here have made it plain to him that we will
agree to assist you, should he acquiesce.”

“I thank you
for that, Sei Mun,” Narak said. He bowed his head for a moment, a
gesture of respect. So the king of blood and fire still wished to
test him. Well, he would wait until the herald had told his tale,
and if the Sei still wished to fight he would oblige him.

“I will go to
the Isle of War,” he told them.

“And will you
kill him?” the third Sei asked. He had been silent up until this
moment, but now he leaned forwards, keen for an answer.

“If he wishes
it,” Narak replied.

“Ha, a good
answer. I never liked the man.” He sat back again, a grim smile on
his face. So the war king was not a well loved man. It was not a
surprise after what his herald had said to him. Narak himself had
taken a dislike to the man almost as soon as he had spoken. It is
hard to like someone who insults you on your first acquaintance.
Only a braggart and a bully would behave in such a manner.

“Well, then.
Our business is finished I believe,” Sei Mun said. He leaned back
in his chair once more.

Narak bowed
again and retreated from the inner stockade. Outside he found his
own herald waiting with a much younger man. This must be the Sei’s
nephew, he guessed. He was young, but not as young as Narak had
expected. He was full grown, broad shouldered, with an open face.
His hair was close cropped and he wore a sword at his waist, a
broad bladed thing like all the soldiers carried in the Isles. He
must have recognised Narak, or expected him. Whatever, he bowed
deeply.

“Deus, I am
honoured to meet you,” he said. He had a pleasant voice, smooth and
deep, and Narak was so amused to once again hear the formal form of
address that he smiled.

“And I you,” he
replied. “Will you tell me your name?”

“I am Hiralo, a
commander in the shoal of the round finned shark.”

The old herald
stepped forwards. “I will leave you now,” he said. “This one has a
boat and oars of his own and will take you from here.”

“How do you
know where I’m going?” Narak asked.

The old man
laughed. “I think it is time for the wolf to hunt,” he said.

Hiralo led him
back down the path, though he knew the way well enough by now. He
walked quietly beside the young man, not thinking about the
encounter ahead of him. He had fought many men and never lost. Or
not since he had learned his art from Caster. It was how they had
begun, he and the swordmaster. For all his strength and speed
Caster had beaten him, and if not for his resistance to cold steel
he would have been grievously injured many times in that bout. So
he had offered the man a job, teacher to the gods, and wealth
undreamed of by a man of his station.

They had become
friends. Through hours of practice, sparring, talking and drinking
together, they had come to know each other well, and Narak had
warmed to his teacher’s robust humour and his generosity of
spirit.

They came to
the dock. The young commander’s boat was moored the other side of
the jetty from the herald’s. It was larger and boasted six oarsmen,
each of whom was dressed in a red wrap of good cloth and wore a
broad blade at the waist. They greeted their commander with muted
affection and respect, which Narak took to be a sign of the man’s
quality. Himself, they treated with caution, neither staring at him
nor ignoring him, but he saw their curious glances. They, too, had
heard who he was, what he was.

The boat pulled
away strongly, making for the gap in the reef.

“How far to the
Isle of War, commander?” he asked.

“It is the
other side of the isle of supplicants, Deus,” Hiralo said. “It will
take us the best part of an hour.”

A long way,
then, as these island distances went. He sat back in the stern of
the boat and admired the view once more. The heat made him sleepy,
and he allowed his mind to wander. The rhythm of the oars in the
water, the rattle of the oarlocks as the blades drew back, it was
all a sort of music that reminded him of the cadences of the
forest. Seabirds cried overhead, gulls questing for food, and he
could hear the screeching of parrots from the forests of the island
that they were passing. There was a faint thunder as the swell
spent itself on the reef.

Pain. Pain like
a knife. He jerked forwards in the boat, gasping. Not again. Surely
not again. But it was so. The pain and the sense of loss almost
overwhelmed him. One of his own had died. One of the very few whose
lives he had linked to his own had been killed.

The oarsmen had
stopped rowing. Hiralo was leaning forwards, watching him.

“Deus, are you
well?”

Narak felt the
cold descend, the cold white fire of anger.

“Take me to the
isle of supplicants,” he said. Even to his own ears his voice
sounded flat, stripped back and free of all expression, like a
knife.

Hiralo opened
his mouth to protest, perhaps, that they were on their way to see
the Sei, but he saw the look on Narak’s face. Their eyes met for a
moment.

“Do it,” he
said to the oarsmen. “Pull hard. Make all speed.”

The stroke rate
of the oars doubled, and the boat flew through the water, kicking
up a light spray as it cut through the swell. The boat swung
towards land. Narak eased his shoulders, feeling the tension in his
muscles fade. First Perlaine, and now… It was Narala. He knew
without the certainty of the Sirash. The rage that he had locked
away at the first death was free again, free and hungry for blood.
It was strengthened by this new outrage.

The boat
touched the sand, but Narak was already out, one step in the water
and then he was running, moving more quickly than a man could run,
he ran until he reached the modest hut that had been their place
here. He ripped the curtain from the door.

There was blood
on the matting. A lot of blood. If someone had died here, and by
the amount of blood he was certain that at least one had, then the
body had been taken. He checked the hut briefly, finding that the
gold was still where he had left it.

Stepping
outside he saw a curtain drop in the hut opposite. He drew his
blades and with three strokes removed the thin matting wall,
revealing a finely dressed man cowering against the bed in the
corner. He indicated the bloodstained hut.

“Who did this?”
he demanded.

The man shook
his head. He was afraid of Narak, but more afraid still to say what
he had seen. That was a mistake.

Narak flicked
one of his swords, and the man lost an ear. He screamed and
clutched at his head, blood running freely through his fingers.

“Who?” Narak
said.

“Soldiers,” the
man sobbed. “Soldiers from the Sei.”

That was
enough. Suspicion became certainty. He walked back down to where he
had left the boat and met Hiralo half way.

“Deus, what has
happened?” the young commander asked.

“We go to the
Isle of War,” Narak said. He walked past Hiralo, and the young man
had to run to catch up.

“You should
tell me what has happened, Deus,” he said when he drew level.

“If you want to
live out the day you will do as I say and stop asking questions,”
Narak said. He was in no mood for diplomacy. Hiralo’s eyes widened,
and if his dark skin had permitted it he would have paled at the
threat. Hiralo had heard all the stories. He knew what Narak could
do, what he had done at Afael.

“I will obey
you, Deus,” he said.

They returned
to the boat without delay, but Narak was no longer in a hurry. He
sat silently in the stern and stared at his hands. He did not
think. The time for thinking was past. Now there was just that
which must be done. His anger must be quenched, its demands
satisfied.

The small
voyage passed in silence. Hiralo had taken his warning to heart and
did not speak. The oarsmen rowed silently with a purposeful rhythm,
but now the heat of the sun did not lull Narak. It only fed the
fire within. It was as if all reason was burned through, its
complications smoothed away like wax before a fire. There was only
blood in his heart.

At the island
he stepped from the boat onto a pretty, sandy beach. There was
nobody there to greet them.

“Show me the
way,” he said to Hiralo. The commander nodded and walked through
the trees, coming eventually to a high stockade made of stout palm
trunks. There were men at the gate, four soldiers with swords. “The
Sei is expecting me,” he said to them, and it was true, because the
men stepped aside.

As they walked
across the enclosed acre within the stockade Narak noted that the
men had closed the gate behind him, and dropped a beam into
brackets so that it was held shut. A trap, then. The Sei did not
intend that he should leave. He glanced around him. There were cook
fires, men and women going about their daily routines, and
soldiers. There were about thirty soldiers.

At the centre
of the stockade stood a building. It was made of the same posts and
rush matting as everything else in the isles, but was somewhat
larger, perhaps twenty feet to a side, and nine feet high. He
stepped through the open door and saw that the Sei was within,
waiting. He was seated on a low stool before a table, and he was
clearly in the middle of a meal, though Narak noted a sword laid
carefully to one side where the Sei might reach it in a moment.
There was a low stool set opposite the Sei, and Narak stepped up
and sat on it. He said nothing.

The Sei smiled,
but it was not a kind smile. “Now you come to me,” he said. Narak
did not reply. Hiralo had come in with Narak and now stood behind
him to his left.

“Great Sei,”
the commander said. “There are things that I must tell you…”

The Sei flashed
an irritated glance at the young man, but it was Narak who spoke.
“It is too late for that,” he said. “The Sei has summoned me here,
but he does not know what it is he has called to his house.”

“I know,” the
Sei said. “I have summoned a coward.”

Narak was sure
that he heard the young man swallow, could almost hear the
quickening of his pulse, the shortening of his breath. The Sei bent
down from his seat and lifted something from the floor, put it on
the table next to his plate.

It was a head.
It was Narala’s head. The neck was roughly severed, the dark skin
spattered with darker blood. Her eyes were open. The Sei picked up
a piece of food from his plate and put it in his mouth.

Narak sat quite
still for a few moments, then reached out and closed her eyes,
pulling the lids down one at a time, first the right, then the
left.

“You would not
want to see this, old friend,” he said. He turned to Hiralo. “Go,”
he said. The young man stood for a moment, perhaps waiting for the
Sei to dismiss him, too. Narak leaned closer to him, looked up at
his eyes. “Run.”

Hiralo turned
and was gone.

“Now you will
fight me,” the Sei said.

Narak looked
around the inside of the building. There were two guards by the
door, but apart from that they were alone.

“No,” he
said.

“No?” The Sei’s
tone was disbelieving, scornful.

“You will die
by my hand,” Narak said. “But I will not fight you.”

The Sei reached
for his convenient sword, but Narak moved quickly, as quickly as
only a god can move. He leaned forwards and struck the Sei on the
side of his head with a fist. It was not enough of a blow to kill
the man, but enough to break his jaw, to drop him senseless to the
floor.

The guards
rushed forwards to their lord’s aid, but Narak drew his blades and
killed them both. He put the blades away and lifted Narala’s head
gently from the table, setting it carefully on the carpet. He
lifted the table, scattering the food and drink across the floor,
raised it over his head and brought it down on the Sei’s legs. He
heard bones break. The man was jerked back to consciousness by the
pain. He cried out.

“You thought to
kill me,” Narak said. “You did not know that she was the one
protecting you.” He took a fistful of the Sei’s hair and dragged
him across the floor, pulling him outside into the sunlight.
Perhaps the soldiers did not believe their eyes, perhaps they were
too shocked by what they saw, but he had dragged their lord half
way to the gate before they acted. Narak stepped clear of the Sei
and drew his blades. He did not hesitate, but began to kill them at
once, moving like a storm of smoke among them, never where they
swung their blades, and always cutting, cutting, until twenty-five
men lay dead and the others stood back, knowing that they were
overmatched; afraid.

Narak picked up
two spears from among the dead. He weighed one in his hand, and
then threw it, the point driving through the beam that held the
gate and deep into the gate behind, locking it in place. He threw
the second one, pinning the beam in a different place. Now they
were all trapped together.

He dragged the
Sei the rest of the way to the palisade wall and propped him up
against it. He knelt on one knee beside the whimpering king.

“I want you to
see,” he said. “You are not merely a murderer. You have killed one
of the Wolf’s chosen, one who walked with the Wolf, and the account
must be settled. You owe me eight hundred years, Sei.”

He stood again,
a blade in each hand. There were perhaps fifty people still alive
within the palisade. He closed his eyes and brought Narala’s image
before him, as he remembered her best, how she looked on the day
they had given her sister back to her. She had been happy, joyous,
overcome with unadulterated emotion. It is the promise of the wolf;
your death will not pass unmarked. There will be blood.

It took less
than twenty minutes. Narak chased down and killed every living
thing within the palisade. Men, women and children; even the dogs
died. He threw the bodies into the matting house, then broke the
posts and collapsed it, setting fire to the huge pyre that he had
made. He walked back to where the crippled Sei sat by the gate. The
King of Fire and Blood was weeping openly.

“Now you share
my pain, Sei,” Narak said.

“Why?” the Sei
asked. “Why the children, the women?”

“A lesson I
learned long ago,” Narak said. “Some men are happy to die, but few
will sacrifice their kin, their town, their city. Now even the most
powerful in the Green Isles will know what happens when you kill
one who walks with the wolf. Besides,” he added. “I loved her
dearly.”

He reached down
and broke the Sei’s neck with a twist of his hand, dragged the body
away from the wall and cut off the man’s head. He wrapped the
bloody lump in a torn piece of cloth that he picked off the floor
and tied it to his belt, then reached out and ripped the beam free,
shattering the spears that had held it shut. He walked back down
the path he had walked up just half an hour ago.

At the dock he
found Hiralo waiting with his boat and oarsmen. He got into the
boat without speaking and took his place at the rear. He saw that
Hiralo was looking at the column of smoke rising above the trees.
The screams of the dying would probably have carried this far, and
the sweet smell of burning flesh was apparent in the air.

“Where do you
wish to go, Sei Feras Tiar?” Hiralo asked.

“The Isle of
Kings,” Narak replied. “The Hall of Decision.”


19. Pascha in Wolfguard

Pascha leaped
backwards, twisting as she jumped, using all her speed and
strength, but her sword passed through air, and yet again she felt
the smack of Caster’s blade as it struck her hip. She cursed.

“Balance,”
Caster said. “Balance, balance, balance. You rely too much on speed
and strength, just like Narak used to.”

They were in
the practice room. It was a hall, ten feet high, and twenty paces
each way. Swords were fixed to the walls, benches stood against
them, the floor was polished wood and the walls and ceiling white
painted plaster. It was a plain room in every way, and quite
traditional but that it had no windows and was entirely lit by
lamps that were bracketed every two paces along the walls. This was
the place that Narak had built for Caster, the place Pascha had
watched him perfect his killing art.

“That’s
balance, Deus, to you,” she said. Caster grinned. He knew that she
was not serious, that she was merely piqued to have been beaten yet
again by a mere mortal. But Caster was more than that. His skill
was exquisite. Compared to her he fought in slow motion, but he
always managed to step out of her way, block her thrusts and cuts.
It was as though he could read her mind.

“Are you sure
you’re not using magic?” she asked.

His grin became
a laugh. “I told you, it’s all in the eyes, the balance. You try to
fight with your body, not your blade. You tell me where you’re
going to attack long before your blade moves. You need to be still.
The sword is sharp and you treat it like a club. You don’t need to
bludgeon your opponent to death with it. Just a touch will do, a
cut, a thrust. The blade will do all the work if you let it. Your
body, and especially your feet, are there to move you into position
so that the blade can attack, and of course to run away if you are
over matched.”

She put the
sword down. “Enough,” she said. “I will never be any good at
this.”

“That’s what
Narak said.”

“No.”

“I swear on my
lord’s favour, Deus. He said those same words to me. It took him
weeks to get past strength and speed.”

Now it was
Pascha’s turn to laugh. “You only say these things to make me feel
better, Caster,” she said. She liked Caster. He had an easy charm,
manners better than any lord, and he always tried. He tried to be
what people wanted him to be – a good teacher, a charming
companion, a spark of light in a dark time. “I’ve missed you,” she
said.

“Certainly not
as much as I have missed you,” Caster replied.

“And that is
quite enough flattery,” she said. “Will you teach me again?
Tomorrow?”

“I am at your
service, Deus,” he replied, racking his practice blade and hers
together. “The same time?”

“The same time.
Yes.”

She left him
and walked back along one of the spiralling passageways that led
down into the heart of Wolfguard. She was not tired. They had been
sparring for the best part of two hours, and she had been impressed
that Caster had lasted so long, but she had seen that his limbs
were slowing, his breath growing more uneven. She did not want to
wear him out, game as he was.

To tell the
truth she had asked him for lessons because she was bored. Fear of
the assassin had closeted them all together. Anyone who wandered
outside the haven of Wolfguard was a target for the creature that
had killed the others of the Benetheon, and risked a blood silver
arrow in the back. She had learned that truth well enough.

Narak, of
course, would not be so confined. Part of Pascha wanted the
assassin to try his luck against the Wolf. She was sure that Narak
would prevail, but not quite certain enough to want it with all her
heart. Narak was the best of them. He was quicker, stronger, more
skilled. Jidian was the better archer, but not by more than an
arrow in ten, and Beloff had been stronger, but again the margin
was not a large one, and the Bear was dead, one of many who had
died at the battle of Finchbeak Road.

She entered her
room. It was the same room that she had lived in centuries ago, and
she thought that it was more or less as she had left it. She
thought that she recognised the tapestry that hung opposite the
door, but that was absurd. It would have rotted and faded in five
hundred years. She supposed that Narak had replaced it with a
similar work, and perhaps more than once. It struck her as an odd
thing to do.

She picked up
her true blade, her sharp sword. It was the one that she had taken
from the assassin who had tried to kill her in Benafelas. She had
thought more than once that she should get rid of the thing, edged
and tipped with blood silver as it was, and replace it with a clean
blade from Wolfguard’s armoury, but she liked its balance, and had
come to think of it as a lucky blade. After all, it had been with
her in the forest when the metal headed god killer had shot at her,
and was she not still alive?

She took a
position, sword held out before her, arm comfortably bent, both
knees bent, too. She concentrated on balance. Even with a blade
like this, heavier than a fencing sword, she was able to control it
with her wrist. She swept it left and right, up and down, keeping
her arm still. She imagined a blade before her, beat it to one side
and lunged, stepped back, parried, thrust to the left, a feint,
then more firmly to the right. It all looked very good when she was
on her own, but with Caster in front of her the moves fell apart
and she resorted to slashing the air in an attempt to knock his
elusive blade away.

She threw the
sword down on the bed. There was wine on the table, and she poured
herself a glass. Like all the Benetheon she was not prey to the
intoxicating wiles of the drink, but she did like the taste, and it
went well with the cheeses and fruits that she favoured. There was
a tray of food as well. Some thoughtful servant had placed it there
while she was fencing with Caster. Probably Poor had done it. She
liked the steward as much as she liked Caster. In fact she found it
impossible to fault any of Narak’s choices in the make up of his
household. The Wolf had a true eye for character.

She ate the
food and drank wine. There was a small stack of books and papers by
her bed, things that Narak had sent to her, accounts of the first
Seth Yarra war. She had glanced at them the previous night, and
they were dull stuff, but she knew that Narak had read them all
several times, and duty was duty, dull or no.

She pulled the
papers onto the bed and began to read.

It must have
been an hour later that someone banged on her door. It was not a
polite knocking, and not at all what she would have expected in
Wolfguard, but an insistent, almost desperate hammering. She picked
up the sword. Caution, even here, was no bad thing. She went to the
door and pulled it open.

In the hall
outside she saw one of the serving maids, clearly distraught. Her
pretty face was streaked with tears and her blond hair was in
disarray. For all her obvious distress she was clearly in awe of
Pascha and struggled to regain her composure. Pascha put a hand on
the girl’s arm.

“Calm yourself
and speak your piece,” she said.

The kind
gesture seemed to be enough. The girl managed a small bow.

“We would have
told you, Deus, but everybody knew,” she said.

“Knew
what?”

“A death.
There’s been a death.”

“A death?” For
a moment she did not understand. There were deaths all the time,
but that moment passed and she knew the girl was speaking of one of
Narak’s chosen, the people to whom he had loaned a portion of his
never ending life.

“Was it here?”
she asked. “Was it in Wolfguard?”

“No, Deus. The
steward has spoken to all here, and all are well.”

Elsewhere,
then. Only two that she knew of were elsewhere. Cain Arbak and
Narala. Narala was an old friend. Pascha had shared much with her
during her time at Wolfguard, more than with Perlaine, but she
found herself hoping that Cain wasn’t dead, because Cain was
essential to the war. He was a trump card, a heavy weight on their
side of the scales. She hated herself for thinking like that. What
sort of person must I be to wish my friend dead? A pragmatic one,
given the choice. That’s what Narak would have told her.

“Tell Poor that
I will find out who has died,” she said. The maid nodded. Pascha
could not remember her name. She was new, at least new in the last
four centuries she thought wryly. How one’s perception of time
changes with age.

She closed the
door and went back to her bed, pushing the papers aside. She sat on
the edge, still holding her blade on her lap. She could not herself
discover who was dead. She knew that. Only Narak would know. He
could enter the Sirash and touch each of his chosen, but Pascha
herself had none – not one person was in her favour. She would have
to ask Narak.

She closed her
eyes, and in spite of her agitation and not really wanting to know
the answer to her question, she sank easily into the oily darkness
of the Sirash. Narak was easy to find. She knew that he was in the
Green Isles, knew that he was in the south, and so she was
immediately there, and Narak burned brightly. He was brighter than
any star in the sky, and yet there was no light.

She touched
him.

Not now.

There has been a death.
Wolfguard is in uproar.

I know.

Who? Tell me who.

Narala.

Then she was
pushed away, shut out as though Narak’s star had become a diamond,
hard and cold. She had felt his bitterness, his anger. She felt
that something was wrong. She wanted to know what had happened. How
had Narala died? Now that she knew the knowledge weighed on her
chest like a great stone, pushing the breath out of her. She could
feel tears on her face. Narala was dead.

She stayed
there, looked around for something else, a sparrow, perhaps. She
became aware of other dim presences, like red glows, warm and
diffuse. They were not sparrows; that much was certain; but perhaps
they were some other kind of bird, a pair of eyes that she could
use to see what had happened.

She dropped
onto one of them, and in a moment she could see. Yet there was a
strange feel to it. Her vision was perfect, not at all restricted,
or even enhanced by the creature she had inhabited. She could hear
birds, the sound of surf, and she could smell smoke.

What she saw
was Narak, and the Wolf looked grim. He was sitting in an ornate
wooden chair, and he was speaking, and she could hear him.

“… I will send
a signal,” he was saying. “And when you receive the signal you must
take the boats along the coast, being sure that you arrive before
dawn…”

He looked tired
and grim. She could see that his clothes were spattered with blood,
some it fresh enough to be red, and she recognised the smell of the
smoke. She had smelt the same scent in the air when they’d burned
bodies at the wall. So he had already taken his price for Narala’s
death.

She saw a hand
rise in front of her, felt it rub the side of her nose.

Gods, she was
in a man! She pulled back as though burnt. It was not possible. It
was just not possible. In a moment she was back in Wolfguard,
sitting on her bed. A man! None of the Benetheon could get behind
the eyes of a man. Men were shut off, impervious to their power,
beyond reach, and yet she had seen it. She had felt it.

What was
happening to her? It was like the other time, when she had been
shot at in the woods. For a moment she had been able to sense the
entire forest, or it had felt that way. She had known that the
assassin had gone. That was impossible, and she had been unable to
repeat it. Now she had been behind a man’s eyes. These were powers
that she simply did not possess. Nobody did.

She reached for
the cup of wine, and the sword fell from her lap. It hit the carpet
with a dull thud and she stopped and looked down at it. Blood
silver. Was that it? All the Benetheon shunned blood silver. They
had been taught to. Why would you have anything to do with the one
substance that could kill you?

She picked up
the sword and ran a finger down the side of the blade. The metal
felt cool, smooth, dead. There was no magic that she could feel.
She put it to one side and stood up. Duty. She had to bear the bad
news to Poor and the rest of them. Narala was dead. The price had
been paid. They were all diminished by it.


20. Dinner

Of all his
duties, Tilian Henn feared dinner the most. His days were filled
with excitement. He trained with the men, went into the woods with
them and practiced a host of skills and techniques that he had
never dreamed existed. And he was good at them. No lesser a man
than Welcart had praised him. He was learning quickly. He was
teaching, too. They spent hours practicing with blades in the open
ground before the house, and he thought that at least the men of
Latter Fetch had reached a level of proficiency where they would
not disgrace their lord.

Dinner was
different. While the other men gathered in the kitchen by the fire
and drank beer and told stories Tilian was required to eat with
Sara. It was not something he had been told to do, but Sara invited
him to dine with her. He could not refuse.

It was not that
he disliked her. Quite the opposite was true. He liked her a great
deal, and admired her for her strength of character, for the way
she had stood up to Elejine. She was very pleasing to the eye as
well.

Tilian was no
virgin. He was not shy with girls and happy enough to flirt and
kiss, and sometimes more, but here he was faced with something he
had never known before. He was faced with blood.

Sara was blood
cousin to his lord, and even that was not the worst of it. The
thing that rocked him most of all was that she did not seem to know
it. She behaved just like all the girls he’d known in Bas Erinor.
She laughed at his jokes, ate with her fingers, looked at him in
the same way as they had. Tilian knew only one road with such a
woman, and that road was closed by blood, and so he went nowhere.
He was a mule, feet dug in, refusing to follow where his instincts
led him.

It was bizarre.
He sat opposite this woman, and now that Lira had taken charge of
her wardrobe she attended dinner dressed like a lady of blood,
decked in silks and satins, ruffed with lace, and she seemed to
like that, because she wore it well. Even her hair had been tamed
by the maid’s attentions, and now rested in demur plaits that
twined down her back. Sometimes she dressed with a lot of bare
flesh below the neck, and she did not sit primly, but leaned
forwards, elbows and hands on the table, displaying her quite
substantial charms in a way that he found difficult to ignore.

He, too, was
required to dress more formally, though he had little enough to
wear, and nothing to match Sara’s finery. He wondered where her
clothes had come from. They had certainly not travelled with them
from Bas Erinor, and so he guessed that they had always been here,
resident, so to speak, at Latter Fetch. He had to bathe as well,
every evening after a hard days work when all he wanted was a cool
drink and the slump by the fire.

Today was the
last day. The men were ready. Tomorrow they would leave to rejoin
the regiment, and Tilian was looking forward to that. Even though
he thought some of his decisions with the men might raise eyebrows,
he was sure that he could justify what he had done.

He pulled on a
clean shirt. At least there was no shortage of clean shirts for the
captain of the Latter Fetch guard. At least they were dining in the
parlour now. He pulled on clean trousers – the same clean trousers
that he’d worn last night – and buttoned on a dark tunic that one
of the footmen had loaned him. It hid a multitude of sins, and
stains.

He made his way
downstairs. Sara had been walking for a week now. The physic had
allowed her out of bed on the condition that she rested, and that
seemed to suit her well enough, because she spent hours in the
library reading and writing notes on what she read, or so the
gossip said. He assumed that Lira was the source of the gossip, and
so it was accurate, but who could be certain? All he knew was what
passed over the dinner table.

She was already
there when he arrived, sitting at the table with a glass of wine in
one hand, gazing at the fire. He could tell at once that her mood
was sombre. She forced a smile as he entered, but it dropped away
quickly.

“So you go back
to Bas Erinor tomorrow?” she asked.

“Yes. We will
leave early.”

“I will not see
you again before you go.” It was a statement, not a question, but
he did his best to reply.

“It is two
day’s ride. I want to arrive as early as I can on the second day to
see the men properly quartered.”

She did not
seem to hear him, but looked at the fire again, and gulped a
mouthful of wine. “What will you do when you get there? All your
pay is unspent.”

Tilian
shrugged. “I will rejoin my lord. I will serve him as best I
can.”

She looked up
sharply. “Do you love your duty so much, Tilian Henn?”

“I… yes, I
suppose. I was nothing before I served my lord. Now I have
purpose.”

“Even if it is
another man’s purpose,” she said. The words were not scornful. “I
envy you that. I will remain here and be bored,” she added.

“How can you be
bored?” Tilian asked. “There is so much to do here.”

Sara waved the
question away and called for the food to be brought. The food was
the one aspect of dining with Sara that he enjoyed. Tonight it was
venison, but not the crude roasted lumps that he was used to having
on those rare occasions when his purse had stretched so far. In
Latter Fetch the meat was served lightly cooked with a pink centre,
and sliced onto the plate in thicknesses less than the width of his
finger, and drizzled with a berry sauce which added a pleasing
sweetness to the meat. There were vegetables, too, and a good red
wine, though not a Telan one.

Sara did not
seem to want to talk as they ate, so Tilian filed the silence with
stories of the men of the woods, stories that Welcart and the
others had shared with him. They were light tales, amusing
anecdotes of the remarkable and the ridiculous, like the time when
Brodan had stalked a great stag through the forest for half a day,
employing all his skill and stealth to draw close to it, eventually
stepping around a tree, bow in hand, to find the beast had stepped
his way and now stood less than a foot from his arrow. Somehow, in
the surprise of the moment the stag had hooked his bow with its
great antlers and run off through the forest with the weapon borne
aloft like a trophy, leaving Brodan with no meat and no bow,
nothing but a sorry tale to tell.

She did not
laugh at his tales as much as she had done on other nights, but she
did smile at the punch lines.

They ate the
main course, and this was followed by a confection of berries,
sugar and cream, with some sweet spice that Tilian could not name.
It was the very reason berries had been invented, he thought. In
all his life he had never thought that food could be so rich and
yet so delicate at the same time. The cook was a magician.

“I will miss
your company, Tilian Henn.”

“And I shall
miss yours,” he responded.

“Will you
really?”

He looked up
from the plate he was scraping, suddenly aware that the question
was not a trivial one. She was staring at him in a peculiar and
intense manner, and he sensed trouble.

“My lady…”

“I wish you
would not call me that. I asked you not to.”

“And yet I
must. You are my lord’s blood cousin.”

“There are
times when I wish it was not so.”

“Ah, my lady,
if we could spend wishes…”

“Do not be wise
with me, Tilian. Do you not like me?”

“I admire you
very much, my lady. Your beauty and your courage inspire us
all.”

“But do you
like me?”

“My lady …”

She banged the
table with her open hand, hard enough to make the crockery jump,
and Tilian jumped with it. He could feel the pressure of her
gaze.

“I do,” he
confessed. This was dangerous ground. It was a conversation that he
did not want to have because he knew where it might lead.

“Then why are
you so cold to me? Why do you push me away?”

“It is a matter
of blood,” Tilian said.

“What
nonsense,” she snapped back. “I know that you want me, Tilian Henn,
I see it in your eyes, and I want you, too. Where is the harm in
it? If your lord’s librarian and his captain of guard are more than
friends, where is the harm?” She reached across the table and put a
hand on his arm, and for a moment he let it rest there, wishing it
might be so, but the moment passed and he pulled his arm free of
her grasp and stood.

“You do not
understand,” he said. He held up a hand to stop her interrupting.
“No. Listen to me. I am the captain of my lord’s guard. I stand at
his back and protect his life. I do his bidding. You are his heir.
If I should fail and he should fall in battle what would other men
say then? You would be lady of this estate. It would be yours, and
I would be captain of your guard. If I shared your bed other men
would say that I had killed my lord to possess what is his, and
even I could not be sure that it was not so, that I had not in some
way neglected my duty, hesitated when I should have acted.

“Besides the
matter of my honour, I believe that my lord himself has some
interest in you, and I cannot set that aside.”

“Have I no say
in the matter? What if I prefer you to your lord?” She was angry,
too.

“Indeed you
have, Lady Sara,” he replied. “But I have not.” He turned and left
the room, walked back along the dark corridors to his own bed. He
was angry at himself, angry at Sara, even angry at the lord Hebberd
for bringing her here, for leaving him here to be with her alone.
He could not deny what he felt for her, but he had believed that he
could set it aside, knowing that it was not his place, and that she
would probably not have him anyway. She had torn that illusion top
to bottom, and now he was damned either way.


21. A Plot

Skal had found
his way back to the Seventh Friend, to the tavern of that name.
This time he had insisted on paying. After all, he was no longer a
poor colonel, but had the modest resources of Latter Fetch at his
back. He had taken a room there, ate his meals there, and went up
the divine stair only on the rare occasions that he was summoned to
the castle. He was happier with the arrangement which had the dual
benefits of being both more comfortable and more convenient to his
duties with the regiment.

There were
other advantages. The people here had not known him before his
father’s fall from grace. To them he was the hero of the wall, a
regimental commander, the victor of Henfray. He preferred that. He
did not have to continually remember the ass he had once been.

He was getting
to know Arbak’s people. The Durander girl, Sheyani, played the
pipes each night, and he had learned to appreciate her exquisite
skill. The general had given him a copper disk, marked in strange
Durander characters and told him that it would shield him from the
pipes’ power, but he rarely wore it. He liked to lose himself in
her music, to feel the warmth and softness of belonging, the
carefree pleasure that she played, even if it was false, even if it
was temporary.

Bargil, too,
was a familiar face. The tavern’s head doorman, ex-dragon guard,
and the general’s minder treated him with respect, especially since
Skal had asked the man if he thought Skal had got the stick out of
his arse yet. Bargil had clearly remember the comment he’d passed
to Tilian, and had the good grace to be embarrassed, which made
Skal laugh. Laughing was apparently the right thing to do, because
things were easy between them now.

It gave him a
chance to watch the general, too. He envied the man his way with
people. Arbak would look puzzled, and someone would rush to explain
a matter to him. If he licked his lips the barman would produce an
ale. When he talked to them he always seemed to use his hands,
touching a shoulder, shaking a hand, slapping a back, and it was
always exactly right. The general had a gift for contact. Skal had
thought that he could learn by watching, but he couldn’t. And the
general listened. He bent his ear to listen to the most humble of
his people, and seemed to weigh what they said with unwarranted
gravity. He had never seen a man so easy with the common people. An
uncharitable part of him said that this was because he was one of
them, but Skal believed it was something else. He believed it was
because Cain Arbak lived his life according to the letter of
Karim.

The general was
not the Prince of Swords; that was plain enough. Skal himself could
have beaten him in a fencing match without breaking a sweat, but
Cain Arbak never took others lightly, never lied, never mocked,
always honoured his promises, even when to do so was a considerable
inconvenience. For all that he was not perfect. He became annoyed,
he made mistakes, but at the same time he never blamed others for
his shortcomings. It was an object lesson in Avilian nobility and
virtue, and yet he was low born and unschooled.

The most
apparent thing was that once he had made up his mind to trust you,
that was the end of the matter. He trusted Sheyani, and Bargil, and
most of the others who worked for him. More to the point, he
trusted Skal Hebberd.

Skal had no
idea why.

Like the
general he had taken to sitting in the public room. As Lord of
Latter Fetch he could have set up court in a private room, but he
had followed the general’s example, and was glad of it. He had a
table in one corner, and everyone knew that he sat there most
nights to eat his meal. Officers and others from the second Seventh
Friend often joined him. Some sat for the duration of a glass, some
for less, and every now and then he would invite a group to dine
with him. They never declined. Some evening he sat alone, ate
quickly and retired early.

He missed
Tilian, even if the boy’s absence had given him an excuse to move
into the tavern. The constant reassurance of Tilian’s competence
was something he valued highly, and he was more alone for not
having him to hand.

It was one of
his lonely evenings when he was sitting quietly eating, a jug of
ale his only companion when the chair opposite was drawn back and
he looked up.

“I was told I’d
find you here.” Kaylis Faste sat in the chair. Skal had know Kaylis
well at one time. In the old days back at the castle Kaylis had
been on the periphery of Skal’s group of followers; never one of
the inner circle, but always there or thereabouts. He was the
eldest son of the Earl of Pragat, and heir to substantial estates
in the west of Avilian. Kaylis had gone east with his father’s men
to fight Seth Yarra under the Wolf’s command.

“Kaylis, still
alive then,” Skal said.

“So far. You’ve
done well.”

“Kind of you to
say.”

“Your own
command first out, and a victory. Quinnial was good to you.”

“He was.” Skal
was cautious. He’d never entirely liked Kaylis. Not that that was a
particular damnation. He hadn’t liked anyone much. He wondered what
the man wanted. “But a necessary kindness, I like to think.”

“Yes. Who else
did they have to send?” It was a slightly pointed question. After
all, they sat in the general’s tavern, and Cain Arbak had been
overlooked for the command that Skal had been given. “What’s good
here?” Kaylis asked.

“The wine, the
ale, the food, the music, most of the company. What do you want,
Kaylis?”

“Just to talk,”
the young man said. “Just to see how you are and what you’re
thinking.”

Politics. This
was about politics, and in the middle of a war. Skal had been good
at politics in a detached sort of way, but his finger was no longer
on the pulse. He had been absent from the game too long. He
wondered what faction Kaylis represented, and who had sent him.

“I think mostly
about the war, and killing Seth Yarra,” he replied. Kaylis
smiled.

“Of course,” he
said. “We all do. But some are wondering how the war is being
run.”

“Well
enough.”

“Do you think
so? All our troops drawn away to the east, then a massive attack on
the green wall. It was only by a miracle that Berash was
saved.”

“And Avilian.
And Afael. And it was no miracle, Kaylis. I was there. The battle
was well fought.”

“Perhaps.”
Kaylis called over a man and ordered a glass of wine for himself.
He didn’t ask Skal if he wanted anything, and Skal thought to
himself that old habits die hard. Kaylis dropped his voice. “Yet
the man in command was low born. It should have been you, Lord
Skal.”

Flattery? “I
was too late to the wall. The battle was already begun, and the
wall retaken.”

“A pity.” The
wine arrived and Kaylis sipped it. He raised an eyebrow
appreciatively.

“Not so much. I
was a mere knight of Avilian when I was sent to the wall, and just
raised up at that.”

Kaylis laughed.
“Yes, but high born, Lord Skal, and blood will out.”

Skal decided to
play the game. He was not so dim that he did not see where this was
leading. “I could have done better,” he said. “Colonel Arbak failed
to guard against a night attack, although there was no reason to
suppose the Telans would not try it.”

“Exactly, you
make my point, Lord Skal,” Kaylis’ tone was excited, as though his
fish had just taken the hook. The old Skal had not been modest, and
so he sought the words that his younger self might have spoken.

“Indeed, if it
had not been for my prompt action on the wall it would have fallen
and we would all be bowing a knee to the invader even now.”

“We owe you a
debt, and there are those more highly placed than I who know
it.”

“Is that so? I
am pleased to know it.”

“Yes. Some
would even go so far as to reinstate you at Bel Arac.”

“To have such
within their gift they must be highly placed indeed. Do you speak
of the King?”

Kaylis seemed a
little flustered by such a direct question. “I speak of influence,
Lord Skal, not mandate as such.”

“So who is it,
this wielder of influence? Please don’t tell me it’s Bizmael.”

“The Duke of
Carillon is with us, Lord Skal, but he is not the one who bid me
speak to you.”

“Well, at least
you have some sense. Bizmael is a fool. He doesn’t like me and it’s
mutual, and if you want me to come in with him, then I expect an
apology for the little show he put on at the training ground.”

“An apology?”
Skal could see Kaylis was shocked at the suggestion. You simply
didn’t ask a duke to apologise, and certainly not to a lesser lord
like Skal.

“Oh, never
mind,” Skal said. “I know he won’t. I’m loyal enough to blood to
know where I stand. So what is the plan?”

“Plan?”

“Oh, Kaylis,
don’t tell me that you came here just to sound me out. Is there
even a plan? I’ll bet there is but they didn’t want to tell you.
You’re too small a fish. Just make sure you don’t do anything rash.
You do know that Arbak walks with the Wolf, don’t you?”

“Of course. No
actual harm will come to him.”

“But you’d
rather see the regiment commanded by someone high born. I
understand that. Do you have anyone in mind?”

Kaylis opened
his mouth to speak, but shut it again. He shook his head. “No, lord
Skal, I am not privy to that.”

Liar. He knew
well enough, and now so did Skal. They meant to give the regiment
to Bizmael, and that would be a danger for all of them. The idiot
would probably get all three thousand of them killed and lose
Cain’s wall on the White Road. He was truly stupid enough to do
that.

“Well, I
suppose I ought to meet with someone then,” Skal said. “Someone who
knows.”

Kaylis shook
his head again. “I will be your contact,” he said. “Anything you
need to know you can get from me.”

“Apparently
not.”

“I said what
you need to know, Lord Skal, not what you want to know.”

“You’re playing
a dangerous game, Kaylis,” Skal observed. “You’re going against the
Wolf and the duke. I’m not going to do that unless I know who says
what goes. I don’t want my life in the hands of someone I don’t
trust.” Especially if it’s Bizmael, he thought, who would love
nothing better than to drop Skal in the cooking pot.

Kaylis looked
at him for a while, studied his face. “I’ll ask,” he said
eventually. “I can’t guarantee anything, but I’ll ask.”

“Fair enough,
Kaylis. I’ll wait to hear from you.” He drained his mug of ale and
poured another from the jug, emptying it to get three quarters of a
mug. “Time for you to go.”

Kaylis
swallowed down his wine, looked shiftily around the tavern and rose
to his feet. “Soon, then,” he said.

Skal nodded and
sipped his ale. He watched Kaylis walk to the door, and caught a
sharp glance to the right. There was a man there, sitting on his
own. He was a nondescript sort of man, dressed in plain cottons,
wrapped in a heavy coat. He wasn’t a soldier, though. Well, it made
sense. If you were going to risk exposing your plot to someone who
you couldn’t be sure of then it made sense to watch him.

Skal glanced
across at the general, who was sitting in his usual seat by the
bar. He could just walk over there right now and tell him, but then
the plotters would know, and he would never find out who was behind
it all. He would wait. He would play the game and ride his luck to
see what he could discover. The offer of Bel Arac was tempting, as
he was sure it was meant to be, but he was equally certain that
there was no real intention of giving it to him. Besides, Cain
Arbak was a friend, low born or not, and he was a good soldier.
There was no chance that he would betray the man, certainly not for
the betterment of Bizmael of Carillon.


22. Lord Hesham of Lorrimal

There was
whispering in the halls of Bas Erinor Castle. Quinnial should have
left for his estates two days ago, and yet he could not bring
himself to leave. He sensed danger, but he could not have said why,
or what it was that raised the hairs on the back of his neck. He
could have said it was the way that people glanced at him out of
the corners of their eyes, or the way some people stopped talking,
or suddenly spoke more loudly of trivial things as he walked past,
but he had always seen and heard such things. He was the duke’s
brother, had been the duke’s son most of his life and a cripple to
boot. There were many matters that the noble men of Avilian did not
want to find their way to the duke’s ears.

The rising
sense of wrongness built up within him until the dam of his
reticence sundered. He confided his feelings to Maryal.

“You should
tell Aidon,” she said.

“Tell him
what?”

“What you just
told me.”

“That I have a
bad feeing? He would laugh and tell me not to drink so much wine.
Aidon is not one for feelings. I need evidence.”

“Evidence of
what?”

“I have no
idea.” He sat down on a comfortable seat, picked a grape from a
basket on the table beside it. He bit the grape in half and pressed
the seeds out of it with a thumb nail, then popped it into his
mouth and crushed it.

They should
have gone. By now they would be close to Saylarish, miles away from
the city, months away from the war. They planned to marry when they
came back. Tradition dictated that a year should pass between
betrothal and marriage, but with the war Quinnial was prepared to
set tradition aside. He wanted to be wed before spring. There would
be a lot of weddings before the spring, and a lot of widows by
summer.

Yet Maryal
would not be one of them. He could not go, could not fight for his
house, his king, his brother. His arm was one reason. It was
crushed and useless since childhood, unable to hold a shield or
dagger. He had trained himself to proficiency with a blade in his
left hand, but there would always be that weakness on his right,
his lack of defence, and that was enough for Aidon to forbid him to
ride out with the army. Besides, his brother had argued, someone
had to stay in Bas Erinor and run the city, and he had already
shown his ability in that sphere.

Winter was to
have been his time away, his private time with his betrothed. There
would be a chaperone, of course, but he was happy enough with that.
As much as he loved Maryal he had no desire to trespass on her
honour.

“Have you
spoken to the steward about our wedding?” he asked.

Maryal’s face
lit up. There was no subject she would rather have discussed. She
was to wed the duke’s brother, Quinnial Earl of Saylarish, and a
lavish performance was expected. Quin himself would have been happy
to say the words and drink the marriage cup with just his brother
and Maryal’s father and a priest in attendance, but it would have
been frowned upon. The blood liked a good party, and not
withstanding the war, they expected one from such an occasion.
There would be hundreds of guests, mountains of food, clothes to
blind a peahen, and in the middle of it all there would be Maryal,
outshining them all. He did not begrudge her that moment.

“I have,” she
said. “He suggested that we use the Borilan Hall, where your father
was wed. It can hold a thousand. Flowers will be a problem so early
in the year, but ships can be sent down to the isles to fetch
them.” She saw the doubtful look on Quin’s face. “Not a special
trip,” she added hastily. “The trade is established, and the ships
will go for what trade they already ply, but if we ask, they will
bring flowers.”

Quin nodded. He
would not countenance any diversion of resources from the war, but
if it was part of the normal run of things he was willing to
acquiesce. Maryal knew this, and she respected it.

She talked on,
and Quin listened with half an ear, picking up on odd details,
asking pertinent questions. His thoughts wandered elsewhere. He
thought of Cain Arbak. The innkeeper general was a man who shared
part of his own affliction. Arbak had lost his right hand, and
rumour had it that the Wolf had taken it, but that made little
sense, because the man served the Wolf as much as he served
Avilian. Yet the one handed Arbak was to command a regiment while
Quin stayed in the castle, shuffling paper.

It was an
unfair comparison. The last time he had been down to the training
grounds he had watched the man practicing with shield and sword,
the shield strapped to his truncated right arm, and he had been
impressed. Arbak worked tirelessly at his trade, and in spite of
being twice Quin’s age he looked hard and fit. He looked like a
proper soldier and sweated at his work. The general was not a
fencer. He lacked the subtlety and precision of Skal or Aidon, but
he was exactly the sort of man that either of those two would want
to fill their ranks. He was cautious, sensible, efficient.

But Arbak was
something more than a soldier. He inspired loyalty. Officers and
men alike went out of their way to show respect. Even Skal. Even
Skal. He could not reconcile the man who had come back from the
wall with the spoilt, hostile, resentful boy he had sent out in
desperation to Henfray. Skal had changed.

Everyone had
changed, he realised. Everyone but himself. They had looked at
death and walked away again. They had fought the enemy and come
away with scars and bloody swords. He thought of all the boys he
had grown up with in the castle. Ampet, Faste, Candoran, Bayris,
Skal, all the others. Every one of them had been to war and come
back as men, if they had come back at all, while he had sat in his
father’s rooms and shuffled papers. Oh, he had changed too, he
supposed. People had commented on it. He seemed older and wiser,
they said, and he supposed that the weight of duty had bent him out
of some of his youthful ways, but he had not had a defining moment,
like Skal at the wall, or Aidon standing beside the Wolf facing a
Seth Yarra charge. They all had tales to tell. He had none.

“Have you made
up a guest list?” he asked.

“Of course,”
she said. “But you’ll have to review it to see if I’ve left out
anyone who would be mortally offended.”

“The steward
can do that,” Quin said. “He knows the protocols better than I, but
I’d still like to see it.”

“It’s a book,
you know,” she laughed. “I don’t know half the names on it.”

“Protocols,” he
said, smiling a wry smile. “It’s a minor state occasion.”

“Do you want me
to fetch it?”

“No. I have to
go. There are a few things I want to arrange before we leave for
Saylarish.”

“We’re going
then?”

“Tomorrow, I
think. We’ll go tomorrow. Will you be ready?”

“I’m already
packed.” She was happy at the news, and why not? They would be
alone, free from duty and family for at least a month. They would
ride together, do a little hunting perhaps – it was the nearest to
war that he was permitted to venture – and take stock of their
estate.

“Of course you
are,” he smiled more properly. “And I only need a few things.”

“You’re going
to talk to Aidon?”

“Perhaps. I
need to think.”

He wrapped
himself in a thick winter cloak and left her, walking along the
corridors almost at random until he came at last to the small
garden court that overlooked the low city. It was here that he had
talked with the wolf; here that he had learned the reality of their
situation. He sat alone in the cold. It was a blue, still day, full
of bright, low sunlight, and it caught the smoke rising from a
thousand chimneys below and made it look like a forest of yellow
columns, rising and spreading, fading until the sky was just a
paler blue high above the streets.

Something was
wrong. It was like an unpleasant smell in the air. People behaved
the same way they had always behaved around him, but somehow they
did it differently, and it was not everyone. Although he had spoken
to nobody but Maryal he was fairly sure than he was alone in
feeling what he felt. It made him think that he might be wrong. The
whole business could simply be a fabrication of his own
imagination, brought about by the tensions of war and the natural
rivalries between houses and factions. Such things did not go away
just because a war loomed. Sometimes they were magnified.

He became aware
of another presence in the garden court, and looked around. There
was a man standing beside one of the entrances, leaning comfortably
against a wall. Quin did not recognise him, but he was certainly
not a servant. The man was dressed mostly in black, his trousers
and cottons were simple and night coloured, but his tunic and cloak
were finely worked with white thread, embroidered with a pattern of
small, white flowers, the ones called Mountain Dew in Avilian. He
wore a sword. It was an old fashioned weapon, long and slender if
the sheath was to be believed, and the hilt was beautifully
detailed. He was watching Quin with a calm, confident expression on
his face, a face that was well proportioned, olive skinned, and
topped by dark and unfashionably short hair through which ran a
circlet of silver, an adornment Quin could not recall having seen
before. He allowed Quin to study him for a moment.

“My lord
Quinnial,” he said.

“You have the
advantage,” Quin said.

The man bowed.
It wasn’t a nod of the head, but a proper, polite and courtly bow.
“I apologise, my lord. I am Hesham, Earl of Lorrimal.”

“Lorrimal? I
know the name. You have estates in the north, on the borders of the
great plain. We don’t see you or your kin very often here in Bas
Erinor, Lord Hesham. What brings you here now?”

“The war, my
lord, and I congratulate you on your mastery of protocol. Not many
know our family exists, never mind where we come from.”

“And I must
criticize your knowledge, lord Hesham. As you are an Earl we are
technically of equal rank, and therefore you should address me as
Lord Quinnial, and not my lord.”

Hesham smiled.
“As you wish, Lord Quinnial.”

Quin stood.
“Well, I’m pleased to have met you,” he said. “But there are things
I must do. I am leaving in the morning.”

“To Saylarish?
The rumour is common, Lord Quinnial,” he said noting Quin’s
surprise.

“I expect it
is,” Quin said.

“But may I keep
you a moment? I would like to speak to you.”

“On what
matter?”

“The war, Lord
Quinnial.”

“The war. Yes.
Everyone is talking about the war. Why not?” Quin sat down again
with a sigh, and Hesham approached, but did not sit. He could not
help but note that the man walked with extraordinary grace, like a
dancer, like a master fencer. He allowed his eyes to drift to the
hilt of the sword again; a craftsman’s tool, no doubt of it.

“It would seem
that we are not winning,” Hesham said.

“To the
untutored eye, yes.”

“And to the
tutored eye?”

“There are
plans, Lord Hesham. The Wolf is our commander, and I trust in his
wisdom. He will not fail us.”

“He has not
confided his plans? You trust him as much as that?” Hesham sounded
disbelieving. The implication was that anyone would be foolish to
trust so much. Quin looked at him sharply.

“I sit on the
council of Avilian. There are plans, Lord Hesham. I am both aware
of them and in agreement with them.”

“But they are
not to be shared with your peers, Lord Quinnial? Ignorance breeds
dissatisfaction, and there is much that an inquisitive man can
discover. There are no real secrets. Apart from the obvious.”

“The
obvious?”

“Forgive me for
saying so, but your brother the Duke is young. You are young. Wiser
heads should advise your dealings with the Benetheon. Their
interests and ours do not always coincide. It is common knowledge
that the Wolf favours the low born.”

“You know as
well as I do that the Benetheon is forbidden from favouring the
mighty.”

“And yet we all
know the tale of Alaran. But it is not of such specific favour that
I speak. To whom does he trust his armies? Is it to some great
lord? No. He trusts an innkeeper.”

“It was not
Narak, but I who gave command of the Seventh Friend to Cain
Arbak.”

“At the Wolf’s
suggestion, I do not doubt. He had taken the flower of nobility
with him to the east – which in itself was a grave mistake.”

“And yet here
we sit, undefeated. It seems that Narak’s mistakes are quite
effective.”

“Luck, Lord
Quinnial, and you know it. The innkeeper barely held the wall, and
the army left a thousand men in the east to clean up the mess.
There are no great triumphs to trumpet here. Who knows what the
Wolf really wants?”

“The defeat of
Seth Yarra. The continuance of Avilian, Berash, Afael and the other
realms. It is obvious enough.”

“Is it?”

“You see some
other pattern?”

“As I say, the
Benetheon’s interests are not our own. Who knows what may be done
where we cannot see it?”

“Are you saying
the Wolf may be plotting with Seth Yarra?”

“I doubt he
plots, Lord Quinnial, but he may indeed negotiate. After all, it is
the forest that he is sworn to preserve, not Avilian.”

“Are you mad,
Lord Hesham? Do you know what they call him, these Seth Yarra? They
call him god killer, they name him a demon. I can let you speak
with one if you like. We have prisoners.”

“I would not
speak with Seth Yarra, Lord Quinnial. I would rather kill them, but
the Wolf has other ideas, it seems. These prisoners you have, were
they not the butchers that you captured at Henfray?”

“Lord Skal
captured them, which in itself surprised me,” Quin confessed,
remembering that he had himself asked Skal why the men were still
alive.

“He brought
them here for questioning, of course, but that done they should
have been decently put to death for their crimes. But allow me to
guess; it was the Wolf who insisted that they be preserved.”

“It was, but
his reasons were quite sound…”

“And you ask me
what other pattern I see?”

“I deny your
accusation, Lord Hesham. The Wolf is no deceiver. If you knew him
as I do you would see the error of your thinking.” But as he spoke
the words Quin caught the echo of his own thoughts. The Wolf had
secrets, he could not doubt it. He spoke only a part of what he
knew. Yet even as he thought this he saw a shadow of a smile on
Hesham’s face, a smile that had leaped into being at the words if
you knew him. So he did, Quin thought. Hesham knew the Wolf. But
how could that be if the man spoke like this. Yet the smile was
barely there, then suppressed.

“We all have
secrets, Lord Hesham,” he said. “I thank you for your words. You
have given me something to chew on, no doubt of it. If you fence
better with that blade than you do with words you must be a
formidable duellist indeed.”

Hesham bowed,
again the polite bow, bending from the waist. “Perhaps you would
care to try me some time, Lord Quinnial.”

“Perhaps, Lord
Hesham, but I fear it would be little sport for you.” He returned
Hesham’s bow and walked out of the garden court, all the time
feeling that he was not perfectly happy to have Hesham and his
exquisite blade at his back. There was something infinitely
threatening about the man.


23. The Contest

Skal didn’t
know what he had expected: soldiers, perhaps; men in armour or mail
with swords and helmets, men who walked in step with some pretence
at a uniform. He had trusted Tilian to bring him a contingent of
soldiers, and instead he had got, well, something else.

There were
twelve of them. They were all the right age, fit and strong, but
they were dressed in forester’s clothes, browns and greens, soft
boots, short, thick coats. Each man wore a bow slung across his
back, a quiver of arrows on the opposite shoulder and a staff
fastened next to it, a short sword hung at each waist. It was a
uniform of sorts, he supposed, but even the other troops looked
askance at them.

“Tilian?”

The captain of
the guard of Latter Fetch stood before his offering of men, not at
all put off by the stares and pointing fingers.

“My lord.”

“These are the
men you have trained?”

“Yes, my
lord.”

“And what have
you trained them to be, Tilian?” He could not keep a note of
disappointment, even exasperation, out of his voice, but Tilian
smiled.

“If I can
choose the ground I’ll back these men against any fifty you pick
from the regiment, my lord.”

Skal looked
over the scruffy contingent again. Fifty? “Fifty?” he asked.

“Yes, my
lord.”

Skal wasn’t a
fool. Tilian would not say such a thing unless he was confident,
and Skal remembered Welcart in the forest at Latter Fetch. The man
had moved like a ghost through the trees, silent and invisible a
few steps away.

“The forest,”
he said to Tilian. “You want them to fight in the forest.”

“Yes, my lord.”
Tilian looked momentarily surprised, but recovered quickly. He
hadn’t expected Skal to guess.

“Tilian,
battles are not fought in forests.”

“Why not, my
lord?”

The question
triggered a wealth of reasons, lines he’d learned by rote in
strategy classes, but his mouth snapped shut on them, trapping
them, unspoken. Why not indeed? If you had a body of men such as
this they could attack and harass the enemy, and as Tilian knew, as
Skal and everyone else knew the Seth Yarra army would attack
through the White Road in spring, and to get to the White Road they
had to travel more than two hundred miles through the Great
Forest.

Skal raised a
finger. “Clever,” he said. “The Great Forest.”

“It’s what I
thought, my lord.”

Skal fingered
the dagger in his belt and looked out over the rest of the
regiment. These were town men, all of them. He wondered how many of
the regular levies would have men like this, foresters and
woodsmen, dressed in mail and standing in the line. He tested
Tilian’s idea against what he knew, tried to find fault with it,
but it answered to each and every one of his objections. It was a
small force – could be a lot larger without it amounting to a risk,
the odds of success were good, it would be unexpected. At best they
would kill hundreds of the enemy, fray their discipline, delay them
by weeks, and if it all failed, if the men were hunted down and
killed it would still be a trivial loss to the army. These same men
would be just a sacrifice to Maritan if placed in the line.

“I don’t want
you to get yourself killed, Tilian,” he said. “I need you.”

The boy looked
away. He still thought of him as the boy, but Tilian was no longer
that. He was an officer. It was odd though. He looked away when
Skal spoke to him, as though he did not want to hear those
particular words.

“I will do my
duty, my lord,” he said.

“And did I not
tell you that one of your duties was to protect me?”

“Yes, my
lord.”

“And you think
that going into the great forest on winter’s tail with twelve men
and attacking fifty thousand Seth Yarra is a way of accomplishing
this goal?”

“I shall do as
my lord commands, of course,” Tilian said. “But it seemed a better
use of the men’s skills.”

“So it is.”
Skal looked at Tilian. Something he had said had made the young man
uneasy, but he could not put his finger on what it was. Whatever it
was had gone now. “Well, then, I believe that you issued a
challenge.” He turned to one of the watching men. “Sergeant, yes
you, run to the general with a challenge. Fifty of his against
twelve of mine, Myras woods, noon tomorrow, exercise rules. Got
it?”

“Yes, sir.” The
man turned and the small crowd parted before him.

Better this
way, Skal thought. It would be bad to have Tilian’s men beat his
own, or even the other way round. Regimental pride and rivalry
being what it was, especially against their brother regiment, if
they beat Cain’s men they would be chaired through the camp, loved
by the men for the honour of it.

“You have until
tomorrow noon to prepare your men, but nobody goes near the woods
until ten minutes shy of the hour. This is going to be a fair
contest.”

Tilian grinned,
quite the boy again for a moment. “No, my lord,” he said. “It won’t
be fair at all.”


* * *
*

By eleven there
were over two thousand people gathered on the slopes below Myras
woods. The woods themselves grew upon a tract of land that covered
some two hundred and thirty acres on the slopes below the great
scarp, about two miles from the city walls of Bas Erinor. Gossip
being what it was, word of the contest had spread through the city,
and about half of the people gathered here were simple spectators,
unconnected with either regiment, unless through some son or
brother under arms.

Skal rode
through the mob with Tilian at his side and the twelve foresters
trailing behind him on foot. He moved slowly, the people before him
stepping aside, craning their necks for a look at the twelve.
Twelve against fifty was a good tale, and they wanted to see what
sort of men such heroes might be. They were disappointed. The
twelve foresters were all young men, Welcart having been left
behind to care for the estate as landskeeper, and they chatted and
joked as they ambled along, smiling nervously at people in the
crowd. They were unused to crowds of any kind, and equally
nonplussed by the attention. One or two of their regimental
comrades slapped them on the shoulder or spoke words of
encouragement, even though the twelve were strangers to them. It
was a peculiar scene.

They stopped a
bow shot short of the woods. Cain Arbak was already there, and
tables and chairs had been set up for a group of relevant
officers.

“So these are
the men?” Cain asked as Skal approached. Skal dismounted.

“They are,” he
said. “Men from my own estate.”

“Foresters,”
Cain remarked.

Skal said
nothing. He nodded and took a seat beside Cain.

“And they are
to fight in a forest,” Cain added. He turned to Bargil who stood at
his side. “Do you think we have been gulled, Tane?”

“I think the
odds are fair, given the nature of the terrain, but what do I know
of fighting in forests?” the man said.

“About as much
as I do, I expect,” Cain replied. He turned back to Skal and
offered him a glass of wine, which was accepted. “Shall we
begin?”

Skal looked up
at the sky. The sun was about as high as it was going to get. “I
think it is time,” he said. “My men to enter first, and given a
five minute start. Yours to follow and seek them out.”

“As you
wish.”

Cain looked
over his shoulder at the fifty men he had chosen. Skal recognised a
few. They were all veterans of the wall, and steady, careful men.
They were good men, better than most at their volunteer trade. Skal
leaned close to Tilian.

“Take care,” he
said. “These men are not fools.”

Tilian looked
as though he was about to reply, but thought better of it and just
nodded. His signalled his men and they trotted in silence towards
the woods, all trace of jollity drained from their faces and
manner. In moments they had passed from sight into the green
shadows of the trees, and for the next five minutes Skal could
detect no sound, no trace at all that the men were there.

“I think that’s
long enough,” Cain said.

“I concur,”
Skal said. “Send in your men.”

Cain nodded,
and the men of the First Seventh Friend moved forwards, not
marching, but fanning out and advancing in a skirmishing line, at
least half of them carrying bows with an arrow already on the
string. From where he sat Skal could see the bulbous ends of the
arrows, soft tipped and non lethal, but apt to leave a bright blue
dye mark when the bag struck a body, and an impressive bruise. His
own men carried the same tips, but with a red dye instead.

The men passed
into the wood, and an expectant silence fell. It went on and on.
Skal was surprised that it lasted as long as it did, and eventually
a buzz of conversation rose from the crowd. He could hear the
unmistakable sound of betting, a man calling odds, voices laying
money one way or the other. Somewhere else he could hear a couple
arguing, and off behind him children had begun to play a game,
their shrieks and shouts carrying through the wall of people.

“How long do
you think this is going to take?” Cain asked, leaning towards him
so that others might not overhear.

Skal shrugged.
“I have no idea,” he replied. “But if it’s not over by dusk I’m
going back to the Friend.”

“I’ll drink to
that,” Cain said, and did so. “Do you think you’ll win the
bet?”

“I don’t know,”
Skal confessed, reaching for his own glass. “Tilian’s a good man.
If he thinks he can win, and he does, then I’m inclined to back
him.”

Cain nodded. “I
can see what this might mean, if they do win,” he said. “But a win
isn’t enough.”

“What do you
mean?”

Cain grimaced.
“It’s all very well beating fifty men in an exercise, but I’ll not
send men to their deaths on the chance of them thinning Seth Yarra
ranks by a hundred or so. It has to be better. It’s just not worth
it otherwise.”

Skal saw the
sense in that. There was truly little point in sending the
foresters out if they would be slaughtered cheaply. They had to
stay effective for weeks, harassing the enemy and picking off
targets, not getting caught. If five of them were taken by Cain’s
men, then the whole thing would be pointless.

Somebody
shouted, and a hush returned to the crowd once more. There was
movement among the trees. Skal strained forwards to see who or what
it might be.

A man stepped
through the undergrowth into view. It was one of Cain’s men, and he
was made considerably more visible by the large patch of red dye on
the side of his neck.

“It begins
well,” Skal said.

Cain shook his
head. “Wait and see,” he said. “Wait and see.”


* * *
*

Sergeant Barain
crouched low in the bushes, still as he could be, breathing
shallow, listening for all he was worth. The ten men of his squad
were strung out behind him, and he could barely make out any of
them, just a sleeve here, the outline of a leg there. They were
pretty well concealed.

He moved his
head slowly, turning to look east. Carron’s squad had been over
there, but he couldn’t see them now. He’d heard bowstrings, more
than one, and a curse or two. He’s seen a man walk away marked with
red. Dead, by exercise rules.

There were
among them, then, or at least within bowshot. He hadn’t seen a
thing. They’d been moving with considerable caution, keeping close
to tree trunks, never more than two of them exposed at any time,
and he’d been looking for sign. He hadn’t seen a broken branch, a
torn leaf, anything at all that told him that Skal’s squad was
here. So that meant they were pretty good at this.

Numbers were
their principle advantage. He could see that. The key would be to
use those numbers, to not be afraid to lose men. After all, this
was an exercise. Nobody was actually going to get killed. If this
was a real situation he would have to make the same decisions, but
it would be much harder. Which man do you sacrifice to save the
others? It was his choice.

He looked back
along the line again, allowed his eyes to lift into the trees. Most
of the branches were bare, so there should be nowhere to hide. A
few evergreens offered the possibility of ambush, but he did not
think that foresters would be so obvious. He watched them anyway,
waiting for movement, for something to shoot at.

An arrow
flashed past his eyes and one of his men, the one who had been
showing a sleeve, crashed out of the shrub he’d been intimate with
a moment before, his shoulder and neck red with dye. The man swore,
glanced in Barain’s direction and then started the long walk back
out of the forest.

Well, at least
he had a direction now. He risked a quick glance around the tree
and looked along the path the arrow had flown. He was a good judge
of direction, and he could see that the only cover on that line was
a group of three trees. He notched an arrow to his own bow and
signalled him men to come up behind him. He pointed out the three
trees, gestured at them to spread out and advance.

They made about
twenty paces before the first arrow came. It came from behind and
to the right, and one of his men swore and stopped, and walked away
with a new red badge on his tunic. Barain broke into a run, and his
men followed suit. They didn’t run in a straight line, but moved
from side to side as randomly as they could. Barain himself did not
take his eyes from the three trees. If he was going down he was
going to take a man with him.

More arrows
came out of the trees. To the right, up ahead, he actually saw a
man step out from behind a trunk and loose an arrow. He let his own
fly, and in the scheme of things it was a pretty good shot for a
running man, but the arrow flew a yard wide, and then the figure
was gone again. By the time they reached the trees there were only
five men left in his squad. Barain went for the middle tree and the
other men took the others, two to each.

Nothing. There
was nobody there. He put his back to the tree and looked around
him. His other men hadn’t had any luck either. One of them looked
across and shrugged. What now? All around them the forest rustled
and waved thin branches against a pearly winter sky. It seemed
hostile, even sinister. He’d watched the trees all the time. There
had only been a couple of seconds when he’d looked away, when the
man had shown himself, and that certainly wasn’t enough time for
the shooter to have moved. He looked up at the branches, but they
were clean and bare. A squirrel couldn’t have hidden up there.

It felt like
magic, like the man had stepped into the tree itself and
disappeared, but that couldn’t be right. Even Durander mages
couldn’t do that. The man had to be here. He looked around again,
but there was no cover, just a few denuded shrubs and a carpet of
leaves, golden yellow, stretching as far as the eye could see.

He looked at
the leaves again. Just how thick were they? He’d hardly been wading
through them, and there shouldn’t be a layer thick enough to hide
in. He studied the ground before him. What if there was a hollow
there, just behind the tree, a hollow full of leaves that could
hide a man? He shouldered his bow and drew the training sword from
its sheath.

He looked to
left and right. One more of his men had gone down. He gestured to
the remaining three, prodding the leaves around his feet, pointing
at the area that was immediately concealed behind each tree. The
men caught the idea, and each drew his sword. Another arrow struck
home, this time coming from the left and slightly ahead. Were there
really just twelve men in here?

He lunged
forwards and prodded the ground, but it was just leaves. He took
another step, lunged again, and something hammered into the small
of his back, knocking him forwards onto his knees.

He reached
round and touched the place he had been struck, and his hand came
back stained with red dye. Dead then. Time to go back. He took one
last look, scanning the leaves before him, and there, just showing
in the smallest gap, he could see the end of a finger, perfectly
still, the fingernail was chipped, dirt beneath it.

“Nearly got
you,” he muttered.


* * *
*

The steady
trickle of Cain’s men leaving Myras Woods continued all afternoon,
and Skal counted them with growing satisfaction. When the number
passed twenty he began to feel confident. Not one of Tilian’s
foresters had emerged. It was happening exactly the way that Tilian
had said it would. He could see that Cain had grown very still,
apart from the occasional drumming of his fingers on his knee or
the arm of his chair. The expression on the general’s face had
become thoughtful, and he had stopped talking. Others may have
taken these signs as an indication that he was annoyed to be
losing, but Skal knew better. He’d seen Cain like this at the wall.
It meant that he was thinking, calculating, planning.

This was a new
weapon. He had no idea what was in Cain’s head, but he was getting
into the habit of imitating his former commander, trying to think
the way that Cain thought, and the possibilities were enough to set
his mind to racing down new paths. There were woods everywhere.
Most of the kingdom’s roads ran through woodland at some point, and
the same was true of Berash, Afael, and Telas.

What puzzled
him was that nobody had thought of this before. It was obvious once
you’d seen it. It was a sort of long sightedness, he supposed. The
great lords who ruled all the lands had foresters by the score and
soldiers by the hundred. The separation was complete, and he would
not have paired the two in the same thought, nor would any of them,
not his father, not the old duke, not Aidon or Quinnial. Soldiers
fought. Foresters looked after the forest, hunted deer for the
table, and deer, well, they were not men. Everywhere there were
talents that could be used in war. He remembered Cain’s carpenters,
building stairs out of wagons. It was like that.

But Cain saw
it, Tilian saw it. They were low born, untrained, used to living on
their wits. There was something here that Skal had always
suspected. Some people had natural ability, and given a chance it
emerged, given just a little light and air it burst forth like a
rose among daisies. All the training in the world could not
compensate for a dearth of talent. He knew that he had talent. He
was good with a sword, had learned his lessons well, and easily. It
all came naturally to him. He wondered of Cain would have been a
good student. The older man lacked his ability with a blade, but
his mind was sharp, in a ponderous, no stone unturned sort of
way.

Barain was one
of the last to emerge. The sun was sliding down towards the sea,
imparting a cold glitter to the water when the sergeant came out.
Skal knew him. He’d been Tilian’s sergeant; a competent man, a good
soldier, albeit a smith before he’d volunteered, and he’d been one
of the first to do so. As he walked past Cain he muttered under his
breath.

”Another ten
seconds and I’d have had the bastard.”

Cain looked up
sharply.

“That’s
forty-three,” Skal said.

“Yes,” Cain
seemed to wake up, unwind and reached out for his cup of wine.
Finding it empty he filled it and tasted it before setting it down.
“I was counting, too. I think that barring some miracle we can take
the result as conclusive.”

“Tilian has
proved his point, then?”

“You just
promoted him, did you not?”

“Yes.
Lieutenant – and captain of the guard at Latter Fetch.”

“Good choice.
He seems a smart boy. Is he country born?”

“Bas Erinor. He
worked in a warehouse before the war.”

Cain raised an
eyebrow. “City bred? Will you bring him to the Friend tonight? I’ll
set up a private room, just a few officers. I want to see where we
can go with this.”

Skal nodded.
“He’ll like that,” he said.

They waited
until the bitter end. The last of Cain’s men was escorted out by
Tilian’s victorious squad. Out of the forest they were just young
men again, slapping each other on the back and joking among
themselves. They were pleasant young men, Skal thought, and he
wondered how good they would be at sowing carnage amongst the
enemy. Had any of them ever killed a man? Well, there was time to
learn that, he supposed, plenty of time before spring.


24. Mourning

Pascha was
worried about Narak’s state of mind.

He had returned
from the Green Isles in deep mourning, and that was understandable
enough. She, too, felt the loss of Narala. Everyone in Wolfguard
shared in that grief, but Narak seemed to want to hoard it all for
himself. He had retreated almost immediately to the lair, deep
beneath the ground, and forbidden anyone from coming to him.

He should have
gone out, she thought, become the wolf again and roamed the forest
for a few days, even a week. Wolves did not feel grief, they were
not sentimental. His wolf nature would have been a bandage beneath
which his trauma could have healed.

Instead he had
turned it inwards. She had never known him to be so negligent of
his duty to others, and she could not see things improving quickly
if he persisted in cutting himself off. His people needed him, just
as he needed them. His isolation was another blow for all concerned
to bear.

In spite of the
edict he had issued she thought that she would have to speak to
him. No member of the Benetheon had the authority to forbid
another, and even within Wolfguard Pascha did not feel bound by his
preference. It would be impolite to disregard his wishes, but she
thought it necessary.

She had to get
past Poor first. The steward took his duty very seriously, and
regarded Narak’s edicts as law. She made her way down through the
curving corridors into the poorly lit tunnels of the lowest level.
Poor was waiting, as she knew he would be, just within earshot of
the lair, standing patiently in the half light between two lamps.
When he saw her approaching he stepped away from the wall, nor
exactly barring her passage, but indicating by the movement that he
wished to speak with her first.

“Has he eaten
today?” she asked.

Poor shook his
head. “No. Nor yesterday.”

“If you have
something brought I will take it to him.”

“He will not
eat, Deus. And he has forbidden any to disturb him.” She knew this
of course, but Poor clearly felt the need to remind her.

“Poor, I am not
his to command, and you know there is a bond between us, even now.
If I take him food he may yet eat it.”

Poor seemed to
consider this for a moment. There was no way in which he could
prevent her from entering the lair, and that alone was a persuasive
argument. “I will have something brought, Deus,” he said. “Wait
here until I return.” The last was more of a plea than a
command.

“I will wait,”
she said.

Poor stepped
quickly along the tunnel, the lamps fluttering as he passed them,
and very soon he was out of sight. Pascha stood alone in the silent
passage. It was unnaturally quiet down here. The many feet of rock
above her, the carpet of soil and leaves, trees and shrubs above
that sealed the lair from the upper world, and yet the stone also
caught whispers, a boot scuffing the stone, the sound of her
swallowing, a sigh, and passed them along the stone walls, an
eclectic susurrus of tiny sounds. It was like a breeze, shivering
through dead leaves.

She thought she
heard a voice. Just at the limit of what she could hear, and her
ears were very keen. She heard the hints of baritone, like meat
under the skin of the whisper, almost like music played in a
distant room. She listened.

Again she heard
the deeper tones. Was Narak talking? If so, he was speaking to
himself, for Poor would not have allowed another mortal to pass,
and Jidian was with Sithmaree several layers above her head. She
had checked.

There was
another tone, too, an answering tone, higher, even fainter, like
the wind-blown song of a flute. It was a conversation. Yet it was
all so faint, so ephemeral, that she doubted her own hearing.

Poor’s
footsteps, returning down the tunnel drowned out all traces. He was
carrying a tray, draped with a cloth. She lifted the corner and saw
bread, cheese, fruit; simple food. It was what he liked.

“I’ll take it,”
she said, and lifted the tray out of the steward’s hands. He let it
go with a good grace, and she walked on, down the forbidden passage
that led to the lair. She trod firmly on the stone, making sure
that he would hear her approach. She did not want to surprise him,
not in this mood.

She stepped
into the doorway and stopped. The lair was almost dark. One candle
burned, its flame dancing as if caught in a sudden breeze, but
there were no breezes down here. Narak was seated in his accustomed
chair, the light from the candle making him half silhouette, his
right side shining like a sliver of new moon.

“Pascha.” She
could not see his mouth move. That part of his face was dark, and
she could not see his eyes, but his tone was neutral.

“You must be
hungry,” she said. “Poor tells me you haven’t eaten for two
days.”

There was a
pause before Narak answered. He picked up the candle from where it
stood, half behind him – why was it behind him? – and placed it on
the table so that she could see his face.

“Yes,” he said.
“Bring it over here. Sit.”

She crossed the
lair and put the tray on the table. Narak pulled the cloth away. He
seemed calm, but closed. He did not meet her eyes. He looked at the
food instead.

“Poor is a
genius at this,” he said. “This is exactly right – just what I
want.”

“He knows you
well,” she replied.

Narak began to
eat. He ate rapidly, like an animal, almost; his hand moving
quickly between the plate and his mouth. He hardly seemed to chew
the food at all.

“What did you
want?” he asked, barely pausing between mouthfuls. Pascha didn’t
answer. She waited until he stopped eating and looked at her. “To
make sure I was all right,” he said. “I am.”

“Do you want me
to go?”

Narak wasn’t
how she had expected him to be. He seemed businesslike, quite
normal. It was as though she had interrupted him in the middle of
some important task. He did not answer her at once, but put another
piece of fruit in his mouth, chewed it slowly as though to buy
time. Pascha wondered about the voices, the ones she thought she
might have heard out in the passageway. She looked around the lair,
but by the light of the single candle she could see nothing. It was
all bare rock and shadows, thick rugs on the floor.

“No,” he said.
“Sit a while. Wine?” He offered a jug.

Thank you, no,”
she said. There was nothing much that she wanted to say. A thousand
years ago she might have told him how sorry she was, how she missed
Narala, too, but it was all unnecessary. He knew. She knew he knew.
Words were pointless.

He filled his
own cup and drained it down. Still trying to get drunk, she
thought. It seemed that Narak believed that if he drank enough he
could still blot things out. He always had, but it never worked.
Now he seemed to want to tell her something. She could see the
words forming in his eyes, the way he shifted his body to face her,
the tilt of his head, but there was indecision, too, a shadow of
doubt.

It was the
doubt that won. He shook his head.

“I’m sorry,” he
said. “It’s not the right time.”

Pascha nodded.
She stood up to leave.

“Thank you,” he
said.

“For what?”

He smiled. “You
know,” he said. She did. For caring. For being the one to bring the
food and sit in the dark with him for a moment. For loving Narala.
For fifteen hundred years of being there, even when she was
not.

She nodded and
left the lair, glancing back as she passed through the door. Narak
was leaning forwards, picking up the candle from the table, moving
it again.


* * *
*

Narak reached
back behind him, tipped the candle so that wax dripped on the floor
on a small space between the rugs where stone was exposed, and
settled it into the hardening pool. He turned back, and was almost
startled to see the Bren Ashet standing not five paces from where
he sat. It was a good trick, that; the vanishing into stone and
then stepping out again in the blink of an eye.

“Where were
we?” he said.

“We have not
moved,” the Ashet said, literal to the last. He examined it again.
It was a remarkable creature. It had a hundred bodies, perhaps a
thousand, he had no idea of the number really, but only one mind.
It was the perfect messenger. One stood here with him, short and
pale, thin to the point of fragility, and others stood throughout
the Bren domains, deep under the earth, scattered.

“The light is
not too bright?”

“I can tolerate
it,” the Ashet said.

“What were we
discussing?”

The Ashet
looked at him and blinked. Blinking was a sign of discomfort. The
Ashet were not used to conversation, not given to the form. They
listened, they remembered, they reported. Accuracy was their
forte.

“You were
questioning me,” it said. “You were asking questions.”

It was almost
clever to put it in so general a way, as though it hoped he would
forget his line of enquiry, but he had not. He was trying to glean
information about his dreams; dreams that could only be visions
through the eyes of the Bren Ashet itself.

“About dreams,”
he said. “Dreams which you claim cannot be.”

“I said that
the Ashet cannot share what we see. It is not possible.”

“I can do it,”
Narak said.

“You are
Benetheon God of Wolves, I am Ashet.”

“Someone else,
then. Something else. It takes what you see and gives it to me
while I sleep. I hear its voice. Is it the Bren Alar?”

“I do not
know.”

“Is it
possible?”

“I do not
know.”

“Do you think
it is possible?”

The Ashet
blinked again. He was asking it to speculate, and the Bren Ashet
did not speculate. It was detrimental to accuracy. It confused
things. “I do not know,” it said.

Narak looked
down at the plate of food that Pascha had brought. It was empty. He
was still hungry, he realised. Had he really not eaten for two
days?

“Where are the
Bren digging new tunnels?” he asked.

“There are many
new tunnels,” it replied. “The Bren are always digging new
tunnels.”

“Important
tunnels,” he said.

“Tunnels are
tunnels. I am not aware of importance. I do not know.”

Blood from a
stone. Water from rock. Anything would be easier than questioning
this thing. Either it was dissembling or it was deliberately kept
ignorant of such matters. It was even possible that nobody thought
to tell it, Narak supposed. After all, it was just a messenger, a
conduit for information. Men do not think to tell pigeons about the
messages they carry.

He felt tired.
He had not slept for four days, not since Narala died, and for him
it was still that day. When he slept that day would end, and a
night would put a little distance between the memory of Narala and
himself, and he did not want that. Not quite yet. But it was not
the hours that made him tired. He could go for a week, even two
without sleep and feel none the worse for it. It was a weariness
with duty, with war, with tragedy, with all the world. He felt that
perhaps he understood Pelion for the first time. How long had the
old man waited, grown bored and impatient with the world and all
the power he wielded in it? Pelion had lasted longer than this, and
yet Narak already felt that departing the world would not be so
great a loss, not for him, and not for the world. Yet there were
those that still depended on him, and those for whom he cared and
would not abandon.

“Go back to
your rock,” he said to the Ashet. He turned away. There was still a
cup of wine in the jug and he poured it, raised it to the darkened
room. To you Narala, loyal and beautiful, loyal and dead, avenged
in a manner that you would not have wanted, but avenged none the
less. To you and your dark brown eyes, your perfect skin the colour
of good soil, your smile that brightened so many of my days. A day
will come when I will join you in the earth, and we will be
forgotten together as the ages of the world roll over us, because
nothing lasts, not Pelion, not the kingdoms, not you, not I.

He closed his
eyes. Now to sleep, and the little bit of forgetting that it
brings.


25. The Fourth Dream

Narak dreamed.
He knew it at once as a vision dream, a dream that was not a dream.
The clarity of his mind was extraordinary. His sight was sharper
than it ever could be in real life, and he knew this because he was
flying, flying high above the world. He could feel the shape of the
air beneath his wings, feel the rush of it over his face, and
below, far, far below, he could see forests and villages and towns
and people. They were so small, and yet he could see the colour of
their hair, count the fingers on their hands. Not even an eagle
could see so well.

He turned,
tipped, spilling air from beneath a wing. He slid sideways into a
shallow descent, watching the world spin slowly beneath him as he
carved graceful arcs in the sky.

They had not
seen him. This he knew. He did not know how he knew, but he was
certain.

He was also
certain that this was not something seen through the eyes of one of
the Bren. The Bren were creatures of the rock, dark lovers, shy of
the light. Here he was bathed in the light of the noon sun,
revelling in its warmth as much as he enjoyed the crisp, cold air
that rushed by.

He turned his
head from side to side, studying all that lay below. He was picking
out a pathway that swept across villages, forwards and back again,
and came at last to a town. He knew by looking where he would pass,
how the wind would hold him, where the thermals would rise and pick
him up again. He saw the places where he must beat his wings, and
even the pattern of his breathing was laid down, second by second,
and when all was decided, each and every second mapped, he folded
his wings and dropped.

The air became
a roaring torrent. Quite quickly its caress became something that
tore at his skin, its whisper became a shouting in his ears, and he
revelled in it. This was what he was made to do, to be. The land
grew quickly. Trees raced towards him faster than arrows, and the
ground itself filled up his vision, the horizons that had belittled
it passed beyond his sight until it seemed he must strike the earth
and plunge beneath it, deep into the core of the world.

He opened his
wings, and they made a sound like nothing he had ever heard, but of
course he had. This was the noise they always made, like a great
stone splitting, but a hundred times louder, a crack that rang in
the villages, echoed in the town, and turned every head, every face
towards him.

Now they saw
him.

They ran in
terror, but there was nowhere to run. He was moving so fast that
none could flee, and as he pulled out of his dive, the air
screaming over his wings drowning out all other sound, he breathed
in; one huge breath, filling him, stretching him. Then he was
level, exactly where he had intended to be level, and he opened his
mouth and roared.

But it was not
sound that came out, or at least not just sound. It was fire, and
the fire cut through the wind, was not turned or lessened by it,
but instead bathed the ground, sweeping from side to side with the
motion of his tongue, and where it touched, it burned. It was no
ordinary fire, and no ordinary burning. People became cinders,
trees puffed into smoke at its touch, and stones glowed and
dripped, walls collapsing into pools of molten fire as he
passed.

It was a great
breath, but it did not last for ever, and soon it was done, but the
destruction did not stop. He drew air into himself once more, but
he was so low now that he could stretch out and touch the ground,
and he did, ripping and ploughing with talons thicker than a man’s
leg, tearing buildings from the soil as though they were flowers to
be plucked from a field, and he scattered their remains in a rain
of mud and brick and wood. People were nothing more than burst
fruit when he touched them, and his legs grew red with their
juice.

Narak watched
all this with horror, and yet with joy also. Not for the first time
he was aware that he knew two minds, his own and that of the
creature he inhabited. He saw with both sets of eyes, scented with
two noses, and judged with two moralities. The thing that he was,
the destroyer, revelled in its power, enjoyed its purpose. It was
untouched by the terror and death it caused, or if touched at all
it was by a sense of delight, of satisfaction that it did these
things so well.

He reached the
end of the first pass and turned. The wind was as solid as a road
beneath him. He roared again, and all life perished at the touch of
his fiery breath.

Even as Narak
felt the creature’s joy at the power it possessed and knew it to be
wrong, so he recognised its seductive appeal. Some men, brave men,
rushed towards him with bows, and arrows flew at him. He laughed.
His skin was steel, his bones were gold, his eyes were basalt and
granite. The arrows shattered against him wherever they struck, and
the archers vanished in the fury of his breath.

I am the wind
that comes from the sun itself. I am the fire at the heart of the
world. I am the mountain that falls from the sky, and I cannot be
stopped.

Now he flew
through the landscape that he had made, all burned flat, wreathed
in black and grey smoke, nothing but bare, baked soil, rivers
boiled dry, forests of blown ash. Still he roared, and burned the
once burned ashes, made thick tiles of the charred clay soil, and
burned the air itself.

At last he came
to the town. They had seen him long ago, and each reacted in their
different ways, all futile, all doomed. Some men stood on the walls
with spears and bows. Some cowered in cellars. Some rode fast
horses out of the town gates.

The brave men,
the foolish men died first as the walls disintegrated and melted,
and then the ones who ran panicked in the streets, crushed, burned
and smashed. A great tower stood at the heart of the town, a
citadel of sorts, rising thirty feet above the other buildings, and
thirty feet broad. It was nothing. He flew at it, flew into the
cunningly laid stone, strongly crafted by masons, and it shattered
about him as though it were made of lightly packed snow. Men flew
through the air among the broken stone and he burned them before
they touched the ground.

Those hidden
below the ground died on his second pass, the molten stone seeking
them out, choking and burning them, killing them all as the town
died. The last to die were the cowards who had fled, the wise men
on horseback. No horse was as fast as he, and he quartered the
plain after them, burning one here, crushing another there, until
only one remained, and he followed that one, passing him and
landing on the ground with an impact that shook the earth
itself.

The man fought
to control his horse, to turn it away, but the beast was mad with
fear, and threw him from the saddle before bolting back towards the
city. He burned it, turned back to the man who now sat on the dry
grass of the plain, waiting for death.

He walked
towards the man, feet sinking into the ground unable to bear his
massive weight, and when he stood no more than ten feet from the
cowering figure he stopped. He did not kill the man, though his
heart and purpose desired it.

“Tell them I am
coming,” he said. Those were the only words. He beat his wings once
more, the wind from the first stroke pressing the man flat against
the ground, and the second lifting him twenty feet into the air.
Quickly he was rising again, climbing into the perfect blue sky.
His stroke changed, propelling him forwards towards the great
mountains in the west, and as he flew he crossed a lake, a great
mirror of cold water, blue as the sky.

He looked down
and saw himself, a distant shape, a great cross of wings and body
reflected and blurred by the watery glass. He knew the shape, the
grace of it, the perfection of form and power that he was, but
Narak did not, and now Narak saw what was unmistakable. He saw the
great head, the long, segmented wings, the lithe, grey body and the
long, scaled tail.

He was a
dragon.

Narak awoke
with a shout. He was bathed in sweat and fully in his aspect. His
heart was hammering on his ribcage and his breath came in
gasps.

A dragon! But
there were no dragons. Not in all the years of his life had there
been dragons. They were a myth, a story, a mistake. What he had
seen in the vision dream had not been real. It was not
happening.

He threw aside
the thin sheet that covered him and rolled to a sitting position,
rubbing his face with his hands.

A dragon. His
vision answered in every way to the myth. He had been vast,
powerful, unkillable. There had been no remorse or empathy in the
monster’s mind. It challenged his belief that his visions were
real. If he clung to that conviction then he was forced to conclude
that dragons were real, that they still existed somehow. If he
discarded it, then where did that leave him? What purpose did his
visions serve?

A dragon. His
mind pointed him inevitably to the Bren Alar. A dragon? He recalled
the voice from the dream when the dragon had spoken, and he
recalled the voice from his other dreams, the silk and thunder
words. They were close enough, though the pitiless voice in the
dream was a bland, raw sound compared to the nuanced, wise voice
that had spoken before.

He could not
deny the dreams. He knew that some great truth was being revealed
to him, a fragment at a time, and now he had seen this. It was a
confession. He could see it as nothing less. The Bren Alar had
confessed to him that it was a dragon, a destroyer, a fire
breather, and even Wolf Narak, most feared of the Benetheon, knew
that he should fear such a creature.

Dragons had
been made to destroy the world.


26. A Bargain

It was to be an
early spring. Word had come from the north, from Wolf Narak and the
Eagle god that snows were melting in the White Road Pass and the
streams were beginning to flow again. Their time of peace was
coming to an end.

Cain set things
in motion. He knew where all the wagons were, where they had to be,
who would be driving them, what loads they would carry. He had
planned it to the smallest detail. He had even made allowance for
several of the carts to fail on their journey north, for delays and
hold-ups, and a little extra for what even he could not
foresee.

Unlike the
others he knew that his betrothed would be coming with him. He had
not even tried to dissuade Sheyani. He knew how valuable she would
be in the battles to come, how many lives she might save with the
magic of her pipes. For him it was both a burden and a delight to
have her by his side. It was one more thing to worry him, one less
thing he needed.

He said
farewell to his bed very early, leaving Sheyani to catch up, and
made his way to the training grounds in time for first light. It
was now a gathering place for the first regiment of the Seventh
Friend. Skal’s orders were different, and his men were due to leave
the next day, having a shorter journey to their position. He was by
no means the first there. Hundreds of men were already assembled.
Wagons had made their rounds and stood fully loaded at their
stations while the drovers fed the oxen that were to pull them.

He found his
second, Major Shale Gorios, standing at the centre of the chaos
with a sheet of paper pinned to a wooden board in his hand, making
marks against one of Cain’s lists. Gorios was a veteran of the
wall, a man of considerable education and ability, and a good blade
into the bargain. Before the war he had been a merchant, and before
that he had served as a soldier. It was a natural progression for
the third son of a lesser noble house.

He grinned when
he caught sight of Cain.

“General, we’re
doing well. The muster is ahead of schedule.” He handed the board
to Cain, who looked it over quickly.

“Very good,” he
said. “The wagons are all moving?”

“They are. I
sent men to roust them out before dawn, but they were already
loading at the forges, queued down the streets. The men are
keen.”

Cain nodded. It
was something he’d seen many times, something he’d felt himself:
the eagerness to be started, to be doing what they had prepared to
do, and yet he found it strange. These men were going to war. At
best they would be facing great odds, and at worst would be caught
undefended and slaughtered. Whatever happened he was sure that many
of them would not return. Yet here they were, bustling about him,
smiles on their faces, keen.

“Any word on
Seth Yarra, sir?” Gorios asked.

Cain shook his
head. “Nothing,” he said. “I have no word.”

They all
assumed that he had some sort of pipeline to Narak, but the Wolf
spoke to him when it suited the Wolf, told him what he wished him
to know. He did not doubt that Narak knew if the enemy had moved.
From what he understood he, the Sparrow and he, would be aware of
the first foot outside a stockade over in Telas, would be able to
track the Seth Yarra armies every step of the way north, but Cain
had been told nothing. Indeed, the orders to move had come not from
Narak directly, but through Lord Quinnial, and for some reason Cain
felt he had earned a more personal touch.

It was
something he was able to shrug off, though. If the war ended this
very moment, just went away like a star at sunrise, he would be the
happiest man on earth. He had all that he wanted, perhaps more, and
a thousand times what he had ever hoped for. There was not a shred
of bitterness in him.

He looked up
and saw Sheyani. She was riding across the practice ground aboard a
grey horse that looked three sizes too large, steering slowly
through the cross traffic. In the chaos of the muster he did not
see for a moment that she was not alone. A second horse rode a
parallel course through the soldiery, and was at the moment he
first saw her a little way to the right. The horses came side by
side again, and he saw. The figure on the second horse was
Narak.

“Gods, it’s the
Wolf,” he said.

Gorios turned
and followed his gaze.

“What should we
do, my lord?” he asked. Cain thought it was odd that his major had
defaulted to the most exalted of his titles when it was known that
he preferred to be addressed by his military rank. Then he thought
that Gorios had never seen the Wolf before, let alone met him.

“Nothing,
major,” Cain told him. “Just be yourself. He prefers that.” He
sounded more confident and relaxed than he felt. He watched and
waited while the horses approached. The two riders were in
conversation, and he wondered what Narak had to say to Sheyani, or
indeed the other way about. It seemed amicable enough.

The horses
stopped before him and both riders dismounted.

“Deus, it’s
kind of you to come to bid us on our way,” Cain said.

“Not at all,”
Narak said. “It seems that I have several duties to perform
here.”

“Deus?”

“I am inspired,
Cain,” he said. “The plans you drew up, your first line of defence.
They have given me an idea. I need men, and I thought to draw them
from your regiment.”

“How many,
Deus?” Cain hoped it would be a small number. His men would already
be hard pressed, considering the duty they had been given.

“Fifty, if I’m
greedy,” Narak said. “Twenty would do, but fifty to be sure, and
they must be steady men, not given to panic or fancy.”

“What duties?”
Cain enquired. Fifty was all right. He couldn’t spare ten, not
really, but fifty was a pain he could bear.

“Stealth and
patience. Do you have any men who are country born?”

Cain thought of
Skal’s men, Tilian’s squad. “There may be some who are more suited
than my own men, Deus,” he said. “Colonel Hebberd has a squad of
foresters. I think they would be perfect.”


“Foresters?”

“Yes,
Deus.”

“And they’re
Skal’s men?”

“As I
said.”

“Well, I
suppose one Seventh Friend is as good as another,” he smiled. “You
always seem to have a wise suggestion, Cain. I must make a point of
speaking to you more often.”

“As you wish,
Deus. I am at your service.”

“And there is
something else. I understand that you have some happy news.”

“Deus?”

Narak glanced
at Sheyani, who had waited silently by her horse through this
exchange, and Cain followed his eyes. She was smiling.

“Oh, yes. We
are to be married, Deus.”

“So I was
told.” He smiled, but it was not complete. Part of it was a frown.
“Will you walk with me a while, Cain?”

For a moment
Cain felt like a boy again. His father had always invited him to
step out of the house before a beating – often as not a beating
that he deserved – and this felt similar. He wondered if he had
done something wrong. He knew that Sheyani was royal blood, and he
was the opposite, if such a thing existed. Perhaps the Wolf
objected to such a thing.

They walked to
the edge of the training ground in silence, crossed a small bridge
over a bright, chattering little stream, and found themselves on
cultivated land. They walked along the edge of the field, following
the brook. The Wolf seemed to be having some difficulty finding the
words he wanted, because it was some time before he spoke.

“I congratulate
you, Cain,” he said at last. “She is a fine woman.”

“Thank you,
Deus.” But?

“You know that
she is of royal blood, of course?”

“I do,
Deus.”

“What you may
not know is that I have promised to support her claim to the Occult
Throne if we all survive this war. Hammerdan’s attempt on her life
has been construed as a challenge, and that gives Sheyani choice of
weapons. I have guaranteed her safe passage to Durandar , and she
is probably a better Halith than Hammerdan. She will win. I expect
her to win.”

“She will be
queen?”

“It seems
likely.”

Cain still
didn’t see it. He would be consort to a queen. That didn’t seem a
bad thing. Narak was looking at him, as though he expected some
realisation to dawn, but Cain was still waiting for the other shoe
to drop.

“You are in my
favour, Cain,” Narak continued, seeing that the colonel had not
made the leap. “It means that you do not age, you are not subject
to sickness, your wounds will heal more quickly than those of other
men. You may live for a thousand years. But it is forbidden for the
Benetheon to take the mighty into their favour. Sheyani will become
queen of Durandar. She will age and die. You will not.”

So that was it.
In truth he had not set much store by being in Narak’s favour, but
he remembered how quickly he had recovered from his wounds at the
wall. He had thought it was Sheyani’s piping that had helped, but
apparently it was not. As for the rest, well, he was a few months
from his first meeting with the Wolf and had not had time to notice
any benefit.

“I will give it
up to be with her, Deus,” he said.

“Sheyani does
not wish it,” he said.

“You asked her?
That was unkind, Deus. You must have known the answer she would
give. I will not sit by and watch her grow old alone.” He was
indignant. What right did Narak have to say what they must or must
not do?

“She said that
she would set aside her claim to the throne, but I fear she does
not want her people ruled by Hammerdan. She does not consider him a
good man.”

“But the throne
is her birthright.”

“No. The throne
of Durandar is an open seat. It is supposed that only those who
desire it and have the power to take it may rule. If Sheyani does
not desire it, then it is not hers. I am not trying to be
difficult, Cain. I am not trying to trick you. She sees things in
you that even I cannot see. She sees music, she says, that touches
the heart of the world. You have a part to play for the good that
would be greatly diminished by an early death.”

“If she gives
up her claim will you take her into your favour?”

“I will, Cain,
but you must first understand what that means.”

“I think I
do.”

Narak shook his
head. There was an old cherry tree by the side of the stream, and
he leaned against it, blew into his hands to dispel the cold.

“No. You do
not. I did this once before, and it was a mistake.”

“Why?”

“Immortality is
something that we all must do alone, Cain. How can I explain? I am
of the Benetheon. I am very hard to kill, and yet most of those of
my own kind whom I loved are dead. I knew them for centuries,
trusted them. For all that I can do for you, both you and Sheyani
are mortal, any spear, arrow, rock, fall, accident – anything at
all can end your life, and it will. Something will happen, and one
of you will die, and the other will be alone.”

“This happens
to all who love, Deus. It is a price that we are willing to
pay.”

“Yet you do not
understand the price. If she dies you will go on, and on, century
after century, each year blunting the pain, but never erasing it.
The truer your heart, the greater the pain. You may think to kill
yourself, but you will realise that the only part of her that
survives is within you, in your memories, and you will find it hard
indeed to throw those last remnants away.”

Cain turned
away and looked back at the training ground, now some half mile
distant. He could see the men and wagons bustling, but he could not
make out Sheyani, not even her horse. He tried to imagine what
Narak described, but how could he? His being was filled with the
now, with the war and Sheyani, with duty and love. No future,
however certain, could force its way into that busy place.

“The road
brings what the road brings,” he said, quoting Sheyani, he
realised. “All we can do is choose our road.”

“All roads
remain open until the war in ended, Cain,” Narak said. “You have
done me great service, and I would see you happy for it.” He
reached into a pocket and pulled something out. He offered it to
Cain. “Take this,” he said.

Cain took it.
It was a ring with a wolf’s head sigil; Narak’s symbol.

“Give it to her
as a wedding gift,” he said. “But there is yet one more thing.”

“Deus?” What
now, he wondered?

“Sheyani asked
that if things went between us as they have, if you should remain
true, and she was certain that you would, she asked if I would
marry you both when the war is won, in the temple of the wolf at
Bas Erinor. I agreed. I hope that this finds favour with you.”

“It would be a
great honour, Deus,” Cain replied. He meant it. He could not recall
another wedding at which a god had officiated, and it would be a
mark of favour unmatched.

“Then I shall
look forward to that happy occasion.” Narak pushed himself away
from the tree and turned to walk back to the training grounds. It
seemed that their business was concluded. “Tell me about your plans
again,” the Wolf said. “And I will tell you mine.”


27. A Task for Tilian

It was supposed
to be an early night, a chance to sleep before the long journey
that beckoned on the morrow. Not that Tilian had expected to sleep.
He was torn between memories and expectations, the wall he had
helped to defend and this new wall that they were to build in the
White Road Pass. It was all timing. They needed to get there first
by at least a week, enough time anyway to throw this new fashion of
wall together and set themselves behind it. The memories of one
were revived by the prospect of the other, and he felt an odd mix
of excitement and dread.

As it happened
he got no sleep at all.

He was on the
point of retiring. Like many officers he had taken a room in the
Seventh Friend, so crowded now that he had been sharing with a
lieutenant from the first regiment, now gone to war. He had the
room to himself for this one night, and he was enjoying a glass of
the General’s excellent ale, sitting with three of his men at a
table near the bar, when the hubbub of the tavern died down quite
suddenly. He looked round to see what had caused the quiet.

It was the
Wolf, and he was with the colonel, and they were walking towards
him.

Tilian pushed
himself to his feet and saluted.

“Deus, my
lord.” He was aware of his men scrambling to their feet behind him,
their relaxed bonhomie all dissipated in a moment.

“Sit down,
Tilian,” lord Skal said. “You men, too. Sit down.” He turned and
looked around. “Can we get a couple more chairs here?”

Almost at once
chairs were pushed towards them, other men giving up their seats so
that the Wolf and the colonel might sit where they wished. Tilian
heard Narak sigh, but he sat all the same.

“It seems that
I shall have to do without you again, Lieutenant,” Lord Skal said.
“Wolf Narak has a task for you.”

“For me?” The
words were out before he could prevent them.

“Yes. For you
and your squad.” He turned to Narak.

“There are
thirteen of you?” the wolf asked.

“Yes, Deus, but
we are to expand the squad.”

“Well, you will
have to pick your men in the morning. I want fifty of you on the
road before the day is out.”

Tilian looked
at the Wolf. He had no idea what was going on, what he was expected
to do or say, what men he was expected to pick?

“May I ask what
our duties will be, Deus?”

Narak grinned,
a sudden, fierce, almost frightening grimace that on another would
be alarming, a flash of lightning illuminating the storm within. On
Narak it was positively terrifying. “You will destroy the Seth
Yarra army,” he said.

Tilian looked
at Lord Skal, and the lord seemed equally nonplussed by Narak’s
words. “Fifty of us, Deus?”

The Wolf seemed
to relent. “Don’t fret, lieutenant Henn. It is not a great task,
but it does require steady men. You will go into the great forest,
you will be accompanied by wolves, and you will be split up. I need
men who can be alone, men who will not be afraid. Country born is
best, but anyone with a level head and courage should manage the
task. You may have to avoid Seth Yarra, so a modicum of stealth may
also be required.”

“We can do
that, Deus,” Tilian replied. Stealth was easy, but he was a little
more concerned about the men being alone. They were better as a
unit, he thought, stronger and able to accomplish more. But to be
fair he did not know them that well and would have liked to have
seen them blooded together before investing them in such a task. It
was only in a fight that you could see if a man had the makings of
a good soldier.

“Good. Well,
pick your men and assemble them tomorrow afternoon on the north end
of the training ground. I will give you your orders then.”

Narak did not
stay long after that. He bought drinks, made a point of speaking to
each of the men, asking their names and some small detail of their
life. The men seemed nervous but happy to speak when spoken to. Not
one of them had seen Narak before, and even Tilian had only seen
him that once on the wall when he had brought a Telan army to
relieve the defenders. Tilian could appreciate the skill of it.
Each man would march tomorrow knowing that Wolf Narak knew his
name, that he had spoken with a god, the invincible, death dealing
Wolf. It would be a piece of steel that would stiffen their backs
for whatever they must face.

When he left he
shook Tilian’s hand, bid them sleep well, and walked out, nodding
to men in the tavern who greeted him, the crowd parting around him,
eyes turning to the men he had spoken with. Lord Skal stayed a
little longer.

“No sooner do I
have you back than you are stolen away again,” he said to Tilian.
“I shall have to find another to see to my needs.”

It was a jest,
and Tilian knew that it was, but in his mind’s eye he saw Sara.

“Perhaps it
would be best if you do, my lord,” he said. “In case I do not
return.”

Lord Skal
laughed. “The position is yours for life, Lieutenant,” he said,
slapping Tilian on the shoulder. “I am certain that you will
return. I insist on it. I would be lost without you.”

Eventually the
lord left them, but their evening was shattered and could not be
put back together again. It was time to sleep – past time, but
Tilian had work to do, and so he sent his men to get what rest they
could and retired to his room where he began to assemble lists of
soldiers. He knew a lot of men in the regiment, veterans of the
wall, and he had seen them fight. He could easily name fifty good
men, but he needed thirty-seven, enough to make up the number, and
so he named them, one by one, wrote them down, and slowly began to
cross off the names, add new ones, knowing who would work well with
whom, picking men of a more independent cast.

The winter sun
was already washing the horizon with light when he finally put his
pen down and rubbed his eyes. He had his list.


28. Single Combat

There was no
road that led from Bas Erinor to the White Road Pass. Cain could
have taken his army across the border into Berash and then turned
north within sight of Tor Silas to reach the great plain, but he
chose the other route, keeping within Avilian’s borders for as long
as he could, then trekking across the rolling plains to the pass.
That was the plan. The Berashi route would have given him the
chance to check the progress of their allies, and perhaps march
north with them, but there was a greater possibility of delay, and
it really did not matter if one of them arrived a week before the
other, as long as one of them got there early. He and the Berashis
should both have enough men and material to begin work and stay
busy for a week without the other.

There was also
the issue of taking an Avilian army into Berash, and while they
were now allies, he was sensitive to the recent past. Many in
Berash would be uncomfortable with Avilian troops on their roads.
Memories of war tended to be long.

As they
travelled Cain reflected that Avilian had a lot of people,
millions, but they tended towards the coast. The great cities of
Bas Erinor and Golt were magnets, drawing people south, so that
more than half the population lived within a sniff of the sea. The
rest were spread thinly, through small towns, villages, estates,
steadily thinner and thinner, until the kingdom ended at the
traditional border with the great plain: the Gods’ Walk.

He had never
been this far north before, or at least not in Avilian. There was a
tendency for bandits to stray north of the walk, but for them the
risk of the Benetheon was less than the certainty of a hanging, and
there was at least some stay on the forces of justice that might
pursue them.

On this journey
Cain did not worry about bandits. He had three thousand armed men,
and bandits would strive to avoid such a force, so he rode with a
degree of relaxed confidence through the small towns that clung to
the road. He noticed, too, that the nature of their welcome changed
as they moved north. In southern towns people came out to wish them
well. There was even some cheering, a few flowers were thrown.
Perhaps it was because the seventh friend was a southern regiment.
These people might well know someone, a son or nephew, who marched
with Cain or Skal. It would make them naturally sympathetic.
Volunteer regiments were always a bit like that. There were a lot
of young men in Bas Erinor who had come to the city from its
hinterland to make their way in life, and they would have come from
towns and villages like these.

Further north
the welcome cooled. Cain understood that, too. Soldiers were never
popular in small towns and villages, especially when there were a
lot of them. The people were glad to see the back of them because
they were capable of so little local good and so much local evil.
He watched the sullen faces. One or two of the younger men and boys
looked interested, their eyes feasting greedily on the weapons, the
glittering armour, the bright colours. There were always one or two
who thought soldiering might be an exciting life, felt the call of
sword and bow, horse and lance. There might even be one here or
there who would take to the life and do well, but mostly it was
fancy.

Still further
down the road he saw fear in people’s eyes. That did surprise him.
These were soldiers of Avilian riding through loyal lands. It
worried Cain, seeing that look, seeing men duck behind houses,
women chasing their children inside and bolting doors shut behind
them. One or two men remained on the street and watched them ride
by with resentment in their eyes. It stank of abuse; the abuse of
power.

They rode and
walked on, the wagons and the men moving at a steady two miles
every hour. The roads were good and the men fit enough. They made
twenty miles each day, sometimes more. Cain worried about the snow
melting. He worried about Seth Yarra. He worried about the Berashis
getting to the pass before him.

He rode at the
head, always at the head of the column. It allowed him to see the
country free of dust and men. Sheyani generally rode beside him on
her mount that was too large for her, and Major Gorios stayed with
him, too. Junior officers rode up and down the column, making sure
that it kept together, telling him if anything untoward
happened.

They had lost a
wagon on the third day, and he’d left fifty men to guard it while
the load was shifted to an empty wagon, one of the few he’d brought
along. They had abandoned the broken one. It would have taken a day
to fix, a new wheel would have to be brought from a nearby town,
and the axle might have been too damaged anyway. The new wagon and
the fifty men rejoined them the same night.

On the whole it
was going well.

They were still
two days from the Gods’ Walk when it happened. Cain was riding
beside Sheyani, and she was playing on her pipes as she so often
did when conversation flagged. Her playing lifted Cain’s spirits,
even if he was wearing his copper talisman. Just the music itself
was very fine for marching men to hear, and somehow the sound
carried back through the column, dodging past the tramping feet and
hooves, around the rattle and rumble of wagons, over the voices of
the men, so that all were touched by it, and were lifted up.

Cain was
convinced that they made more miles on the days she played.

“Colonel.”

Cain heard the
note of warning in Major Gorios’ voice, and looked up. There were
horsemen up ahead. He counted. Twelve of them. No threat to the
column, and they looked Avilian. The twelve were seated
comfortably, waiting for the column to draw level. They were
soldiers, armed and armoured, but not aggressive. He did not stop
the column, but rode by, and noted that the men spurred their
horses to keep pace, and two of them eased in close to where Cain
rode.

“Colonel
Arbak?”

“I am,” Cain
said. “And you?”

“Captain
Verlatten, sir. I bring fresh orders.” He was a young man,
immaculately turned out, particularly considering that he had been
on the road. He had an open face, and sat well on his horse.

“Orders? I have
my orders from the Duke of Bas Erinor and Wolf Narak. Whose orders
do you bring?”

“The Wolf’s, my
lord,” the young captain said.

“Wolf Narak has
given you new orders for me?”

The captain
flushed slightly. “Not in person, my lord,” he said. “They come
through my lord of Carillon, whose lands these are. It was known
that you would be passing this way, and so rather than seek you on
the road the orders were given to Carillon.”

Cain studied
the young man. It seemed odd that Narak should use a man like
Carillon, but there was no doubting the Wolf’s unpredictable
nature. He could well have taken advantage of the geography to pass
orders. Also the captain seemed a guileless young man.

“What orders do
you bring, Captain?”

“The column is
to continue as planned, but you yourself are required to ride to
the town of Bergan Rise. The Wolf will meet you there and make his
purpose plain. It is not more than a day.”

Major Gorios
raised an eyebrow. Sheyani frowned. Cain pulled a map from his
saddle bag and opened it on the pommel of his horse as they rode.
He traced the road with his finger to the point where they were,
and sure enough there was a town, Bergan Rise, marked no more than
fifteen miles to the east. He would have to double back or go cross
country to reach it.

“That is all?”
Cain asked.

“That is all,
my lord.”

“And will you
escort me, Captain?”

“No, my lord.
My orders are to return to my regiment as soon as the order is
accepted.”

Cain nodded to
himself. That made sense. He would take a small escort of his own.
Two or three men would do, and he would be in no danger. These were
settled parts. He would move quickly, see whatever it was that
Narak wanted, and then rejoin his regiment as soon as he could. He
did not want to abandon them at all, but he could not ignore
Narak.

“Very well,
Captain. You may consider your message delivered.”

The captain
saluted and peeled away from the column, his men following, moving
ahead of them at a canter, lost to view almost at once.

“You are going
to go?” Sheyani asked.

“I must. When
the Wolf calls…”

“I will come
with you, Sheshay,” she said. Cain shook his head.

“You’ll do more
good with the column,” he said. “Play for them. Keep an eye on
things for me. I trust your eye to see what I need to know.”

She agreed with
a reluctant nod. “I will do as you ask, Sheshay.”

There was no
point in delaying. Every second took them further away from the
town, stretched the journey. He wheeled out of the column and rode
back until he found Bargil. His man was looking after the supply
wagons, riding up and down the column with the ease of an old
cavalry soldier, which, of course, he was.

“Tane, I’ve got
an errand to run. You’ll come with me, and pick two other men. We
ride to Bergan Rise.” Bargil behaved like a good soldier. He didn’t
question the order, and in a few seconds he had picked the escort,
handed his duties over to his second and was beside Cain.

“Trouble,
Colonel?” he asked.

“Narak,” Cain
replied.

Bargil nodded.
The one word was explanation enough. They rode south, moving slowly
past the column, and Cain got his first chance since Bas Erinor to
inspect them on the march. The officers saluted as they went by, a
lot of the men did the same. He saw smiles on their faces as they
passed. It took a while, but quite soon they were on their own,
riding through the settling dust on a road that was suddenly quiet
and empty. It felt quite odd.

“Well, let’s
get this done,” Cain said. He picked up the pace, riding down the
middle of the road. He would stick to the road rather than go cross
country. There was less chance of getting lost, and they could move
at a steady canter until the horses tired. They drummed along the
highway, nobody speaking, all intent of the journey. It was a few
miles back to the turn, and they got there in good time. There was
a milestone at the turn. It said eleven miles to Bergan Rise.
Actually it said B Rise 11m, but the shorthand was plain enough.
There was a distance to Bas Erinor on the north side, as well as
one to the last town they had passed. Was that really fifteen miles
back?

By now it was
noon, and Cain was hungry. As keen as he was to be done with this
side trip he knew that whatever Narak had planned it would not
involve eating.

“We’ll break
for midday,” he said.

Bargil’s men
dismounted. One of them took Cain’s horse and hobbled it with the
others, the other unpacked rations while Tane Bargil himself stood
at the junction and looked down he road to Bergan Rise with a frown
on his face. The road was narrower than the one they were on, and
within a few hundred yards it plunged into a forest. From here it
looked like a cave, so dense were the bare branches above it.

“Problems,
Tane?” Cain asked.

“Not a road I
would have chosen, Colonel.”

“We’re seventy
miles from the Gods’ Walk,” Cain reassured him. “There’ll be no
bandits this far south.”

“We should have
brought more men,” the big man said. He limped over to where the
food had been laid out and lowered himself to the grass, taking out
his sword and laying it beside him within easy reach. It was a
Dragon Guard thing, Cain supposed. Tane had been a sergeant in the
elite Berashi cavalry until the injury that had damaged his leg,
and this was one of their habits – sword always to hand, ready for
the enemy, even if there was none. He noted that Bargil’s men did
the same, though they were Avilian born and bred.

They ate
quickly. They were far enough north now for snow to be everywhere
the sun was not. Every shaded spot was white, and in the long grass
it lay in ribbons and patches where the sun could not touch. The
tunnel of the Bergan Rise road was white floored with the snow that
had come down through the naked trees.

Cain allowed
the winter sun to warm him. He sat still with his back to the
light, feeling the heat slowly work its way through his jacket and
into his body. He chewed at the dried meat and fruit. He drank
water that was shockingly cold from a leather flask.

All too soon
they were finished, and almost as soon as he was stood up and had
stretched his limbs Bargil’s man was presenting him his horse and
the others were mounting. They were all good men, he thought. Tane
Bargil had trained them well.

They rode into
the gloom, but it was not as dark on the road as it had first
seemed. The trees made an open weave above them, enough to filter
most of the low sun’s rays, but the light from the pearly blue sky
was plenty to see by. They walked the horses now. Their run before
midday had been enough to warm them, but midday had undone that,
and a brisk walk would serve to heat their muscles again.

It was less
than a mile before they saw the men. There were four of them, and
they stepped out of the forest onto the road not more than a
hundred paces ahead of the horses. Bargil reined his mount to a
stop.

“Are they what
I think they are?” he asked.

“Seth Yarra,”
Cain replied. “Cleansers.” The four men were unmistakable. They
wore black, decorated with steel, and all four swords were drawn.
He glanced to the side, drawing his own blade as he turned his
mount.

“We’ll ride
them down,” Bargil said, and true to his word he dug his heels into
his horse’s flank, and his men did the same.

Cain heard the
arrows. He didn’t see them, but his horse was hit. He saw the shaft
appear in its neck as though by magic. Something struck the saddle
next to his leg. He heard the animal scream, and felt it begin to
fall, twisting back on itself with the pain. He jumped as best he
could, and it was good enough. He landed clear of the falling,
thrashing horse, felt the blade knocked from his hand and the wind
punched out of his gut by the hard ground.

He rolled and
recovered the sword, but he didn’t stand. If there were men about
with bows it would be a mistake. He looked across and saw that the
other horses were down. One of Bargil’s men looked dead. He
scrambled to the horse, which was now only shuddering as it died,
and pulled his shield from the pommel.

It was an
ambush, plain as day, and he’d walked into it. He was supposed to
be the clever one, the strategist, but he hadn’t seen this. He
would have sworn that the captain hadn’t meant him harm. That was
clever, he supposed. Send an innocent man with the bait.

An arrow bit at
the horse’s saddle by his head.

“Well, you were
right about there being no bandits,” Bargil said. He was hunkered
down behind his own mount’s corpse, sword in hand. “What do you
want to do?” he asked, “Rush them or wait for them?”

“If we rush
them we won’t get ten paces,” Cain said.

“Not with my
leg,” the sergeant grinned. “Best wait for them, then.”

They waited.
Cain risked a glance over the top, and he could see the four men,
the original four, still standing in the road. They hadn’t moved as
far as he could tell, but they seemed to be discussing the
situation. He looked again, behind them this time, and saw four
more men walking up from behind, but they were still fifty paces
away.

“I’d give
anything for a bow,” he said.

“Make them an
offer,” Bargil said. Cain shook his head. It was peculiar how old
hands like Bargil could crack jokes at a time like this. As far as
he could see they were dead. By the arrows there were at least four
bowmen each side of the road, and eight more with swords. Even
without the bows they were in trouble. Eight swords against three
was poor odds, and he knew the cleansers were good at their
trade.

What a way to
go. All those years of careful soldiering, and now to be killed
because he was important. It was ironic. Nobody would ever ambush a
sergeant. He looked up at the trees. Somewhere there was a bird
calling, and he listened to it. He recognised it: a sand finch. He
remembered them from Bas Erinor. They flew in modest flocks in the
fields around the river, stealing grain.

Cain remembered
something that Narak had told him once, about Seth Yarra, how some
of them spoke Afalel. He had some of the language himself. He’d
served Afaeli masters a few times as a mercenary.

“Soldiers of
Seth Yarra!” He shouted so that his voice would carry to all of
them.

“I wasn’t
serious,” Bargil said.

“We need to buy
time,” Cain said.

“Time? I
thought you needed a bow. What good will time do?”

“Trust me. We
need time.”

“You’ve got a
plan?”

“Maybe.”

“Tell me.”

“No time.”

“Who speaks?”
The voice came from the original four swordsmen, and it was heavily
accented Afalel. Cain’s first prayer had been answered. If he got
through this he would be tying ribbons on the divine stair come
next year’s Eltaraya.

“I am General
Cain Arbak, Lord of Waterhill, Knight Talon of the Order of the
Dragon, Victor of Fal Verdan,” he shouted back.

“Is that wise?”
Bargil asked, keeping his voice to a whisper.

“They already
know who I am,” he whispered back.

“What do you
wish to say before you die, General?” the voice called back.

“I was
wondering if it was true what they say about you Seth Yarra
cleansers,” he called. “That you are all cowards.”

Bargil snorted.
Cain understood. Calling men cowards when they had a killing
advantage was an obvious ploy, but he thought as they would think,
that there would be no harm in killing him in single combat. He
would still be dead.

“These black
bastards are good, Colonel,” Bargil hissed. “You’re not good enough
for this. Let me.”

“With your
leg?”

“I’m still
better than you.”

“And they’d
believe you were a general? Trust me, Tane, I know what I’m doing
here.”

Bargil punched
his dead horse in frustration.

“You want me to
kill you like a man?” the voice called back.

“If you can,”
he called. “But I have a condition.”

“You have a
condition?” He could hear the laughter in the Seth Yarra’s voice.
He was in no position to be demanding concessions, and that is why
he did. “What do you want?”

“If we fight,
nobody else dies until we’re finished, and if I win you let us
go.”

“The first,
yes. The second, not so much. But we will take you prisoner and not
kill. It is enough?”

Bargil was
shaking his head. “This is a mistake, colonel,” he said. Cain
slapped him on the shoulder.

“A mistake?
How’s that? We’re already dead, Tane. But there are sand finches in
the trees. I like sand finches.” He stood up before Bargil could
reply, shield on one arm, sword in his left hand. He waited for a
moment to see if there would be an arrow. This was a gamble, after
all, and he had no idea if these men had any honour.

The arrow
didn’t come. He looked across at the four swordsmen, then to each
side and back. The others had all moved out of cover. The archers
had arrows on the string, the others all had naked blades. These
men were not fools, but he hoped they were fools enough.

He stepped
clear of the dead horses, leaving Bargil and his remaining man
tucked down beside them, out of arrow shot. He could see at once
that he had started an argument among the enemy. The man who had
spoken to him was clearly in command, and that was a good thing,
because his second was equally clearly not entirely on board with
the single combat thing.

Cain moved into
the largest clear space, somewhere between Bargil and the
cleansers, right in the middle of the road. He wanted to have space
to move.

The black clad
Seth Yarra officer ended the discussion with his second and walked
forwards until they stood no more than four paces apart. He was a
fine specimen; half a head taller than Cain, broader, ten years
younger at least. He was not a boy, but rather a man in the prime
of his life, the golden time when skill and experience had
increased and youth had not yet departed. He was graceful, too.
Cain had half hoped that he might actually be able to win, but
looking at his opponent he knew it was very unlikely.

“You are a
cripple,” the Seth Yarra said. He’d noticed that Cain was missing a
hand. Cain smiled, stepped forwards, and swung at the man’s head.
The blow was parried easily enough, and the cleanser stepped back,
smiling. “No games, then,” he said.

No games. The
man attacked and Cain retreated. He stepped back and right, then
back and left, constantly making the cleanser turn and re-set
himself after each attack. Cain moved quickly, focussing on
defence, blocking with shield and blade. After a couple of minutes
of this the cleanser stepped back and disengaged.

“How long can
you run, General?” he asked.

Cain attacked
again, this time bending a knee and sweeping low at his opponent’s
legs, making him jump back. He expected a high attack to follow,
and it came. He pushed the sword away with his shield and hacked at
the man’s hip. He didn’t get close. The cleanser danced out of
reach and attacked again in earnest. Cain thought he must have
annoyed the man, but he kept retreating, changing direction all the
time, turning his enemy around and around.

Tane must
wonder what I’m doing, he thought.

The cleanser
managed to get through his guard and he felt the sharp pain as the
tip of a blade picked at his shoulder. A warm trickle ran down
inside his shirt. The smile was back on his opponent’s face.

Cain feinted
with sword, then shield, and managed to kick the man in the shin.
It wiped the smile away, provoked another attack. He managed to
keep clear of the blade, but he was beginning to tire. He could see
that the cleanser was sweating, too, in spite of the cold.

Surely this was
enough time?

He backed away.
The cleanser followed, blade trying to thread past Cain’s shield,
deceive his guard. He was really rather good. Skal was better,
though. He’d seen Skal fight a few times, teaching the men more
than the basics, and he thought his fellow colonel a better fencer;
quicker, more inventive. He wished Skal was here.

The cleanser
scored another hit, more serious this time. The blade cut his left
arm, his sword arm. That was awkward. It would sap his strength and
the blood would make his blade more difficult to handle. He could
only last a few minutes now. He took two steps back and raised his
sword a little, asking for a moment. He didn’t think the cleanser
would allow it, but he did, stepping back almost out of curiosity,
Cain guessed.

“What?” he
asked.

“I thought I’d
give you a chance to surrender,” Cain said.

The cleanser
shook his head. “You are mad,” he said. “Why would I
surrender?”

“I have you
outnumbered and surrounded,” Cain replied. He could feel his arm
weakening. It was becoming difficult to keep his guard firm, and it
was only a matter of minutes, two or three perhaps, until his
opponent killed him.

“I count three
of you, twelve of us,” the cleanser said. “You see it
differently?”

“You seem a
decent man,” Cain said. “You have honour. It would be a shame to
see you die for nothing.”

The cleanser
shook his head again. “Time to finish this,” he said. He raised his
blade, stepped forwards.


29. Training on the March

Tilian was
tired. He’d probably never been so tired. It was dusk, which was
quite early on a winter’s day, but he was only just sitting down to
a meal. He’d had the men up before dawn, stumbling round in the
dark. He could hear the new men, the ones he had chosen, because
they were the ones making the noise. The Latter Fetch men moved
almost silently in the dark, except when they spoke.

“Captain, a cup
of wine?”

He looked up.
It was Brodan, the man he’d named his sergeant. “Gods, yes,” he
said, took the cup and drained half of it. He felt the warmth
inside him, felt the beckoning haze of sleep. Captain. It was hard
to believe. Not just captain of the Latter Fetch guard, but captain
proper, captain of the Avilian army when just a month ago he’d been
proud to call himself a corporal. Narak had given it to him. He was
master of fifty men, the Wolf had said, and fifty picked men at
that.

“How are they
settling down?” he asked.

“Well enough,”
Brodan said. “Half of them are already asleep and the others are
grumbling that they want a fire.”

“Let them
grumble. There won’t be any fires the other side of the Dragon’s
Back. Let them get used to the cold.” Then he realised what he’d
said, and chuckled. It seemed funny, but it was a joke he could not
share. The wolf had told him what they were to do, but him alone,
and he was not to tell the men until they were through the pass and
into the great forest.

“You’re tired,
Captain,” Brodan said. The man looked annoyingly fresh himself, and
he was three years older than Tilian. It had been a long day,
though. Mounted and riding in the dark before dawn, eight hours in
the saddle making good time, then another six hours training.

Train them on
the road, the Wolf had said. Easy to say. Harder by far to do. He
was training tired men. They were good, though. He had to admit
that they tried, and they learned fast, but it was a lot to catch
up. Even Tilian was no match for the likes of Brodan in the forest.
His sergeant could disappear in moments, it seemed, and sprout from
the ground at any point he chose. Even when you knew how it was
done it still seemed like magic.

“Tired? I could
sleep a week. Who’s on first watch?”

“I am, Captain.
Too excited to sleep.”

He checked
Brodan’s expression for irony, sarcasm, leg pulling of any kind,
but the man was serious. He was excited. “You’ll get over it,” he
said. “Make sure they wake me an hour before dawn.”

“Yes, sir.”
Brodan left.

Tilian looked
at his food. He had no appetite for cold rations. A thick beef stew
in the Friend would have done him just right, and a couple of ales.
He ate though, forcing the dry, cold meat into his mouth and
chewing steadily, even though all he wanted was to fall asleep. If
he didn’t eat he would grow weak, so he ate.

He finished his
ration, washed it down with the rest of the cup of wine and rolled
up in his blanket, burrowing into the fallen leaves for extra
warmth. He wondered when they would catch up to Cain’s column. They
were three days behind at most…


* * *
*

“Captain?”

“What is it
now?”

“Morning,”
Brodan said. “Or it soon will be.”

“Morning?” He
had just been talking to the man, just eaten, just rolled his
blanket around him. He looked up. He could see the faintest pallor
in the east. Morning. “I slept ten hours?”

“You look
better for it,” the sergeant said. Tilian sat up and rubbed his
face. He was starving.

“Is there
food?”

“Hard tack.
Bread. Fruit.”

“I dreamed of
bacon,” he said. He stood up and brushed himself down. Most of the
men were starting to move now. He rolled his blanket around the few
things that did not attach to his person and tied the bundle. He
walked to the place where the horses were picketed and tied his
roll onto the back of the saddle. He went back and crouched where
the other men were crouched, eating their morning ration.

“I want to do
something new today,” he said. He heard a groan. New meant more
work, and they all knew it.

“What is it,
Captain?” Brodan asked.

“We might come
up on the column today or tomorrow, and I want to practice moving
with stealth. We’ll leave the road and advance through the forest
on foot. The horses will be led some way behind. If we find the
column I want to trail it for half a day without them knowing we’re
there. Ten men at a time will do the scouting, and the rest will
follow half a mile behind. Two hour shifts. Brodan will divide you
up.”

“It’ll slow us
down, Captain,” Brodan said.

“It will, but
if we can’t do this properly in a couple of weeks it’ll slow us
down a lot more.” Tilian hated it when people questioned his
orders, especially with a statement of the obvious, but he tried to
imitate Lord Skal and the general, tried to show patience and
explain. “Seth Yarra won’t be forgiving of our mistakes,” he said.
He saw a couple of grudging nods in the half light. They saw the
sense of it.

So they set off
in the pre-dawn. Tilian joined the first shift, walking as quietly
as he could through the forest. From time to time he signalled the
men on his left and right, making sure that they were in line and
within earshot, and they signalled back. It was quite easy going
through the trees, but the dead leaves were almost impossible to
walk through without making a noise. He tried to walk where they
were few, brush them away with his foot as part of a step as he’d
been shown, and take irregular steps to avoid sounding like a man.
There was no wind to help. If there was wind it stirred the leaves,
and the noise of it covered almost anything.

It seemed a
long time before he heard a signal behind him and dropped back, his
place taken by another. He joined the main body of men. Noise was
unimportant this far back, as long as it was kept down. They talked
in low tones.

One of the men
came and walked beside him.

“Do you mind if
I talk, Captain?” he asked. He was one of the chosen men, a veteran
from the wall.

“Not if you
keep it down,” he replied.

“You don’t
remember me, eh?” the man said. Tilian looked at him more closely,
and it was true that there was something familiar about his face
beyond having seen it at Fal Verdan.

“From Bas
Erinor, before the war,” he guessed.

“That’s right.
I’m Ebner Carret’s nephew. I worked the wagons at the warehouse.
The old man liked you. He said you were clever. Guess he was
right.”

“A bit clever,
perhaps, but lucky, too, and I had brass enough to speak to a lord
without being spoken to. A lot of men cleverer than me died at the
wall.”

“Still, here
you are, an officer.”

“Here I am,”
Tilian agreed. He wondered what point the man was trying to make.
He still could not put a name to him.

“So what do you
have to do to get promoted?” the man asked.

How do you
answer a question like that? “I don’t know,” he said. Ebner’s
nephew looked like he didn’t believe that. “Really, I don’t know. I
suppose you have to do your task as well as you can, and hope to be
in the right place at the right time, and still not get
killed.”

“So you’re a
captain and I’m a private and the difference between us is just
luck?”

“Do you really
want me to answer that?” Tilian said. He was beginning to weary of
this conversation.

“No, Captain, I
don’t suppose I do.”

He moved away,
but Tilian was left feeling flat for the rest of the day. He’d been
feeling pleased with himself up to now. A lot of it was luck. He
knew that. But he didn’t like to have it pointed out. Life was
life, and you took the chances it gave you. He could still have
been shuffling sacks in the warehouse if he hadn’t volunteered.

They took
midday later than the hour, keeping on for some time and eating
late. After that the afternoon was given to training. Tilian
trained with the men. He was better at woodcraft than the new men,
which brought him some relief. He had the advantage of several
weeks at Latter Fetch when he’d been the sole pupil of all the
foresters, and he’d been a glutton for the fare they offered. Now
his attentiveness was paying him back.

He was still no
match for the others, though, and in ability he hung between the
foresters and the new men like a bridge, or an island between two
banks.

By dusk he was
tired again, but not as drop in your tracks tired as the night
before. Brodan came and sat with him, told him how they were coming
along. The forester sergeant was a lot kinder that Tilian would
have been.

“They’re
picking it up,” he said. “One or two I’d want to keep away from
anyone with ears or eyes, but most of them can at least hide and
keep still, and one or two have real skill with a bow.”

Tilian asked
the question he always asked. “And if we met the enemy
tomorrow?”

“I’d take six
with me,” Brodan said.

“It was five
yesterday.”

“Aye, it was.
Your man Jackan, he improved a lot today. ‘Til now he’s not been
serious, just playing at it, like. Today he was dedicated. You
spoke to him, I hear?”

Jackan. That
was the name. “He spoke to me.”

“Well, you must
have said the right thing to him. He moved less, stayed lower, and
he listened when the lads spoke to him.”

“How is he with
a bow?”

“Middling.”

“He can hit a
man?”

“If and he’s
close, sure enough.”

“How
close?”

“Thirty
paces.”

That was pretty
good, as far as Tilian was concerned. Most archers in a battle just
lobbed their arrows in the general direction of the enemy, trusting
to chance. Hitting a man at thirty paces didn’t make you a master
archer, but it showed that you knew what to do with a bow. He knew
that most of the foresters could take a crow at fifty paces, or a
man’s head if need be.

“Well, we’re
getting better, then,” he said.

“Better, but
not enough, Captain. Six men out of the thirty-seven you picked. If
they don’t come up to scratch what will you do?”

It was a
question Brodan had asked before, and one that Tilian had avoided
answering. Brodan thought that untrained men would be a liability
with the enemy about, get them all killed, but Tilian knew the
mission, and he knew that he needed most of the men. Six new men
plus twelve foresters plus Tilian was nineteen, and nineteen was
not enough. He needed thirty or forty.

“We have to
work harder,” he said.

“Can’t be done.
We’re working them dawn to dusk as is. Work them any harder and
they’ll break.”

“I need men,
Sergeant. Not enough men and we might as well not go, and that
means failing the Wolf. It means standing in the line with the
other men when Seth Yarra comes.” And it might mean defeat. It
would certainly mean thousands dead who didn’t have to be. Brodan
shrugged. “It’s not a choice, Brodan. If it comes to it we’ll take
the best thirty-five and leave the others.”

Brodan pulled a
face. Not for the first time Tilian wondered if he had allowed the
forester to behave in an over familiar way, but he pushed the
thought aside. He wanted the man’s opinion, valued it more than his
own. Brodan knew his business.

“Perhaps you
should talk to them all,” the forester suggested.

Talk. He’d
never been good at talk. It always seemed that he had the ideas
clear enough in his head but they tripped and stumbled on his
tongue, came out confused and facing the wrong way. He envied men
like General Arbak who spoke clearly, whose ideas marched out in
serried ranks, surrounded doubt and destroyed it like so many crack
troops.

“I’m not good
at talk,” he muttered.

“You’re better
when you’re angry, Captain, when you’ve no thought about how you
say things.”

“I am?” He was
surprised. He’d never thought about it like that. Perhaps it was
true, but he couldn’t get angry every time he wanted to speak.
Anger wasn’t a servant that came and went, subject to his will. But
why not? He should be angry, should he not? He was going to fail
Narak, fail Lord Skal. These men were going to be the cause of a
thousand dead, and maybe even the destruction of Avilian, of
Berash, of Sara.

“I will speak
to them. Now. Gather them together,” he said. Brodan left him, and
he sat for a moment, stared at his hands and thought of the war.
Until now he had not permitted himself to see the burden that lay
upon him. If he failed, if his men failed, it would cost an ocean
of blood. He had been given a sacred trust by no less a being than
Wolf Narak, the god of wolves, the victor of Afael, and it was no
trivial thing. He looked up and saw that the men were drawn
together, looking his way. He stood and walked a few paces until
there were no trees or shrubs between them. He stared at them, but
thought of Narak

“The Wolf gave
me a job,” he said. He spoke quietly, but his voice was loud enough
for all to hear. They were listening, which was good. “He saw what
these lads from Latter Fetch could do, and he gave me a job because
of that, only there weren’t enough of us. That’s why I picked you
others. It’s an important job. It’s so important that thinking on
it makes me sweat, because if we pull it off every damned man and
woman in Avilian will know our names, and not just Avilian. Berash,
too, and Afael. Why not?”

He could see
the pride in their eyes, and he could see a smile on Brodan’s
face.

“If we fail,
why then they’ll still know our names, but they’ll look down on us
and say those were the men that failed Avilian, failed the Wolf,
maybe lost the war. This training that you’re doing, that’s what
makes the difference, and you’re bloody playing at it. There’s six
of you fit for the task; six out of thirty-seven, and we’ve got ten
days before we cross the White Road. Those men that don’t show me
that they can do the job will be sent back to the Seventh Friend to
stand on the wall. This is a special squad. Every man who comes
with us will have rank, and he’ll have it because he deserves it.”
He let them wait for a while, watching his words sink in. Rank
meant something. It meant more pay, more respect.

“I need two
lieutenants, but I only have one. Sergeant Brodan, that’s you.
Brevet lieutenant Brodan. Pick your own sergeant. You other men,
all those who have sufficient skill will be raised a stripe. The
twelve men from Latter Fetch, all of you get a stripe. Lieutenant,
say the other names.”

Brodan looked
at him. He could see surprise in the man’s face, and pleasure, but
it was only right. Brodan was the best of them, the most skilled,
and he had more common sense than most. The tragedy was that he
hadn’t the right to promote him. His gift could be undone when they
got back, but he didn’t think it would be; not if they succeeded.
All the others, the sergeants and the stripes would stay. It was an
officer’s right.

The new
lieutenant turned to face the men and spoke the names. Tilian
watched their faces as each was picked out. He saw surprise,
satisfaction, delight. Jackan was the last to be named. The former
waggoner looked down for a moment when his name was spoken, and
when he raised his head he was looking at Tilian. His lips were
pressed together, but his eyes were bright, and he nodded once.

When the names
had been read Tilian spoke again. “Remember, I still need another
lieutenant, and that man will pick a sergeant. See that the right
man gets the rank.”

He turned away
and went back to his bedroll and cold food. He felt foolish. It was
a gamble, bribing the men with rank and pay, but the gods knew they
deserved it as much as he. It had worked for now, perhaps, but
would they expect more?

“Captain?”

It was Brodan.
The forester crouched down beside him.

“That was
clever,” he said.

“Do you
think?”

“Aye. If not
the money, then the rank will make the difference. They’ll fight
for it now, or they’re not men we want with us. It’s self respect
they’ll want, and that stripe gives it them.”

Tilian nodded.
He hoped he was right, and that Brodan was right. He wished he had
the general’s gift of certainty, or Lord Skal’s self assurance, but
he had neither, and what he had would have to serve as best it
could.


* * *
*

In the morning
he thought he saw a new urgency in the men. The camp was packed up
promptly and there was a noticeable lack of grumbling from the
usual malcontents. The selected scouts moved off on foot and the
rest waited until the signal came back, and then began to walk in
their trail. It was colder today, and a thin wind brought them a
flavour of the north, cold air and the scent of pines, and
occasional flurries of snow.

Tilian got into
the spirit of the thing himself, and walked silently beside his
horse, ears straining for the calls and whistles that linked the
men ahead and managed their progress. If you knew the calls you
could tell exactly what was going on, even though the trees hid
everything. The right hand man drifted too far out and was called
back in. One of the men in the middle fell back, then got too far
ahead, judging the speed of the line poorly. Yet to anyone who did
not know the calls it would sound just like a forest full of
birds.

At midday they
stopped briefly. The scouts were called back in and they sat and
ate among the trees, cloaks wrapped tightly against the wind and a
slight drizzle, which was all that remained of the snow.

“It worked,”
Brodan said as he thumped down next to Tilian. “It’s certain
they’re trying. I think I have three more names, and all of them
have got better.”

“Well, let them
sweat a little, if they can manage it in this damned cold,” Tilian
said. “Don’t name anyone for a couple of days.”

“Aye, keep ‘em
trying. I see it well enough,” Brodan agreed.

“Keep it tight,
too,” Tilian said. “No nods, no winks.”

Brodan nodded.
They ate quickly, not speaking again and soon they were back on
their feet. Tilian had done his duty as scout in the morning, but
they still had two hours’ march before they set camp and went to
training for the day, so he walked with the others, listening to
the calls filtering back through the forest, and seeing all that
happened in his minds eye.

An hour after
midday he heard a call he hadn’t heard before. He knew it well
enough. They all did. Enemy sighted.

The call came
again and again. It was the man on the left; the westernmost scout.
He glanced across at Brodan and raised an eyebrow.

“Orders?”
Brodan asked.

“Damned if it
can be Seth Yarra in the middle of Avilian, but we treat it like
the real thing. Advance to the signal with five men, and take
Latter Fetch lads.”

“Aye, Captain,
I will.”

Brodan was gone
in a moment, running silently into the forest with five men. Tilian
didn’t even see him pick them, or tell them to follow, and in
moments they were gone. Today there was a little wind, and the
stirring of dead leaves hid the slight noise of their passage
completely. For the hundredth time Tilian wondered how they did
that, so fast, so little noise.

He whistled a
pair of notes, bringing the men on the eastern side back. He moved
forwards himself, bringing the rest of their force up two hundred
paces.

A man appeared
in the trees, running towards them. It was one of Brodan’s
five.

“Captain,” he
said, voice hushed but urgent. “Seth Yarra. Must be. Brodan says
about fifteen, and they have prisoners, it seems. Some sort of
fight going on, but single combat. There’s a road. Brodan’s taken
his lads across to the other side. He’ll take centre, you take left
and right this side.”

Orders from a
lower rank, but Tilian understood well enough. Brodan had seen the
situation, and action was needed. It was what any good officer
would do.

“Any man with a
stripe, follow me,” he said. He pointed at the remaining Latter
Fetch men. “You take the right, this side of the road, I’ll take
left. Go. The rest of you, hold here until you hear yelling, then
come running.”

He set out at a
steady run, wincing every time he scuffed the leaves, every time
one of his men did. To his own ears they sounded like a cavalry
charge, though he knew every metal fragment that could jangle was
muffled with cloth, every bright surface dulled with ash or hidden.
It seemed a long way.

He heard the
ring of steel on steel, again, again. It was a fight, just as
Brodan had said. He slowed their advance, moving to a fast walk
that was quieter, straining his eyes to see what lay ahead through
the trees. There was movement there. He heard a voice speaking. He
stepped past a thicket of saplings and suddenly it was all laid out
before him.

“Gods and
demons damned!” he hissed. He recognised the general at once, and
in the same glance he saw the blood and knew that he was wounded.
He looked around him. He could see his men. They were stopped like
him, bows in hand, arrows on the string. Which of them was good
enough, he wondered.

“Jackan, can
you hit that man?”

“The one in
black with a drawn sword, sir? I think so.” He could see that
Jackan had recognised the general, too. He was a veteran of the
wall.

“Don’t think
so, man. That’s the general he’s trying to kill.”

“Yes, sir, I
can hit him.”

“Right. Shoot
on the signal. The rest of you, take the men on the left. Pick your
targets. Be steady lads.”

Tilian took a
deep breath. The scene before him was coming to a head. There was
no time.

He gave the
signal.


30. Telas Alt

Pascha found
herself longing for Narak’s return. Without him Wolfguard was
barely tolerable, and it was only Caster that made it so. The rest
of the household were at best deferential, and at worst bordering
on the obsequious. To her embarrassment she found that she could
not stand the company of Sithmaree and Jidian, the one selfish and
vain and the other with an honest, cowish stupidity that drove her
to distraction.

She liked
Jidian. She just could not bear to converse with him.

So Pascha
became a hermit. She would have preferred to go to one of her
houses; the one in Berash, perhaps. It was a nice enough place.
There would be servants who treated her like a person, and people
who would come to dinner, young men to flirt with and young women
to admire her poise and erudition.

On the other
hand, it would probably be nearly as bad as here. Most of the young
men would be away, called to arms by the damned war, and everyone
else would talk about it incessantly, braying their spectacular
ignorance to the world in general.

Perishable
goods. She remembered Beloff’s phrase to describe those who were
not of the Benetheon and its unaging households. In a way she saw
his point. Narak would not have agreed. The Wolf liked people,
mortal people. He stayed away from them because of this. When they
aged and died it hurt him. She had seen it in his eyes. Pascha
realised now that she had only ever seen them as entertainment, a
show put on to amuse her – or at least that was how it had been
since Alaran died.

So she sat in
her room and read. She had her meals brought to her room. She
waited for Narak to return.

Yet she would
still have gone, if only to walk in lively city streets, to watch
ships in harbours, to smell the vivid scents of the markets in Bas
Erinor. Any of these trivial things would have been better, if not
for the metal headed killer that stalked them.

Caster saved
her.

The day after
Narak had left to do whatever he thought he must in Bas Erinor and
elsewhere Caster knocked on her door. When she opened it she felt a
sense of relief that startled her.

“Deus,” he
greeted her formally. “I wondered if you would like to resume our
lessons while Narak is away?”

She stood
staring for a moment, wondering why she had not thought of it
herself. Caster was a friend. She had no great desire to improve
her fencing skills, but it would be a pleasure just to talk.

“A fine idea,”
she said. “When shall we begin?”

“I am entirely
at your disposal, Deus,” he replied with a smile. “Now?”

“Now? Why
not?”

They walked
together, side by side, up through the corridors of Wolfguard.
Caster talked all the way. He told her a story about the time he
had lived in Telas Alt. His stories were always amusing, and those
had been wild days, so she listened and laughed and gradually felt
herself relax.

His tale was
one she was certain she had heard before. It was the story of a
wealthy merchant who had gambled on his wife’s fidelity, though she
was twenty years his junior and pretty as a summer morning. He’d
believed that if he could get a wife, he could keep her, and so
great was his wealth that families had queued up to offer their
daughters, and he being wealthy beyond all need had chosen the
prettiest, despite the lack of dowry, despite her family’s
poverty.

Indeed, the
wealthy merchant had been kind to the young woman’s family. He had
bought them a house, found the father a better job with status and
good money working in one of his own establishments, and showered
the mother with gifts of clothing and jewels. Yet all that was
nothing compared to what he had done for the daughter. He was not a
cruel man, but neither was he passionate, nor particularly pleasing
to the eye, and so he endeavoured to make up for his lacks by
giving her the best of everything, and acceded to her every
request.

She had dancing
masters, music teachers, poets to serenade her, servants to attend
to her smallest need, day and night.

Yet a friend
had said to him that he would never keep her to himself. “She will
have a lover,” the friend said. “You may rely on it.”

“Of course she
will not,” he replied. “Think what she has to lose, and so little
to gain by such infidelity. She would be foolish indeed to betray
me.”

“Mark my
words,” the friend replied. “If you look for it you will find it,
but my advice to you is not to look. You have a beautiful young
wife to take to your bed and nothing can be so fine.”

“I will look,”
the merchant said. “And I will wager you a hundred guineas that I
will not find any such thing.”

“I am loath to
take your money, old friend, but I will. I know that you are an
honest man, and will tell me the truth when you find it.”

So the merchant
spied on his pretty young wife, and within seven days he caught her
in bed with her dancing master.

“It was
shocking,” he told his friend as he handed over the hundred
guineas. “Of course I sent her packing, sacked her father, evicted
her parents from their home. They are ruined. But you know what she
said to me when I berated her for her betrayal?”

“Tell me,” the
friend said.

“She said that
I could not give her what she really needed.”

“And what was
that?”

“You know, I
have no idea.”

Pascha laughed
again at the ending. “Tell me you were not the dancing master,” she
said. Caster grinned, but he shook his head.

“Oh, no,” he
replied. “She was my mother. The dancing master was my father. And
they were hardly ruined. The jewels he’d given her and grandmother
were enough to keep all of us in some comfort for decades.”

They laughed
again. “You’re making it up, Caster,” she accused. “I’m sure you’ve
told me this tale before, and it wasn’t about your mother.”

“Ah, but was I
making it up then, or am I now?”

“Both,” she
said. “Both times for certain.”

They had
arrived at the training room, Caster’s special domain. She had not
been here since the lesson before Narala’s death. He picked a
training sword off the rack and tossed it to her. She caught it
easily and swished it to and fro’ a couple of times. Caster picked
a weapon for himself and took a guard position.

“Attack me,
Deus,” he said.

She remembered
their last encounter, her desperate slashing and hacking, his poise
and skill. Well, if she was going to be humiliated she would at
least do it with dignity this time. She took her own guard position
and tried to forget that it was Caster before her. She tried to
remember all that he had taught her, each step and move. This time
she would control herself.

“Any time now,”
Caster said, a hint of friendly mockery in his voice at her lack of
motion.

She lunged. Her
blade twisted, her wrist working it so that it turned around
Caster’s, avoiding his first attempt at a parry. She was so fast
that it was his only attempt, but when her blade arrived his body
was not there. She had been close, though. There was no counter
stroke.

“Very good,” he
said. His eyes sparkled with delight. He attacked at once, and she
parried, but found that his blade was as elusive as his body, and
he touched her on the shoulder. She pulled back, raised her
sword.

“How is it that
I never touch you and you can hit me at will, Caster?”

“I have been
practicing for a thousand years and more, Deus. Allow me a little
vanity if I think skill matters more that speed and strength. You
are better today, but you are still a child with the blade. Here,
let me show you.”

He attacked
again, and this time her parry rang against his steel, and again,
almost as quick as she might have done, and more accurate by far.
Again she managed the parry. A third time, and exactly the same, he
lunged, she parried. She was beginning to feel pleased with herself
when she saw him pause and wink. He lunged, and the tip of his
blade thumped into her breastbone, her own sword cutting empty air.
She cursed. He stepped back.

“Did you see?”
he asked.

“No, I did not
see. If I had seen I would have parried.”

Caster shook
his head. “I trained you,” he said. “The first thrust was slow, and
you parried to the right. The second was a little faster, but also
to the right, and you parried again. The third, the same. The final
thrust switched to the left, and you had been conditioned to move
your blade right.”

“You tricked
me!”

“Yes. But that
is what fencing is. When you have great skill and speed you may be
able to fence with the eye, as Narak can. That is what makes him
unbeatable. He can see and respond to every change his opponents
make. No mortal man is quick enough to do this. Believe me when I
say that there are few men who could have avoided that first thrust
of yours. It was well made, and fast.”

“So if fencing
is in the mind, how can you be certain always to win, even skilled
as you are?”

“I cannot. But
losing one time in a thousand is not so bad, and if your reputation
is great enough your opponent will expect to lose, and so he will.
Narak benefits greatly from this, even if he does not need it.”

“Is that what
makes a great warrior?”

Caster shook
his head. “Fencing is not war. It is a sport. We play to best of
three or best of five hits. A good fencer may get one touch on me,
but never two before I win. War is a more cautious game, for one
hit alone will end it, often as not.”

“And
Narak?”

“He is a
supreme fencer, but on the battlefield he is death itself, for he
eschews all elegance in a quest for efficiency. He always finds the
killing blow, and never wastes a stroke. His style uses Ohas, but
it is not what I taught him. It has a terrible beauty all of its
own.”

“You will make
me melancholy with all this talk of killing, Caster.”

“Then I am
melancholy at the thought, Deus,” Caster bowed, raised his sword.
“Attack me again,” he said.


* * *
*

As entertaining
and informative as Caster was, she could not make their lesson last
the day, and soon she was back in her room, but with something to
look forward to tomorrow. She had worked up quite a hunger, and
sent down to the kitchens for food and wine.

When it came
she sat on the bed a read some of the papers that Narak had left
for her. She saw little merit in them; not in the writing and not
in the matter written of. But she read them anyway for want of
anything better to do. She finished eating and sipped at a glass of
wine, but the ancient writings began to bore her. They were less
vivid than her private memories of Afael, and only served to remind
her of the terrible events of those days.

Her eye fell
upon her sword, sheathed and propped in a corner. She thought about
blood silver and all the strange things that she had experienced
when using her powers with the blade close to hand. She was afraid
to try again because she had done something that was forbidden, and
yet it called to her. It was like the first days when she was newly
a god. Then it had delighted her to pick up heavy things, simply to
run and feel her breath stolen by the speed of her passage, to
exercise her powers. Now she had new powers, though she did not
know them, and like a child in a new house she was eager to
explore, even the shadowy places.

She picked up
the sword and sat back down on the bed, pushing the papers aside.
She drew the blade and looked at it. Mostly it was plain steel, but
the edge and tip glittered with an unnatural brightness, as though
stars had somehow been captured and painted upon them. Blood
silver: the metal of death.

She laid the
blade across her arms so that the glittering edge touched her skin,
then she closed her eyes and dropped without effort into the
Sirash. She flew, glided, moved without effort. A city would be
good. She thought of Telas Alt, the great city of the kingdom of
Telas, their traitorous enemy. She was there as soon as the thought
was formed. She could feel the press of people, like a fire below
her, a sort of deep warmth. Sparrows, too, were plentiful here. She
could feel their bright candle minds flitting and flickering all
about her.

She became the
flock, a hundred birds swirling about the trees of the city. She
looked and saw with two hundred eyes.

Pascha had seen
Telas Alt as recently as a year ago, and this was not the same
city. Then the streets had been thronged with men and women going
about their business, parading their finery and wealth in the
streets, the air alive with voices, scents, all of it dancing to
the rhythm of prosperity.

Now the streets
were mostly empty. She saw people hurrying from place to place, no
time to stop and talk. All seemed eager to be off the streets and
out of sight. She flew down through the city, one tree at a time,
looking everywhere. Towards the river, close to the city gates she
heard the sound of shouting and many feet.

Seth Yarra.
About a hundred of them, and not cleansers, but the simple levy
kind of soldiers. They were marching with good discipline, an
officer walking before them and a sergeant calling out a rhythm
from the front of the ranks. She watched them for a moment. They
did not look so different from those she had fought at Fal Verdan,
nor indeed from the soldiers of the Seventh Friend alongside whom
she had stood.

Yet there was
no doubt that their presence had soured the city. It was full of
fear and suspicion.

Pascha flew up
the streets again, sweeping the flock over walls, up alleys,
through gates, until she came to the walls of the citadel itself.
This was the home of King Terresh and his queen, Hestia. She saw
that the gates were guarded by Seth Yarra, and not Telan men.

So it has
begun, she thought.

The walls that
might have stopped an army of ten thousand were no obstacle to
sparrows, and she flew over the top, swirling around the central
tower, studying the ground below. She saw a small gathering of
people in a courtyard. There was colour there, and signs of
order.

Pascha
descended, her scattered being perched on the branches of ivy, on
the sills of windows, and in the low bushes. She saw everything.
She heard everything.

A woman of
considerable beauty seemed to be at the centre of the gathering.
She stood towards the edge of the courtyard where the wall was
pierced by many arches, allowing her a clear view across many
terraces to the city below. She stood and looked and did not speak.
A man, more poorly clad and yet still clearly of noble blood stood
a pace behind her. He was many years her senior, quite iron grey
and roughed up by time.

“Will you not
come inside, my queen?” the older man asked. “This cold air cannot
be kind to your health.”

It was Hestia.
Hestia the fair, she was called by some, Hestia of the crooked path
by others. Pascha could see that even the queen was not untouched
by age. Her dark hair bore a streak of grey above her right ear.
There were lines about her eyes.

“If you wish
it, father,” she said. Her voice, too, was worn by time, but her
back was straight, and when she walked she paced regally across the
court and out of the chill air. None of them seemed to notice that
a few sparrows flew down to the step and looked after them. There
were seven of them altogether. Hestia and her father had four Telan
guards, and there was another man that Pascha picked as a secretary
or personal servant of some kind.

She followed
them, keeping to the edges of corridors, perching her eyes high up
above a man’s eye line. Sparrows had almost perfect camouflage
against the grey stone, and it was only when they moved that a man
might see them.

Hestia went to
her private chambers.

Pascha did not
enter, but instead brought more eyes around the walls of the keep
and found the windows through which she could see what happened
within. A sparrow perched on the sill of each of three windows that
let light into the rooms.

Hestia’s father
talked with her, but did not receive many words in reply. Pascha
could not hear what passed between them, but it was clear that the
old man was trying to persuade her to some course of action that
she found unacceptable. She abandoned the sparrows are tried her
luck with the servant. It was what she was here for, after all, to
test her powers.

She was
surprised that it was so easy. She dropped behind his eyes and at
once she could hear and see everything. The servant stood by the
door, next to a table. On the table there stood a flask of wine and
several glasses of exquisite design. They were long stemmed, and
the stem was somehow shaped as a grape vine with bunches of fruit,
and the leaves folded around to form the bowl in which the wine
would be poured. The glass of the leaves had a faint green
tint.

The father, the
duke of Eran, if memory served, had his back to her, and she had a
clear view of Hestia’s face.

“…I will not
abandon Terresh,” she was saying. “You know that he is with them,
and if I flee he will be in greater danger than ever. Any escape
must be for the both of us, or neither.”

“You do not
know if he is still alive, my queen. You have not had word for ten
days.”

Hestia closed
her eyes for a moment. “He still lives,” she said. “I must believe
that. How could it be that they have no use for a king?”

Pascha felt a
bolt of sympathy pierce her. For a moment Terresh was Alaran and
Hestia was Pascha. It was Afael again, a shadow of what had passed
four hundred years ago. She brushed pity aside. The west had fallen
to Seth Yarra because of this woman. She had let Seth Yarra in, and
an attempt had been made to kill Pascha herself.

“How long will
you wait?” the old man demanded. “They will come for you, too, my
queen, and you have not the power to stop them.”

“I cannot say,”
she replied. “What limit should I put on loyalty, on love itself?
What would I be without Terresh?”

“You would be
Queen of Telas,” he replied. “The people need their queen to live,
or all hope will be lost.”

“I will not
give you a day, a time, when I will betray Terresh. Bring me proof
that he is dead and I will flee, until then come to me every day,
father, for it eases my mind to see you.”

She dismissed
him. The old duke bowed and retreated to the door. “Keep well, my
queen,” he said, and it closed behind him leaving Hestia alone with
her servant.

“Bring me wine,
Derdan,” she said. “I have need of a little numbing.”

Pascha watched
as the man’s hands poured wine into the cup, as he carried it
across the room.

Now, she
thought. If I am to do anything, to try anything, it should be now.
She reached into the man’s mind, just as she would reach into a
sparrow’s. She reached and took hold. The wine spilled. Pascha saw
it leave the cup and splash on the carpet, the red stain sinking
into the fine weave and red droplets touching the hem of Hestia’s
dress.

“Clumsy!”
Hestia cried. “Do not be clumsy today, Derdan, I could not stand
it.”

But Derdan did
not move. His mind was in thrall, though it struggled to be free.
For Pascha it was like a huge forkful of Afaeli noodles that slid
and wriggled through the tines as she tried to scoop it back under
control again and again. This was far harder than anything she had
done before. She was contending with another will.

It was only
moments until she succeeded, though. She felt the thrill of
victory, of something entirely new. She had done the impossible,
the forbidden. She had used a man as an instrument of her will. In
one way, at least, it was so much easier than a sparrow. She knew
how to use everything at once. There was no adjustment for the
eyes, the limbs. Even the voice was her to command.

“Derdan, are
you well?”

Pascha turned
her eyes on Hestia, and there must have been something in her face,
for the queen to a step back.

“I am no longer
Derdan,” she said. It was odd he hear a man’s voice speak her
words.

“Not Derdan?”
the queen was quick enough, she had to grant that. In a moment a
small knife appeared in her hand and she stood ready to defend
herself. “Who are you if not Derdan?”

“Look to the
window, Queen of lies,” she said.

Hestia looked.
There were sparrows there now, seven of them lined up on the
sill.

“Passerina? It
is not possible.”

“Who are you to
say what is possible for the gods of the Benetheon?” Pascha
demanded. “Who are you to speak at all, who betrayed the Wolf, sold
your own people to Seth Yarra?” She could hear the anger in her
man’s voice.

“I have a knife
and you are unarmed,” the queen said.

“And if you
kill this man he will die, but I will not, and I can be anyone,
Hestia. I can be the guard who stands at your back. I can be the
cook who prepares your food. I can be your father. I can be
you.”

“You have come
to kill me?”

“I do not know.
Perhaps. Your crimes demand it.”

Hestia lowered
her knife. “You are not my judge, sparrow god,” she said. “My
judges are out there, the people of Telas, and today they may judge
me more harshly than you can, for I have gambled with their
freedom, and I have lost.”

“You have
gambled with more than that. They mean to kill us all, and I do not
think they will spare Telas, not you, not its king, not its
people.”

“All?” Hestia’s
eyes widened for a moment, but assurance came back. “This is a
tale. How can you know their intent?”

“The Wolf says
that it is so, and he does not lie. You know this.”

Hestia laughed.
“What Narak knows and what he believes to be true may differ,
Sparrow.” She threw her knife to one side. “You will not kill me,”
she said.

“I am glad that
you are certain, for my mind is not yet settled on the matter,”
Pascha said. “What would you give to know the fate of the
king?”

Hestia sat down
abruptly, her face now pale. “You could discover it, could you not?
Of course you could. You are the sparrow, your eyes and ears are
everywhere. Do you already know? Oh, please do not hold back if you
know.”

Pascha was
startled by the outburst. The woman was reduced from pride to
pleading in a moment, just at the thought of her husband. Like
Alaran, she thought. I would have been the same.

“I do not
know,” she said. “I have not cared to discover it, nor shall I
unless there is some inducement.”

“What can I
offer you? I have nothing. A few jewels, a dozen men at my beck is
all that I have been allowed to keep. I am stripped of power and
wealth.”

“Will you
renounce Seth Yarra, tell Telas to rise against them?”

“In a moment,
Passerina, but there are none to hear but those who already know my
heart.”

“There are two
thousand men at the Green Road gate who, I am sure, are loyal
Telans.”

“And two
thousand Seth Yarra with them. Not one body of men exists in the
kingdom that is not matched or overmatched by their watchers. These
Seth Yarra do not trust. Besides, how could I send a message that
they could believe. If I could, I would do so. Indeed I would
already have done so.”

“Your father
spoke of escape. Does he have a way?”

“He does. The
Seth Yarra guard the gates, but there are other ways, and they
think that I will not run while they hold the king. In that they
are correct.”

“Then I will
find your king,” Pascha said. “If he can be saved I will save him.
If he is dead, well you will have to take my word for the truth.”
She wondered at what she was saying. She had no idea how she might
find the king, nor how she would rescue him if he was alive. “Your
part of the bargain is that you will escape, take word to your men,
as many as you can reach, and raise them against Seth Yarra. If you
reach the gate I will try to bring the Berashi out to help you.
Then you must face the Wolf’s justice.”

“All that just
to die, then?”

“If Narak stood
here you would be dead. This war has cost him much. But he is fair,
and your deeds between now and when you face him may be enough to
save you. I cannot offer more.”

Hestia sat
silently for a moment. She looked at the floor, her shoulders
slumped. She looked the picture of dejection. So she should, Pascha
thought. A year ago she had been queen of a prosperous nation, at
peace, sure of her place in the world. Now she was faced with a
choice between probable and certain death; no choice at all.

“You offer hope
where I have none, Passerina,” she said eventually. “I will take
your bargain, but I will not move until you bring me word of the
king.”

“Then I must
hurry. I do not think that you have much time.”

She dropped the
servant, moved out of his mind and back into the waiting flock of
sparrows. She saw him fall, saw the confusion in his eyes, the
fear, and saw Hestia put an arm about the man’s shoulder and help
him to sit on the bed. It was a peculiar feeling to see an enemy
show kindness where kindness was neither required nor expected.

She turned away
from the fallen queen of Telas and spread herself about the city.
She looked in a thousand windows, listened at a thousand doors,
read the whole city like a book, and at the end of four hours she
was no nearer to finding Terresh. It seemed that the king had
simply vanished, his name was no longer spoken. It was as though he
had never been here at all.

She gathered
herself on top of the highest tower of castle and looked down over
the city. She had been looking for a place that was guarded. If
they held Terresh it would be in a place that was controlled by
Seth Yarra. There would be Seth Yarra men at the gates, inside, in
the surrounding streets. But there would be no need to guard a
corpse.

Dead then?
Pascha sat and looked, letting her many eyes consume the city as a
single image, an awareness of every direction at the same time.

No, there was
one more place to look, she realised. There was one building that
was guarded, just one in which she had not thought to look: the
castle itself. It was obvious, now that she thought about it. Why
guard two buildings when you could guard one? The great fortress of
Telas Alt was certainly large enough to keep both Hestia and the
king imprisoned and each unaware of the other.

It was the work
of a few minutes to search the windows, to peer in past every sill.
She was getting quite comfortable with the many-ness of the flock,
and she found it easy to assess and eliminate all he hundreds of
images that the sparrows eyes fed her. She did not find the king,
nor any sign of a place that was guarded and secure. What she did
see were empty rooms, dust on furniture that should have been used,
empty closets with doors that stood open and waved farewell to
their purpose.

Apart from
Hestia and her small retinue the castle was all but abandoned.

If not above,
then below. There were dungeons below the castle, she knew, but in
those dark and confined spaces the sparrows would be of no use to
her. She took them down to the courtyard, the great space just
within the gates, and sure enough there were men there; Seth Yarra
guards. These men had no use for the castle. They did not want to
live in it, to sit on its chairs or stand on its stone floors. Each
and every one of them slept in their tent city beyond the walls of
Telas Alt. She knew it with certainty. There was some purpose in
Narak’s reading after all. These buildings, rooms, beds and chairs
were taint to Seth Yarra. They were wrong and blasphemous. Yet here
the soldiers stood. Doors were guarded. Locks were locked.

Pascha released
the flock and fell back into the Sirash. Now was the time to use
her new skills. She searched for minds, the red, warm, clouded
minds of men. They were here in abundance. In the Sirash she could
not see the door, but she knew direction, and knowing that she
eased within the stone, past the door until she found a mind and
dropped in behind its eyes. She did not wish to control, just to
see.

There was a
dark corridor, a lamp, and beyond that a door. The man sat in a
chair in the dim light, humming to himself. She wondered at the
chair, that he sat in it. Was it something they had brought with
them? She could not see it, though.

Her bearings
secured, she left the sitting man and moved through the next door.
There were three minds here, and she chose one at random and
borrowed his eyes.

The men sat
around a table, and now she could see that the table and the chairs
on which they sat were indeed of foreign manufacture. They had a
blocky, rounded quality, all well braced and solid, well built but
unexciting. The men were playing a card game, but she did not know
the symbols on the cards, and when they spoke she did not
understand their words. She sat behind the eyes for some time, and
noted that there were six further doors, cells she imagined, that
gave off this guards’ chamber. Of the six there was one in
particular that the eyes flicked to quite regularly. She wished
that the man, or at least one of the men, would stand and go to the
door so that she might see what was within.

Time passed and
they still played.

Perhaps a bit
of mayhem was called for. After all, these were her enemies. They
would gladly kill her if they could. She left the man playing cards
and found the man in the passageway beyond the door again. She
slipped behind his eyes. This was going to hurt, she expected, if
she got the timing wrong.

She seized him;
overpowered his mind and took control. It was easier this time.
This man’s mind seemed more submissive, and she was quickly able to
contain it. She stood and walked to the door. There was no grille
or slot to look through. It was a plain, oak door, and she knew
from what she had seen on the other side that it was bolted.

There was no
point knocking. They would simply ask what she wanted, and she
would not understand the words. She took ten steps back down the
passage, braced herself, and ran as fast as she could at the door,
head down. Just before she struck it she tore free of the man’s
mind and quickly passed through and picked another of the men as a
seat to watch the fun.

She did not
hear the impact. She was between pairs of ears, but by the time she
could hear and see again the room was in uproar. The card table had
been kicked over and all three men were on their feet with swords
drawn.

One of them,
shorter than the other two with a clean shaven chin and small
features, seemed to be in charge. He banged on the door and
shouted. There was no answer. One of the other men said something,
a suggestion perhaps, but the small man silenced him with a
gesture. He shouted again. Still no answer. He turned and spoke to
the others. Orders, she assumed. They stood back from the door and
the ranking soldier carefully drew the two bolts that held it
shut.

He flung the
door open, and knelt at once to examine the man who lay there.
Pascha could not tell if he was dead or unconscious, but there was
a good deal of blood. He called his companions over, and they stood
over their fallen comrade while the short one went up the
passageway and examined the door at the other end. She heard the
bolts rattle as he tested them.

Pascha took
control of the man whose eyes she shared, and that was easy, too.
He didn’t even stumble. There was just a slight bounce as his head
slumped forwards and she lifted it again. She stabbed the man
standing next to her, a quick thrust into his unprotected,
unsuspecting side. She saw the look of surprise in his eyes as he
died. Now she lunged forwards at the smaller man, deliberately
clumsy, swinging her sword at his head. He ducked the blow easily
and backed away, shouting words that she didn’t understand. So he
was reluctant to kill the man. Well, that would be understandable
if they knew each other.

She attacked
again. She didn’t try too hard because the last thing she wanted
was both men dead. It would pose a nice mystery for the Seth Yarra
guards who came to relieve them, but it wouldn’t tell her who was
imprisoned here, or help them to escape.

The smaller man
backed away again, trying to move around the room so that he could
get back to the door, thinking perhaps that he might run up the
corridor and escape into the courtyard. That was one thing that she
could not allow. She stepped to intercept him and cut hard at his
neck.

That was
enough. The small man was no longer playing games. He parried the
blow and turned his body to push Pascha’s blade to one side, then
thrust his own into her body. She abandoned it at the first white
heat of pain. She had no desire to feel the full agony of the man’s
death. In the Sirash she saw his life go out like a smothered
candle. There was no dulling of his presence, no fading. He was
there one moment, and gone the next. She seized upon the one
remaining light. The last man, the sergeant or whoever he was,
seemed a little more difficult to control, much as Hestia’s servant
had been, but she overcame his resistance and found herself
standing alone amid the carnage she had caused. Mayhem indeed.

She picked up
the lamp and moved to the nearest cell door and slid back the small
hatchway that allowed inspection. There was no light within.

“Who is
within?” she asked. She spoke Telan.

There was
movement in the dark.

“Soldiers of
Telas, loyal to the king,” a voice replied. “Who is that?”

“I come from
the queen. Is the king here?”

“The King? Not
with us.”

She moved to
the next door and asked the same question. There was no answer, no
movement. She tried to hold the lamp so that she could see inside,
but it was difficult and she could make nothing out in the poor
light.

The next two
doors yielded soldiers, or at least men who said that they were. It
was the fifth door that gave her what she wanted.

“Who is
within?” she asked.

“If you hold
the key you know the answer,” a voice replied.

“There are dead
men here who might have known,” she said. “But I forgot to ask
them. Who is there?” She held up the light and squinted through the
window. She could make out a man seated with his back propped
against the side wall. There was a glint of something on his
sleeve. “Terresh?”

“What’s left of
him.”

“Your queen
asked that I seek you out,” she said.

“Hestia? She is
alive?”

“And well. She
is not imprisoned as you are. I am to retrieve you. She will raise
her banner against Seth Yarra, but not without you.”

“And you? You
show no deference. You are not Telan?”

Pascha was
about to announce herself, but thought better of it. These other
men could hear what she said. She was certain that they
listened.

“I serve the
Wolf,” she said.

There was a
long silence within the cell. It was probably not what the king had
hoped to hear. “I see,” he said.

“I am not here
to punish you, Terresh. The war outweighs your misdeeds. If you
join with Hestia in raising Telas against Seth Yarra it will not be
forgotten.”

“And who are
you to make such promises?” Terresh sounded tired.

“I am one who
offers hope, Terresh. You may sit in your cell and wait for the
time when they no longer need you, or you can come with me
now.”

“Escape? There
is no escape from here. You forget that I know this castle well. I
put many men in these dungeons, and none escaped.”

“None had my
help. Now, will you come with me or shall I tell Hestia that her
king is dead?”

“Better to die
on my feet with a blade in my hand,” the king said. “I will come
with you.”

Pascha plucked
the keys from the belt of the man she had possessed. She tried two
before the third one turned the lock and the door swung open. She
stepped back, remembering that she had dropped the sword, or at
least this body had, when she had taken control.

Terresh stepped
out into the dim lamplight as though it were sunshine, blinking and
squinting. He looked badly used. There was a bruise on one side of
his face and his fine clothes were grimed and stank.

“You are one of
the guards,” he said.

“I appear to
be,” she replied. “But it is not so.”

“Magic, then.
You are a Durander.”

“I am not. As
it happens I was born in Telas Alt, but that is unimportant. I am
here to free you. That is all that you need to know.”

Pascha turned
her back on the king. She was already thinking how they might
escape. There were two ways of doing it, she thought: either by
stealth, or by force. If she chose force she could free the
soldiers from their cells and make a break for the gate, hoping
that they could fight off the Seth Yarra in the courtyard and
outdistance them enough to lose themselves in the city. It was not
an attractive option. Some of the guards had bows, and even if
there were enough men in the cells to make it seem practical there
were only four swords.

Stealth was
more attractive. If she managed to cross the courtyard with Terresh
as far as the gate they would be free and clear. Any pursuit would
be delayed until the usual changing of the guards. The problem was
that she did not know how the guards would react to men dressed as
Seth Yarra emerging from the dungeon door. Would they challenge
her?

She picked up
the sword and stood, still lost in thought, and Terresh stabbed
her. He struck from behind, and she felt the burning pain as the
blade went in just below the ribcage, angled up. It was an
efficient blow, a killing blow, and she barely had time to register
the pain before she was in the Sirash again.

Her first
response was anger. Once a traitor, always a traitor. She reached
out for his mind and seized it. She felt his terror, his confusion,
his lack of understanding at what was happening to him, and then
she was in control, Terresh shut away in a small corner of his own
mind, dulled in a kind of sleep. He would stay there until she
released him.

She looked
around again. The body of the man she had occupied lay before her,
face down on the floor. The Blade that Terresh had used lay beside
the corpse. She picked it up and wiped it on the body. His clothes
were too small anyway. She moved to the man by the door, the one
whose head she had run into the oak. He was dead, and his clothes
seemed quite untouched by blood.

She stripped
him quickly, piling his clothes on the table. Then she took off
Terresh’s clothes. He needed a bath. She felt soiled just wearing
his naked body, but she quickly put on the Seth Yarra soldier’s
kit, which was a lot cleaner than the king’s.

“Free us, lord
king.”

She looked and
saw a face at one of the cell windows. It seemed cruel just to
leave them. They were just as much victims of Seth Yarra as anyone
else, even if they were comrades of those she had killed so many of
at the wall. But if she freed them they were a danger to Terresh.
He would have done it, she knew. He would have freed them and
rushed out with a dozen men to challenge the might of Seth Yarra
with four swords, and they would all have been killed. If she
opened the cell doors the same thing might happen. Telans were not
known for their discipline.

“I am your
king,” she said to them. “Force of arms will not help me now. I
must be stealthy. There are not enough of you to force the
courtyard, and too many to pass unnoticed. I am sorry.”

“Do not leave
us to die here, lord king.” The man was pleading. “Let us at least
die with some honour, sword in hand and under the sky.”

She stood for a
moment, paralysed with indecision. Pascha wanted to let these men
out, to give them their chance even if it meant that they would
die, but common sense gave her good reasons why she should not. If
they did anything the king’s absence would be discovered sooner,
and she needed all the time she could steal to carry her precious
cargo away. She had told Hestia that she would find out if the king
was dead or alive, and do what she could, but she knew that alive
was better, so much better. Hestia would be grateful. The queen
would see that she had kept her word because dead was just her
speaking, but alive was this body, this man, delivered whole. It
was a more powerful thing to do.

Yet perhaps
there was a way, if they could be trusted. She had fought Telans
and did not doubt their courage.

“We were wrong
to side with these cold blooded foreigners,” she said to the men.
She was trying to think like Terresh, so say what he might say.
“They are worse than Duranders.”

“You speak the
truth,” the man said.

“So I do. But
it must be put right. If I can reach what remains of our army we
will put a bloody hole in their ranks they’ll not forget in a
hurry, but I must be there in person. I must show my face, and they
must hear the words in my voice.”

“Well, if we
must die in shame for the kingdom’s glory, then it will be a
glorious shame, lord king,” the man said.

“I will open
the doors,” Pascha said. She took the keys and unlocked each door
in turn. The men filed out. They were a ragged bunch, no better
used by their captors than the king. They did not look like they
had been fed in a week, and not one of them had seen bath or razor
in a long time. “Your captors had food and water,” she said,
pointing to the table. “Eat.”

The men did not
move to do so. The one who had spoken for them before now did so
again. “Lord King,” he said. “It does not become mere soldiers to
eat while the king goes hungry.”

Pascha looked
at what lay on the table. There were twenty or more freed soldiers
crowded before her. Why the Seth Yarra had chosen to imprison these
particular men she could not say, but she was willing to wager that
it was not for a crime that Terresh would recognise. The food was
enough for two men to have a hearty meal. It would be poor pickings
for five.

“You must eat,”
she said. “I will not. In a moment I will try to leave here and
cross the bailey without attracting their notice. If they see me
and know who I am they will try to seize me. If that happens I will
call for you and you must break out and attack them. If I succeed,
then you must stay here; bolt the door, and hold them out for as
long as you can.” That would be a day, perhaps two. She would be
long gone with Terresh’s body by the time Seth Yarra knew that he
was missing.

“We will buy
you the time or distraction that you need, lord King,” the man
said. “Do not doubt it.” She could see the other men nodding, their
faces lit with a sort of grim satisfaction. Either path would be
death, but these brave men did not hesitate. They saw the glory.
They saw the purpose. She was moved by their devotion, even though
she was an impostor, a usurper within this body. Terresh would have
been proud – or maybe he would have taken it for granted that men
would die like this to aid him.

“You will all
kneel,” she said. Pascha had seen enough ceremony in the royal
court of Telas to know the king’s custom. The men knelt as one. She
lifted her borrowed sword and held it above their heads. “I, King
Terresh of Telas, lord of the west, lion of the eternal kingdom,
emperor of the seas, do on this day admit you as Knights Apparent
of the Royal Order of Telas, the honour is bestowed for a great and
worthy service to the person of the king, according to custom and
tradition. Let no man doubt your worth, for I do not.”

They all bowed
their heads, almost as though in prayer.

“Rise, Knights
of the Royal Order,” she said. They rose. She was ashamed, at least
a little. These men were going to die for Terresh, for her, for the
war, and she had not been honest with them. If any of them
survived, the king would not remember. But he would keep Pascha’s
word, she vowed, or Hestia would.

She watched the
men eat what little food there was. She wanted to give her sword to
one of the Telans, but it would be a mistake. A Seth Yarra soldier
without a sword would be an obvious thing, bound to draw attention,
and she needed to be invisible, or as close as she could get.

It was time to
act. She walked up the short passageway between the two dungeon
doors and stood before the last. Beyond this there were Seth Yarra.
She was surprised that she could feel them, almost like being in
the Sirash. The warmth of their minds was palpable through the
door.

She rubbed dirt
on the king’s face. It was fortunate that he was neither tall not
short, that his complexion was not dissimilar from the olive
skinned Seth Yarra.

Turn away, she
thought. Do not see.

Pascha opened
the door.


31. Rescue

Cain looked
into the eyes of the man who was about to kill him, and he did not
hate him. He had done his best to delay things, but perhaps it was
not enough. He was wounded, could feel the strength draining from
him with the blood that trickled down his arm. He thought of
Sheyani, and of Waterhill, his pretty estate in the south, but
mostly he thought of Sheyani. This stranger, a Seth Yarra cleanser,
an officer, would also have a life, perhaps children, a house,
people who loved him. He believed, as Cain did, that his cause was
just.

He had been
certain about the sand finch. He knew the birds. They frequented
the open fields and grassy meadows around Bas Erinor, swarmed in
flocks, called in chorus. This had been one bird, in a wood
hundreds of miles from where it was supposed to be. It had to be a
man; one of his men.

He watched the
Seth Yarra officer raise his sword. Cain lifted his own blade,
raised his shield to take the blow as well as he could, but his
knees wanted to buckle, his arms were slow. And there was another
bird, a hawk, crying in the wood. Hawks he knew as well. They were
birds of the open air, and flew their sharp-eyed patterns somewhere
between the forest and the sky. This one was sitting somewhere in
the woods to his right.

He heard bees.
But they were not bees. An arrow, two, three, sprouted from the
body of the Seth Yarra who had been about to kill him, and the man
fell, his sword dropping from his hand, which went to pluck
uselessly at a shaft buried in his neck.

Cain allowed
himself to fall. The best place to be now was on the ground, below
the deadly traffic that filled the air. He heard shouts, running
feet, more arrows, the angry noise of steel on steel. He found
himself looking into the eyes of the Seth Yarra officer. The man
wasn’t quite dead. His eyes were blinking slowly and blood was
running sluggishly from the corner of his mouth. He was looking
back at Cain.

“I’m sorry,”
Cain said. It was true. He hadn’t wanted this man to die. He’d been
a decent enough soldier, a good blade, a man of honour as far as
Cain could tell. It was a waste. The dying man blinked one more
time, and then his eyes grew still and lost their focus, looking at
something only the dead can see. Cain turned away. As much as he
thought it a waste, a death like this didn’t upset him. He accepted
it as part of war, and it was better that he should die than Cain.
Cain wasn’t a hypocrite about life and death.

“General?
General, are you all right?”

He looked up
and saw a face he knew. It was Skal’s man, Tilian Henn. He looked
so young, and so worried that he was almost on the edge of
panic.

“No,” said
Cain. “That bastard cut me a couple of time, but it’s nothing a
good physic can’t put right.” He sat up and looked around. His head
was swimming, and he knew better than to try to stand. Other men
were crowding round now. He saw Bargil’s face, all frowns and
concentration, and felt his armour lifted away, the cold air on his
skin as his shirt followed it.

“Not that bad,”
he heard Bargil say. “One’s a scratch. The other needs a bit of
care, but you heal fast, General.” He called for bandages, and Cain
gritted his teeth as the big man dressed the wound, tied the
bandage tight around his arm.

Horses
appeared, and he was levered up onto one. All this time he had been
passive, allowing his men to do their work, but now it was time to
be decisive.

“We need to
rejoin the regiment,” he said.

“You need to
rest,” Bargil said, but by his tone Cain knew that it was only
words spoken because they had to be.

“I’ll rest on
the back of a wagon when we get there,” he said. In truth he felt
better now. His head had cleared a little, and the water that one
of Henn’s men had given him had helped to restore him. “For now I
can ride. We won’t push the pace, but we should rejoin them
tomorrow.” He saw that Henn was talking to his men. The man had
been a lieutenant when he’d seen him in Bas Erinor, but now he wore
a captain’s marks. He caught his eye and waved him over.

“Captain Henn,
I owe you my life. I won’t forget. That was good work, though your
timing could have been better.”

They moved out.
Cain spared a last glance back at the bodies they left behind.
Sixteen Seth Yarra. It had been an ambush. He was certain of it
now. They had been laying for him. They had known he was coming. If
that was the case, then the message the young lieutenant had
delivered had not been from the Wolf. He had named Carillon as his
master, and so it was Carillon he would seek out.

Yet there was
something wrong. Skal had told him about the Duke of Carillon. The
man was not bright, but a patriot in Avilian terms; a bigot at any
rate and a traditionalist. Such a man would be unlikely to plot
with Seth Yarra, who were even more demonised than Berashis in the
traditionalist canon. It would be out of character. Yet the name
had been spoken, and it was certain that the lieutenant had been no
Seth Yarra. It was where he would begin his search for truth.

Time and duty
were against him, though. He was very aware that the reason Seth
Yarra had wanted him dead was that he had acquired a certain
significance. He had led the defence of Fal Verdan. He was favoured
by the Wolf. His death would have been seen as important, though he
did not think it would have changed the outcome of any particular
battle.

They rode for
three hours while Cain mulled over the facts. He needed to get to
the White Road as quickly as he could. That was his duty. The wall
must be built, the ground prepared for the fight to come. Yet he
was not actually necessary. He could pursue this matter for a day
or two and still fulfil his duty. But to what effect? He could not
take the regiment with him, and he knew from Skal that Carillon had
two thousand men under his command, and even with the Seventh
Friend at his back Cain would not want to start a civil war on the
eve of a Seth Yarra attack.

The pain of his
injury grew as they rode, and at the end of three hours he was
becoming concerned that it might be worse than Bargil had thought.
He needed to stop, to lie still for a night and give himself a
chance to heal.

It was an early
stop, but neither Bargil nor Captain Henn complained. They went out
of their way to make him comfortable. A large fire was built that
filled the winter woods with wild shadows, but the good cheer of
the men banished any ghosts. They seemed in high spirits, singing
and drinking wine in the warmth and light. He wondered at it until
Henn told him that they had been cold camping it all the way from
Bas Erinor, training and riding fourteen hours and more every day.
Add to that the victory they had won, and without the loss of a
single man, and Cain understood well enough.

He noted that
Henn posted ten men out in the woods, hidden in the dark in case
anything approached, and ten more stayed sober by the fire to take
their turn as the night wore on. He was a cautious man.

Cain ate a
large meal, but only one cup of wine seemed to make him light
headed again, and so he drank water, and several cups of the spiced
tea that Bargil prepared so well. He was happy enough. It seemed
that he had more than his share of luck, but that was good.
Tomorrow he would be stronger. They would ride the king’s road and
catch up with the regiment. Tomorrow he would be with Sheyani.


* * *
*

The sun saw
them up and eating a hearty breakfast. Cain was stiff and sore, but
the strength had returned to his limbs and he felt alert. He talked
with Henn and Bargil as they ate, avoiding the topic of war. Today
he did not want to think about the bloodshed that lay ahead.
Instead he talked about food, horses, taverns, the weather;
anything that was not war or death.

The others
caught his mood and went along with it. There was no hurry in their
day, so they took their time breaking camp and setting out on the
road. The regiment was moving up the road at a steady two miles an
hour, assuming that nothing had happened to slow it, and they moved
easily at twice that speed or more. Cain set a pace that was
comfortable, that did not trouble his wound.

They broke
their journey briefly at midday, but Cain was beginning to feel a
sense of urgency. The night’s rest and their gentle pace had
allowed him to heal quickly, and he was growing keen to be about
his life again, to see Sheyani, to take stock of their situation
and make a decision what to do about Carillon.

It was late in
the afternoon when they made contact with the regiment. The sun was
low in the sky and the road was mostly chilling in the shade of the
thin forest that surrounded them when one of Captain Henn’s men
came back with news that the rearguard of the Seventh Friend had
been sighted.

Cain spurred
his mount forwards at once. Sheyani would be with the van, where he
would have been had he not been sent into ambush. He trotted past
the men, and he saw that they were pleased to see him. Some
saluted, some waved, and others called out. He waved back, but his
mind was already ahead of him. It took twenty minutes to pass the
entire regiment. He reined his horse to a walk as he came alongside
Major Gorios. He turned in his saddle, but he could not see
Sheyani, or her mount.

“Glad to have
you back, General,” Gorios said. He was smiling, clearly relieved
to be relieved of command.

“Where’s
Sheyani?” Cain asked.

“She’s not with
the regiment, General,” Gorios replied.

“No? Then
where?”

“About an hour
after you left yesterday a group of riders met us. One of them was
the Duke of Carillon. They invited her to take advantage of the
Duke’s hospitality for a day or two. He has a house near here.”

“She went with
them?”

“They were
quite insistent, General. Carillon himself said he would be
desolated if she refused. Apparently he has a number of house
guests and thought she would enjoy some high born company.”

Cain said
nothing. He looked up at the darkening sky. The sun would be gone
in an hour, and he was in no fit state to go riding off in the
dark.

“How far is
this house of Carillon’s, Major?”

“Half a day
east. It’s a place called High Stone, set on the river.”

Half a day. He
would have to leave in the morning, at dawn. He would take his
cavalry with him – a thousand horse. That should be enough unless
Carillon had his regiment camped at High Stone.

“Is something
wrong, General?” Gorios asked.

“You might say
that, Major. Carillon’s message sent me into a Seth Yarra ambush.
It was only Captain Henn’s men coming up from the rear that saved
out lives, and now you tell me that Carillon has Sheyani.”

“Carillon and
Seth Yarra? The Duke’s not bright, but he’s no traitor,
General.”

“I thought the
same, but I only know what I’ve seen and heard, so I’ll be going
after them in the morning.”

“I’d like to
come with you, sir,” Gorios said.

Cain shook his
head. “You have to take the rest of the men on,” he said. “Be
careful, Major. There are Seth Yarra about; probably not many, but
be careful.”

“I shall be,
General. You will leave in the morning?”

“At dawn. I
will take the cavalry. All of them.”

Gorios looked
startled. He opened his mouth to speak, but evidently thought
better of it and closed it again. It was Bargil who spoke.

“All of them,
General? That is a thousand men.”

Cain turned in
his saddle and looked at his sergeant, his friend. He knew that
Bargil understood about Sheyani. He knew the big man was as much
her friend as Cain was her lover. Their eyes met. It was about
duty, Cain knew. Tane Bargil had been Dragon Guard, and their
regimental was duty, honour, loyalty. The order of the words was no
accident. Duty first. He nodded.

“I will take
five hundred,” he said. “We will camp here.” He turned to Gorios.
“Call for volunteers, Major. We will leave at dawn.”


32. High Stone

It had seemed
quite innocent at first. The Duke and his retinue had been polite,
but insistent, politely insistent, she supposed. She knew that Cain
did not admire the man, but she was more used to his kind. Carillon
was a high lord whose advantages all derived from his birth. He had
very little in the way of natural talent, his ambition was to
remain what he was, and his bold assumption of superiority, so
evident in his loud voice and arrogant bearing, fooled no one.

In Durandar
there were men and women, sons of great mages, children of houses
that had bred generations of great talents, who in their own right
possessed no aptitude for any path. Such people were tolerated for
their bloodline which, it was usually assumed, had only skipped one
generation.

It was the lack
of ambition that made such people harmless. They revelled in
displays of wealth and hospitality, performed a decorative
function, as often as not, around the circles of those who wielded
real power. Sheyani understood that she and Cain, particularly
Cain, were of the moment, part of the tide of politics that washed
about the great houses of the realm. She thought that this was the
reason for Carillon’s invitation.

She had
misunderstood.

Carillon was a
puppet, some other lord’s creature, and there was real danger. They
had ridden away from the column in good order, and in good heart,
but it quickly became apparent that Carillon had no desire to speak
with her, or even to ride at her side. An officer was delegated to
this task, and he rode and talked well enough, but there was a
discernable atmosphere about the party. It was as if they did not
really want her there at all. That, too, she was able to explain
away. She was not what they had really wanted. Cain would have been
better. His stories about the fight at Fal Verdan would have been
better, more martial, more entertaining.

So Sheyani had
tolerated her sense of social unease, talked with the polite
officer, and ridden to High Stone.

She had been
surprised to see soldiers as they approached the house, and indeed
that the house was more of a fortress than she had expected. It sat
proud and dark on the high point of a stony ridge that ran roughly
north-south. Soldiers were camped on the open ground below its
stalwart walls, tents lined up along the river that flowed
southwards below the line of the ridge. She could not count them,
but guessed about a thousand. It was odd to see so many soldiers
not yet deployed in the cause of the war.

“You have had
trouble here?” she asked the officer.

“Some,” he
replied. “Bandits and such.”

A thousand
troops and a castle to defend from bandits? There were not that
many bandits in the whole of Avilian and Berash combined. The
officer’s ‘and such’ hinted at something else, but surely the duke
of Bas Erinor and even Cain would have known if such a threat
existed so close to their line of march. She thought about
questioning the man further, but he had looked away as soon as he
had spoken his evasive reply, and it was clear that he did not want
to enlarge on the subject, so she did not press him.

As they drew
closer to High Stone it became even more impressive. The curtain
wall was the height of three men. It looked quite solid, and the
gate was a triple affair of iron and wood and iron again, and one
portcullis was hoisted as they approached, the others being already
drawn up into the stone wall. The keep, even from outside the
curtain wall, looked strong and functional. It was a place that had
been made for war. All the windows were slitted; there was no hint
of comfort or compromise about it.

Inside things
got rapidly worse. As she dismounted she reached for her pipes
where she had lodged them in a bag tied to the saddle, but her
officer escort quickly seized the bag before she could recover
it.

“Those are my
pipes,” she said, expecting him to surrender the package, but he
just nodded.

“My lady, the
duke is nervous about magic within these walls. He does not wish
mage craft practiced here.”

“Then I will
refrain, but my pipes…”

“…Will be
returned when you depart.” He turned and walked away, bag still
clutched in his right hand. They had taken her pipes. It was a
grand insult on a par with confiscating a lord’s weapons, but still
she sought to excuse them. Perhaps they did not know. Yet for all
that she felt her unease blossom into a sudden flower of fear. Part
of her said that these men meant her harm, and if so, they meant
Cain harm as well.

Yet she had a
card to play. In her pocket was the wolf head ring, Narak’s sigil,
his wedding gift to her that signified that she was in his favour;
that she walked with the wolf. Surely they would not dare risk
Narak’s vengeance? She had not worn it because it seemed loose on
her finger, and she wanted to have it seen to by a good jeweller in
the city so that it would not drop from her hand and be lost, and
besides, they were not yet wed.

“You are Lady
Sheyani Esh Baradan, betrothed of Cain Arbak, Lord of Waterhill?”
It was phrased as a question, but the asker knew well enough who
she was.

“I am,” she
replied. Her horse was being led away and this new officer, younger
and less appealing than the man who had stolen her pipes, was the
only one paying attention to her.

“Please follow
me,” he said. “I will take you to your quarters.”

She thought
about saying no, saying that she wanted to walk on the walls, see
the fortress, but she suspected that any resistance on her part
would trigger less courteous treatment, and robbed of her pipes she
was in no position to resist. She nodded and followed him.

They did not
enter the great gates of the keep. Instead they went to a lesser
door, a side door, and from there the steps went down. That was not
a good sign. Sheyani followed meekly enough. She could not fight a
thousand men, not even with her pipes in her hand, but she had
other skills, and the ring to play as a trump card.

It was not a
dungeon that she was taken to. At least they were that gracious. It
was certainly a prison, though. The door was thick and the bolts
were on the outside. There were no windows, but the lamps were
adequate, and the rooms – there were two of them – were furnished
with a bed, a table, a chair. There was a jug of sweet water on the
table, a bowl of nuts and dried fruit. There was even a rug on the
stone floor. It was almost as though they were doing their best not
to offend her.

“I am to be a
prisoner, then?” she asked. “This is the hospitality of the Duke of
Carillon for one who stood at the wall?”

Her guard, or
her gaoler, she should call him, had the decency to look
embarrassed.

“I am told that
you did not fight, my lady,” he said, but he did not meet her
eyes.

“And that is
why my pipes were stolen from me?” she asked. “Because I am no use
without a sword or bow in my hand?” She looked down on him, a
difficult thing, for he was nearly a foot taller. She stepped into
her prison and sat at the table with all the dignity she could
muster.

The officer
hesitated in the doorway. It was clear that he wanted to reply, but
thought better of it, and closed the heavy door. She heard the
bolts shoot home. Sheyani kept her head turned from the door. Her
eyes were bright with tears and she did not want them to see. She
did not fear for herself as much as she feared for Cain. They would
not have done this if they thought that Cain would come, and the
only reason he would not come was if he was dead.

Cain had left
with Tane Bargil and two picked men to answer a summons from the
Wolf, but that summons had been delivered by Carillon’s men. But
still she could not understand it. Why was she still alive? If Cain
was dead and they did not fear the Wolf then why was she alive? And
why kill her? Why kill Cain? Even the most stupid of lords must see
that this was not a time to be playing inter house politics. Narak
would be angry beyond words. Men would die for this. Even the Duke
of Bas Erinor would not allow such arrant stupidity to go
unpunished.

She touched the
ring in her pocket. She felt the small knife that rested in the
small of her back. They had not searched her. Their only concern
had been the pipes, but Sheyani was not only a mage of the path of
Halith. If these men had known anything of Durandar they would have
known that a king’s daughter, an heir to the occult throne, would
follow many paths before choosing her calling.

They would pay
dearly for that ignorance. She had all that she needed before her.
There was fire and water, and blood that flowed in her veins. These
were all the things she required.

 

She closed her
eyes and formed the words.


33. A Summoning

Narak sat with
the heels of his hands pressed into his eye sockets, his elbows
resting on his knees, hunched over in what otherwise might have
been a comfortable chair. In the intimate darkness behind his eyes
he conjured up the images of Perlaine and Narala, two of the three
women who had ever meant anything to him. Both Dead. They had died
because he had sent them into danger, and because he had failed to
protect them. He was failing in everything he did. The Kingdoms,
his friends, the Benetheon, all were being whittled away before his
eyes, and now he was down to one last bold, lunatic strategy;
something that was half dreamed and half stolen; a tactic so
abhorrent to him that he hardly dared frame it in his mind.

The weariness
he had felt after Narala’s death had not left him. He wanted to
close his eyes and sleep, to forget for a while. But sleep itself
was a battleground now. His dreams were more vision that dream,
vivid and full of troubles of their own. It was many nights now
since he had simply dreamed the confused, morning mist dreams that
burned away with the touch of daylight. In fact he had not allowed
himself to dream, to sleep at all, for three days.

He took his
hands away and opened his eyes. He blinked to clear his vision. He
could sense that they were here. He could feel their magic, weak as
it was, immune to it as he was, he still knew it, smelled it.

It was Prince
Havil who pulled back the tent flap. He liked Havil. The Prince of
Berash was still a young man, but he was strong, intelligent,
moral, and completely lacking in artifice. He had a good head for
strategy and his men loved him. Yet one day Havil would be King of
Berash, and soon after that he would be dead, and then a fading
memory, confused with others even in the eyes of his own subjects
as time wore away the present truth into legend. He could not save
Havil, not preserve his life as he had with Caster. Kings were
forbidden this gift.

“Deus, the
mages are here,” Havil said.

“Bring them
in,” he said. These were the mages that King Hammerdan had sent him
before their relationship had soured. The king had tried to have
Sheyani killed, and though Narak did not make a habit of
interfering in Kingdom politics she had been aiding an allied army
against Seth Yarra. It was a stupid thing to do, to kill a powerful
ally. Hammerdan had promised to stop the attempts, under threat of
death, and Narak had promised the king that he would see the
implied challenge of the assassination attempt answered after the
war. He would have done it, too, but Sheyani had renounced her
claim to the throne to be with Cain Arbak, but Hammerdan did not
know this.

Frankly, he was
loath to see the occult throne occupied by so undeserving a
man.

The mages filed
in. They took the seats set out for them, ten stools arranged in a
semi circle around Narak’s own seat. Their leader, Fadim, sat
directly opposite Narak, wrapped in his green cloak. The mages were
a deliberate rainbow of colours, each clad in the cloak of their
trade. In truth he did not know for certain that he could trust
them to do as he wished, they were Hammerdan’s subjects, but he
would make it clear what the price of failure might be.

“Fadim, Mages
of Durandar, I am pleased to see you, for I have need of your help
once more.”

“We are at your
service, Mighty God of Wolves,” Fadim replied. Narak could tell
that one or two of the mages had sat straighter at his words,
leaned a little forward in anticipation. They must all be bored, he
thought, trapped in Berash by the war, unwilling or unable to risk
a trip through a hostile Telas overrun by an equally hostile Seth
Yarra.

“It is your
weather skills that I require,” he said. “Your control of the
wind.”

Fadim looked
worried again. “Our skill is not absolute…” he began. Narak
recognised the man’s concern. As a mage of the path of Karesh, and
the only one among the ten, this task would fall largely on his
shoulders.

“I know this,
Fadim. But what I need is for the prevailing winds to prevail, and
you will have a window of several days in which to begin.”

“How long must
we maintain this wind, Deus?” Fadim asked. He still looked
worried.

“Three days,
perhaps. Five if you can.”

“I believe that
this can be done,” Fadim said with a nod.

“I would prefer
certainty,” Narak said. “The cost of failure will be high.” He
paused and looked hard at Fadim. “For all of us.”

The Karesh Mage
looked quickly from side to side. While he was the only Karesh Mage
here, there would doubtless be some who were adepts of that path
among the others. He would not be alone.

“We will not
fail you,” Fadim said.

“I am glad to
hear you say it, Mage Fadim,” Narak said. He sat back in his chair
and gestured to a soldier who stood near the door. “Will you all
join me in a cup of wine?”

The Mages
seemed to relax. They exchanged glances and smiled. There had been
a definite tension in the sir at their summoning, and Narak was
sure that they had been aware of the trouble between their lord and
himself. They had not really known what to expect. They had been
afraid.

Now that the
matter was settled and promises had been made he did his best to be
a good host. He talked with them, made clear that he valued them.
He tried to sound out which of them disliked Hammerdan, would stand
against him if the chance arose, but they were all diplomatic on
the subject of the Occult Throne and its occupant. Some of them
nodded when he spoke well of Baradan, Sheyani’s father, while
others simply changed the subject. Perhaps it was other Durander
ears that they feared. He could not get a clear picture of how they
felt.

Whatever his
minor frustrations, Narak’s major goal had been achieved. They
would work to his plan. The desired outcome of his wild gamble was
a little less improbable.

He would send
them at once to the White Road. It would not be long before Henn’s
foresters would be through the pass and preparing for the Seth
Yarra army. It seemed extraordinary to Narak that Seth Yarra had
themselves barely begun to prepare for the campaign. Jidian and
Pascha had been watching them, and as of a few days ago they were
barely out of winter barracks. No force had yet marched north, and
although preparations were now underway for such a march, it would
be weeks yet before they arrived.

Incompetence in
an enemy worried him, because it always seemed like a trick. He had
seen so many foolish moves that had turned out to be not so foolish
when viewed with hindsight and a Seth Yarra perspective. He had to
remember that they did not overly value the lives of their
soldiers, that they did not value their allies, and that they did
not want peace. For them it was victory or death. They had taken
the west, and very nearly broken through into the east, but now he
thought he had the measure of them. Eyes everywhere searched the
coasts for their ships, troops were held in reserve to attack any
further incursion.

Perhaps it was
not incompetence at all. They had the numbers. They had the time.
If they had known about Cain’s wall they could have done little
about it, short of magically producing an army in the middle of
Avilian.

His duty done,
his gratitude to the Durander mages displayed by adequate
conversation and wine, he excused himself and went back to the tent
reserved for his personal use. They were camped fifty miles the
Berashi side of Fal Verdan, Narak, Aidon, Havil and most of the
army. He had sent Cain northwards, and left a reluctant Skal
Hebberd in reserve, camped on the Berashi Avilian border.

Not all the
troops were yet assembled. Some Afaeli units were still marching
west, and some Avilian regiments had yet to appear, but they were
all on the road, and in a few days they would join him. For all the
world it looked as though he was following his original plan – to
take the army through Fal Verdan and attack Seth Yarra in the rear
as they marched north. In truth he had not yet made his actual
plans clear to anyone, not even Havil or Aidon. He had no intention
of crossing the Dragon’s Back in numbers.

He reached his
tent and lay on the bed they had made up for him. He did not want
to sleep, but something called him to lie back, to close his eyes.
He felt the need.

Almost at once
he was dreaming, but it was not one of the wild, prophetic and
historic dreams he had suffered so much at the hands of the Bren
Alar. He was in a room without windows. A lamp burned on a table.
Directly opposite him he saw Sheyani, sitting on the floor. He
could see blood smeared on her eyelids, like some barbaric
decoration. One hand rested in a bowl of water, and the other
hovered above the flame of the lamp. She was staring directly into
his eyes.

“I beg your
leave to speak, Deus,” she said.

“What is this?”
he asked.

“Forgive me,
Deus, but I have summoned you. I would not have done so if there
was not great danger.”

“Summoned?”

“Yes. You
dream. I have been waiting a day for you to sleep. They may have
tried to kill Cain. I am a prisoner.”

“A prisoner?”
He felt stupid, just repeating her words with a question mark
attached. “Who?” he demanded. “Who has done this?”

“It is Carillon
who acts. I am held at High Stone. Cain was sent to a town called
Bergan Rise, and sent by your name. They said you waited to meet
him there.”

“It is not
true. Carillon, you say?”

“Yes, but I do
not doubt there is another who stands behind him. He has neither
the courage nor the imagination for such a deed.”

“Cain is not
dead,” Narak said. “I would have felt it.” He knew that this was
what Sheyani would want to hear. He saw the smile his words
provoked.

“If Cain lives
he will already be on the way here. There are a thousand men camped
outside the walls, and the castle is strong. I fear there will be
bloodshed.”

“I will stop
it,” Narak reassured her. “I will go to Cain, and then I will come
to you. I shall be with you before midday.”

“I am in your
debt, Deus,” she said. He saw her hand lift from the water, and the
other move away from the flame, and suddenly he was lying on his
back in the tent again, looking up at black cloth. Duty again. He
swung his legs off the bed and sat for a moment. She was right.
There would be bloodshed. This was treachery again, even if it was
disguised in the cloth of ambition.

Narak picked up
his swords and strapped them to his back. He wished there was
another way, another path, but he had chosen this one so long ago
that he could no more change it than he could be unborn.

He walked
across the camp, calling at Havil’s tent and finding him absent. A
Berashi guard there told him that the prince was training. He was
always training, and always with his men. He walked to Aidon’s
tent, and found the Duke of Bas Erinor there with several of his
advisors. He allowed the guards to announce him.

“Deus, what can
we do for you?” Aidon asked.

“I have to
leave,” Narak told him. “There is a problem with the Duke of
Carillon. It seems that he has tried to kill colonel Arbak, and
taken his betrothed prisoner.” He could see the shock on Aidon’s
face at his words. Glances were exchanged between the advisors.

“What are you
going to do?” Aidon asked.

“If he begs for
mercy I will send him to the dungeons in Bas Erinor to await your
pleasure. Otherwise I will probably kill him. We don’t have time to
be circumspect. Carillon has kept a thousand men back to guard
himself, and we need them.”

Aidon was
clearly having trouble with the thought of Carillon in rebellion;
especially now.

“Carillon? Are
you sure?”

“There may be
someone else behind it, and I will discover who.”

Aidon would
have liked to question Carillon himself, in his own way, in his own
time. That was clear enough to Narak, but he didn’t care. There was
no time for what people might like. Carillon was a week’s ride
away, and Narak had to know at once if there was a Seth Yarra hand
in this plot. It could mean that all their plans were known. It
could mean nothing at all.

“Well, you will
do what you must,” Aidon said. “Bring us word of what you
learn.”

“I shall.
Please inform Prince Havil that I am gone. I will return as soon as
I am able.”

Narak inclined
his head respectfully and left them. He strode back to his private
tent. First he had to find Cain, and a wolf close to him so that he
could translocate and stop the colonel trying to storm the duke’s
fortress. It would cost thousands of lives. It would also give them
another very good chance to kill the colonel, and that was
something he didn’t want. Cain was a sort of talisman in this war,
second only to Narak. If he lost Cain things would become more
difficult.

A small part of
him regretted upsetting Aidon. He had somehow never managed to
establish the rapport with the new Duke that he had shared with the
old, even if had been for only a span of weeks. He had a better
understanding with Quinnial, the younger son. Quinnial was clever,
if perhaps a little naïve.

He sat on his
bed. He found the Sirash easier now than a year ago. That was
usage, he supposed. He seemed always now to be always swimming
among the constellations of life that it held. It was perhaps
unfortunate that he found himself enjoying it less. He closed his
eyes and settled into long, steady breaths.


34. Assassins

Quinnial had
finished with his papers for the day. It was a relief to be free of
the burden for a couple of hours, and he longed to be back with
Maryal. They had married three weeks ago in a ceremony that had
been both tasteful and restrained, although many had complimented
Maryal on her ability to make austerity look like excess. She had
been delighted. He had never seen her happier. He had shared that
joy and now his life was quite changed. However much he longed to
return to their apartment he felt it his duty to practice with a
blade for an hour a day. He was nominally the chief defender of the
city, and he would have been ashamed to let what little skill he
had acquired with his left hand wither away through lack of
use.

He made his way
down to one of the courtyards, all deserted now that most of the
garrison and all the noble born above the age of sixteen were
loaned to the war. The castle seemed almost haunted by the ghosts
of men who were still alive, the echoes of their feet, the memory
of their voices. Quin felt quite melancholy when he thought about
it.

He had ordered
the court set up for his private use. A post bound in sacking had
been set up for strength work, and a number of other devices rigged
so that he could improve the accuracy of his thrusts, the speed of
his blows.

He used his
sharp blade. There was nobody here that he might injure, though
from time to time he saw Harad, the old armourer, in the practice
courts, and sometimes they fenced. Harad was still a formidable
blade, though considerable faded from the supremacy of his youth.
Harad had been his mentor as he had learned to fence with his left
arm, and had become a friend.

Today, it
seemed, he would be alone. He removed his heavy jacket. The effort
of training would soon warm him against the spring chill.

He chose the
rings for his first exercise. There were seven of them, varying in
size and height above the ground. The principle was to execute
seven thrusts, each beginning in the guard position and returning
to it again, each driving the sword through one of the rings. They
were numbered, and in normal use a fencing master would have called
out the numbers and Quin would have attempted to thrust through the
called ring as quickly as possible. On his own he lacked the
unpredictability, but he was working on speed and accuracy, so he
simply went from one to seven, then seven to one, then one to seven
again.

The first run
through was fairly gentle. His muscles were cold, his legs stiff
from sitting for hours at a table full of administration. He
stepped back having made nineteen hits out of nineteen. It was
easy, though, at this pace. He rolled his shoulders, feeling the
tightness leave them.

Now faster.

It was like
ringing bells. Each of the rings was a different size, and each had
a different tone. When the blade touched them they chimed. He liked
the effect. These were expensive toys, and each had been tuned to a
perfect tone, so that the sound of a clean set of hits was quite
musical. Quin missed number three, however, and the music was
broken.

He stood back
again, rolled his shoulders and bent at the waist a couple of times
to drive away the last traces of stiffness. Sometimes Harad had
amused himself by calling out numbers that played popular tunes. It
was possible, and Quin had always been surprised and delighted by
the effect. He tried to remember one of them now.

Three, two,
five, five, one, five, seven, five. An eight hit sequence that rang
part of the chorus of “I met a miller’s maid”.

He took his
guard position and rang the rings, moving quickly. He hit all eight
and grinned at the result. There was another one that he thought he
recalled. It was more difficult, being a sequence of twenty rings
and aping the first verse of another popular tune: “A wandering
far”. He thought he knew the sequence, but when he tried it, moving
slightly slower because of all he had to hold in his mind, there
were at least three bad tones. He tickled the rings with the point
of his sword to hear their voice and corrected the sequence in his
head.

He tried again,
but this time he missed a ring in the middle and gutted the tune.
Even so, he was pleased to have missed only one at a slightly
increased speed. One more time, he thought. It was the purpose of
the tunes, of course. It kept you working, first to get the tune,
then to get the same tempo as you’d heard them played in a tavern,
which was almost impossible unless you cheated on the guard
position.

He set himself,
ran through the actions in his mind, counting off the rings, and
then began. This time he rang all the rings and the tune was
whole.

Enough of that,
he thought, feeling pleased with himself. He’d done better than
usual. He was warm now. Not sweating yet in the winter air, but
certainly warm. His body felt supple, his arms loose and
strong.

There was a
device for practicing cut and parry, an oiled things with many arms
that swivelled when you hacked at it, striking at your hip, leg,
head, chest, or wherever with stout wooden staves. Harad had named
it ‘The Bastard’ but he didn’t feel like tangling with it. As often
as not he came away bruised after a session with the
wedlock-deficient thing.

He positioned
himself in front of the post. Someone had tied new sacking around
it, and some wag had painted a face on the top with a grimace and
frowning brows. It was quite well executed. Whoever had done it was
not without talent.

He heard a step
behind him and turned, expecting to find Harad, or perhaps some
servant, come to give him a message. Instead he saw four men. He
knew immediately that they were assassins, and that their purpose
was to kill him. They were dressed in dark colours, carried short
swords already drawn, and their eyes were all on him in that
peculiar hungry way that killers stare. He’d seen assassin’s
before. Two had come to kill his father when he was a boy, and he
remembered their faces, the way they’d stared at his father before
they were cut down.

He turned to
face them, falling once more into the guard position. Four men was
a difficult prospect, though not impossible for a blademaster of
exceptional skill. He was not such a blademaster, however. He had
no second blade, or more accurately nothing to wield it with, his
crippled right arm being strapped to his side. These were not
skilled men, though. These were not the ancient days when Ohas
assassins fought their way through thirty guards to strike down
their prey. These were men with muscle and sharp points; men who
did not like to think too much, or could not. If one of them had
not been clumsy they would have struck him down from behind, but
now their job was trickier. He was certain he could kill any one of
them. Two would have been possible, but four…

“Four of you?”
he asked, making his voice drip with scorn. “Four to kill a boy
with a crippled arm?”

It was a good
ploy, but they didn’t fall for it. They began to spread out.
Already his escape was cut off. If he attacked the man who blocked
the doorway he would himself be attacked from behind by the other
three.

It was a poor
way to die. Married three weeks, left at home, safe from the war,
and cut down in a practice court. Well, he would be sure to take
one of them with him, at least. Apparently none of them had thought
to bring a bow, which in itself was a blessing. At least it would
be a traditional death. Five duke’s had been assassinated in the
past; two by foreign powers, and three by their supposed
countrymen. These would be Avilian, he was sure. They were
certainly not Seth Yarra.

The troubling
question was why? Why was he being killed? The image that sprang
unbidden to his mind was Lord Hesham and his exquisite blade. Was
Hesham behind this? There was no reason that made sense. He knew
that Hesham was part of the faction that preferred tradition, part
of the old blood of Avilian. They would not be happy with some
things in the conduct of this war, but to kill Quin was an extreme
response.

Unless they
were killing Aidon as well. That was it. Of course that was it.
With Aidon dead and Quin dead who then would take the seat at Bas
Erinor? The man with the clearest voice in the succession would be
the Duke of Carillon. Carillon was a traditionalist, a stick in the
mud, a dunce by all accounts, and Quin agreed with the common
opinion of the man, but he would be next in line.

Clearly he had
underestimated the man’s ambition.

Quin was
running out of room. He had backed about as far as he could. The
wall behind him would defend his back, and he had manoeuvred
himself in beside an old apple tree, which would do to defend his
right. It was a good position, but still a hopeless one.

He wished he
could leave a message for Maryal. He would have liked the chance to
speak with her again, but he had already said everything that he
could have said. She knew how he felt. He just wanted to let her
know that he had thought of her at the last, and that she had made
him happy, and that he was sorry it had ended like this. Even to
see her once more would be a blessing.

One of the
assassins came too close and Quin tried a quick lunge. Unlike the
rings, the man did not wait for his point, but jumped back. He did
not score. He appreciated their caution. They were not skilled and
he was. They were like men stalking a bear. A mistake would be paid
for in blood. It occurred to him that if they were too cautious he
could hold them off for hours, but that seemed a ridiculous idea,
and he smiled.

Perhaps it was
the smile that unnerved them, but certainly something did. Two of
them came forwards at once, cutting at him. He had the advantage of
a longer blade, and managed to step out of the way of one cut and
parry the other. The third man stayed back, but the fourth, seeing
his comrades lunge, decided to follow them, but his timing was
poor, or he was very slow, and he found himself blade to blade with
Quin, isolated.

Quin took full
advantage. He feinted, side stepped, and cut at the man, catching
him on the hip with the last two inches of his blade. He felt the
jarring shock of steel on bone, and knew it was a telling blow. The
assassin cursed and stumbled back, but the other three renewed the
attack, and Quin was required to use all his skill to keep their
shorter blades at bay. For all that he could do one of them got
past his guard and he felt the sting of steel on his arm. It was a
scratch, though, just a knick.

They were at
him now. All three at once. They meant to finish it. The fourth
man, the wounded one, was still stumbling around the courtyard
cursing.

Quin was doing
surprisingly well. After a good two minutes he was still alive,
still holding them off, and had exchange a cut on his thigh and a
knick to his shoulder for a slash across one assassin’s cheek and a
kick to another’s knee. It was a move that would have seen him
disqualified from any fencing tourney, but he’d seen the
opportunity and lashed out. It had felt good, and he was sure the
man was limping.

He was tiring,
though. He had no respite. Another minute at this pace would see
him begin to slow. That would be the end.

How wondered
where the fourth man had got to. He was wounded quite badly, but
surely he would have come back to the fray by now. Well, he had yet
to keep his promise to himself that he would take one of these men
with him. No further opportunities had presented themselves, so he
must force it. He let loose an agricultural cut that swept across
all three men. It made them all step back, and he advanced a step
behind it. They began to spread to take advantage of the additional
space, and he jumped at the left most man, his point dancing around
the man’s surprised sword and burying itself in his throat.

It was a job
well done, but it had left him open on the right, and the corner of
his eye caught the movement as the other two leaped in to finish
him. Quin didn’t fall back, though. He pushed on, bowling over the
man he had just killed, rolling over the top of him as he pulled
the blade free and tried to regain his feet in the courtyard
beyond.

It was a
desperate move, but a clever one, and he nearly got away with it.
One blade missed, but the other caught the back of his thigh, and
it was a good hit. He managed to regain his feet, but he was
crippled by the pain, unable to move other than a sort of hopping
shuffle. Blood quickly soaked his leg, greasing the flags beneath
his feet as he backed slowly away. They were splitting up now, one
left and one right, trying to get behind him where one blow would
finish it. He could not move fast enough to stop them, having given
up the protection of the wall.

The man on his
right lunged. It was an early move, Quin judged. He should have
waited for a better position. It was enough though. Quin was forced
to step back to avoid the man, and his injured leg failed him. He
went over backwards onto the ground.

To his surprise
the assassin didn’t come after him, but instead twitched and shed
most of his life’s blood onto the stone through a gaping hole in
his chest. It took a moment for Quin to register what had happened.
The assassin fell forwards.

“Do you want to
finish him yourself?” It was Harad, pointing his blade at the last
would-be assassin who was trapped in a corner of the courtyard.
There was no way past Harad. So Quin wasn’t going to die after
all.

“He’s all
yours,” he said. He let himself fall back onto his elbows. He
didn’t even watch as Harad killed the man. The first man he’d
wounded must have met the same fate, he guessed. He was going to
live. He was going to see Maryal again. He sat up again to see
Harad wiping his blade.

“We have to get
a message to Aidon,” he said, his voice suddenly urgent. “They’ll
try for him, too. We might be able to warn him.”

“Who, my
lord?”

“Hesham, I
think. And Carillon. Both of them in some measure, but I have no
proof.”

Harad gestured
at the bodies. “They didn’t say anything?”

“No. Not a
word.”

“Ah. Perhaps we
should have kept him alive,” Harad said. He knelt next to the last
man he had killed and quickly searched the body. “Nothing,” he
sighed. “Well, I never was much good at the clever bit of
soldiering.”

“Clever enough
for me, old friend,” Quin said. He’d cut a strip from his cloak and
was trying to bind the wound on the back of his thigh, but it was a
tricky thing to do sitting down with one hand. “We must send a
warning to Aidon, Harad,” he said. “And fetch a physic before I
bleed to death, will you?”

Harad bowed. It
was almost mockery because Harad hardly ever bowed except to the
duke, though he executed the bow perfectly and his face was quite
serious. “At once, my lord,” he said, and trotted off down a
passageway towards the heart of the castle, shouting his head off
about assassins and murder.

Left alone in
the evening gloom with the four bodies Quin cast a nervous glance
at them, but they remained quite still. Even so, he checked that
his sword lay by his hand. He wondered if Aidon was alive. They
could just as easily have tried to kill Aidon before they tried to
kill him. It would take a rider three days to reach his brother,
even changing mounts every ten miles. He could not believe that it
would be quick enough, but he hoped that it might be.

If Aidon was
dead, if his brother the duke was dead, then Quin was duke, and by
rights the commander of the Avilian army. He prayed that the gods
had spared Aidon. He did not imagine that the army would take to a
one armed general.

Then he
laughed, a surprised and bitter laugh. He’d remembered Arbak.




35. The Wolf Commands

Cain kicked
soil over the fire and looked around him. The road was alive with
soldiers preparing for the road. His wound still pained him, but it
was no more than a sting in his arm now. He could move quite
freely; freely enough to fight. A man stood nearby with his mount,
saddled and ready. The horse steamed gently in the cold morning
air, shifting impatiently against the groom’s grip. It was a good
looking beast, a tall, bay mare, but it reminded him of the one the
Seth Yarra archers had shot from under him two days ago. He had
liked that horse.

He thought of
Sheyani, alone with enemies somewhere out there beyond the forest.
High Stone, the place was called. He had no idea what it was like,
or if five hundred horse would be enough to take it, but it was all
he dared strip from the regiment. The rest of them would go on to
the White Road Pass, help build the wall there. Cain needed to be
elsewhere.

“General?”

Cain turned to
see Captain Henn approaching, a frown on his young face.

“What is it,
captain?”

“Sir, as much
as I would like to go with you in my heart, my head says I must
obey the Wolf. I must get through the pass as soon as I can.”

“Well, then, so
you must,” Cain tried to be reassuring. “You’ve done your duty by
me, and that’s not to be questioned, captain. You must do as the
Wolf commands.”

Henn nodded,
but still looked concerned. “It will be civil war if you fight
them, sir,” he said.

“Justice,” Cain
said. “Simple justice. A man can’t stand by and let something like
this go, captain. Their deeds smell of treachery, and they must be
measured for it.”

Henn nodded,
but he didn’t look happy. It made Cain angry, because in his heart
he knew that Henn was right. He loved Sheyani. She was his reason
for living, but if he did not do his duty then the wall might not
be built, or built fast enough. Seth Yarra might break through the
pass and all the kingdoms of the east might fall.

Let them fall,
he thought. I would see them all gone for one more day with
her.

“I shall be
about my duty then, sir,” Henn said. He saluted and turned away,
walking slowly towards the assembled ranks of his men. Cain felt
that he had let the boy down in some way, but he really had no
choice.

He went to his
mount and swung up into the saddle. Over the winter he had become
expert in managing most things with just one hand. It was almost as
though he didn’t miss it any more. He rode with a slightly longer
rein now, so that he could loop it around his right forearm.
Everything was possible if you adapted.

There was a
commotion on the road. He saw the tidy ranks of his men scatter,
moving quickly out of the way of something. Almost at once he saw
what it was. Narak. The Wolf was here. Narak strode through the
ranks directly towards him and stopped before his horse.

“Colonel
Arbak,” he said. “I am glad to catch you before your camp is
broken.”

“We are about
to ride,” Cain replied.

Narak looked
him in the eye, a gaze he could not meet. “I want to speak with you
first, colonel.” His voice was hard and flat.

“My business is
urgent, Deus,” Cain replied.

“Will you get
down off that horse or must I pull you down?” Narak demanded.

Cain had no
choice. He thought for a moment about trying to ride away, but as
soon as the thought formed he dismissed it for the idiocy it was.
You could not run from the Wolf, and even if you could the regiment
would not follow. He dismounted.

“It is Sheyani,
Deus. Carillon holds her at High Stone…”

“I know. I have
spoken to her,” Narak said.

“You have
spoken…? How? Is she well? Is she safe?”

“She is well,
but still in peril. You must not go to High Stone, however. A
thousand men wait for you, and behind them the castle is fully
garrisoned, and ready to fight. Even the whole regiment would fail
to take it, and you are needed elsewhere.”

“I must try,”
Cain said.

“No. You will
go to the White Road with all speed. Sheyani walks with the wolf. I
will do what needs to be done. Could you do more? Besides, I need
Carillon’s men to fight Seth Yarra.”

Cain could not
find the words he wanted to say. He burned to avenge the wrong done
to his betrothed, to redress the near disaster of the Seth Yarra
ambush. His blood was up. But he knew that it could not be so. A
man did not simply deny Narak, and he was the Wolf’s creature, made
by his money and patronage. Even more compelling was the knowledge
that Narak was right. Carillon’s men were needed. The Wolf could do
more than he could.

“I do not want
vengeance, Deus,” he said. “I want Sheyani safe.”

“I swear to you
that I will not risk her life, Cain,” Narak put his hand on the
colonel’s shoulder. “I have lost too many friends of late.”

Cain nodded.
“Then I will go to the pass, Deus. I will build the wall.”

“Good. Now tell
me, what occurred on the road to Bergan Rise? Were you
attacked?”

Cain was
surprised that the Wolf did not know. He seemed to know everything
else.

“We were
ambushed by Seth Yarra, Deus,” Cain said.

“Seth Yarra?
You are certain?”

“Cleansers. If
not for Captain Henn’s timely arrival they would have killed us
all.” He told the story as quickly as he could from the first
message to the ambush, from the unequal combat to the rescue by
Henn’s foresters. Narak listened with an impassive face to all of
it. He did not interrupt once.

“You have a
genius for survival, Cain,” he said when the tale was concluded.
“When your sword fails you your mind does not, and your luck is
surely a gift from the gods. Now go. Do your duty at the wall, and
in a few days I will bring Sheyani to you. I will make it my first
duty to see her safely back with the Seventh Friend.”

Narak shook his
hand, a public gesture of equality and friendship that would more
than repair the impression that their brief confrontation might
have made of the soldiers. Then he turned and strode once more
towards the forest, but before he reached the trees he was gone,
and a large, grey wolf trotted silently into the undergrowth, not
even sparing a backward glance.

Cain signalled
the groom to bring his horse again. So it would be the pass after
all, but his heart was elsewhere.


36. Terresh Escapes

As soon as she
stepped out into the bailey Pascha knew that her idea of stealth
was a poor one. A glance showed her fourteen Seth Yarra guards,
stationed in pairs at the gate, the doors, and even at the well.
She was seen at once, and the king’s body that she inhabited would
be no sort of disguise if they saw it up close, Seth Yarra uniform
or not.

One of the
guards called out to her in a language that she did not understand.
She tried to bluff, raising an arm in what she thought was a
universal gesture of greeting, but the guard called out something
different, a question by its inflection, and two of them began to
approach her.

It was the
oddest sensation, but to Pascha it felt that she was half in the
Sirash and half in the world. Perhaps it was the danger, the rush
in her blood, but she could perceive each of them as a warm glow, a
living presence that she could sense without even looking at them.
This was something else that was new.

In a moment the
Telan soldiers would see her danger and burst out of the door
behind her. An unequal battle would ensue, and most, if not all of
them, would be killed. In the confusion she might escape and she
might not. She didn’t want that to happen. She focussed on the
presence of the men walking towards her, willing them to go away,
driving at them with her will.

She heard a
cry, a clatter, and looked up. Both men had fallen to the ground
and she stared at them, caught in a moment of complete bafflement.
Both men were dead. She could no longer sense them. Their lives
were simply gone.

Now she was in
trouble. The twelve remaining guards were moving, some drawing
blades, others fitting arrows to bows. If she didn’t act now the
king would be dead in a few moments and she would be hurled back
into the Sirash, forced to tell Hestia that her husband was dead,
that Pascha had failed.

She lashed out.
Power flowed out from her. It felt like a whip, like a beam of
light from a door pushed ajar in the night. It felt like nothing
she could describe. Whatever it was, it was certainly death to the
Seth Yarra guards. She saw them fall, each and every one of them
dead in an instant, swords and bows falling from suddenly lifeless
hands. One arrow flew wildly over her head. There was not even a
moment between life and death.

More surprising
still, she felt her own power increase. She knew immediately that
she had taken their lives, quite literally. She had fed on them
like some nightmare creature in a child’s tale. She was stunned.
What had she become? Even Narak could not do this. She stood among
the dead for a moment, struggling with fear and surprise, and then
she ran to the gate, not glancing back at the dead guards. She
stopped at the gate, feeling the king’s breath come raggedly into
his chest. She looked up and down the street. It was empty.

She turned
back. Hestia was still in the castle. If she ran away with the king
to some imagined safe place they might blame her for the deaths.
They might kill Hestia when they found the bodies. That wouldn’t
do.

She strode
across the bailey once more, walked through a gate and down a
passage to a smaller courtyard, turned right and ascended a flight
of stairs. Once on the right level she knew the way to Hestia’s
chambers. She moved quickly. There was no way to know how long the
slaughter in the bailey would go undiscovered. At some time men
would come to relieve those she had killed. Her plan now was to
take Hestia and the king at the same time, spirit them both away
before the alarm was raised.

There were two
more Seth Yarra guards at the end of the corridor where Hestia was
imprisoned. They were positioned just around the corner where they
could not be seen from her doorway. There would be others.

She considered
abandoning the king and using one of the guards to kill the other.
It seemed better somehow than just sucking the life out of them,
but that would mean that Terresh was briefly be subject only to his
own free will again, and after he’d stabbed her in the back once
she wasn’t going to risk it again.

She killed them
both, and they clattered to the floor like an accident in a
kitchen. It was too easy. Killing like that didn’t feel like
killing at all.

There were two
Telan guards outside the queen’s door. They looked alert and
uneasy, and she could not blame them for that. At first they only
saw the Seth Yarra clothes, and she could see their hands resting
on their swords. They stepped out to face him. Then they saw the
king’s face.

They both
knelt, dropped to their knees and bowed their heads.

“Lord King,”
one of them said. “You are alive.”

“It looks that
way,” Pascha replied. “Now open the door. We will be leaving.”

They hurried to
obey, and in a moment she stepped into the room. Hestia was sitting
in a chair, fretting. She could see it in the position of the
queen’s body as the door opened. She looked at the king, frozen for
a moment, sitting sideways on the edge of the seat, one hand
clutching the arm, the other to her mouth, then recognition dawned
and she leaped to her feet. She rushed towards Pascha for three
steps and then stopped.

“Terresh?”

“No,” Pascha
said. “This was the only way I could get him here.”

“Release him,”
she said.

“No. I do not
trust him. It is safer like this.”

“How do I know
he is alive?”

“Is your
servant alive?” Hestia glanced across the room and Pascha followed
her gaze. The servant Derdan stood by the table. He seemed nervous,
but none the worse for his earlier possession. The queen nodded.
“Very well,” she said. “How will we get past the guards?”

“They are all
dead,” Pascha said, and rather enjoyed the surprise and shock on
Hestia’s face. “We must leave now, before they are discovered.”

Derdan
immediately began to pick things up and put them in a bag, but
Hestia stopped him. “There is no time, Derdan,” she said.

They stepped
out into the corridor and Pascha saw Hestia glance in the direction
of the hidden guards, the ones she had slain.

“My father,”
Hestia said. “We must warn him, or he will be taken and
killed.”

“Can you send a
messenger without it being noted?” Pascha asked.

“Yes,” she
said. “If you tell the truth there is nobody to note it.”

“Then send one,
quickly, but do not have him meet us. It will only add to our
danger.”

“My father
would not betray me,” Hestia snapped.

“Anyone would,
given the correct application of hot irons,” Pascha said. Hestia
paled a little at her words, and she wondered at how like any other
person the queen seemed. She should not have been surprised. Narak
was always telling her that very few of those that we call evil see
themselves that way. Most of them have hearts and hopes, fears and
torments. An enemy is usually someone with whom you have not made
an accommodation.

Hestia
whispered her message to one of her guards and he nodded and ran
ahead of them, pausing at the corner where the bodies were. He
glanced back at them, then was gone.

“Now we must
hurry,” Pascha said. So they bustled down the corridor, Pascha
leading the way followed by Hestia and her remaining guard, and
Derdan bringing up the rear. They all glanced at the guards in the
corridor, Pascha saw, perhaps wondering why there was no blood.

They descended
stairs, passed through the small courtyard and down the corridor
into the bailey. Here the scene was somewhat changed. Twenty
ragamuffin Telans, the ones she had freed from their cells, were
occupying the bailey. They had taken weapons from the dead Seth
Yarra and were clearly in the midst of a debate about what they
should do. When they saw their king and queen the discussion
dissolved. Some of the knelt, others waved their swords and
cheered.

Ill disciplined
to the last, Pascha thought. They will get us all killed.

Hestia silenced
them with a gesture, which was impressive. They came to heel like
boisterous hounds, quiet and attentive. The woman had real
power.

“Soldiers of
Telas,” she said, her voice quiet and calm. “We have been betrayed
by our allies. They have turned on us, but now they will discover
that we are not dogs to be whipped into obedience. They will taste
Telan steel. We go now, the King and I, to raise an army, to unite
our forces and sweep the land clean of these white livered, grey
faced men. But first we must leave the city with stealth, for they
greatly outnumber us here. If you would come with us, then come,
but do so knowing that Seth Yarra are our enemies, and we are
reconciled with the Benetheon, and with our brother kingdoms of
Terras to push the invaders from our soil.”

Pascha was
surprised. Hestia was already making good on her promise. The men
saluted, but there was no cheer. They had taken the message on
board. Stealth. They moved quickly and quietly out into the
deserted street.

Now the empty
city seemed a blessing. They were all but free. Only a few streets
separated them from any one of several gates, and Pascha knew that
not all of them were guarded. So, it became apparent, did
Hestia.


37. A Door

Somebody, one
of her tutors probably, had once told Sheyani that fear could be
boring, even dull. She had not believed it. Now she found it to be
true. She sat in her bare cell with only a lamp for company and
watched the flame. It was many hours since she had spoken to Narak
in his dream, and she had lost track of time. She had slept for a
while. It was hard to think of sleeping here, but the knowledge
that Cain was still alive and safe gave her great comfort.

She knew that
at any moment they could come through the door to kill her, and a
part of her listened for a step on the stone beyond, for voices
that might mean the end. Yet that part of her grew smaller with
each passing hour. If they had not killed her after five hours, why
would they kill her after six? If not after nine, then why after
ten?

They were
waiting for something, she decided. She guessed that they were
waiting for news of Cain’s death. They did not know about the Wolf.
The ring would be her trump card. When they came she would show the
ring, ask if they wanted to face Narak’s justice, and hope that
they would go away again and think better of their deed.

But she had not
been idle.

Sheyani was a
Halith first. It was her chosen path, but she was also a dream
adept, a lord of the path of Belan Terak, and also a Gorisian
adept, a lesser water mage. She knew that magic was limited, that
men and women were limited, she could not know everything, but for
a while she had bitterly regretted not following her father’s
advice when he told her that she should study the path of Abadanon,
the waymaker.

Baradan had
always allowed her to make her own choices, but he had told her
that Abadanon was the minor path of kings. It was a pun of sorts,
she supposed. Abadanon was the maker of paths and doorways, of
roads that defied distance. If she had possessed the skill she
could have made a door in the wall of her cell and stepped through
it to Waterhill, or the bar of the Seventh Friend, or the road
where Cain’s soldiers waited.

Kings sometimes
needed to be somewhere else quite urgently, her father had said. He
had expected her to rule after he was gone, and she had expected
it, too; expected it too much. She had been unprepared for
Hammerdan’s deceit.

There was
nothing she could have done, of course, once the trick had been
worked. Her father had been forced to face Hammerdan with a sword.
Those were the rules. Father had been provoked to challenge,
Hammerdan had chosen mundane weapons, as was his right, though it
had never been done before. The weapons named, Baradan had seen his
doom and called Sheyani to him.

Run, he had
said. You must run. He will kill you.

She had
refused. She had wept. She had insisted that they would find a way.
Yet all the time she had known in her heart that he was right. The
choice was to run or die with her father. It was a difficult
choice, even so. In the end she ran for him. She ran because
knowing that she was still alive would make it easier for him to
die.

He had made the
door; he had possessed the skill; and she had stepped through into
a back alley in Bas Erinor, the largest city in the world, and the
only place where the heir to the occult throne could pass
unnoticed. Her father had told her that it was a dangerous city, a
place thronged with foreigners, with Avilians whose place it was,
but also Telans, Berashis, and Afaelis. Duranders were rare. They
did not like the closeness or the anarchy of the low city. She,
too, did not like them. She hated the city, but she had survived.
She had gold and she was not foolish, but in the end it had not
been enough. She had been attacked, robbed, raped, thrown into the
street with no more than her skin and a few rags and her pipes. She
had been in the habit of hiding her pipes because she was afraid
that someone would know them, would know her by them, and so they
had not been stolen.

She had tracked
down the men who had destroyed her honour, and she had killed them.
It was something she had never confessed to Cain. After that she
had been prepared to die, fatherless, friendless, shattered by the
rough side of the city.

Then there was
Cain.

Every man is a
tune, her father had said. They have rhythm, they have many
different songs, but to each there is a single defining tune, and
once you can hear that you can judge a man. She had learned the
skill. When you know a man’s tune you can make him dance, like a
stringed puppet. It was a powerful thing, to know a man’s tune.

But Cain; she
had seen Cain’s tune almost at once. She had been crouching in
misery, hiding in the dark, waiting for death, and he had appeared,
the light shining behind him. She had been afraid at first. He was
Avilian, like the men who had attacked her, but Cain was not those
men. His tune was sweet, and clear, and sad. It was the finest
music she had ever heard. Even her father had been flawed compared
to Cain. Here was the man she could serve, could trust, could even,
perhaps, love.

She had not
been proven wrong. In all the time she had known him she had not
dared to put his tune to the pipes, for she doubted her skill to
play it. More than that, she had never wanted to change him. She
had no desire to make him do anything that was not of his own will.
It would have been an act of barbarism to interfere with such
music.

Each man is a
thing made by his life, she had been taught. The things he sees,
the things he does, and the things he does not do are all building
blocks, but there is a tune beneath it all, a foundation. That
foundation may become corrupted, life might build away from it and
so the heart of a man could be hidden from his own eyes, but it was
always there.

Cain had been
such a man. His life had been hard, and he had been schooled in
brutal and unforgiving places. Yet the foundation had remained, and
when the Wolf had plucked him from the brink of destruction he had
been freed from all the lies that he had built, from the way that
he had believed himself to be. He had become Cain, the Cain she
knew. She saw the tune in everything he did, in the way he
hesitated before picking up a cup, touching the lip of it with a
finger before gripping it, the small pause before he spoke, the way
he shook his head slightly before accepting the inevitable things
that he did not like. It was in the words he spoke, in his smile,
in the way he scratched the back of his head.

She wanted to
live because of Cain. Her music, which was hidden from her, was
counterpoint to Cain’s, she was certain. There was no discord
between them, and each somehow made the other better. She wanted to
live so that the perfect song could continue.

So she had
blocked the door.

Wood is useful
to a water mage. When it is wet it swells, and the force it exerts
is huge – far greater than a man’s strength. Sheyani had taken all
the water she had been given and placed it in the door, and the
door had swollen against the stone frame. Even if they wanted to
open it, her captors would be unable to do so.

So she had
slept for a while, locked into her cell by key and water, safe, for
a while, to wait for Narak. When she woke again she had lost all
sense of time, and she sat with her oil lamp and its single yellow
flame, waiting for them to come to kill her, waiting for Narak to
rescue her.

They came
first.

She heard
voices, then bolts drawn and louder voices. She could pick out
three men, one servile, one blustering, and one that frightened
her. The servile voice was a guard, or an officer of the guard. The
blusterer she recognised as Carillon. The third man was a stranger,
but his voice dominated the others, and his presence filled the
space beyond her door, pressed on it like a physical force.

“Why did you
put her down here, my lord?” the third voice asked. They were the
first words she could make out. The man used Carillon’s title like
a whip to beat him. In that voice respect seemed like mockery.

“She is a high
born woman,” Carillon said. “She has the blood, even if she is not
Avilian. One cannot simply execute one of high blood, certainly not
a woman.”

“Can one not?”
the voice asked, and the suggestion was that such a thing should be
as easy as breaking an egg.

“Not if one has
any honour,” Carillon said. There was no reply but a vaguely
threatening silence. “Not that I mean to say…”

“Shut up,” the
voice said. “I know what you mean, and I know what you are. You
should have done this as I told you to do it, and we would all be
safer.”

“Sir, I am a
duke of Avilian,” Carillon blustered. “You will not speak to me
like that.”

The voice
ignored him. “Is the door locked?” it asked.

“Locked and
bolted, my lord,” the guard replied.

“Open it.”

Sheyani sat in
the chair and watched the door. She heard the scrape of the bolts
being drawn back. She heard the rattle of the key entering the lock
and the clunk as the key turned the tumblers. There was a long
pause.

“It seems to be
stuck, my lord,” the guard said.

“Stuck?”

“Yes, my lord.
I cannot open it.”

Sheyani
listened as hands, then shoulders were pressed and driven against
the wood, but the door held firm. It was a thick door, and built to
resist. She heard grunts and the sound of feet kicking the
planks.

“Get out of the
way.” It was the third voice, and something in it made Sheyani
shrink away. She shifted to the back of the cell. She could hear a
trace of this man’s music in his voice, a hint of his tune, and it
frightened her.

Something
struck the door like a battering ram. She saw the wood deform,
bulging at the impact. She knew then that what stood on the other
side of the wood was no man. Nothing human could strike with such
force. She heard the guard cry out in fear.

The door was
struck again. A piece of metal flew off one of the hinges and the
door shrieked in protest, moving slightly in its frame. How many
more blows like that could it stand? One or two, she guessed, and
then whatever stood outside would come in, and she would die.

Another massive
impact cracked one of the planks, splinters flowering along the
edge of the rift, the door howling in pain as it shifted again in
the embrace of the door frame.

There was
another noise. A door slamming open, running steps.

“My lord!”

“What?” The
question came from Carillon, and she could hear the quake in his
voice. The duke was scared.

“The Wolf, my
lord. He approaches the gate.”

“Narak is
here?” The third voice again, surprised, perhaps even a little
worried. It was certainly unwelcome news.

“He is here, my
lord,” the new voice said. “He has demanded entry and the men are
afraid to deny him.”

“I must leave,”
the frightening voice was suddenly less confident. Sheyani could
hear anxiety and urgency.

“There is no
escape now, Lord Hesham,” Carillon said. “We must face him
together.”

“No escape? For
you perhaps, but I shall face Narak at a time and place of my own
choosing, and it is not here and it is not now.”

Steps
retreated, and there was a silence before the cell door.

“What shall we
do, my lord?” It was the guard who spoke eventually.

“I fear that we
shall die,” Carillon said. “Let us at least see if we can die
well.” There was a rapping on the door. “Are you in there, Lady
Sheyani?”

Sheyani did not
reply for a moment. She was still shaking. She took a deep breath,
feeling a flood of relief that the thing beyond the door was gone.
What stood there now was a man.

“I am here,
Lord Carillon,” she said.

“You will
remember that I did not have you killed,” he said.

“I have a good
memory, Lord Carillon,” she replied. After a brief silence she
heard steps again; the sound of more than one person retreated up
towards the castle proper. She did not hear the outer door close,
or the sound of bolts being drawn.

She waited.


* * *
*

The thousand
men had been no problem at all for Narak. He had not even drawn his
blades. Their commanding officer, a short, muscular major who went
by the name of Enhanis, met him as he approached their tents from
the forest, flanked by a coterie of junior officers. Enhanis was
respectful. There was no question but that he knew Narak by sight.
He had been one of the men who fought at Finchbeak Road.

“Deus, we are
honoured by your presence,” he said, and bowed deeply.

Narak had been
prepared to fight his way to the castle gates, but he was pleased
by this unexpected civility. “Good day to you, major,” he looked
around at the tents and the squat, threatening bulk of the castle
behind them. “What are you doing here?”

“Obeying the
orders of my lord,” Enhanis replied.

“Your men are
promised to the army of Avilian,” Narak said. “When will you march
to join them? The winter is fading, Major.”

“When I have
orders to do so, Deus,” the major replied. From his tone and his
look Narak judged that the major was eager for those orders.

“And what does
your lord fear that he holds you back from war?”

“I cannot say,
Deus. But he has told us to prevent any from passing along this
road to High Stone.”

“Will you
prevent me from passing?” Narak asked, but his tone said will you
try. The major glanced sideways at his officers and licked his
lips.

“How could any
loyal Avilian lord object to a visit from the god of wolves, Deus?”
he asked. “You may pass, of course.”

Narak smiled at
that. The major knew the game that his lord was playing, or
suspected it at least, and was not prepared to get his men killed
in such a foolish cause. Or maybe he was just not prepared to see
his men die. The employment of the word loyal was evidence enough
for Narak, though.

“You await
orders. I bring you my command and that of Bas Erinor. You are to
break camp at once and march to join the army with all prudent
speed. Do you need your lord to confirm this?”

“Your word is
good enough for me, Deus.”

“I wish you
life and victory, Major.”

“Life and
victory, Deus.” Enhanis saluted and stepped carefully aside as
Narak walked past. The Wolf could hear him beginning to issue
orders as he walked on. These soldiers would be on the road within
an hour, and they would be glad to be gone.

He walked
across the open ground until he came to the gates of High Stone.
They were strong gates, slabs of iron-studded oak behind a thick
portcullis, and the wall radiated obstinacy. He watched the men on
the wall watching him approach, but by the time he stood before the
gate it was still closed.

He stepped back
so that he could see the heads of the men looking down.

“You know who I
am,” he called up. “Open the gates.”

There was an
exchange of low voices up above him. They were trying to decide
what to do, and perhaps they needed a little pointer. If Carillon
himself was not on the wall the decision to open the gates or not
would lie with an officer who might be swayed. Narak took another
few steps back until he was certain that he was in plain view. He
looked up at them.

“Your lord
needs to answer a charge of treason,” he called up. “I am here to
lay that charge. I admire your loyalty, but if you are steadfast
you will stand or fall with your lord. Is that clear?” To add
emphasis he reached back and griped the pommels of his swords.

The whispered
conversation was momentarily more urgent, but apparently it was
quickly resolved.

“We will open
the gates, Deus,” a voice called down. Orders were called, and
there was a sound of ropes creaking with tension and the metal
grille rose slowly from the ground, retreating into the wall above.
When it was fully lifted he heard a bar being slid out of its
brackets on the other side of the gate, which swung slowly open. It
took about two minutes to open the whole thing. Looking at it Narak
wondered if he could have forced such a gate. He thought not. He
would have had to climb to wall, which looked difficult indeed.

He walked
through.

This was a
simple but effective fortress. There was a single curtain wall, a
single gate, protected, he now saw by a triple layer of portcullis,
gate, and portcullis. The walls were thick, perhaps eight feet
front to back, and apart from a few stick and straw lean-tos in the
bailey, there was only the squat and menacing keep within. The keep
door proper was at the top of a wooden stair that could be cut away
or burned in a siege, leaving it isolated twenty feet above ground
level.

There was
another door set in the keep wall at ground level, and it was from
this door that he saw Carillon hurrying towards him. He stood and
waited for the duke. Technically the duke of Carillon was the third
most important figure in the realm of Avilian after the king and
the Duke of Bas Erinor. He had fought well at Finchbeak road,
standing alongside his men when other great lords urged them on
from behind. Carillon was no coward, but now he looked scared,
though he did his best to hide it. He strode with his head up,
meeting Narak’s gaze, but his thumbs twisted in his belt and his
back was a little too stiff.

“Deus, you are
welcome here,” he said.

“Where is she?”
Narak was not prepared to play the game. There were other things
that he should be doing.

“The Lady
Sheyani? She is below, she is quite unharmed.”

“Show me.”

The duke nodded
and led the way back across the bailey to the lower door. They went
down the steps. It was a dungeon. There was no other word to
describe the place, even if the doors were open. Everything was
over made and the doors wore bolts inside and out. Like the rest of
High Stone it was perfectly suited to its function.

Carillon
pointed to a closed door.

“Open it,”
Narak said.

“We cannot,
Deus. It is sealed from within.”

Narak stepped
close to the door. “Sheyani?” he called. “I am here. You may
release the door.” He could smell the magic that held it shut, but
what surprised him more than anything was the condition of the
wood. One of the hinges was shattered and the thick planks were
cracked and bowed. He put his hand against the wood. There was the
faintest trace of blood silver in the air, as though it had been
there not long ago, but now was gone away. This door could not have
held a child captive in its current condition, so this had been
done since Sheyani had been placed there, by something keen to
reach her.

“How do I know
that it is really you?” Sheyani sounded frightened, but Narak knew
that he needed to move quickly if he was going to keep his
promises. He seized the door by the small grille in its upper
quarter and pulled on it. The wood split, and part of the door came
away in his hand, the rest collapsing loudly onto the stone
flags.

“Because you
can see me,” he said, peering into the gloom.

She stepped out
into the brighter light of the guard chamber, spared a glance at
Carillon, and then turned to face Narak. She dropped to one knee,
bowing her head.

“I thank you
for my life, god of wolves,” she said. Narak touched her on the
shoulder. It was rare that someone showed the proper gratitude
these days, and he was moved. He felt an unexpected rush of warmth
towards the tiny Durander. Cain had chosen well with this one. She
was special. She reminded him a little of Narala in the early years
when the Isler had struggled to shed her more formal ways.

“Sheyani, what
happened here?” He indicated the shattered door.

“There was
another here,” Sheyani said, looking again at Carillon. “He went by
the name of Lord Hesham, but he was no man. He was this one’s
master.” There was a faint bluster from Carillon, but they ignored
him.

“No man? What
do you mean?”

“He was like
you, Deus, but also not like you.”


“Benetheon?”

Sheyani shook
her head. “I do not think so, Deus.”

Narak turned to
Carillon. “What is Lord Hesham?” he demanded.

“A man, Deus,”
the duke replied. “Or I thought so until he struck at the door. I
have never seen the like. He had the strength of a hundred
men.”

“And what was
he to you?”

“An ally. One
who believed as I do that the noble blood of Avilian should hold
the reins of power and govern our armies in times of crisis.”

“You have been
played for a fool, Carillon,” Narak said. “This is a Seth Yarra
plot.”

“It is not,”
the duke countered. “It is a movement to rescue Avilian from the
folly of the low born.”

Narak sighed.
“You sent a message to colonel Arbak to draw him to Bergan
Rise.”

“I did. It was
to draw him away so that we could capture his betrothed. Then he
would bend to our will.”

“He was
ambushed by Seth Yarra cleansers on the road. It is only thanks to
his luck and wit that he still lives.”

Carillon
blanched. “A coincidence…” He said the words, but Narak could see
that he did not believe them.

“No. He was
meant to die, as was the lady Sheyani. This door is proof enough if
you are stupid enough to doubt my word. Hesham meant to kill her,
and I’ll wager that he told you to do so.”

“He suggested
it, said that it did not matter if she was alive, that Arbak would
not know, and that the dead could not escape. But I would not.” His
eyes strayed to Sheyani. “A man of honour does not simply kill for
convenience.”

“Carillon, you
are alive because I believe you are a fool. If I thought you had
played a full hand in this then I would have cut out your heart and
fed it to the dogs. What else you are, traitor or not, I will leave
to the duke of Bas Erinor to judge. You are no longer my
concern.”

Narak felt
better about that. Aidon would be given the chance to judge his
fellow Avilian and besides, Narak now had bigger game to catch. He
knew the estates of Lord Hesham’s family, and he would go there,
but first he had to keep his promise to Cain. He would escort
Sheyani to Cain in person.

They went
outside, and Narak found the commander of the garrison, a thin,
fair haired captain with a thick moustache above his lip and sharp,
blue eyes. The captain was not altogether pleased to be in the
Wolf’s presence, Narak could smell the fear on him, but that was
good.

He ordered the
captain, and a contingent of his men, to escort Carillon to Bas
Erinor and hand him over to the keeping of Lord Quinnial where he
would await the duke’s pleasure. He told them that if they failed
in this he would hunt each and every one of them down and reward
them with the traitor’s death that they had earned.

The captain
nodded.

“Carillon is no
longer your master,” he told them. “His stewardship of this duchy
is suspended. You are Bas Erinor’s men now.”

That done, he
considered his business with High Stone concluded. He picked out
two fine horses from the stables and rode away from the place with
Sheyani, determined to catch up with Cain as soon as possible. He
was keen to be after Hesham, the lord who was not a man, the lord
who left a scent of blood silver behind him and broke stout doors
with his bare hands.

He suspected
that Hesham and the metal headed assassin were one and the same,
and there was some vengeance to be taken in that direction.

They rode
across the plain and entered the woods alongside the last of Major
Enhanis’ troops, quickly passing the column and riding on towards
the great north south highway on which the Seventh Friend
marched.

They had not
reached the road when he heard a voice, seemingly in his ear. He
recognised Pascha and the mechanism of the calling ring at
once.

“Narak, I am in
Wolfguard,” she said. “But I have been about the land on the wings
of sparrows and some things have happened in Telas that you need to
know.”

Narak stopped
his horse and held up a hand to silence Sheyani’s questions. He
bent his head and listened to what she said. It was a remarkable
tale, but it raised more questions than it answered. The heart of
it was that Queen Hestia was going to raise the Telans in revolt
against their allies, and she needed troops to aid them at Fal
Verdan. She proposed to use the reserve, Skal Hebberd’s Second
Seventh Friend, to weigh the outcome in Hestia’s favour.

There were some
things about the story that made him uneasy. He was reluctant to
see his reserve cross the Dragon’s Back to aid Hestia, whose record
of duplicity hinted that there may be further treachery afoot. Also
there were aspects of Pascha’s story that she had not explained;
how she had freed the king, how she had agreed with Hestia on a
course of action. As far as he knew the Queen of Telas had not
suddenly learned the language of birds.

Whatever his
concerns about events in Telas, he had his own fish to fry, and as
long as Aidon did not take the main army through the pass he was
not especially concerned.

“Deus?” He
looked across at Sheyani. He found that he trusted her.

“It seems that
Telas is about to rise against Seth Yarra, which will make the next
few weeks interesting, but we must ride. Cain is expecting us, and
I need to visit the Lord Hesham.”

“You will be
careful, Deus,” she said. Her frown looked almost childlike on her
small features. “He is not a man.”

Narak smiled
back at her. “Neither am I,” he said.


38. The Traitor

It was
beginning to seem likely that any great battles, victories and
opportunities for glory and further elevation were avoiding Skal.
He had been ordered to camp at a strategic location and await
orders. That was all. It was exactly what he had done.

The camp was on
an open meadow below a forested ridge along the line of the Erinor
River. The River itself was the eastern boundary of the meadow, and
a substantial bridge crossed it not half a mile from his tent.

He had three
thousand men, a thousand horses, and dozens of wagons, oxen, and
all the other paraphernalia of an army in readiness sitting idle in
what he had to confess was a pleasant spot. Every day there were a
few wagons from the south laden with food and the odd necessary of
a comfortable existence. He did not specify what went onto the
wagons – that was done in Bas Erinor – but he felt that he had a
moral obligation to seek out the man who selected the cargoes and
thank him if he ever returned to the city. It was true to say that
even as the son of the Marquis of Bel Arac he had never lived so
well.

There was more
fine wine than he and his officers could prudently drink. Food came
by the ton. Apart from the pork, beef, chicken, goat, cheese,
flour, oil, rice and sugar that filled the men’s bellies, all of it
fresh and of good quality, there were other things for the more
discerning palate, a score of quail stored in a tub of butter,
strings of fine Afaeli sausage, Tubs of olives in brine, dried
fruits from the Green Isles, cooked clams preserved in salt, a
personal favourite of Skal’s, and on every wagon there was a brace
of duck labelled for his personal attention.

After a week he
had insisted that all of his men, officers included, must spend two
hours out of each day training. He made them work hard. He feared
they would grow fat otherwise. Indeed, it hardly seemed like a war
at all. Skal could have enjoyed it if he had not constantly found
himself thinking of others, of Cain marching north to build his
wall, of Aidon standing with the Wolf and waiting to cross the
Dragon’s back and attack the rear of the Seth Yarra army.

It was worse
because no news came. The men on the wagons brought rumours, but
they were wild and contradictory. One day a man said Seth Yarra had
landed in the east, the next that a plague was sweeping the west
and all their enemies would be dead within the week, and the day
after that a man said he had heard nothing at all. It was all
shadows and waiting, wine and wasting.

Their impatient
idyll ended abruptly.

Skal was
sitting outside his tent with two of his officers, when they heard
the urgent drumming of hoof beats on the road. Nobody would ride a
horse so hard unless they were on an errand of great urgency, so
they stood together and watched him arrive in the camp.

The man rode
his horse among the tents, asked directions, and then rode directly
for Skal, scattering men and livestock before him. As he drew near
Skal recognised him. It was Kaylis Faste. With recognition came an
uneasy chill. He remembered Faste’s approach in the tavern, the
things he had said. There had been dark hints of a plot, but he had
not taken it seriously. He had told no one, done nothing about it.
Kaylis Faste and the duke of Carillon were not the sort of men to
give him nightmares.

The horse was
reined in not twenty feet from where he stood, and Faste jumped
from its back, ran to where Skal stood.

“Lord Skal, I
must speak with you urgently, and in private.”

Skal paused
before answering. Was it possible that Faste and his impossibly
stupid friends had actually done something? “These officers have my
confidence,” he said.

Faste glanced
at the men who flanked him. He was not happy to speak in public,
but Skal was forcing him to do so.

“It is done,”
he said. “Duke Aidon is dead. You must ride to the army and take
command of the Avilian troops. They will follow you.”

“Duke Aidon is
dead?”

“He is.”

“And you are in
some way responsible for this?”

Faste was about
to agree, but some flaw in his idiocy told him which way the wind
was blowing. “He was struck down by an assassin,” he said.

Skal looked at
him. It was true. The idiots had somehow killed Aidon. He felt a
surge of guilt. He had been sounded out about this plot and he had
told nobody. If he had spoken, then perhaps Aidon would not be
dead.

“There are
better men that I,” he said, and even as he spoke he questioned his
own words. It was a seductive thought. He could ride to the army
and take control of the Avilian force. He would be General Hebberd
then, and by right, not acclamation. There would be elevation in it
for certain. He might even regain Bel Arac. “Riders will have been
sent to Quinnial, and Cain Arbak is nearby.”

“Both dead,”
Faste said, but seemed to realise as soon as the words were out
that they gave away too much.

Skal turned to
one of his majors. “Hold this man under close arrest,” he said.
Faste looked surprised, which only confirmed Skal’s opinion of the
man. He turned to another officer as Kaylis was led away at sword
point. “Send riders. One north to the First Seventh Friend, one to
the army. I want to know if what he said is true.”

The officer in
question looked hard at Skal, and Skal knew why. Faste first words
to Skal had been it is done. They implied that Skal had some
foreknowledge of the plot, and in truth he did. That was the one
thing that made it impossible for him to profit from it. If he did,
then he would be forever doubted as a loyal officer.

He dismissed
the other officers and went into his tent alone. There was a
servant there who poured him wine. The man only served to remind
him how much he missed Tilian’s quick mind. He would have liked to
talk to Tilian about this, but the boy was off on some errand of
the Wolf’s and he doubted that he would see him again for months,
if ever.

He slumped into
a comfortable chair. If Aidon was dead it would do his prospects no
harm. The young Duke hadn’t liked him. It was another reason that
suspicion might fall on him. Everyone knew that they were distant.
Quinnial was different. Lord Quinnial had allowed him a second
chance, and Cain had spoken up for him when others might not. He
owed his rapid recovery from ignominy to the two of them, and would
not have seen them dead for all the rank in the world. He had
learned what it meant to have friends.

It seemed to
him that everything, all his gains, now teetered on the brink of a
precipice. If Aidon, Quinnial and Cain were dead then his career
would sink in the mud of disrepute. He would cling on to his rank
and title for lack of proof, but his star would no longer ascend.
He would not be trusted.

He dismissed
the servant and poured more wine. He would eat alone tonight. He
did not feel like company, and he was certain that he would be
drinking more than could possibly be deemed prudent. He wanted to
get falling down drunk. He was frozen here, quite unable to act. If
he rode to join the army he would look like he was following
Faste’s direction. There was no other course open to him that made
sense. He must wait for word from the army, and from the north. Bas
Erinor was too far away.

It was simple
enough. If Aidon was dead, Quinnial would take his place. If
Quinnial was also dead, then Cain would take his place at the head
of the army. He knew that Carillon was a plotter and would not let
the man gain by it. If Cain, too, was dead, then Skal would hand
over command of the reserve to his senior major and ride north to
take Cain’s place. That would not be seen as ambitious, and he knew
Cain’s plan well enough to carry it through. They had discussed it
on many nights back at Cain’s tavern.

He shook the
bottle and found it empty. There was another on the table, and he
opened it. Fine wine should not be drunk like this. That was
something he’d learned growing up in Bas Erinor. Fine wine should
be drunk with respect, even reverence. If you wanted to get drunk
it should be on spirits or the rough peasant wines that were so
cheap and readily available throughout the kingdom. He shrugged and
poured another cup, spilling a little over his hand. He was
beginning to feel it. Soon the world would start to spin, then
there would be forgetting and he would wake up feeling like he’d
been poisoned and beaten about the head.

He’d intended
to eat, but time was passing and it was probably too late. He felt
a cool breeze on his face.

“You’re drunk,
colonel.”

He looked up,
struggling to focus on the figure that stood before him. Red hair.
Small. It was Passerina, the sparrow god. What was she doing
here?

“You can find
out,” he said. “You can go there and find out.”

She ignored him
for a moment, taking the bottle from his hand and pouring a cup for
herself. She sat in a chair close by.

“What are you
talking about?” she asked.

“Damn Faste,”
Skal said. “He says they’re dead.”

“Colonel. You
are drunk. You’re not making sense.”

Skal struggled
against it. His thoughts moved like pressed recruits, sullen and
reluctant to obey. He’d wanted to be drunk because there was
nothing he could do, and now here was Passerina. With her here he
could know.

“Kaylis Faste,”
he said, speaking slowly. “Kaylis Faste came here today. He said
that Aidon was dead. He said that Quinnial was dead. He said that
Cain was dead. I sent riders, but they take too long. You can find
out.”

“Who is Kaylis
Faste?” She was leaning forwards now, her tone sharper.

“Nobody. Not
important. It was Carillon.”

“Carillon? The
Duke of Carillon? Are you saying that he killed Aidon, Quinnial and
Cain Arbak?”

“Don’t know.
That’s why you…”

Passerina
slapped him. The blow spun him out of his chair and onto the floor,
his head ringing. He couldn’t think of any time he’d been hit so
hard. He struggled to sit up and put a hand to his face. There was
going to be a bruise. What would he say to his men?

“Concentrate,
colonel. Speak clearly.” She was looming over him now, and he
didn’t want to get hit again, not like that. He concentrated. The
rush in his blood from the blow helped.

“Faste, this
man, he said that Aidon was dead. He said Quinnial and Cain too.
All dead. Faste was plotting with Carillon, I think.” He shook his
head to clear it, but things didn’t get much better. At least he
was wide awake now. “I sent riders to see if it was true. You can
find out quicker. Go to Bas Erinor. Go to the army. Find Cain. It
might not be true.”

There was a
long pause. Skal didn’t dare look up again in case she slapped him
once more. He wished he was sober now.

“I will go,”
she said. “I’ll send someone in with food. You need to sober up.
I’ll be back before morning.”

She stepped out
of the tent and Skal was alone again. He pulled himself off the
floor and staggered over to the bench where he kept water for
washing. He splashed his face, then buried it in the bowl, feeling
the cold liquid begin to numb his skin. He pulled his head out
again. Damn, he should have taken his shirt off before doing that.
He was soaked.

A man came in.
He was Skal’s servant, Tilian’s replacement. He was carrying a tray
of food which he put down carefully on a table. Skal saw
Passerina’s cup of wine standing untouched next to the plate.

“Tea,” he said
to the man. “Bring me hot tea. Blackroot if someone has it.”
Blackroot was supposed to cure hangovers and promote sobriety. He’d
always thought that a myth before now, but now he hoped it was
true. He sat down and cut a piece of cheese, tore off a hunk of
bread and forced the two into his mouth together. He began to
chew.

Damn, he
thought, this could take hours.


* * *
*

He was asleep
when she returned.

He woke up to a
head much better that he’d expected; just a dull throbbing and a
mild aversion to light. Perhaps the blackroot had helped after all,
but he preferred to think it was the water and food he had forced
down. When he opened his eyes the man shopped shaking his
shoulder.

“My lord,
Passerina has returned. She awaits you.”

He rolled out
of bed and ran his hands across his face. He was unshaven and his
breath stank. He tore off the shirt he’d slept in and pulled on a
clean one. There was no time to shave, but the servant had brought
in a tray with hot tea and a sprig of mint. He drank a mouthful of
tea and put the mint in his mouth, chewing it while he laced his
boots. He ran his hands through his hair and spat the mint out. It
would have to do.

His gut was
less obliging than his head, and the tea seemed to slosh around
within him provocatively. When he stood up there was a moment when
he thought he would vomit, but he held on to a tent pole and the
moment passed in a flash of cold sweat.

He had to know.
He walked out of the tent into weak winter sun, squinting against
the light. Passerina was seated outside his day tent, an empty
chair beside her. Skal walked across as steadily as he could and
lowered himself into the chair’s embrace.

“I’m sorry,” he
said. “About last night. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have drunk so
much.”

She smiled a
smile that twisted her mouth up on the left. “I’m sorry I hit you,”
she said.

“I deserved it.
You have news?”

Passerina
looked him in the eye. “Aidon is dead,” she said. “He was killed by
assassins while he slept. The men were pursued, but Aidon’s men
were unable to take them alive, or perhaps they didn’t want to.
Quinnial and Cain are both alive, but an attempt was made on each,
and both were wounded, though not seriously.”

“And
Carillon?”

“Is in some
part to blame. There was a Seth Yarra hand in this, though Narak
believes Carillon was duped to some extent. He is being sent to
Quinnial for judgement, which I think may be harsh, given the
events of the night.”

“It could have
been worse,” Skal said.

“It could. The
duke’s death is a blow, but we can recover.”

Skal signalled
to his servant to bring more tea, and something to eat. He knew
what he had to do now. It would be better coming from him that from
one of his own officers.

“I am to
blame,” he said.

“For what?”
Passerina turned her gaze on him again, and he felt that she could
see right through him, that every movement of his head gave away
his innermost truth.

“Faste hinted
at it when we were in Bas Erinor. I suppose he thought I would be
sympathetic to their cause.”

“And you told
nobody?” She was frowning now, a distant thunder to the storm of
her anger.

“Faste is an
idiot, Deus,” he protested. “Carillon, too. Neither of them could
find their arse with two hands. I could not take them
seriously.”

Her frown
deepened for a moment, and then vanished as quickly as it had
appeared. “I do not doubt you, Skal Hebberd,” she said. “You will
not make the same mistake twice, and I have seen you with Cain. You
would not conspire in his death.”

Skal nodded. He
felt ridiculously grateful for her understanding, but he couldn’t
think of any words to say that would not sound pathetic. The
servant arrived with the food and tea and set it between them. He
gulped a mouthful of burning liquid and tasted the sweetness of
honey in his mouth. It tasted good.

“Enough of
this,” Passerina said. “I have a task for you.”

Skal was
surprised. He put down the tea. “A task, Deus? Do we ride to
war?”

“In a way.
There will be fighting, for certain.” She told him about Telas Alt,
the queen and the king, their escape from the city. As she spoke
Skal knew that she had played a part in the story, but she skimmed
over some events and he thought it was deliberate. But it did not
matter. At last they would be free of their enforced idleness, and
there would be a chance for glory, even if they would be the
superior force for once.

As he listened
he began to eat steadily from the plate beside him, his head and
stomach forgotten for a while, all his mind focussed on what was to
come.


39. A Union of Houses

Narak and
Sheyani rode quickly on the road to the north. The miles were dust
beneath their horses’ hooves for the road was wide and flat, and
the animals were fresh. He was surprised that they had not caught
up with the Seventh Friend by the end of the first day. He was more
than a little frustrated, also. He wanted to be away.

They had
hurried. Midday was a brief stop, a cold bite to eat and barely
enough time for Sheyani to stretch her legs before they were back
on their mounts and moving again. As the light began to fade Narak
was forced to acknowledge that he would have to wait another day.
The sky was overcast. It was one of those pearl grey skies so
common in winter, a sky that barely showed a hint of colour at
sunset, simply darkening slowly to an unhelpful black. There was
not enough light to ride.

They made camp
by the side of the road, no more than ten yards from the edge of
it. Narak lit a fire and went about preparing a meal in a practiced
fashion, though it had been years since he had done it. It made him
feel nostalgic for the pleasures of mortal journeying. He never
camped any more, not like this. He sought out a wolf close to where
he wanted to be, there was usually one somewhere nearby, and then
he swapped places with it. Even when there was no wolf he sent one
ahead, as he had to Bas Erinor and Tor Silas. The day to day rhythm
of travel was almost forgotten, and as the night closed in he found
that he was enjoying himself in spite of his hurry.

They had not
spoken much during the day, but now Narak feared he had been
inconsiderate in his haste.

“I am sorry to
press so hard on the road,” he said to Sheyani. “But there are
things that I must attend to after I have seen Cain again.”

“I understand,”
she said. “Hesham.”

“Yes, Hesham.
You did not see him?”

“No, Deus, and
I am glad that I did not.”

“But you heard
his voice?”

“Yes.”

“You are a
Halith. What did you learn from hearing it?” Sheyani looked
surprised for a moment. Few who were not Durander, who had not
studied the paths would know even this much. But she shook her head
a little as if to chide herself for forgetting in whose company she
was.

“Not a great
deal, Deus. I heard him speak perhaps a dozen words, and not more
than twenty. I heard some notes of the tune, but not enough. He is
resolute. He has killed and is not troubled by it. He had no love
for Carillon, or for his men. I think they were no more than tools
in his hands.”

“But what of
his being? You said that he was no man.”

“That is what I
heard. There were some tones that might have been from yourself,
Deus. There was an age to his voice. He is very old and very
powerful, and clever. There was a brightness below the age that
spoke of achievement, confidence. He is not one to be taken
lightly.”

Narak nodded.
What she said encouraged his suspicion that this Lord Hesham was
his enemy. He was the man with the metal head, and also perhaps he
was Seth Yarra.

“Did he sound
Avilian? Berashi? Something else?”

Sheyani shook
her head. “I could not place an accent, Deus. He spoke fluently in
Avilian, and his tones were more south than north, but there was a
trace of everything, even Afaeli in the way he spoke his r’s.”

“A native of
the kingdoms?”

“I cannot be
certain, but I thought so, yes.”

Narak nodded.
None of her words surprised him particularly, but he was at a loss
to explain why this should be so. This man-god-thing was not part
of the Benetheon. He was not visible in the Sirash. Yet he was
similar to the Benetheon gods. He was old and powerful, he was of
the kingdoms. It all fitted with Narak’s belief that whatever he
was had seen Seth Yarra four hundred years ago and made a decision
to use them, to study their ways, to learn their language and usurp
their god.

The motive
seemed clear enough, too. He wanted power. He wanted to rule the
kingdoms and the lands of Seth Yarra, and he wanted to do so
alone.

“Will you kill
him?” Sheyani asked.

“If I find him.
If I can.” There seemed no other option. His enemy seemed intent on
ridding the world of Benetheon gods, which meant Narak. Only one of
them would survive this war. Yet the personal conflict did not ring
true. Narak no longer thought of his own passing with dread, but he
did think about the great forest, the wolves, the people of Terras,
and he did not want to abandon them to the mercy of Seth Yarra.

Yet it was a
threat that would not go away. If he defeated Seth Yarra again;
even if he killed this man who claimed to be their god, and drove
them from the shores of the kingdoms with a hundred thousand dead,
ships burned, all materials lost; even that would not be an end.
Seth Yarra would hang over the kingdoms for ever, looming always
like a storm cloud that blackened the horizon. He could see no way
to sweep it away forever. They were too many.

The realisation
struck him like a thunderbolt.

In an instant
he understood all the dreams, all the things that he had been shown
by the Bren Alar. He understood the vast army, the new tunnels, the
Seth Yarra city sleeping beneath a tropical night of humid
stars.

The Bren were
going to kill them all.

He thought back
to what he had learned from the Bren Alar, the very first thing he
had been told. Twenty million. There were twenty million Seth
Yarra, and the Bren were going to kill them all.

The numbers
defied his imagination. Their land must be a lot larger than the
kingdoms to hold so many. He thought of what must lie there, the
great cities, the towns and villages, the people. He did not know
what to feel. If he held on until the Bren acted then the problem
would be solved for ever, but he could not accept this as a
victory.

Yet for all the
surprise that he felt at the revelation he felt little else. He
should have felt horror. He should have been appalled by the
thought of twenty million dead, but he was not.

“Deus, what is
wrong?”

He looked up to
see that Sheyani had stood and approached him.

“I do not
know,” he said. “Something. Nothing. Everything. I do not know. I
need time to think.” And time to dream. If he slept again and the
Bren Alar, the dragon as he now knew it to be, came to him again in
his dreams he would question it.

Dragons had
been made to destroy the world, but something had happened to them,
because the world was still here, men still lived and built and
bred across the land. He did not know what had happened, but he
knew that it must be important, whatever it was. It was something
that he needed to know.

The thing that
hung in his mind was that it answered. The atrocity of slaughtering
millions of men, women and children answered to every question he
had yet asked, to every purpose he was dedicated to serve. It would
preserve the great forest. It would preserve the kingdoms. It would
remove the threat forever. But for all this he knew that it would
be a wrong thing. Like the butchers work he had done at Afael four
hundred years ago he knew that it would haunt him, even though the
deed would not be by his hand.

“We should
rest, Deus,” Sheyani said.

“Yes. You are
right. We will eat and then we will sleep.”


* * *
*

Narak
dreamed.

It was dark;
dark and cold. He could hear nothing but the occasional small noise
of ice cracking. The eyes through which he looked were Bren eyes,
but even they could gather little light here. There was a faint
sheen on a rock face, a cold luminescence high above him that
suggested a distant opening.

He tried to
speak, but he found that he did not have a voice, just eyes, and
ears.

“I cannot
answer your questions,” the voice said. It was the same voice that
had spoken to him before, a powerful musical voice, the voice of a
dragon. “I cannot answer your questions because I am bound, cursed,
doomed. I cannot help myself, and helping you would be that.

“You want to
know why I am cursed. You want to know what the right thing to do
might be, and how you can achieve that end. I cannot say. I can
only show you things, and I cannot tell you what they are.”

The darkness
vanished, and now he was standing in snow, deep and cold. Before
him stood a mountain, sheathed in white with dark streaks of
vertical rock where the snow could not hold. The wind tore snow
from the ground, swirled it before him so that he could not tell if
the snow also came from the sky. There were no trees or shrubs, no
blue above him in the sky, just an endless middle grey. It was a
monochrome world. These were the frozen lands, he knew. This was
far to the north of the great forest and the plains in a place
where nothing lived.

But he was
being shown the mountain. He studied it, noted the way in which the
left side hooked on the shoulder like a parrot’s beak, the way the
ridge to the right descended in three steps, then plunged
vertically into the whiteness below. He fixed the image in his
mind. He would remember it.

This was a
place that he must come, he saw. He must travel through the deadly
cold and stand in this place, walk to the foot of this mountain,
though he did not know what he would find here.

The image
changed again, and now he looked through borrowed eyes at a valley.
It was wide and shallow, grey green with scrub and rock, a bleak
place. It pointed north, he guessed. Down its centre wandered a
shallow, swift grey river, flecked with the bright white of broken
ice that bobbed along, spun and stranded along the banks, tumbled
in the shallows. Further on the valley rose and twisted out of
sight, and standing vigil at its head was a sharp peak, white with
ice, flanked and backed by a hundred other peaks that eventually
merged with the sky.

This, then, was
the beginning of his journey. He knew the place. He had been here
once, but it had been a thousand years ago when the wanderlust had
been upon him. He had wished to see every part of the kingdoms, the
forest, the plains, and even the frozen lands. This was as far
north as he had come, and seeing this he had turned back, believing
that there was nothing beyond this but more ice, more snow.

Mostly he had
been right to believe that.

I come here,
and I go there, he thought. From the valley to the parrot beaked
mountain with three steps on its shoulder, and when I get there I
will see something, know something.

He wanted to
ask what the purpose was, what it would mean, but he still had no
voice so he stood and looked and listened. The river tumbled, the
grass waved stiffly in the wind, rustling and hissing against the
chatter of the water. There was a single cry, a bird that he could
not see, long and low and sad like a curlew. It made him think of
loss and tragedy. It made him think of Narala and Beloff and
Perlaine and Remard. It brought the old duke to mind, the man that
had offered Narak his sword at Afael some four centuries ago. The
sword was rust by now, and the duke dust. That was the tragedy of
time.

He awoke with a
start.

Wind whispered
through bare branches above him. Warmth from the fire glowed
against his right side, and he could hear Sheyani’s breathing, the
deep and even sound of sleep.

This time he
was not in his aspect and his pulse was not racing. He felt calm.
He put a hand to his face and it came away damp.

Tears for the
dead, he thought. About time.


* * *
*

In the morning
he found that he was no longer in a hurry. The sky had cleared and
it was cold, but he enjoyed the sun anyway. It brought colour to
the trees, even if that colour was brown. There was a hint of gold,
he imagined; treasure enough for a winter’s day.

They ate a hot
breakfast. Narak built the fire himself and made tea the way he had
learned when he was a boy. He still remembered, which surprised
him. He made an oat porridge too, dressed with honey and dried
apple. He could see that Sheyani was unsettled by the change. She
watched him from the other side of the fire, unable to ask
questions of a god.

“I had a good
dream,” he told her. “It has shown me things that I needed to
know.”

“Deus, dreams
show us nothing unless they are sent, and no Durander mage would
dare seek to instruct a god.”

“You think it
was Hesham? Well, perhaps he can do such things, but I know the
maker of my dreams, and I do not think that there is an intent to
harm or trick me.”

“Pelion?”

“No. Pelion is
gone, and I will not play a guessing game with you, Sheyani.” He
finished his food and put his bowl down by the fire. “It is time
that you were with Cain again. Clean these bowls – there is a
stream beyond the trees over there – and I will douse the fire and
saddle the horses.”

She did as he
said, and soon they were riding north again. The frost was slow to
leave the road, protected a little by the net of tree shadow that
the sun threw across the way, and there were still white patches of
grass on the verge midmorning when they caught sight of the tail of
the Seventh Friend.

They rode the
length of the column to cheers and salutes. It seemed that the
regiment loved their colonel’s betrothed as much as the colonel.
Almost as soon as they were seen a man broke from the column and
rode hard for the van. He returned before they were half way past
with Cain Arbak riding beside him.

Cain was
clearly moved to see her. He turned his mount and rode it close
enough to her that their knees were touching, and they looked at
each other in silence for a moment.

“I will never
leave your side again,” he said.

“Do not make
promises that you cannot keep, my love,” she replied, smiling
broadly.

“I swear…”

She reached out
to touch his lips, to stop the words, and he acquiesced. “You are a
commander, Cain. Would you have me stand by you when the arrows
fall? Would you give me a shield to bear? You know it is not the
way. Sometimes I serve you best when we are apart.”

“I have been
half dead these past days,” he said.

“And I, but now
we are together again, thanks be to the Wolf who saved my life at
High Stone.”

Cain’s eyes
turned to Narak, who had not spoken a word as yet. “This is a debt
that I cannot repay,” he said.

“Build the wall
and hold it until winter comes again, and I will hold the debt
erased from our ledger, Cain,” he said. More than that. If Cain
held the wall until next winter the kingdoms of the east would be
saved. Cain would again be the man who had done what could not be
done.

“I will build
it, and they shall not pass while a man of the Seventh Friend yet
lives,” Cain promised. The men who heard his words cheered. They,
too, had pride. Narak wondered if they would indeed all die at the
White Road. It was a bleak enough spot for tragedy. He did not
think it likely. Cain had more care for the lives of his men than
to see them all die.

“Just hold the
pass, Cain. If more men are needed they will be sent.”

Sheyani stepped
forwards. “Will you fulfil your promise now, Deus?” she asked.

“I have done
so,” he replied. “I have brought you out of danger to Cain and the
Seventh Friend.”

“Your other
promise. Will you wed us?”

“Now? Here on
the road?” He had not expected this. It was true that he had made
the promise, but he had expected to do this duty after the war. Yet
he looked at Cain and Sheyani and he knew that they both wanted it.
They had come so close to death, both of them, that it seemed only
the slimmest chance had brought them together again.

It did seem
foolish to waste such providence.

There was a
stir among them men who had overheard. They wanted this too, it
seemed. Narak saw smiles. He saw looks of satisfaction.

“Very well,” he
said. “But I do not know the formal words. If you marry here it
will be a rough hewn thing, a spirit of a marriage without the
flesh.”

“It suits the
place, the time and the need, Deus,” Cain replied.

“There must be
witnesses and a scribe to write what has passed,” Narak said, and
Cain picked quickly from among the volunteers, so that it seemed
only a moment until the roadside was transformed into a temple. It
was, Narak thought, the largest congregation that he had ever seen
at a wedding, and the word had spread up and down the ranks like
fire, and the regiment had become a dense circle of men with their
commander and his lady it its centre point. They were quiet. Heads
strained to see, ears to hear.

Narak
remembered a hundred weddings. He remembered the weddings of kings
and dukes and princes, warriors and poets, the extravagant and the
parsimonious. Such events had changed in fifteen hundred years, but
Narak still preferred the old words, the old way. This was a good
place for such simple things.

“You are Cain
Arbak,” he said. “Colonel of the regiment of the seventh friend,
lord of Waterhill, innkeeper of the Seventh Friend, city councillor
of Bas Erinor, Knight Talon of the Order of the Dragon, sometimes
called the Wolf of Fal Verdan. Do you own to all these names and
titles and no others?”

“I do own them,
Deus,” Cain replied.

“Let it be set
down.” He turned to Sheyani. “You are Sheyani esh Baradan al
Dasham, Daughter of the King of Durandar, Mage of the path of
Halith, Adept of the path of Belan Terak, Adept of the path of
Gorisian. Do you own to all these names and titles and no
others?”

“I do own them,
Deus,” Sheyani said.

“If either of
you has wed before this date, speak.” He allowed the silence to
stretch a little. “If either of you is compelled to this end by any
cause, speak.” The silence was shorter this time.

“Do you,
Sheyani, take this man Cain to be your husband?”

“I do take
him.”

“Do you, Cain,
take this woman Sheyani to be your wife?”

“I do take
her.”

Narak took out
his knife and cut a strip of cloth from the end of his cloak, he
took Cain’s left hand, his only hand, and Sheyani’s right and bound
them together. It should have been a silken cord, but somehow the
ragged end of cloth seemed the right thing.

“I am Narak,
Benetheon God of Wolves,” he said. “With this binding I bind you
together as husband and wife before the eyes of all men and women.
May your happiness in this binding be as long as your days, and
your days be long indeed. It is done.”

He stepped
back. Cain and Sheyani did not embrace, but the look they exchanged
stabbed at Narak. It was a thing he had never shared. He saw that
Cain’s knuckles were white, so fiercely did he grip his new wife’s
hand. This was a right thing he had done. His words had made the
world a slightly better place.

Sheyani knelt,
and Cain went to his knees beside her.

“I thank you
for this blessing, God of Wolves,” she said.

He stepped
forwards again and raised them both up. “Such things are made to
be,” he said. “There is no blessing I can give you that matches
what you already possess.”

The
sentimentality was too much for Cain. He bowed once more and turned
on his men.

“We march in
ten minutes!” he shouted. “Form a column. You all know your
places.”

The regiment
sprang back into being. The congregation was gone. Every one of
them, Narak thought, each and every one would throw themselves in
the path of an arrow to save Cain or Sheyani. He had never seen
such belonging among men.

Now that his
second promise was fulfilled, Narak turned his attention to Lord
Hesham. Hesham was the Earl of Lorrimal, his family as old as the
kingdom, and his estates a large but poor block of land securely
wedged into the north east corner of Avilian, on the border with
Afael and adjacent Gods Walk where it delineated the border of the
Great Plains.

This far north
there was a great deal of woodland and not so many people. Wolves
roamed freely, and it was simple enough for Narak to find a pack
that hunted the forests on Lorrimal land. He found them. He
translocated.


40. Bento Nesser

It was a cold,
blustery day that threatened rain when they arrived. Sara heard
wagons and horses on the gravel outside the house, the shouts of
men. She looked up from the book that she was reading for a moment.
The interruption was an annoyance. Lira would come and fetch her in
a minute, but for now she could continue to read. Her head bent
back to the book and she pushed all thoughts of her guests from her
mind, entered once again the world of Penshal Fitharmon, author, or
at least editor of The Legends and Customs of North Eastern
Telas.

It was a
surprisingly thick book. She would not have imagined that such a
fragment of a country should have so many remarkable stories and
practices that marked it out from the rest of the world. Apparently
they even had a dialect of their own, a way of speaking that even
other Telans struggled to master.

She was looking
forward to the next chapter which she understood from reading the
description at the start of the book would contain details of their
particular worship of Ashmaren, which was in startling and diverse
ways quite different from the worship of the self same god in other
parts of the six kingdoms.

Sara shared the
author’s opinion that there were six kingdoms, and not five,
because she had read Simras Hecshal’s Geography of the Six
Kingdoms, and also a slim volume entitled Travels in the Southern
Isles written by a man who identified himself only as Kardios. This
second book, a fascinating travelogue of strange sights and
experiences, had cemented her agreement with Hecshal.

An urgent
knocking sounded on the door. Sara sighed. It was her duty to
invite these great scholars, but she would have rather been alone
here. The books and their tales were completely captivating, and
she resented any time spent away from them.

She placed a
pheasant feather in the book to mark the extent of her reading and
closed it carefully. She ran her hand fondly across the leather
cover and stood.

“I’m coming,
Lira.” It was always Lira who came to fetch her. Since the first
time that she had asked for Lira it had been that way.

Lira opened the
door and stepped in, smiling. “There’s two of ‘em,” she said, her
voice bright with the excitement of visitors. “One’s as old as some
of these books and just as dusty, and the other’s not bad.”

It was overly
familiar, of course. Sara knew it and Lira knew it, but she allowed
it because she was a journeyman tanner’s widow, and no better than
anyone else. Lira was always quite proper when others were around.
Not bad meant that Lira thought him a pretty young man, which was
fair enough, for men of higher station, it seemed, were permitted a
dalliance with maids and the like without a stain on their
character. That seemed unfair to Sara’s mind, when ladies were
supposed to live and die by their virtue.

“The old man is
the scholar, Lira,” she said. “His name is Bento Nesser, and he’s a
sage from Golt itself. The pretty one is his secretary, a man who
writes down what he says and runs errands.”

Lira wasn’t
interested, Sara could tell. Pretty was pretty, old was old. She
followed her maid down the corridor to the day room where she knew
she was supposed to receive visitors and found the scholars waiting
for her.

It was a
peculiarity of her situation that she was their social superior.
She was a poor woman raised on the hard side of the low city, and
they were men of great learning and refined manners, but because
Lord Skal had given her his blood she was cousin to a lord, and
not, she had learned, to just any lord. She’d read about his father
and the treachery that he had done, which mattered not at all to
her. Lord Skal wasn’t his father and he’d been found clean of any
part of the plot. His family though, traitorous father and all,
dated back dozens of generations. One of them had fought in the
Great War, and they’d been mighty lords for generations before
that. She had read about them, too.

The borrowed
blood of the Hebberd family was hers now. She was kin to some of
the highest of high blood.

The scholars
turned to her as she entered the day room. The old man was old. He
was even older than she had expected. A few wisps of white hair
decorated the edge of his otherwise shining scalp and his face
reminded Sara of pictures in Hecshal’s book of Afaeli badlands,
where the ground was scored by rare deluges of water into lifeless
canyons. His eyebrows, white as snow, sprung out from his face like
tufts of painted wire, and he was bent forwards with a good deal of
his weight resting on a stout stick. His eyes, however, were blue
and as young as any she’d seen.

The pretty man,
the secretary, looked by far the better dressed. His trousers
carried a crease, which she thought remarkable after so long a
journey, and his clothes in general were decorated with the sort of
discrete needlework that was hailed as the height of fashion. His
shirt was white, his trousers black, and his tunic the sort of blue
that excites envy in kingfishers. In spite of his finery she did
not like his face. It was too pointed, closed and sour, though she
could see why Lira had called him pretty.

“Learned
scholars, you are welcome to my lord’s house,” she said.

The bowed old
man bobbed on the end of his stick and smiled. She assumed it was a
smile. He pulled back his upper lip and bared his yellow teeth. It
could just have easily been a snarl.

“We are most
grateful for the chance to study the codex,” the old man huffed.
“May we see it?” His blue eyes sparkled more brightly than his
secretary’s tunic. Sara was impressed by his eagerness. It made her
think of him as a kindred spirit in some small way.

“You’re sure
you would not like some refreshment first? To rest perhaps after
your journey?”

“Indeed no,”
the old man said. Sara thought the younger man had a different
opinion, but he did not voice it, but instead adopted a resigned
air and smiled a weak, tolerant smile at her.

“Then follow
me,” she said. “I will take you to the library at once.”

They followed
and she led, hearing their footsteps on the boards behind her, the
old man a rapid rhythm of tapping stick and shuffling feet, the
younger a slow, measured tread. She came to the door and stopped,
looking back at them. She had outdistanced the old man by a few
yards, and noted that the younger had stayed behind him, though he
could easily have moved more quickly.

She was almost
reluctant to open the door. This was her private place. It was the
room in which she was changing herself from what she had been into
what she hoped she might become, though this was the first time she
had thought of it that way. Her reading was an intensely personal
and private journey.

“Here we are,”
she said. She turned the handle and the door swung open. For a
moment she did not know if she should enter first, and apparently
neither did the scholars, for there was a moment of hesitation
between them which Sara ended by skipping through the opening to
stand on one side and cast her eye over her little kingdom.

The old man
came in and stopped inconsiderately close to the door so that his
secretary was forced to peer over his shoulder to see what lay
within. He looked at the books lining the walls, the volumes spread
out on the table.

“Silk
curtains?” he enquired. Sara had put up silk curtains to defend the
books from direct sunlight, which she thought was fading the
pages.

“For the
books,” she said. “Against the sun.”

The scholar
nodded and moved further into the library. He must have seen far
greater libraries than this, she thought. He came from the royal
college in Golt, and had probably been a regular visitor to the
royal library there. She had read about it and the thousands upon
thousands of books that it was supposed to contain.

Sage Nesser, as
she told herself she should think of the old man, because that was
his formal title, shuffled over to a nearby shelf and squinted at
the titles. She heard him grunt with surprise and his hand reached
out for a book, then stopped. He turned to her.

“May I?” he
asked.

“Of course,
Sage Nesser,” she said.

He plucked a
book from the shelf. It wasn’t a large book, but Nesser cradled it
in both hands as if it were a child. He allowed the pages to fall
open at random and read in silence for a minute. He turned the
page.

“My father had
this book,” he said. “The Compendium of Entertainments. You know
there is a game described in here that I tried to play when I was
at school, but the rules are incomplete, and it did not work…”

“Butcher’s
Boy,” she said. “When the tagger is caught there is no provision
for when two do the catching.”

Nesser stared
at her for a moment. “You’ve read it,” he said.

“Yes.” She was
embarrassed by the way he stared, as though she herself were a
book.

“And you
understood it. Did you try to play the game?”

“No, Sage
Nesser. I am too old for such things.”

Nesser blinked
and stared a moment longer, then he carefully closed the book and
replaced it on the shelf.

“I think I am
going to be a friend to this place,” he said. “Now where is the
codex?”

She pointed,
then because of the scatter of books on the table hiding the codex
she stepped to where she had laid out the book, closed, and covered
by a silk cloth that matched the curtains. She lifted the cloth
gently, exposing the book to the scholar’s gaze. He shuffled over
and laid a hand on the cover.

“This is the
Pelion Codex?” He asked, as though requiring further
confirmation.

“A Speculative
History of the Mage Lords, Their Wars, Their Customs, and The Great
Conflagration That Brought Them Low,” she replied.

“Quite right,”
Nesser said. “Such a book deserves its full, exalted title.”

He sat
awkwardly, lowering himself into the chair, propping his stick
carefully against the table, and opened the book. He perused each
page, each note and title with care, taking his time to get to the
meat of the script. His fingers were gentle with the pages, lifting
each paper leaf and sliding beneath it, turning it almost by its
own weight. When he reached the beginning of the text he
paused.

“Anatano, sit
next to me and I will tell you what to write,” he said to his
secretary, then turned to Sara. “You will want to continue your own
studies,” he said. “I hope that our conversation will not disturb
you unduly.”

Studies. He had
called her literary wanderings studies. It seemed a kind sort of
flattery to Sara. “I am certain it will not, Sage Nesser,” she
said. “You will let me know when you are inclined to eat?” Anatano
looked hopeful at this, but Nesser was not inclined to pander to
his secretary.

“I doubt it,”
he said. “It is best that you set fixed times for eating, and tell
me when the time has come, for otherwise I am inclines to lose
myself quite completely in work.”

She understood
at once. “Of course. I will instruct the staff to call us at midday
and at the hour of dusk. Breakfast will be when you wake.”

Nesser smiled
again, that quick lifting of the upper lip. “Is there a catalogue?”
he asked.

Sara flushed.
It was the task that Lord Skal had set her, but it was still less
than half complete. She was forever wandering off into the pages of
books and not sticking to her duty. “It is the heart of my work,
Sage Nesser, but not yet complete,” she confessed.

“And how could
it be, with so much to lead you astray?” he said. “Never the less,
it would be most gracious of you to let me see what you have
completed. This is a fine collection for a private library.”

He was so
understanding, she thought, so wise to her passion for reading that
she thought he must surely share it, and indeed that was hardly a
surprise in a scholar who must have read thousands of books, and
perhaps even written some. What a thing it must be to write a book
and see other men read the words that you have caused to be placed
upon the page.

She sat at the
opposite end of the table and picked up the volume she had
abandoned when Lira called her. She would speak to the servants
later.


* * *
*

When Sara came
down to break her fast the next morning Lira whispered to her that
the scholars had risen an hour ago and were already about their
work in the library. Sara felt like a slug-a-bed. She ate her meal
quickly and went to join them. She slipped into the room as quietly
as she could and took her seat close to the door. She had finished
the Telan book the previous evening, and by way of a change she had
selected a treatise on mathematics. It was short on enchanting
tales, but she found the pages filled with wonders of quite a
different kind. They held the keys to understanding things that she
thought could not be understood.

“Lady Sara?”
She looked up. “You do not mind if I call you by name?” Nesser
asked. He was settled in his chair, swaddled with blankets like a
bird on its nest.

“Not at all,
Sage Nesser,” she replied.

“Then you must
call me Bento,” he said.

“If you wish
it.”

Nesser eased
himself back in his chair, away from the book. He did so with a
little frown on his face as though it caused him pain, and Sara
thought what a journey it must have been for so old a scholar; how
much pain it had cost to come here and read a single book.

“You have read
this?” he asked.

“I have.”

“And what did
you think of his description of the society of the mage lords,
before the war?”

Sara thought
back to her reading of the book. So much had happened since to push
it from her mind that she doubted that she could remember, but to
her surprise the chapter came easily into focus, swimming back into
view as clearly as though she had read it yesterday.

“I recall that
he was vague about it… Bento,” she said, finding the use of his
given name both awkward and thrilling at the same time. “He seemed
to wish it to be a hierarchy, implying that there had always been a
mage emperor, or at the very least a mage lord who was first among
them, but the stories he tells suggest that they did not see
themselves in that way. Each mage lord saw himself as equal to the
others, or at least free from their control.”

“Excellent,”
Nesser said. “A fine analysis. So you believe that the mage emperor
was a single individual, and not a dynasty?”

“I cannot say.
It was not written.”

Nesser shook
his head. “I am not asking you to repeat what you read, Lady Sara,
but think for a minute. What do you believe, and on what
evidence?”

Sara thought
back to her reading and wished that she had read the book a second
time. She did not want to disappoint Nesser. The book had treated
each mage lord as a permanent fixture, a creature without beginning
or end, but they were men all the same. They must have been born
even if they could preserve their lives for as long as they
wished.

“It is the
author’s fancy,” she said. “There was no dynasty. That would
suggest that magical ability is passed from father to son, mother
to daughter, yet the mage emperor’s father is unknown, unnamed. His
children are mentioned, but not given any importance. It seems
obvious that they would not all be equally able, but none was so
powerful that they could master even two others.”

“So what might
the mage emperor have been?”

“A politician,”
she said. It was coming more easily now, the ideas marching along
together, one following the other like obedient soldiers. “He
somehow convinced others to side with him.”

Nesser nodded.
He turned to his secretary. “You see?” he said. “It is not so
difficult to draw conclusions.”

The expression
of the secretary’s face was so determinedly neutral that Sara was
sure it concealed hostility. She did not like the way she had been
used by Nesser to put the man down. It would only cause
trouble.

“I am sure that
your secretary is a fine and clever man, Bento,” she said. “If I
can answer questions that he cannot, then perhaps it is because I
read the book a month ago and have had time to dwell upon it.” She
closed her own book and stood up to go.

“I have
offended you,” Nesser said. She said nothing. “I am truly sorry if
it is so,” he added.

“It is not I
who deserve an apology,” she said, looking pointedly at the
secretary.

Nesser turned
to the man, who had coloured noticeably at her words. She had
embarrassed him, she realised.

“Manoc, I am
sorry,” he said. “The Lady Sara is correct. It was thoughtless of
me to belittle you, especially in her presence.”

“There is no
need, Sage…” Manoc insisted.

“Will you hep
me stand?” Nesser said. Manoc helped him to stand, glad of the
distraction, it seemed. When he was upright and securely in
possession of his stick he turned to the young man again. “Read
on,” he said. “I have need of air, and if the lady will be good
enough to accompany me I can spare you to study on your own for a
while.” He turned a questioning glance in her direction. She
nodded.

One they were
in the corridor she slowed to his pace and walked beside him.

“Is there a
place that we can walk outside?” Nesser asked.

“Of course.
There is a seat on the far side of the lawns, and a small lake
there. Well, it is a pond I suppose, but it looks well enough.”

They continued
at the old man’s pace out of the front door and across the grass,
which Nesser seemed to find easier than the gravel. Once they were
well away from the house the sage began to speak.

“You were kind
to Manoc, and I’m sure he will appreciate it,” he said.

“I think he
will resent it, and me,” she said. Nesser seemed startled by her
direct way of speaking, for he paused, looked at her again, then
continued to walk.

“No. I will
explain. Manoc has noble blood, but very little of it. He is the
third son of the second son of a knight of Avilian. Yet he feels
that blood. You are the opposite thing, a woman who had been given
blood because of something you have done. Your nobility has been
earned, like the General Arbak. He admires this, and wishes that he
could do some great deed himself.”

“But his blood
is real,” Sara protested. “Mine is borrowed.”

“He does not
see it that way, and neither do I. Noble blood is no more than a
shadow of ancient deeds and vanished politics. It is a signifier
that an ancestor was once worthy in some way of elevation, of being
raised up. The great houses are forever plagued by the obligation
to that blood debt. They know as well as any that they do not
deserve their position.”

“I did
nothing,” she said.

“You killed a
man – an enemy of your lord. Men have been honoured for less.”

“I killed a man
to defend my child.”

“As good a
reason as any, to be sure,” Nesser said. “But there are few people
who have killed, and fewer still that have no cause for remorse at
the killing.”

Sara was
silent. She remembered the killing well. Each of them had held a
knife, and they had struck at the same time, but it was Sara who
had lived. She thought that perhaps it was because she had struck
with no thought of survival. She had expected to die, and her only
concern, indeed her only hope had been that he would also die and
that her child would be safe. She remembered the pain as his blade
had struck home, and remembered, too, the feeling of her own blade,
a simple fruit knife, as it split the man’s flesh. Elejine; his
name had been Elejine. She should not forget his name.

“I have
offended you again,” Nesser said.

“No. No, I am
not offended,” she reassured him. “I was thinking of the man I
killed. His name was Elejine.”

Nesser looked
up at her for a moment as though she were the most complicated of
texts. “Let us sit for a while,” he said. “I want to talk to you
about books.”


41. Lorrimal Seat

Narak sat and
watched the house. He was less than a mile away, tucked up in a
tree with a clear view of the place. There was no hurry. He did not
mind that time was passing. Somehow he was certain that he would
not find Hesham here no matter when he approached, but he wanted to
watch for a while first, to get a feel for the rhythm of the
place.

It seemed
quiet. He knew the house simply as Lorrimal Seat: the seat of the
earls of Lorrimal. It was an unimaginative name for an
unimaginative place. Where High Stone had been strong this place
had an echo of strength. There was a curtain wall, but it was in
the grip of ivy, and quite untended. The keep within was more like
a house, but no more pleasing to the eye for being that. It was
made of stone and punctured by a mix of glassed windows and
archer’s slits whose random nature was not in the least
charming.

It could have
been a ruin, but that the gates were closed and barred.

He looked for
men on the walls, but saw none. He studied the road for signs of
traffic to and from the house, but though the road was obviously
used – there being two clear ruts made by carts passing – he saw
nothing.

After an hour
of fruitless examination he decided on a closer look. He dropped
from the tree and strolled easily up to the gate. There was no
indication that anyone saw him coming. The gate was a simple one as
far as he could tell. Wooden planks nailed through to crossbeams at
top, middle and foot. It was not strong, not new. He could probably
have kicked it apart. He knocked instead, hammering a fist against
the thickest part.

It was a while
before there was any response. His hand was raised again to strike
the gate when he heard footsteps.

“Who is it?” a
voice called. It was not a young man’s voice, Narak thought.

“My name is
Narak. I seek the earl of Lorrimal,” he replied.

“He’s not here.
If you know what’s good for you, you’ll go away.”

“Open the
gate,” Narak said.

The voice on
the other side came back lower, almost a whisper. “Look, you need
to get away from here. He’s not here, but if he was, and he might
be soon, he don’t like visitors. Go away for your own sake.”

“It is your
master you should fear for. I am Wolf Narak. Open the gate or I
will knock it down.”

There was a
silence on the other side which became quite long.

“The Wolf God?”
the voice said.

“The same.”

“Well, then,
I’ll open the door for you.”

Narak waited
while the noises the other side of the gate suggested the man was
moving to the left and then the right. There was a wooden clatter
that suggested a bar being dropped from its cradle, and then a
dragging sound as it was pulled clear. Bolts were drawn, and then
the gate eased inwards about a foot and a head appeared in the
gap.

The man was not
as old as he had thought. He was fifty years, perhaps; greyed but
not bowed by age. He looked a better man than his voice had
suggested.

“You’re the
Wolf?” he asked. His tone suggested that he was disappointed by
what he saw. Narak didn’t bother to reply, but thrust the gate wide
open and strode through into the bailey as the man dodged out of
his way. He looked about him. This was truly a house in disrepair.
The courtyard was a mess, and the only signs of life were chickens,
several of which picked through the straw that lay scattered on the
ground. There was a broken cart on its side to the left and a pile
of half rotten wooden boxes beyond. The keep itself stood with its
door gaping, as though caught in the midst of a shameful act.

“Where does
Lorrimal keep himself?” he demanded.

The man, who
Narak now assumed to be no more than a caretaker of this derelict
habitation, nodded towards the keep.

“In there,” he
said. “Up the top he has rooms that’s always locked.”

“Show me.”

The caretaker
took a few steps towards the keep, then stopped and turned
round.

“You sure
you’re the Wolf?” he asked. “It’s just that it’s a big risk for me
showing you stuff. If he finds out I did he’ll kill me sure as
anything, or maybe worse.”

Narak was
growing impatient. This craven servant had every right to be
afraid, he supposed, but those that serve evil should expect evil
to be visited upon them. He grabbed the man by the neck and lifted
him clean off the ground, holding him at arm’s length. Legs kicked
ineffectually in the air for a moment. Narak dropped him into a
heap on the floor.

“Satisfied?” he
asked.

He heard a bow
release, the sound coming from the keep, and he stepped to one side
so that the arrow passed by, bouncing off the ground and shattering
against the stone of the wall. He looked up, trying to see where it
had come from. His hands lifted to the pommels of his swords.

The caretaker
was suddenly on his feet again, and waving both arms above his head
as he stepped towards the keep.

“Don’t! Stop!”
he was shouting. “It’s the Wolf. Don’t shoot.”

A figure
emerged from the darkened doorway, bow in hand. It was a young man,
and Narak noted that there was still an arrow on the string, though
the bow was not drawn.

“My son,” the
caretaker said. “Just looking out for me, great lord. Forgive
him.”

Narak let his
hands slip away from his blades. There had been no blood silver on
the arrow. He would have smelled it. Perhaps the younger man had
been acting as the older had said.

“We will go
up,” he said, and the caretaker nodded and led him up the steps to
the keep door. The younger man retreated before them into the
darkness, and when Narak saw him again they stood in a great hall,
or a room that had once been worthy of the name. He was still
holding the bow, and had backed away until he stood in the far
corner of the hall, as far from Narak and the caretaker as he could
get, and with a stair to his back.

The room was
obviously where these two lived. A fire burned in the hearth, and
Narak wondered why he had not seen the smoke. Next to the fire a
couple of beds were made up; one to either side. There was a table
in the centre of the room with the remains of a meal laid out.
Barrels were stacked in one corner and a brace of pheasant hung
against the wall close to the fire.

“Just the two
of you?” he asked.

“Aye, great
lord, just me and my son. We keep the place.”

Narak nodded.
Just two men to keep the house from falling down, to keep the gates
barred and make sure there was food about and people chased away.
It was not a lord’s house at all.

“Show me where
Lorrimal’s rooms are,” he said.

“I will, I
will,” the caretaker said, and headed at once for a stair opposite
to the one at his son’s back. He led the way upwards, and Narak
became aware of the presence of smoke, which thickened at they
ascended. The man coughed. “Chimney’s broke,” he said. The smoke
stayed with them, though it became thinner as they ascended higher
up the stair. That at least explained why he had not seen the smoke
from without.

They came to a
door barring their way and the caretaker stopped. “This is it,” he
said. “I’ve not a key.”

The door was
new and thick, heavily studded with iron. Placed as it was across
the stairs it would be even harder to break. There was nowhere to
set his shoulders against, nowhere to get a run at it. He kicked at
it by way of experiment and felt the solidity of it, but the door
was only wood, and it flexed at the impact.

“Stand back,”
he told the caretaker. He braced himself with his arms both sides
of the stair and kicked at it as hard as he could manage. The door
boomed, but did not break. He kicked again, and the second blow was
rewarded by a splintering sound, and one of the heavy planks
shifted a little. He aimed the third kick at the weakened spot and
saw the wood break, allowing a chink of darkness to be seen
beyond.

He slipped his
fingers through the gap and pulled, tearing the plank away from its
fellows and casting it down the stair past the startled caretaker.
The second plank was easier, and it seemed that he had dismantled
the door in less than a minute, each plank in turn ripped from the
whole and flung backwards until only splinters and darkness
remained. There was no lamp lit, and none to light that he could
see.

“Go back down,”
he said to the caretaker. “You need have no part of this.”

The man seemed
almost reluctant to leave, curiosity perhaps, but after a
hesitation he scuttled down the steps and was gone. Narak dropped
the veil, assumed his aspect, and the darkness was no longer dark.
He could see quite well.

He walked up
around the spiral and almost at once entered a room. It was the
image of the one below, but here the fire was cold and the windows
boarded with wood. Otherwise it was altogether a more welcoming
place. It was furnished in a manner that reminded Narak of Bas
Erinor. There was a finely carved desk pushed against the wall
opposite the fire, a lamp suspended on a hook above, a large table
sat squarely in the middle of the room, and a large armchair sat
close to the fire at an angle with a delicately carved occasional
table beside it. On the table was a bottle of spirit and a crystal
glass.

Narak went to
the desk. He saw papers scattered across it and a tinder box. He
lit the lamp and picked up a couple of pages. They were packed with
dense writing in a script that he could not understand. He picked
up other sheets, and saw that they were the same. Clever, he
thought, to learn a foreign tongue and then use it for all your
notes. These papers were useless to him.

His eye was
caught by a diagram, a picture, and he picked it up. It showed a
figure standing without background. It was a man, he guessed,
clothed in a single garment that hung from shoulder to ankle, like
a priest’s robe. The face was no more than a sketch, and the detail
was all in the object that the figure held. It was a staff, the
main part of it being the height of the man, and the top a twisted
representation of roots and blades, like knives protruding from an
upturned tree stump.

He shuffled the
other pages on the desk and found more diagrams showing the same
staff from different angles. It was obviously important.

There were
other diagrams as well. He found one that showed a human hand in
various positions, each carefully annotated in the same
unintelligible script.

The script, he
was certain, was Seth Yarra. If he had guessed correctly then he
was looking at a fragment of a manual on how to usurp a god. He
looked around the room, but there was nothing else that seemed to
be of value, just the necessaries of a comfortable life. There was
another door, however, and he found it unlocked. It opened onto
another stair that led upwards. Narak did not hesitate, but went
up. Like the other stair it was a spiral, and he was not surprised
when it opened out onto the roof of the keep. It was filthy up
here, spattered with bird droppings, eaten away with moss and
lichen on the battlements. He could see no path where a man might
have walked, and no reason a man would want to come to the
roof.

He went back
down to the room. There was very little for him here. If he had
hoped to catch Hesham he would have been disappointed, but Narak
had not expected that. He attributed greater intelligence to his
foe than to go back to his ancestral home knowing full well that
Narak must surely be close behind him.

He inhaled the
scent of the room and there at once was the unmistakable tang of
blood silver, faint but unmistakable. There was a human scent, too,
but it was heavily submerged in scented oils; mint and lavender,
animal musk and the scent of burned sugar. It was almost as though
Hesham had expected him to come here at some point, and wanted to
be sure that he could not take his scent. It made sense.

There was a bag
hung from the side of the desk, a tube of leather blocked and
stitched with a leather plug at one end and a leather cap that
could tie down at the other. He had seen such things used to carry
maps. Narak gathered all the documents and rolled them tightly,
slipping them into the bag. There were Seth Yarra prisoners
scattered through Avilian and Berash, and perhaps he could persuade
one of them to translate the notes.

He walked back
down to the dilapidated great hall, and found caretaker father and
son deep in conversation.

“It is time for
you to leave,” he said to them. “Your work here is finished. After
today there will be no house here.”

They looked at
him.

“What are we to
do then?” the older man asked.

Narak shrugged.
“It’s not my concern,” he said. “Find some other work. Go for a
soldier. Whatever you do you must leave now. If there is anything
of value you may take it with you.” He saw them exchange looks.

“There are
horses,” the older man said.

“Yours.”

“There is money
that Lord Hesham left for provisions.”

“Yours. Take
anything but what lies in the rooms above. All that will be
destroyed.”

The light of
avarice being lit in their eyes the two did not question him
further. He was sure from their easy acquiescence that there was
enough moveable property here to set them up pretty well. Narak
went back up to the room and began to break it up, smashing the
furniture and piling it in the middle of the floor. He pulled a
tapestry off the wall and added that to the pile, finally pouring
the bottle of spirit over it all and smashing the crystal glass in
the hearth. There would be nothing left here for Hesham should he
seek to return. Having done what he could he broke the lamp over
the debris and watched as the lamp oil and the spirit quickly
spread the flames. The floor was wooden, and would eventually burn
and collapse, as would the roof above. All that would remain of
this place would be scorched walls and ashes.

He went
downstairs and found the caretakers had gone. The bedrolls had been
removed along with a good deal of the food. He looked outside, but
could not see them, so he scattered the fire from the hearth,
setting fire to anything that would burn. He took a burning brand
outside and used it to set light to the rotten boxes. He pushed
straw against the open gate and set fire to that, too.

It was enough.
Already a pall of smoke rose above the keep, and he could see
tongues of flame through the windows. Glass shattered somewhere,
and the crackling of flames grew steadily towards a roar.

Narak left the
burning gate open and walked towards the trees, the leather map
tube in one hand. Well, if he had inconvenienced Hesham even a
little it was the first time he had done so. Now he had to get back
to the White Road, and hope that the Durander mages were there. It
was time for that work to begin.


42. Pascha Returns to Fal Verdan

The weather
held for three days. Blue skies and gentle breezes made it seem
almost like spring, which Pascha supposed it truly was. Every time
she used her power to look upon the Seth Yarra army it moved
further north, though its pace was sedate, and she saw no signs of
haste.

She rode at the
head of a column of three thousand men with Skal Hebberd at her
side. He was quite recovered from the physical effects of his
drinking, but still inclined to embarrassment when she mentioned
it, which she did from time to time just to see him flush and look
away. He was still a young man, and saw a single failing as
something that coloured his honour. An older man would have learned
to discard such things.

But Pascha was
troubled in her own mind. There were things that she had done in
Telas Alt that she could neither discard nor forget. The way that
she had killed the guards in the bailey, and the others in the
corridor had shocked her. It was almost as though just wishing them
dead had killed them. Although it has seemed natural at the time,
now it seemed indecent, unfair, and the way that their life had
flowed into her reminded her of the darkest tales of her distant
childhood, tales of demons and sprites that fed upon the living,
devouring their souls to leave mere lifeless husks behind them.

Had she become
a demon? Is that what Pelion had done to them all fifteen centuries
ago? She fingered the hilt of her blood silver sword. She credited
it, or blamed it for her sudden new powers. Some of them she was
willing to accept. Being able to inhabit and use creatures other
than sparrows was an extension, an enlarging of those gifts she
already possessed, the common gifts of the Benetheon. It was the
killing that scared her. At times she wondered if she needed Skal
and his regiment at all. Perhaps she could just cross the wall and
kill all the Seth Yarra soldiers there just by wishing it so. The
thought terrified her. What if she looked in the wrong direction?
What if she turned her killing power on her allies by accident? She
did not know how it worked or how far it could reach. After all,
she had been in Wolfguard when she slew the Seth Yarra guards.

Also she
remembered Narak after Afael. He had killed a thousand and more,
but he had done it face to face, blades against blades. Yet for all
the honesty of his deeds he had still been troubled, tortured by
the quantity of death that he had dispensed, fleeing Bas Erinor at
the earliest decent opportunity and seeking solace in the forest.
How much more then might she be troubled by this simple wishing and
killing, and not knowing the numbers that might die. Already she
felt twisted inside at the way they had simply fallen into
death.

“You are
certain that you can trust the Telans?”

Skal’s
question, asked not for the first time, snapped her from her dismal
reverie. She looked across at where he rode, determinedly adult,
though he was little more than a child to her. Nearly twenty, and
her a whisper over fifteen hundred years old. It was cruel to tease
him when he had done so well.

“We will be
cautious,” she replied. “Hestia is nothing if not deceitful, but I
believe that when I left her she was honest in her desire to turn
against Seth Yarra. I just do not know what Terresh will do.”

Skal nodded. He
looked back over his shoulder at the column that currently made up
the Second Regiment of the Seventh Friend. His men liked him,
Pascha recalled. He had been competent at Henfray and recklessly
brave at Fal Verdan. She had watched him fight his way back to the
steps, and even picked off a couple of those that might have killed
him from her position high above. He seemed to worship Cain Arbak,
too, which was odd for a high born man, even a degraded one like
Skal. She decided that she liked him, or at any rate she liked what
he might become.

“We will break
for midday soon,” he said. “You’re certain we have plenty of
time?”

“Plenty indeed,
unless you want to take on the entire Seth Yarra army. They are
marching north and we must wait until they are well past the Green
Road before we attempt our rebellion.”

“Yes. All the
same, I would rather be with Cain to face them.”

She knew this.
Many of Skal’s men felt the same way. Many of them had not been
present at either Finchbeak road or Fal Verdan. They were raw and
wanted their first taste of glory, and more than that they wanted
to be part of the big battle, the one that would be remembered.
They would not feel the same way after the battle, but she knew
that Skal would. Despite his close call at Fal Verdan he was hungry
for action and the chance at elevation it might bring. She could
understand that.

Yet Pascha knew
Narak’s secret. The battle on the White Road would not be the great
struggle that everyone expected.

They stopped
and chaos appeared to reign briefly before a stationary order
emerged and the men gathered around small temporary messes and
rations were distributed. It was impossible to stop a column of
this size for less than an hour. It took that long to stop and
start again. Pascha took advantage of the time to slip away from
the soldiers and find a quiet spot in the forest where she would
not be disturbed.

The sword did
not appear to matter so much now. Even with it sheathed at her side
there were some elements of the Sirash that impinged upon her
waking mind. She could feel all life moving about her, could see at
will through the eyes of any creature she chose, but she kept the
power close. No mind could stretch out and grasp the whole world,
and there must be a point somewhere between the little space of
awareness around her and the impossibility of everything where her
mind would lose its grip, and she could not guess what would happen
then. Most likely she would simply come back into herself, but that
was not certain. She might just as easily be scattered
irretrievably among the myriad creatures that she touched, and
cease to be Pascha Lammeling.

She reached
out. It was easy now. She did not have to seek the Sirash because
she was already part of it. She touched the minds of sparrows. She
still favoured them because more than anything else in the world
they were hers, and they worshipped her without question. She had
set them to watch the enemy, to go from tree to tree, bush to bush,
rooftop to rooftop along the line of their march, never losing
sight of them. Now she touched them and saw the enemy. There were
so many of them, these soldiers of Seth Yarra, marching along seven
abreast down endless roads. She did not need to count them because
she had counted them before, and there were fifty thousand.

They did not
stop for midday. She had watched them before, and on the march they
ate from satchels carried on the right side when they grew hungry,
drank from bottles on the left. Her sparrows had taken up their
scraps and she knew it was dried meat, dried fruit of a kind and
flavour that was unknown to her but quite pleasant on the tongue,
or pleasant enough to sparrows at any rate. They had a hard
unleavened bread as well, flavoured with spices.

She watched
them marching. Their order was quite rough. They ambled along and
talked as they marched. She heard their voices as an unintelligible
susurrus, like the murmuring of the sea, and she wished that she
could understand them. She saw smiles, heard laughter, strident
voices making points and other disagreeing. Every now and then an
officer or sub officer would say a sharp word and conversation
would die down, but only for a while.

They seemed
very human.

She calculated
their position. They had passed a town some ten miles back and she
knew the place. It was called Felis Brock. It stood a few miles
south and twenty miles west of pass at Fal Verdan. In two days they
would have made twenty miles, perhaps thirty, and they would be
well enough past for Hestia to rise against Seth Yarra at the
pass.

Pascha knew
where Hestia had camped. She was three miles south of the pass on
the Telan side, and she had a hundred and twenty men with her, and
Terresh. Pascha had not spoken to her since Telas Alt, but she had
watched her carefully, and the plan seemed to be taking shape.
Messengers had been sent between the king’s camp and the two
thousand Telans at the wall, and she had detected changes there.
She hoped that the two thousand Seth Yarra camped beside them had
not also noted those changes.

She left the
marching army and shifted her gaze to Hestia’s camp. It seemed a
small place, a few tents scattered around in the forest. There was
no clearing because camping beneath the trees scattered the smoke
from the fires, which were anyway kept low. There were more men
since the last time she had seen them, about two hundred, she
guessed. It was a tiny force, but it might be enough to tip the
balance against Seth Yarra even without Skal’s men. Best to be
sure, though.

She flitted
through the trees on sparrow wings until she found Hestia’s tent.
It was no larger than the others, but two guards stood by it and a
pair of braziers marked it out, lending warmth to the handful of
men who loitered outside; waiting for a royal audience, she
guessed. She abandoned sparrow eyes and saw through the Sirash.
There were six people in the tent. She found to her surprise that
she was able to recognise Terresh and Hestia, and also her personal
servant, Derdan. The others were just warm colours. She slipped
behind Derdan’s eyes to see what passed.

“…and if I am
right we will all be destroyed.” It was a man’s voice, and Pascha
saw that it was a Telan lord, and a young one at that. He had
obviously just delivered an impassioned plea, for his face was
flushed red, his eyes staring anxiously at Terresh and Hestia where
they sat in crude wooden seats, imitating royal thrones.

“You are loyal,
Bertanian,” Terresh replied. “And I do not doubt the sincerity of
your words, but you were not in Telas Alt. You did not see what the
Seth Yarra did to my people.”

“But, my king,
to side with Berashis?”

Terresh held up
his hand to silence the man. “Will you explain to him, my
queen?”

Hestia smiled
at her royal husband, but it was a wan smile. She looked tired.

“Calle, you
have always been a friend to us,” she addressed the young noble.
“We value your council, but I must tell you that we are determined
to side with the Benetheon in this. It is not Berash or Avilian
that we will trust, but the Benetheon. They are more powerful than
we had supposed, and we have no doubt that if we stay true to Seth
Yarra they will destroy us all when their need for us is gone.”

“But you cannot
trust them…”

“Enough. It is
decided,” the king had seen enough, heard enough it seemed. “I say
that with the Benetheon we have some hope. With Seth Yarra we have
none.”

“More to the
point, my lord,” Hestia interjected, “our people have hope with
Narak and his clique. Even if he holds us guilty of some crime he
will see the guilt as ours alone.”

Pascha took
control of Derdan, and it was easy and smooth. Nobody in the room
noticed until she spoke.

“Having trouble
keeping them in line, Terresh?” she asked. The king turned around,
annoyance on his face, ready to rebuke a servant, but Hestia
stilled his voice with a raised hand.


“Passerina?”

“Yes. I came to
see if you were ready.”

The king’s face
drained of colour. The young lord, Calle she had called him,
stepped back with a look on his face that could only be horror and
disgust.

“This is demon
possession!” he cried. The accusation was close enough to Pascha’s
own wonderings to make her feel a chill within, but she would not
show doubt to these people.

“It is
Benetheon possession, Lord Calle,” she replied. “An altogether more
benign thing. Derdan will be unharmed by my visit, and you will
benefit greatly.”

“We are ready,
Passerina,” the queen said, ignoring the exchange.

“A regiment of
three thousand men approaches the gate,” Pascha told them. “They
will be in place tomorrow. If you want freedom from Seth Yarra you
will strike at my signal, which will be an arrow fired into the
heart of the Seth Yarra camp. It will be a burning arrow so you
will not fail to see it.”

“A burning
arrow,” Hestia repeated.

Terresh turned
to Lord Calle, and to the two guards who stood inside the tent, and
gestured for them to leave. “We would be alone,” he told them, and
they withdrew, Calle seeming most reluctant. When they were gone
the king turned to Pascha.

“You will
forgive me, Deus, but our lord Calle has a point. How do we know
that you will assist us? Would it not be a convenient ruse to have
your two enemies destroy each other while you watch?”

Pascha looked
Terresh in the eye. “You are already dead, Terresh,” she said. “Had
I left you in that cell you would have rotted and your queen been
butchered at their convenience. In what way is your life not mine
to spend as I choose?”

The king looked
down. “I am the king,” he said.

“You are a pawn
that I have turned against its master,” Pascha knew that Terresh
was a proud man, and as soon as she spoke the words she regretted
them. It was not that she felt kindly towards the Telan king – he
deserved any humiliation that she could pile upon him – but that
pride might lead him to sacrifice himself, his queen and all his
men rather than take the fare that she was dishing out. She wanted
this to be a victory for Narak, and one that he did not have to win
with his blades drawn.

“You are a
cruel god, Passerina,” Hestia said.

No, I am not,
she thought. Narak would have been less kind. “You will forgive me
if the memory of your betrayal lingers,” she said. “I am prone to
forget that we are allies now.”

It was Hestia’s
turn to flush.

“As to your
doubts, lord king, I give my word that three thousand Avilian men
will sally from the gate when the fighting begins. You will
understand, I am sure, if we wait until blood is shed.”

Terresh nodded,
but could not bring himself to speak. Hestia covered the king’s
hand with her own, a tender gesture that surprised Pascha. “And you
have our word that blood will be shed, and done so on your signal.
But what of after the battle? What then?”

“After?”

“Yes. When we
have slain the Seth Yarra who guard the gate, what then?”

“Then you may
do as you wish.”

“But you know
what will happen. The Army that passes us even now will send men
back south to retake the position, and they will send more than two
thousand. Will your Avilians stay and help us fight?”

Pascha looked
at her. Hestia was right. They would send men. The army would only
be a few days march north, moving slowly. There would be survivors
from the battle, and one at least was sure to get through to the
enemy’s main force. No commander, even an arrogant one, could leave
the pass open behind him. It was an invitation to be attacked from
the rear. They would detach a force large enough to prevent that,
perhaps three or four thousand men. Hestia and Terresh and their
Telan army would be wiped out. They would have a few days at
most.

Unless Skal
stayed with them, and then it would be an even battle.

But nobody
wanted an even battle. Both forces would be greatly reduced. Skal’s
regiment would be finished as a useful reserve force, its strength
halved at best. Narak would be unhappy that she had thrown away so
many men, lost his reserve. Pascha knew that she should have
thought of this, but she was no strategist.

There was an
answer, of course, but it was something that she shied away from.
Pascha could kill them herself. She knew that she could do it, and
now for the first time she had an idea of the weight that must sit
astride Narak’s shoulders on the eve of battle, when men looked to
him and knew that they could not lose. Death himself was on their
side.

If she did this
it would change her forever. She would look in the mirror and see a
field strewn with dead men. Others would look at her and she would
see nothing but fear in their eyes. They would know, after this,
what she could do. Skal would know. Narak would know. There was no
escaping it.

But how could
she not do it? Even now, possessing the body of this servant, she
looked at the eyes of Terresh and his Queen, and they were not
afraid of her. She could reach out and touch them, and they would
be gone, but they did not know it. How could she not do it?
Hundreds of men would die; hundreds of Avilian and Telan men. They
would die at the hands of Seth Yarra soldiers, and it was something
she could prevent.

“I will talk to
the commander of the Avilian regiment,” she said. “We will see if
he is willing.”

Hestia nodded,
Terresh nodded, and there was some hope in their eyes. Pascha had
no intention of speaking to Skal, but she needed time to think. If
there was another way she knew that she would choose it. Yet what
to do? She could go to Narak; explain to him what she had
discovered and what she had become. But Narak had problems enough.
In truth she did not want to tell him, for she feared what she
would see in his eyes when she spoke the words. Even harder would
be to find the right words to speak.

She left
Derdan’s body and returned to her own, sitting in the stillness of
the woods, the sound of birds around her, a whisper of wind high
above. It seemed so out of place. In her head there were storm
clouds, lightning, and a gathering sense of doom.

She walked back
to the regiment. Already they were beginning the long process of
resuming their march. The jingle of harnesses, the stamp of horses,
the shouts of men and the unmistakable odour of damped fires
reached through the trees before she saw them. A groom was waiting
on the edge of the forest with her own mount, and she thanked him
and swung up into the saddle. She rode easily to the head of the
column, wrestling all the time with her problem. How to avoid what
she so dreaded?

The shame of it
was that she could see a hundred ways of throwing the enemy into
confusion, but all of them required that she should speak the
cursed Seth Yarra language, and she had not a word of it.

“Deus!” It was
Skal, greeting her from a distance. “All is well?” he asked as she
drew near.

“As far as I
can tell,” she replied. “Tell me something. If the great Seth Yarra
army hears of what we have done to their gate guard, what will they
do?”

Skal nodded as
though this was an obvious thing, a thing he had already
considered. That annoyed her a little. “They will send back a
detachment to reverse the situation. The size of it will depend of
how nervous their commander is about his rear. There are still ten
thousand Seth Yarra in Telas, after all, and he may send to them to
clean up the mess.”

“But you do not
doubt they will come?”

“Not at all,
and they will come in force, enough at least to deal with the
Telans, and probably enough to press us back behind our wall.”

Pascha wondered
if she was indeed stupid not to have foreseen it. Hestia had, and
it was obvious as a mountain to Skal. Narak would have known, too.
Skal seemed to sense her discomfort.

“It is war,
Deus,” he said. “Our little action will serve the greater cause.
The great army will be weakened, and Cain will have an easier time
of it in the north. Is that not the purpose?”

It was not, but
Narak had asked her not to speak of it until the trap was sprung.
So many of his stratagems had been apparent to the enemy, and so
many friends had turned out to be less friendly than he had hoped
that he was resorting to secrecy. Even Cain did not know what he
planned. It had all been entrusted to that child of an officer
called Henn.

They rode
steadily, making good speed on a good road. Pascha had expected
that they would have to camp one more night on the road, but Skal
insisted that they press on, citing landmarks that told him they
were near to Fal Verdan, and sure enough it proved to be so.

The light was
leaching out of the sky by the time they were met. A squadron of
Berashi light cavalry blocked their path and an officer moved
forwards. As soon as he saw who they were he bowed from the
saddle.

“Deus, Lord
Skal, you are welcome here,” he said, though his glance at the men
behind them indicated a lesser degree of comfort with the presence
of so many Avilian soldiers.

Skal recognised
him. Pascha did not know the man from a thousand others who had
fought at the wall, but Skal clearly knew him as a friend.

“Miresh, have
you kept well?” he asked.

The captain
smiled, pleased to be recognised. “Well enough, Lord Skal,” he
said. “But the colonel will not let us kill any Seth Yarra. He says
they are too many, and we may not risk the wall.”

“It is still
Tragil who commands?”

“The same. He
will be glad to see you. So shall we all if you have come to
fight.”

“That we have,
captain.”

“Well, then I
shall ride with you to the wall.”

He gestured to
the other riders and all but two peeled away, walking their mounts
into the darkening forest. Captain Miresh Simfel swung his own
mount into line with Skal’s and they began to move again. It was
not long before they broke from cover and came to the Berashi camp,
which was almost a city. Pascha remembered that Tragil had been
given a full regiment, three thousand men, to guard the wall, and
here they all were, of a number of them at least. They had their
camp at one end of the gorge which the wall blocked, and the wall
was at the other end, well out of bowshot.

Men going about
their business stopped and stared at the new arrivals, some looked
hostile, while others smiled and pointed, a few even saluted. Those
few were the ones who had fought here before, Pascha thought, the
Wolves of Fal Verdan.

Tragil appeared
almost at once, striding across the camp ground with a clutch of
junior officers in tow. He stopped before them and bowed.

“Deus, Lord
Skal, you are most welcome,” he said. He was smiling. “Old wolves
are always welcome at Fal Verdan,” he added.

Skal jumped
down from his horse and he and Tragil gripped each other’s arms in
the warrior fashion, both smiling. Pascha felt somehow excluded by
all this. After all, she, too, was a veteran of the wall. Yet it
was not something she could do. She was a god, not a warrior, and
the distance between her and these mortal men was growing greater
all the time. She stayed upon her mount for a moment and watched
them.

“Deus, we
should speak,” Tragil said. “Will you accept the hospitality of my
tent?”

“If you have
something to sit upon that does not resemble a saddle, then I shall
be glad to,” she said. She swung down from the horse and walked
with Skal and Tragil to his tent. She was truly glad to be out of
the saddle for a while. She had never been much for riding and had
only ridden so far because it seemed inconsiderate to flit ahead
and wait at the wall.

Inside the tent
she was not disappointed. Tragil had seats, and comfortable ones.
She settled herself in one and accepted a glass of wine. It was
warm in the tent, decorated with red and yellow – what the Berashis
called winter colours – and lit by two dozen lamps. A servant
offered her food from a tray, small morsels of meat wrapped around
fruit in the style that Narak favoured. She ate one.

“You have a
plan, Deus?” It was Tragil again. He sat forwards on his seat,
anxious, keen. She glanced across at Skal.

“We will rid
you of this presence beyond your gate,” she said.

“There are four
thousand of them,” Tragil pointed out. “I am inclined to ride out
with you, but I cannot lose the wall a second time.”

“I would
welcome your company, Colonel,” Pascha told him, “but we have been
promised help from beyond the wall, and it should be enough. The
Telans will turn on their allies.”

“The
Telans?”

“It seems a
rash gamble, I know,” she smiled at the Berashi colonel. He above
all others had cause to rue trusting Telans. He had done it once
and lost his command.

“Then why?”

“My reasoning
is simple enough, colonel. Seth Yarra turned on Terresh, imprisoned
him in a cell, stripped away Hestia’s guard. They were both marked
for death, and they knew it. I freed them. If they stand with us
they at least have a chance of redemption. Without us they and all
their people are so much dog meat.”

“Still I would
not trust them,” Tragil said.

“Nor would I,”
Pascha assured him. “They are required to begin the fight on my
signal.”

Tragil nodded.
“And we will have your back, should things not go as planned.”

“It is a
comfort,” she said. She was not going to tell him that she was her
own last resort, a walking creature of death.

“When will you
act?” Tragil asked.

She was about
to tell him tomorrow, or perhaps the next day, but she stopped. Why
did it have to be so soon? If she waited then the Seth Yarra army
would be further north, it might even be defeated. There would be
no commander to send troops south and perhaps no troops to
send.

“I will hold
back for a few days,” she said. “I want to test the Telans’ resolve
a little more. I want them to be desperate.”

Skal looked
surprised, but Tragil nodded. “A few days uncertainty will sharpen
them up,” he said.

“Would it not
be better to act more quickly?” Skal asked. “We need to draw those
troops away from the main body, to weaken it.”

“A few days
will help that cause,” Tragil said. “If you act too soon then they
may have time to secure the Telan force and return north to join
the battle there. If you wait they will barely have time to reach
us before the main force reaches Cain’s wall.”

So the solution
came to her mind. It was distance and time and a dash of confusion.
Hestia would not like it, but she would abide by Pascha’s word. She
would use her power, her gift of death, but it would be nothing
more than a seed from which destruction would grow.

“In the morning
I shall go to the wall,” she said to Tragil. “I wish to see the
enemy’s routine.”


43. Duke Quinnial

“Dead?”
Quinnial sat at the table, his arm resting on the scattered piles
of state documents, his eyes staring, his expression one of
disbelief. “They killed him?”

“Assassins, my
lord,” the secretary said. He stood with head bowed, hands clasped
in front of him, like a man prepared to weather a storm. “He was
killed as he slept.”

Quin looked
down at the papers, but saw nothing but the image of his brother,
broad and strong and brave, a brother who had always been kind to
him, who embodied all the traditional virtues of Avilian. “Seth
Yarra?” he asked, though he thought he knew the answer well
enough.

“It appears
not, my lord. The men who killed him were Avilian, though they did
not survive to be questioned. It seemed that the plot involved the
Duke of Carillon, and a man called Kaylis Faste.”

“Kaylis? He was
part of this?” The news shocked him. Kaylis had been, if not
exactly a friend, then at least an acquaintance, a fencing partner,
a man he’s shared a cup of wine with. “Why?”

“That is
uncertain, though it is inevitable that with Duke Aidon and
yourself both dead the Duchy of Bas Erinor would have fallen to
Carillon in all likelihood.”

His brother had
been killed for power, then, and at such a time. It was almost as
though Seth Yarra had pulled the strings on this, for he could see
no Avilian party that could benefit much from this deed at this
juncture. His mind conjured up the image of Lord Hesham, he heard
again the things that Hesham had said.

“Where is
Carillon?”

“He is being
sent to Bas Erinor for judgement. The man Kaylis Faste is also en
route. Skal caught him and sent him, too, for judgement.”

“And who
brought this news?”

“It was
Passerina, my lord. She came in the night and spoke to Harad. It
seems there was also an attempt to kill Colonel Arbak, but that
also failed. The Wolf captured Carillon.”

Passerina’s
word was as good as the Wolf’s. But why Harad? It didn’t matter.
Aidon was dead then. Aidon dead. It must be Seth Yarra. No Avilian
could conceive so stupid and ill timed a plot, with the possible
exception of Carillon. He had to allow that the northern duke was a
fool of epic proportions, but Carillon lacked ambition. He was a
man devoted to himself, sure enough, but a patriot in his own
manner.

Yet Aidon was
dead. His Aidon. His brother. The Duke of Bas Erinor was dead. It
means that I am the duke, he thought, and that thought brought with
it another grief. He had never wanted the burden.

“I need to be
with the army,” he said. That was his duty now. In time of war the
duke led the army. It was tradition and duty.

Gerant stood
silently by. The man had been his father’s secretary, loaned to
him, then his brother’s and loaned again. Now he was all
Quin’s.

“What do you
think, Gerant? Should I hasten to the army or should I sit in
judgement on these traitors first?”

“Judgement can
wait, my lord. The war may not.” He was right of course. It would
not harm the kingdom or the alliance if these men spent time locked
away, but his blood called for blood. He would have felt better to
see these men hanged before he rode to war. Had it really been
about blood? Carillon and Kaylis and the gods only knew how many
others plotting to kill him and Aidon because they thought he
showed too much favour to the low born?

It was a
lunatic motive, yet he could see how it might be shaped into a bait
for such fools as these. Hesham, then, would be the shaper.

“I will ride to
join the army,” he said. “But first you will put out an order for
the arrest and detention of Lord Hesham of Lorrimal. He is to be
charged with treason.”

“I will make
out the warrant at once, my lord.”

Done then.
There was no more to be said or done, but he had to see Maryal
before he left. He stood and left the room without another word,
dimly aware of the guards who followed him – something that Harad
had insisted upon since the attempt to kill him. Harad had become
more than an armourer now. He had always been a friend, and now he
was a councillor, a trusted voice in Quin’s ear.

It was all his
now, all the lands and houses, all the soldiers and the wine
cellars, all the servants, all the power. It did not matter that he
had not wanted it. He was the duke.

He arrived at
the door of his apartments. Not his for long, though. Or rather his
- it was all his - but not a fitting place for the duke to stay. He
opened the door and the guards took up positions either side. He
had been gone from here less than half an hour, and in that brief
time since a lackey pounding at his door had said that he must come
at once, his entire word had changed.

He stepped
inside. Maryal was dressed, and someone had delivered food which
lay untouched on a tray close to the table. She saw it in his face
at once and came to him.

“Quin?”

“It’s Aidon.
They killed him.” They had discussed it, of course. After the
attempt on Quin’s life they had talked about what it might portend,
and an attempt on Aidon’s life had seemed likely, yet less probable
to succeed because Aidon was a formidable warrior and surrounded by
thousands of loyal soldiers.

Maryal said
nothing. She stepped closer to her husband and took his hand in
hers, then changed her mind and dropped it, throwing her arms about
him. He accepted the gesture, allowed himself to take comfort from
the strength of her embrace. He felt the warmth of her body, and
the force of her own grief in the pressure of her head against his
shoulder, as though she were trying to hide herself within him. The
thought came to him that he could do almost anything if she were
beside him.

The moment
passed and he sighed, disengaged himself and sat at the table.

“I have to go,”
he said. She nodded, understanding everything. She was Avilian,
after all. She knew what the duke was, what his duties were.

“You must go to
the army,” she said. “I will miss you.”

Quin knew that
she was right, that it was the sensible, loyal, Avilian thing to
say, but he had hoped for a moment that she would ask him not to
go, to stay here at Bas Erinor, even though he knew it could not be
so.

“I will leave
tomorrow morning,” he said. “That will give them enough time to put
together an honour guard, to pack what might be needed.” He knew
that Harad would be doing those things even as he spoke, and this
time he would take Harad with him because he trusted the old
soldier’s judgement, and because he needed someone at his side to
whom he could show doubt, a friend whose advice did not seek to
mirror his own thoughts.

“I will pack
some things for you,” Maryal said. She looked strong, but he knew
that there were tears in there somewhere. They had been destined
for a quiet life, a small estate, a comfortable house, and
children. Now he was riding to war, and he might not come back. It
was something that had to be faced, and if he did not come back
then there was no heir. Aidon had been unmarried, though promised,
and he doubted that he and Maryal would yet have produced an heir
though there had been no lack of trying on their part. If he died
there would be chaos.

“There is one
thing,” he said.

Maryal turned,
she was already beginning to look around the room for things that
he might need, things that would comfort him when he was hundreds
of miles to the north and surrounded by death and duty. She was
being busy, he knew, using busyness to take the place of
sadness.

“What is it,
Quin?”

“You will rule
Bas Erinor while I am at war.”

“Me?”

He smiled at
her surprise. But why not? He trusted her as much as any other
person living here, she was clever – sometimes he was surprised
just how clever she could be – and she had the interests of the
people at heart.

“Yes, you. Who
else?”

“Anyone,” she
said. He could see that she was afraid to rule, but he remembered
how he had been when his father had burdened him in the same way.
Had that only been a few months ago? It seemed like years.

“It’s all
right,” he said. “You’ll be fine. Just listen to your advisers and
follow your heart. You are the duchess of Bas Erinor. I am the
duke. Who is going to argue? And if anyone gives you a hard time
I’ll have them strung up when I get back – and you can tell them I
said that. On second thoughts better not.” He smiled a pale
smile.

“I can’t rule
Bas Erinor, Quin,” she said.

“You can. Trust
me. It will seem hard at first, but you’ll get used to it. I need
to know that someone is keeping the place safe, and nobody will see
you as a threat.”

Maryal looked
him in the eye. She was looking to see if he was serious, and she
saw that he was because she nodded. “If you say that I can do it,
then I can,” she said. “I will.”

Quin stood
again and embraced her.

“Good. Now
shall we go and have a proper breakfast? After that I’ll show you
how everything works and tell you just how to listen to each of
your wise councillors. They all speak in code, you know. They say
one thing and mean another, but once you know what it is that they
hold dear it’s all quite easy.”

“Are you sure
you want me to do this?” she asked.

“Yes. Quite
certain.”

They left their
chambers and for the first time that day Quin felt the warmth of a
tiny flame of hope within him. Aidon was dead, and there would be a
time to mourn him, but Quin was alive, and Cain Arbak was alive,
and the Wolf was with them. It was still all possible.


44. The White Road

“I need you to
climb,” Narak said. “The wolf will show you the way.” They were
standing at the foot of what looked to be a sheer cliff, or at best
a scree slope below a sheer cliff. The Durander mages looked
doubtful. The slopes and the ground about them were piebald with
snow which clung on in every hollow and behind every rock.

“I do not see a
path,” Fadim said.

“It is there,”
Narak assured him. “Just follow the wolf.”

He did not need
to take the path himself, but had done so to make sure that it was
safe for a man. He would not have expected the Duranders to walk
something if he had not already walked it himself, seeing that it
might be passable only to a wolf. He had done it once. He was not
going to walk it with them now.

A moment later
he was there, at the other end of the path, and he knew that the
mages were eyeing their sudden guide down below. He wanted this
time alone. From here he could see so much more. He was three
hundred feet above them, and the air was colder, the wind brisker,
and the noise of the work in the pass below reduced to a
murmur.

The place where
he stood was a great ledge, almost a plateau, which wrapped around
a low, domed peak on the west side. It was more or less flat, and
extended several hundred yards, curving and dipping towards the
edge. He had caused men to climb up here with tents and food, and
now there was a little camp here that lay empty and waiting for the
mages. He stood at the top of the path and looked down into the
pass.

It was
extraordinary what Cain and his men had already achieved. From here
he could see lines and crowds of men. Some were cutting brush and
carrying it forwards to the western neck of the White Road, the
first narrowing of the pass. That was where Cain had planned his
first surprise for the Seth Yarra army. Other men were crowded into
the scree slopes, filling baskets and passing them back to others
who formed a slow procession up to the line of the wall.

The wall, a
child of a thing though it was, filled Narak with wonder. Already
they had stretched a line of Cain’s cages across the valley and
filled them. It was a wall that a sheep could jump for sure, but it
was barely two days old. From here he could see Cain. The colonel
had not left his saddle during the day. He sat in the middle of the
pass just twenty or so paces behind the line of the wall where he
could see everything. From time to time he rode up the valley to
where the other men were working, then came back again, watching
each cage assembled, filled and tied up with wire. He had other men
walking on top of the cages, testing them.

In a few more
days it would be a defensible line, and shortly after that a
formidable one. By the time Seth Yarra arrived it would be
sufficient to the task. If they arrived.

He turned and
looked to the west. From this high point he could see the Great
Forest stretching away, mile after mile of green, an unsteady ocean
of trees tossed by the wind. This far north the trees were
evergreen, they did not shed their leaves in winter, and Narak had
always thought that a peculiar thing. Yet this green was
important.

He sat on a
flat rock and drank in the view. In his mind’s eye he could see the
tree trunks, the intense darkness of the pine forest. He could
smell the trees. This was a part of the forest that he rarely
visited. Game was less common here, and wolves equally so. He
preferred to run beneath the oak and beech where there was more
light and life. Wolfguard was further south. He had built it in a
favoured part of the forest.

The trees hid
everything. From here he could not have seen the entire Seth Yarra
army if it lay there, safe and secret beneath the trees. He knew
that it was not, of course. His wolves were there, testing the air,
crossing the tracks too and fro, and Captain Henn was there, too,
somewhere in the green darkness beneath the heavy boughs, the
captain and his men, moving south.

He wondered if
Pascha had sprung her trap yet. She should have done it by now if
everything was going according to plan. He had spoken with her
briefly through the Sirash, and she had seemed tense, worried. He
supposed it natural. She had not led an action before, not planned
one and seen that plan bear fruit, sweet or bitter. It was hard the
first time, though he barely remembered it himself.

After a while
he could no longer look at the forest. It seemed to accuse him, and
he looked away, walking over to the head of the path again to look
down upon the struggling mages. He watched them for a time. They
were picking their way carefully along the narrow way, and the wolf
was waiting for them, stepping as slow as they.

The men did not
look up. They were too busy with the placement of their feet.

Narak looked
north. On the other side of the pass the mountains of the Dragon’s
Back climbed to new heights, white and jagged and bright against
the blue sky. Looking at them made him feel better, soothed the
anger that coiled within him. He breathed deeply of the clean air
and pulled in the smell of pines and snow. Even as a man he could
smell the men in the valley below, like a few leaves of herb in a
strong tea.

If I close my
eyes will I dream of the mountain again, he wondered. Will I dream
of the road that starts at the valley?

It seemed to
him that he had seen nothing else in his dreams of late. The dragon
had not spoken again, but he saw the way, the valley, the mountain.
If he saw them with his waking eyes he would know them at once.

The mages were
almost here now. He would keep them here on this high place while
they did their work. He faced the path and waited to greet them
once more. The wind tugged at him. It was a west wind. It was a
kind wind.

Fadim was the
first to step out after the wolf, having led his fellows
reluctantly up the perilous path. He shuffled away from the drop
and stood looking out at the view, head raised to the wind.

“It is a good
wind,” Narak said to him.

“I do not like
it,” Fadim said.

“But it is the
prevailing direction,” Narak said, unsettled a little by Fadim’s
tone. “The wind blows from the west. It is what I desire and it is
the habit of the wind: a happy conjunction.”

The mage
glanced at Narak. “We will see,” he said.

Narak turned
away. Everything depended on the west wind. What he had said was
quite true. West was the prevailing habit of the wind, especially
in spring. Yet Fadim was a mage of the path of Karesh, and weather
was his art. He was as attuned to the ways of wind and rain as
Narak was to his wolves. If Fadim was concerned, then so should he
be.

He stood back
and watched as the other mages topped the path and gathered around
their leader. Fadim spoke to them in a low voice, and they unpacked
a few things, bowls and stones and fragments of wood. These were
the tools of their art.

“It is a good
place, God of Wolves,” Fadim said. “A good place to do our
work.”

There were only
four of them. Fadim the mage had brought with him three others. Two
were Karesh adepts, and one something less than that, but all were
mages of their chosen path, and so there was considerable ability
there. They sat in a small group facing outwards from the centre so
that one faced north, one west, one south and one east. Four bowls
were placed one between each in the ring and filled with water.
Fadim bound a white stone to his forehead with a leather thong, and
the other did the same with their assorted talismans. They dipped
their hands in the bowls either side so that they formed a ring
that was man and water four times, and then began to chant.

Narak had seen
Durander magic performed before, and in general it was a subject
that fascinated him. It was an artifice, completely unlike Pelion’s
way. The old man had simply wished things to be, and they were.
There had been no closing of eyes, no sacred words, sacred objects
or magic circles. Pelion’s magic had been like his own, a simple
act of will. Whence it came he did not know.

Now, however,
his interest was focussed on the outcome, and it was not long
before they broke the circle and looked at each other.

“Well?” Narak
was impatient.

Fadim stood and
approached him. He wore a frown. “A change is coming,” he said,
gesturing to the west. “A great wheel of air spins down from the
north, and in a short while the wind will move to the north, and
then to the east before it moves back to the west again.”

“Can you
prevent it?”

Fadim shook his
head. “I think it is too strong, God of Wolves,” he said. “If we
resist we shall be overcome, and we will not hold it back by more
than a day or two.”

“Then we are
lost?”

“There is still
a way,” the mage said. “If we join with it we may drive it more
quickly, and perhaps it will have passed by the time you need the
wind. Once it has passed we can hold the wind in the west for ten
days or more with ease.”

“How long will
it take to pass?”

“Of its own
accord, perhaps ten days. If we hurry it through, perhaps five or
seven. It is difficult to be precise.”

The Seth Yarra
army was now no more than twelve days from the White Road, no less
than ten, so it could be done. It could be done. He looked out at
the forest.

“Push for all
you are worth, Mage Fadim,” he said. “If there is anything that you
need it will be brought to you. I will see to it that they
understand. But I must be elsewhere for a while.”

“We will do
what we can,” Fadim said.

Narak put a
hand on the mage’s shoulder and gripped it. “I trust that you
shall, for the sake of us all.” He turned, and was gone with a
sound like a cork leaving a bottle and a small twist of displaced
air, his place taken by another wolf.


45. The Great Forest

He had never
known that men could be so afraid of nothing. The Great Forest was
a frightening place, to be sure, and at this time of day when a
thin mist crept through the dense pines, deadening sound and making
sinister half shapes of the shadows, it put a shiver down Tilian’s
spine and he too, had to admit that he was afraid.

It was nothing,
though. The ghosts were no more than tales of ghosts. They had
Narak’s permission to be here, indeed his command to be here, and
they were escorted by a company of wolves. They were the most
un-wolf-like wolves Tilian had ever seen – not that he had seen a
great number. These creatures loped silently beside the men during
the day and slept silently just beyond the circle of sleeping men
at night. The number of wolves changed constantly, but there were
never less than twelve. He supposed they went to hunt when they
grew hungry and were replaced by others.

He kicked off
his inadequate blanket and stretched. Dawn was well on the way, a
weak light filtering down through the needle canopy, and the men
whose duty it was to prepare the morning meal were up and about
their work while the others lay on the soft ground trying to get a
few moments extra sleep. He rubbed his arms to try to get some
warmth back into his body. They had been moving south for two days,
but it was still cruelly cold.

He looked
across at the wolves. A few of them were watching him, sitting
quite still and staring. He rolled up his bed and tied it onto his
pack, then went over to get something to eat.

There was no
fire. As far as he knew they were still many miles north of the
Seth Yarra army, but he wasn’t taking any chances. They had been on
cold rations since they’d come though the pass. The food was cold,
then, and the work to prepare it was trivial, just measuring out a
ration of whatever they had. It was dried food, mostly, and not the
sort of thing to get you out of bed in a hurry.

They had stayed
one night at the pass with Cain’s troops, and there they had been
warm, slept in tents, and broken their fast with Berashi bacon,
wedges of fresh bread spread with butter and hot, spiced tea.
Tilian remembered it with mixed feelings as he pushed dried fruit
and cheese into his mouth and washed it down with cold water. At
least there was no shortage of water here. The forest was riddled
with small melt water streams that carried the spring melt away
from the Dragon’s Back. It was clear by the time it reached them,
but still a bare few degrees above the ice from whence it came.

To the west the
streams gathered together to form a substantial river, the Heron,
which flowed out of the Great Forest a hundred miles west of the
mountains and eventually delivered its water to the sea ever
further west. They would not see the Heron until their task was
complete.

This was the
first point, though. Tilian was certain of it. Narak had told them
that they would come to twenty points, and at each point a wolf
would stop and wait, and they must leave two or three men with the
wolf. This is what scared the men, especially those who were
country born. While they travelled together they could laugh off
the shapes in the morning mist, banish the ghosts with camaraderie,
but once they had been left behind there would be just two men and
a wolf, day after day, sitting and waiting.

It was odd that
the city born men, the ones they had trained on this journey, were
less affected. To them the forest was just trees and mist, gloomy,
yes, but still just trees and mist. The country men, the ones from
Latter Fetch, had a whole tradition of malignancy to draw upon.
They believed in ghosts, in sprites that sat on your chest in the
night and sucked out your life, in creatures far more powerful than
wolves that stalked the empty darkness.

He had made the
decision to match up teams of mixed background, so that he would
not leave two Latter Fetch men together in case their fear got the
better of them. He trusted that the scepticism of the city men
would tame some of those fears.

Most of the men
were up now, and Brodan was striding about their camp kicking those
who had not yet risen from their beds. He had picked the right man
when he’d made Brodan his lieutenant. The forester was informally
effective, spared no time on silliness, and ruled the men with a
sharp tongue when it was needed.

When all the
men were gathered and the last few were eating the tail end of
their breakfast he addressed them.

“This is where
we begin our true work,” he said. “Look there and you will see a
wolf that stands alone,” he pointed, and they looked. Sure enough
there was a wolf that stood apart from the others. It stood
motionless by a thick tree trunk, its eyes steady on the men. “This
is the first place that we must be. Two men will stay with the
wolf, the rest of us go on with all speed. You know that Seth Yarra
marches north even as we stand here talking. We must all be in our
places when the signal comes.”

He saw men
nodding, but he saw doubt in their eyes as well. All of them
dreaded being named the first to be left behind. Yet it was
Tilian’s task to name the men. He did not feel up to it. He was
their commander through accidents of fate and the vagaries of luck.
Of all the men here he was the youngest. Most had skills that he
did not possess, all had greater experience of life, and a deeper
understanding of the world, or so he thought.

Yet this was
his task. He looked around the half circle of serious faces, the
frowns, the eyes that were keen not to catch his lest they be
named, but it made no difference. Tilian had already chosen the
first.

“Jackan,
Apantor, you will stay with the wolf.” Apantor was a Latter Fetch
man, young but steady, and he knew Jackan to be a veteran of Fal
Verdan, and he had already proved himself on the road. The two men
seemed to get on with each other. He’d seen them talking more than
once. Jackan nodded. The man would see it as a compliment to be
chosen first, and indeed it was.

Tilian took the
two men aside and walked with them to where the wolf waited.

“You remember
the signal?” he asked.

“I do,
captain,” Jackan said. “Our quiet friend the wolf will call to the
sky three times, and then we must do our duty quickly.”

“Just so. You
have what you need?”

Jackan and
Apantor opened their packs and showed him. They had two flasks
each, and everything else that they might need. There was nothing
more that needed to be said.

He took each
mans hand, clasping it in the warrior fashion. “If the gods will it
we will be together again soon enough,” he said. He turned and
walked to where the rest of the men waited, and without looking
back led them through the trees, south, towards the enemy.


46. Marik

“Lord king,
lord king, the Wolf is come!”

Raffin sprang
to his feet and strode to the door, opening it upon the excited
messenger who stood with his guards beyond.

“Narak is
here?”

“Yes, lord
king, he is here and asking that he may speak to the prisoners, the
Seth Yarra men.”

“He asks, does
he?” It was typical of Narak to ask when none could or would
prevent him doing as he wished. Yet there must be some urgency or
he would not have come here at all at a time when so much hung in
the balance. “Then he must speak to them. Go and tell him he has
the right and my blessing with it. I will follow.”

The messenger
ran down the corridor and turned out of sight. Raffin went back
into his chambers and donned a woollen tunic, swinging a heavy
cloak over it and fastening it at the throat. The fires in his
chambers burned fiercely, but elsewhere the day was cold, and
Raffin felt the cold now. Perhaps he was getting old.

He confessed to
himself that he was curious. The war was in full flood. The armies
of Seth Yarra were moving north along the western flank of the
Dragon’s Back. He knew that much from his own officers at Fal
Verdan. More than that, he knew that Cain Arbak was building an
ingenious temporary wall at across the White Road to foil their
advance, and he knew that mages had been summoned, that Passerina
was at Fal Verdan with Narak’s reserve.

Yet Narak was
here, wanting to speak to a Seth Yarra prisoner.

The worst of it
was that he would not understand a word that they said. Two of the
prisoners spoke Afalel, and so did Narak, but Raffin had only a few
words of the tongue. He had always let ambassadors and translators
cope with Afaeli visitors, and now that was some cause for
regret.

He arrived to
find the door to the cell wide open, and the guards standing and
staring. They made way for him and he entered. It was hardly a
cell. Narak had told him to treat the prisoners well, though it had
not been his first inclination, and he had done as the Wolf had
said. This man’s prison was more like a chamber. There was a bed, a
table, a seat that a man could sit on in some comfort, and he had
ensured that the food was palatable.

Now the
prisoner was sat at the table, and Narak stood over him. A tubular
leather bag was open and the table was covered with curled
documents, diagrams, pictures. None of it made sense to Raffin.


* * *
*

“I can see that
you know what it is,” Narak said. He had thrust the images before
the man, the pictures of a staff that seemed to be sculpted from
branches and knives, and the shock on the man’s face was plain
enough. “What is it? Tell me!”

Marik, the Seth
Yarra prisoner, was pawing at the other papers, but at Narak’s
sharp command he looked up.

“It is the
staff of divinity,” he said. “But I do not understand. These are
drawn from the statue in Kerisalian, in the temple there. I have
seen it many times, and the position of the figure in these is just
so. Yet it cannot be.”

“Cannot?”

“The words that
were written here, they are in the old tongue, the priests’ tongue.
Not one in a thousand could write it so well, and yet no man of our
land wrote this.”

“How do you
know?” Narak knew that Marik was right, but he wanted his reason.
It was important that the prisoner should believe.

“It is the
things he writes. Here, look,” he pointed, forgetting that Narak
could not read or speak a word of it. “He speculates about the
composition of the staff. He says ebony, he says steel, but any
priest would know that the staff is of Lessan Wood, not ebony, and
not steel but platinum.” He pushed the images aside. “And he
speculates on how the staff might be made! It is blasphemous!”

“There is, of
course, only one staff, and it is carried by the god himself. Am I
right?”

“Of course,
yes.”

“So why would a
man of our land want to make a copy of your god’s staff of
divinity?”

He was rewarded
with a blank look. It always amazed him that the faithful had to
have their heads dunked in the waters of reason before they drank.
What Hesham had done in making his own staff could not be
contemplated by men such as Marik, and Marik was an open minded man
for a Seth Yarra. They simply couldn’t grasp the obvious unless it
was put in their hand.

“He wants to…
He must be trying… to be… to imitate the god.”

“I believe
so.”

“Why?”

Narak laughed.
He could not help himself. The man was stumbling over pebbles. “If
you think he is your god you will obey him,” he said.

“But we would
know at once,” Marik said. “A man is not a god.”

Narak dropped
the veil that hid his true nature from human eyes, and was at once
the wolf god in all his glory. Marik stepped back against the wall.
Even Raffin backed away a step or two.

“So if I came
to you like this with the staff in my hand and I said to you – obey
me, for I am your god,” and at this point he assumed the veil again
and became, to their eyes, just a man. “You would know that I was
not Seth Yarra, even if I bore the staff and spoke the ancient
tongue and did miracles before your eyes?”

Marik did not
reply. He looked terrified. Narak grabbed the front of his shirt
and sat him down in the chair again, pushed the papers in front of
him.

“Translate
these into Afalel,” he said. “The man who wrote these words is your
enemy just as much as he is mine. If you do this then perhaps your
people’s eyes can be opened, and they will know this pretender for
the hollow thing he is.”

Marik shook his
head. He was still pale, but he was not refusing the work.

“They will not
believe you,” he said. “You are the demon, Fenris Godkiller. They
cannot believe you.”

Narak glanced
across at Raffin. The king was the only one in the room with him,
and he knew that the king spoke no Afalel, so what he said to Marik
would be between the two of them. The guards, even if by some
chance one of them did speak the tongue, were too distant to
hear.

“I am trying to
save your people, Marik,” he said. There is another force abroad
that seeks to destroy you, all of you, and not just here in the six
kingdoms. I need to find a lever to stop this thing, to end the
war. I need a truce at least.”

Marik stared at
him. “Why would you help us?” he asked.

Narak shrugged.
“Men are men,” he said. “You will follow where you are led, you
will do as you are told, you will believe what you are shown. Gods
are not men, even those of us who sometimes think that we are. A
god who uses men, who sends them to slaughter, to kill and be
killed, is not worthy of the appellation. If Seth Yarra wants me
dead let him come and kill me. I will face him at a time and place
of common consent and if he takes my life, then I am ended. Why
must a hundred thousand die? Why should untold millions die?”

Marik looked at
him – in the way that a mouse watches a snake.

“You are
Fenris,” he said. “They teach that even when you speak the truth it
is a lie.”

“And you
believe this?”

Marik looked
away. It was as though he had not believed that Narak was Narak
until he had seen him in his aspect, and now he had lost what
little rapport there had been.

“It is taught,”
he replied.

“And yet you
have seen what is written here. You have seen the intent of this
man, this creature, to deceive your priests, your leaders, and all
your people. You must choose which is the lesser evil. Yet I must
say that your choice lies between what you see with your own eyes
and what you have been told by men who have been told, and so on
back to the original lie. Fenris is your myth. It is not of my
making.”

Marik now said
nothing, but seemed to withdraw into himself, his eyes reluctantly
drawn to the documents as though they were some sort of poison that
might find its way within him just by being looked at. Narak was
beginning to lose patience.

“Will you do
this for me?” he asked.

Even as Narak
asked he knew that he could no longer trust this man, even the
small amount that he had done so in the past. If he left Hesham’s
documents here there was a fair chance that Marik would try to
destroy them in the misapprehension that he was foiling some plot
against his god. He began to gather up the papers, rolling them
once more into a tight bundle that he might fit into the leather
tube. It was unfortunate. Of all the prisoners that were held he
had thought this man the most likely to do his bidding. Now he must
try another. There was so little time.

He turned to
Raffin, who had been waiting in patient incomprehension all this
time.

“Lord King,” he
said. “I have some captured documents, these that you see in my
hand. They are written in the priestly Seth Yarra tongue, and I had
hoped that this man would render them into Afalel, but it seems his
faith in Seth Yarra is too great for him to trust me, and for me to
trust him. I thank you for your help in this, but time is pressing,
and there is one other who might serve as well, so I regret that I
must bid you farewell and leave at once.”

The king
nodded, somewhat bemused, Narak thought, as well he might be.

“And what do
you think the documents might contain?” he asked.

“It is
difficult to be certain,” Narak replied. Did he want to tell Raffin
the truth? Was it time for so irretrievable a step? A part of it,
perhaps. “There seems to be a plot against both the Seth Yarra and
the peoples of the six Kingdoms,” he said. “It may be that their
war has been caused by this deception, and if it can be shown to be
false, then we may be able to end the war very quickly.”

The king seemed
taken aback. “A plot? Devised by whom?”

“I do not
know,” Narak said. It was half a lie. He knew the name of Lord
Hesham, he knew the metal headed assassin, but he was sure that
whatever these creatures were, even if they were one and the same,
that there was another name by which they should be called. This he
did not know.

Raffin frowned.
“The papers are written in some Seth Yarra tongue,” he said.
“Surely that means the plot originates there?”

“It is not
certain. There are some indications that the men of the six
kingdoms are involved – things that Seth Yarra should know seem not
to be known.”

“Telans?”

Narak shrugged.
He had gone as far as he was prepared to go. He did not feel that
it would help Raffin to know that a creature similar to Narak
himself was roaming the land plotting the downfall of kingdoms, and
planning to rule what remained of the world as the god Seth Yarra.
It would not help at all.

“I will uncover
the roots of this, lord king,” he said. “Do not doubt that I shall.
But now urgent matters demand my attention.”

In a moment he
stood again on the ledge where he had left the Durander mages in
the cold, crisp air of the White Road, and the wind was blowing
from the south.


47. The Burning Ships

Paddles dipped
almost silently into the water, propelling the canoe across the
sea, the sound of its surging progress concealed in the shuffle and
hiss of small waves on the distant beach. The paddlers did not
speak. To the east there was the faintest hint of light, the ghosts
of the mountains that were the Dragon’s Back standing out against
the pre-dawn light like shadows upon shadows.

There was
starlight, too, but no moon. He had chosen this moonless night, and
had been blessed with calm seas and light winds. At this time of
year it would be at least an hour until the sun crested the peaks,
but a long time before that they would have lost their cloak of
darkness.

To the north he
could see lights on the shore. They were passing the town of
Benafelas, a cluster of flickering yellow stars on the black mass
of the land, a town mostly still asleep. Hiralo had never been to a
town outside the Green Isles, but he knew well enough that they
were unlike his own towns. The buildings were made of stones and
dead trees, rare things to a man of the Isles, and they were made
to stand beyond the life of a man, which he found strange. If a man
build a house for himself, then his son will do the same, and the
first house will fall with the first man, should he die. It was the
way of things, the way of the Green Isles.

He was aware of
other canoes close to his own, the men in them paddling with
stealth, but moving quickly all the same. It was a skill. There
were forty canoes, and four men to each. They were the men of the
round finned shark, Hiralo’s own shoal, charged with the mission
which the northern god had given his people. He was proud of
that.

As the Wolf had
said there were great boats here, the side of them more than the
height of two men, secured by great ropes that reached down into
the water, trees draped with cloth standing upon their decks. He
could see no oars, which was not surprising because the Wolf had
called them wind boats. The huge vessels wallowed in the water,
taking on the movement of each gentle swell rolling in from the
south, the tips if the trees waving as much as ten feet each
way.

These great
boats smelled terrible. It was a smell that he could not place,
like something burned and pungent, and it smelled a little like
some strong teas that men of the north made. Something painted on
the wood, he supposed, to keep out the water.

As they passed
the first hulk he saw a canoe peel away from them, slowing, moving
beneath the stern of the thing. The steersman of the canoe raised
his hand to Hiralo, and then was left behind.

They went on,
each canoe moving beneath the stern of a ship. That is what the
Wolf had called them: ships. It was not an Isler word. They had no
ships, no great boats that moved over oceans.

The sky in the
east was a shade lighter now. As they passed along the coast Hiralo
could see lights moving on the shore. There were men there, the
strange Seth Yarra men that he had never seen, but the enemy for
all that. He watched a light, a lamp he supposed, bobbing along the
beach until they passed behind a ship and it was hidden. He looked
about them. This was their ship. He waved the others on and steered
into the darker shadow, close under the stern.

It was like a
wooden cliff. Two of the paddle men reached up and secured the
canoe and Hiralo ran his hands across the wood. He found it rough
with salt, and a few feet above the water it was as dry as summer
reeds. He smiled. The Wolf had been quite right. This would burn
like a torch. He looked more carefully at the wood, and found
handholds, places that he might put his feet, and he climbed.

He reached the
top of the wooden cliff and peered over the edge. He saw the deck,
a long, broad platform of wood out of which the man made trees
sprouted. He saw the cloths hanging from them, but he saw no men.
He waited for a moment, looking for a movement in the shadow, a
light somewhere, but he saw nothing. He climbed onto the deck,
turned and waved down to the men below.

They threw a
rope end to him, which he caught deftly and tucked under one arm.
He watched as one of the paddle men unslung a fire tube from his
shoulder, a thing of animal horn into which hot embers had been
packed. The man tumbled the embers out onto a green leaf and
covered them with dry straw while another man unwrapped a taper.
When the taper was lit the embers were dropped in the sea and the
taper secured to a bag. He hoisted it up to where he crouched on
the edge of the deck and opened the bag. It held three pots of the
oil they called King’s Blood, a substance that burned fiercely, and
into the neck of each pot a cloth had been stuffed, and now smelled
strongly of the oil.

Hiralo looked
out at the other ships and saw sparks of light near the stern of
more than a few. He lit the first pot at the cloth and quickly
threw it away from him, onto the deck. It burst and became a pool
of flame. He lit the second and threw it at the closest of the
trees, which it struck, and fire began to climb towards the cloths
which hung above. The third pot he threw as far as he could towards
the bow, and saw it break over a coil of rope near to the side.

There was no
more that he could do. He watched for a moment as the fames crawled
up and out from their beginnings, satisfied that the job was
done.

A man burst up
onto the deck from a hatch. He looked dishevelled and half awake,
dragged from sleep by the smoke that had begun to billow from
below. He didn’t see Hiralo, who took the prudent course of
climbing quickly back down the side of the ship to the waiting
canoe. It was dangerous to wait here. He signalled the men to
paddle and the blades dipped in the sea again, quickly pulling them
away from the now doomed ship.

All along the
line of ships he saw the same thing. Red and yellow was blossoming
from the decks and sides of the ships, to be greeted by cries of
alarm. Hiralo saw men dive from the ships into the sea to escape
the fire, which spread as quickly as though the ships were made
entirely of oil.

Something
whipped over his head and tore into the sea. An arrow. He looked
up. There was a ship quite nearby that was not on fire. Its decks
swarmed with men. This one, then, had not been empty, and its crew
had managed to douse the flames. Hiralo picked up a paddle and
added his strength to the canoe, driving it even faster towards the
safety of the isles. It was a long way, though. It had taken an
hour to paddle this far in the dark, and it would take the best
part of that to paddle back.

Looking over
his shoulder he saw a canoe overturned by the light of the burning
ships. There were things floating in the water that could only be
dead men. The air seemed suddenly full of arrows. It was only a
short way, two minutes at the most, before they would pass beyond
the reach of those arrows, but he still felt naked with his back
turned towards the archers on their great ship.

An arrow
brushed his shoulder and struck Danori, the man ahead of him. He
saw the thing strike his back, ripping the flesh, releasing a quick
spatter of blood, and then the man was tipping over, dropping his
paddle into the sea, slumping to the left. The other men
compensated at once, leaning right to stop the canoe tipping over.
It was the reaction of men born to the skill, an unthinking act to
balance the boat. Hiralo caught at him and tried to pull him
upright, but Danori was a dead weight. The man in the bow, Hinoba,
turned and looked.

“He’s gone,
Hiralo,” he said.

“Dead?”

“Yes.
Dead.”

He didn’t ask
how Hinoba was sure, but he trusted the judgement. He let Danori
go, watching him roll over the side into the dark water. He picked
up his paddle again and paddled harder.

It seemed only
moments more and they were free of the arrows, the points dipping
into the sea behind them like a hot rain, hissing as they struck
the water. Hiralo looked across at the other canoes. Some were
missing, and some boats had only three men where they had once had
four. Some had only two.

It was not a
disaster, but the men were celebrating. One of them stood up in his
canoe and shouted at the burning boats, at the one with the archers
aboard, calling insults at them.

Hiralo looked
back. The bay was alight, great palls of smoke standing up into the
dawn sky and bending to the east as they rose so that they seemed
to flow over the Islers’ heads towards their homes. Hiralo hoped
that it was not an omen.

He heard a
splash, loud noised of metal on wood and looked again. The archers
had stopped shooting, and now he saw that one of the great ropes
that held the ship in place, the undamaged ship, was being hauled
in. Men were running up the trees, spreading out along the branches
like monkeys. He saw a great device of metal lift from the water
and one of the cloths fall down and open out in the breeze.

“They are
coming after us!” he called out to the other paddlers. “Dig deep!”
He took his own advice and began to paddle again. Some of the
others did likewise, but several of the men jeered.

“They cannot
catch us. They have no oars, and the wind is slight.”

Hiralo looked
back again and saw that sheet after sheet was falling, filling with
wind. Already he could see a tell tale line of white as the bow of
the ship began to thrust the sea aside.

“That’s no
Telan slaver,” he shouted. He paddled. The Green Isles were visible
now in the dawn light. They were a string of dark gems, shrouded in
mist and cloud, calling him home, but they were so very far away.
It was true that they were leaving the ship behind, but Hiralo knew
that when the sun struck the land it would raise a wind, and the
thing behind them was now a cloud of white above its dark hull, and
a strong wind would drive it faster.

Yet the gap
grew, and the Isles came closer. It was half an hour before he
became certain that the gap was shrinking again. By now the men
were growing weary. They had done hard work building up the
distance, and now they could not keep it. The great ship bore
towards them, leaning out to sea, moving at a sharp angle to the
wind. He could not yet see the men upon its decks, but he knew that
they would be there.

He gritted his
teeth and paddled, feeling his muscles burn. It would catch them,
he was sure of it, but how close to the Isles could they get? A few
minutes in open water and perhaps they could get in among the reefs
before they were all shot down.

“Spread out,”
he called across. “Spread wide.”

He saw the
other boats understood at once and the small flotilla began to
separate, the gaps between canoes becoming wider and wider as the
wind ship closed. With luck it would only have a few of them in
range when it caught up, and have to turn one way or the other to
reach more. It looked as though turning might be a clumsy
thing.

It was closing
faster than he had hoped. The wind from the land had picked up a
good deal and the cloud of white cloth above the ship was driving
it forwards at a great rate. It looked as though they would be
caught well short of the shelter of the reefs. It also looked as
though Hiralo’s own canoe would be in the midst of it, for the wind
ship was driving directly at his stern.

He tried to
ignore it and paddle harder. They were being left behind now by the
boats that still had four men, and they, in turn, were leaving the
two man boats behind. It was stupid of him not to have done
something about that. They should have filled as many boats as they
could, left the empty canoes behind them.

Should he turn?
The ship was large, and if they paddled towards the shore they may
reach shallow water before they were caught, or the ship might hold
its course and pass them by. It seemed worth the gamble. There were
no reefs this far from the Isles, but the captain of that hulking
thing might not know so much.

“Paddle for the
shore,” he said, and the paddlers turned as one, their small craft
spinning on the water and shooting away in the new direction. The
great wind ship came on without changing course, but it was getting
close now and moving quickly, a great froth of white foam raging
about its bow. It would not be long before they were within
bowshot. Hiralo could already see the men on the deck, the bows in
their hands. His back and arms were burning with the effort of
paddling, and Hinoba was grunting with each stroke.

Not long now,
he thought, one way or the other. He drove the paddle down into the
sea and pulled. It seemed for a moment that he had pulled so hard
that he had lifted the canoe clear of the water. They rose into the
air on the back of a huge wave, then raced down into the trough.
The man behind him cursed. Somewhere beyond their canoe he heard
another man shout, then a scream of pure terror.

He turned. He
could not stop himself from looking.

There was a fin
in the water, a huge fin. He knew at once that it was a shark, he
had seen such fins before, but this was such a shark that he
stopped paddling and sat, open mouthed, and stared. The fin
protruded from the water to the height of a tall man. It was iron
grey and firm, and beneath the sea there was a huge shape that
seemed almost of a size with the wind ship.

“There can be
no such fish,” the man behind him said.

But there was.
It was big as a whale, and fast. It ripped through the water and
its wake pointed directly at the Seth Yarra vessel.

Was this some
doing of the Wolf god, Hiralo wondered. He had lived on or by the
sea his whole life, and any three of the biggest sharks he had seen
would fit end to end alongside this one. It did not seem possible
that this was a natural thing.

The shark met
the ship. The sound of the impact was terrible. A wall of spray
shot fifty feet into the air, falling like a wave on the deck. The
ship itself seemed to scream as wood broke and iron bent. It lifted
several feet into the air, men tumbling from the tilted deck down
into the sea.

The ship fell
back, a low wave rolling out from where it struck the water. There
was no bow wave now. The wind ship wallowed and listed to the left.
It was down at the head, sinking to all appearances. Hiralo watched
the men on the deck as they scrambled to and fro. Some seemed to
realise their peril, and were trying to unleash small boats from
where they were bound down to the deck, while others struggled up
the trees to tug at ropes and fill the sails with wind as though
they thought the ship might sail again.

Cries from his
men on the far side of the ships track told Hiralo that the great
shark was coming again. The men on the ship saw it too. He watched
one man bind himself to a rail with a rope so that he would not be
thrown from the deck. Others ran about in panic, and some even
leapt into the sea.

The shark
struck the ship again. It lifted towards Hiralo this time, and one
of the trees on the deck snapped and fell, sprinkling men into the
water like so much salt on soup. At least they seemed able to swim.
He saw heads and arms bobbing and flailing as they strove to put
distance between themselves and the stricken hulk. He wasn’t sure
if he should be cheering or not, and his men seemed equally
divided, if quite a bit more decisive. Some were clapping their
hands and shaking fists, while a few others were taking advantage
of the distraction to put as much distance between the shark and
themselves as possible, paddling strongly towards the sheltering
reefs of the islands.

There was no
doubt that the giant shark had saved them from the wind ship, but
what would it do when it was finished with that?

Now the vessel
was clearly sinking. He could see it going down visibly, and there
was a new horror. The water around it was alive with sharks, small
sharks like the ones that swam beyond the reef of his home island,
and they were attacking the Seth Yarra. The water was becoming
stained with red. He saw heads suddenly vanish. Men screamed.

But the great
shark had not finished. Hiralo saw its head rise out of the water
and he could see its teeth, each bigger than a man’s hand, as it
opened its jaws and crashed them shut upon the ship’s stern. It
writhed in the water, twisting its body and throwing spray more
than a hundred yards in every direction. He felt it like rain.

The ship broke.
The entire stern came away in the giant creature’s mouth, tearing
and splintering, releasing the ship to surge away one last time,
toppling on its side as it did so, and then sinking so that only
shattered wood and a few barnacled planks of the submerged hull
could be seen, belly up like a dead fish.

The sea became
quiet again. The sharks had done their work quickly, and now he
could see no movement upon the water that was not the work of the
wind. They were all dead and gone. Hiralo heard a gull cry, looked
up to see the double curve of wings, and more flying out from the
land to this place of sudden feasting. He shuddered. The powerful,
swift ship, its crew, all its threat and skill has dissolved into
the sea in less than three minutes.

He heard cries
of alarm again and looked once more. The giant fin was back. It was
cutting through the group of canoes that had remained, not striking
any, but passing close. Hiralo stood up, bracing himself so that
the canoe would not tip. He knew that he was safe, that the great
beast would not attack. He could not have said how he knew, but he
felt it deeply, and with certainty.

The great fin
turned towards him, gliding slowly through the water which was more
disturbed by the great mass passing beneath than the slender,
smooth fin. One of the men in his boat exclaimed in alarm, but
Hiralo quieted him with a gesture, and stood still while the fin,
and the great shark, approached.

It passed less
than a foot from the side of the canoe, passing along it from stern
to bow, and Hiralo touched it with his hand as it went by. The
touch gave him a feeling if benevolence and strength, and before
the fin he saw the sharks eye regarding him, a chill, black,
expressionless pit, but the fin spoke to him in a different way.
This thing was not just a shark. It was the god of sharks.

It was gone.
The fin slid beneath the water, the shadow that had been beneath it
faded, and the sea returned to what it always was, a wind-roughed
salty desert. The gulls were loud now, fighting over torn scraps of
meat that the sharks had left behind, and Hiralo sat back down in
the canoe. His men said nothing, but they looked at him in a way
they never had before.

He smiled.

“Let us go
home,” he said.


48. A Gift

Sara had
changed her mind about Manoc Anatano. The Sage’s secretary did not
live down to the unattractive characteristics of his face. There
was some bitterness in him, to be sure, but there was also a
childlike enthusiasm for his work and an eagerness to please that
she found quite disarming. She had come to think of his pinched
features as delicate, rather than narrow. More than anything else
she thought of him as cynical, but only about life, people,
politics, war, about everything except knowledge, and books.

Lira had gone
off him completely. This, Sara believed, was because Manoc had
ignored her steadfastly from day one. The maid had tried her
hardest to be noticed, and Sara had even frowned at her a couple of
times when her antics had become too brazen, but it had all been to
no avail. Manoc was as immune to her wiles as the ancient scholar
he served. Sara found that it made her like him more.

Now she was
spending her evenings with Saul, her son, and her days with the
scholars. She had employed a nurse from the more northerly of the
estate’s two villages, a plump woman of middle age who was happy to
see to all the child’s needs for a modest reward, except for
feeding him, which remained Sara’s duty and pleasure. But Sara was
increasingly enjoying her time with the scholars.

In spite of his
early start on the first day, which Sara put down to his eagerness
to see the codex, Nesser had been somewhat later rising than his
secretary. It was inevitable, perhaps, that his age should show
itself in at least one way. Otherwise they all three spent their
days in the library, going out of it for meals and walks in the
gardens when their limbs demanded exercise. They conversed as well.
To begin with it was Nesser asking questions and mostly Sara
replying, but gradually their discourse tended more towards a
conversation, so that by the end of the third week they had all the
appearance of three scholars sharing a workspace, status, and
wisdom quite equally.

Sara found
Manoc not at all slow in mind, despite Nesser’s unkind words on
that first day. Indeed, he seemed quite the master of practical
problems, and she talked to him more and more about her catalogue,
the organisation of Lord Skal’s library and the preservation and
longevity of books.

“You have been
lucky here,” he said. “The room is quite dry and some person had
the wit to store all the valuable books on the south wall where
they are not rotted by the sun.”

“I think the
place was somewhat neglected,” she admitted.

“But you have
done much to put it right,” he said, hasty to distance her from the
blame. She liked him well enough, and it was clear that he liked
her, but she found him strange to talk to. For all his scorn of the
material world he was a man born to privilege, educated and soft.
He had no experience of life worth speaking of, had not been ground
down by life’s boots in poverty and hunger, and had not walked as
close to the edge of life as she. Her existence, even in the good
times she had shared with Saul, had been just a few steps away from
disaster. As a journeyman tanner Saul had earned enough to feed
them, and the house had been provided free of charge, but there had
been no fat in their lives. One accident, one illness, would have
been enough to throw them down into the street.

Sara knew the
value of a good meal. She knew the worth of security and a warm
bed. She did not think that Manoc shared this knowledge. He often
said things that suggested he saw some nobility in hardship.

“I have done
what seemed appropriate,” she said. “I had no schooling in it.”

“Ah, but the
silk curtains,” he said. “A stroke of genius. It is a sacrifice of
the silk, it must be, but to preserve the books, an excellent idea.
It lets in light, but not the harm of the light.”

This morning
Manoc was copying passages that Bento Nesser had instructed him to
copy. He had unpacked a ream of high quality paper and was sitting
in the light with ink and a pen, scratching away. Or so it seemed
until Sara saw what he was writing.

His script was
beautiful. He wrote with a flowing motion of the hand, which
automatically, unconsciously wandered back to his ink well at
intervals, and the letters that his hand made were beautiful. She
had never seen such writing, except in books.

“You writing is
very fine,” she said.

Manoc smiled a
wry smile. “Sometimes I think it is the chief reason for my
employment,” he replied.

“Well, it is
certainly as fine as any I have seen in these books,” she said. It
was no lie. Even the oldest and most distinguished of her books
could not lay claim to a finer hand.

“I thank you
for the compliment,” he said. In spite of his remark he seemed
genuinely pleased.

“Will you copy
the whole book?” she asked.

“I prefer to,”
he said. “If I copy a whole book, then it is as if I have created
it again. Sage Nesser does not always require it though.”

Sara watched
him write for a while. It was a new pleasure for her. She could
write, barely, but her characters were a procession of ill fed
beggars compared to Manoc’s royal cavalcade.

“Will you write
something for me?” she asked on impulse. She had a sudden desire to
possess a piece of that perfect script – to own it.

“Something
small, perhaps,” he said. “Is it for yourself? You know that copies
of books are highly regarded as gifts?” He paused, and seemed to
think that she might mistake his meaning. “My time is not my own,
you see. I am in the service of Sage Nesser, and must do his
bidding. It takes most of my time, and he pays for the ink and
paper.”

She laughed. “I
do not mean to steal you from your master,” she said.

Manoc leaned
forwards and lowered his voice to a stage whisper. “I wish that you
would, my lady,” he said.

She laughed
again, and he smiled to see that he had made her laugh. It was at
this moment that Bento Nesser pushed past the door and begun to tap
his way into the room.

“What jollity
is this?” he asked. “You do not have my permission to laugh unless
I am present,” he said. His smile indicated that this was to be
taken in jest. It was not always obvious with Nesser what he meant
seriously and what not. His face was so grave with the passage of
time that it was hard for any expression to make itself known.

“I was admiring
Manoc’s calligraphy,” Sara said.

“Quite right,”
Nesser said. “The finest hand in Bas Erinor or Golt, or so it is
said.” Manoc looked down at his work, and said nothing more. So the
morning returned to its usual pattern with the three of them doing
whatever work they had, which for Sara meant reading yet another
book. Now she had moved on to “The Fishes of the Eastern Sea: a
description of the prominent species, their habits, and the value
of their flesh for eating”. Not only were there rare coloured
paintings in this particular book, but it also contained recipes
for cooking the fish should an adventurer be lucky enough to snare
one and have this volume to hand. The author, one Lissan Fellmass,
dwelt in far more detail than warranted on the more edible
creatures and skimmed the noxious ones.

At midday Sara
ate a light meal with Manoc and Bento, and then walked alone in the
garden, neither of the others wishing to do so. She sat on the
bench by the pond and watched a pair of ducks retreat into the
reeds on the far side. They were afraid of her, though they had no
cause to be. Indeed, their cause would be better served by being
her friend, coming to take crumbs from her hand, swimming to greet
her each time she came to the pond. She would be their friend. She
would protect them.

As she watched
the ducks, scavenging for food nervously among the reeds, the idea
came to her that she was no more than they. They, too, walked close
to the edge of life. They too were dependent for their survival on
the whims of greater beings and if the ducks were too ignorant to
seek her patronage, the she was wise enough too seek favours with
those greater than her. Manoc had suggested a gift, a gift of
writing.

She sprang to
her feet and walked directly back to the house, into the
library.

“Bento, I want
to steal Manoc from you for a time,” she said.

Bento looked up
from his book, and for once she could read the expression on his
face quite clearly. He was surprised. Manoc looked equally taken
aback, as though he thought that his jest of earlier had suddenly
become a fact.

“I suppose it
might be possible,” the old man said. “How long? I cannot spare him
for long.”

“A month.”

“A month?”

“Yes, that
should be enough time.”

Bento shook his
head. “I cannot spare him for a month. A day, perhaps. What do you
want him for?”

“I will pay for
his time, Bento.”

“Money is
money, time is time. You cannot buy one with the other.”

“Nonsense,
Bento. Men buy time as a matter of course.”

“You want him
to copy the codex,” Bento said. It was uncanny sometimes the way
the old man could read her mind. It almost seemed like magic. “But
you already have a copy. You have the only copy. Why?”

“A gift.”

“Do you know
that Manoc’s skill is such that he is paid a guinea a day just to
write words? A month is thirty days. Who is worthy of such a
gift?”

Thirty guineas!
For that much she could have bought a small house in Bas Erinor and
fed her family for two years on what was left. Yet she had the
money. Lord Skal had left the income of Latter fetch in her care,
and she knew that she had twice that amount ready to hand, though
she had hardly dared to open the strong box and look at it. Now she
was contemplating spending it.

“Wolf Narak,”
she said.

“You know the
wolf god?” Bento sounded genuinely impressed for just a moment, but
then he saw from her face that she did not. “Ah,” he said. “But
when he receives this gift he will know you. He will remember you.
Your name will be in his mind. Is that what you want?”

Sara said
nothing, and Bento stroked his chin, a sure sign that he was
thinking.

“It is a good
gift for the Wolf,” he said after a while. “Narak knew Pelion, or
so they say, and this book goes back to times before Narak, before
all the Benetheon. It will interest him.”

“So I hope,”
Sara said. She noticed that Bento was no longer speaking as though
Manoc’s labour was an impossible thing. The thought had apparently
intrigued him.

“I will think
on it,” Bento said. “It is a great thing to ask. You know
that?”

“I know it,”
she said. But was it really so great a thing? A month of a man’s
time, and that time paid for, not given. It was not as though she
asked for something for which she could not meet the price.
However, it seemed that she was not to get her answer on this day,
and so she settled down to read again, but Lissan’s fish failed to
hold her interest, and so she went for a walk and sat by the pond,
and looked at the unfortunate ducks.

It was not that
day, or the next, but on the third day that Bento gave her his
answer. She had eaten her breakfast alone, having come down after
Manoc and before the old man. She had slept well, which had
surprised her, given that she was waiting on Bento’s whim, but she
had given up on the fish book the previous day and turned instead
to a ferocious account of the Great War by some Afaeli nobleman. It
was all noble deeds and tall stories as far as she could tell, but
it entertained as much as any book she had read, and she had
devoured fully half of it before their evening meal, and was
looking forwards to the other half this morning.

She had just
stood from eating when the old man shuffled in, tapping the ground
before him with his stout stick. He stopped in the doorway and
looked at her, perhaps surprised to see her still here.

“Good morning
to you, Lady Sara,” he huffed. He looked both ways as though to see
if anyone else was in the room, though it was obvious that there
was not.

“Good day to
you, Sage Nesser,” she replied.

He snarled his
smile at her. “I said you should call me Bento,” he chided her.
“What’s in the dish this morning?” he asked.

“Eggs, ham,
cheese and nuts,” she said. “Bread, butter, smoked chicken,
mushrooms.”

“The usual,
then.” He grinned again. “Well, if you’re going to assault me with
formality then I must surrender. You shall have Manoc for your wolf
gift, and there will be no charge. How can I charge when I have
gained ten pounds in weight just eating your food?”

“Bento, I am
very grateful,” she said, surprised by his sudden capitulation.

“That’s
better,” he said. “Now go away and leave me to eat in peace.”

Sara nodded her
head, a sort of vestigial bow, and stepped lightly out of the room.
She was to have the book after all, her favour gift to Wolf Narak.
She could not help but smile as she walked the length of the
corridor that led to the library.

Today she
thought she might take a crust or two with her to the pond and feed
the ducks.


49. Life and Death

Pascha stood on
the wall with Skal beside her. He seemed quite comfortable now, if
a little impatient.

At first Skal
had seemed almost afraid to walk the wall. No, that was wrong. It
was not fear, more like a feeling of trespass on the past. This was
where a defining thing had happened for the young lord and Pascha
had seen it. Skal had expected to die when he had fought to stem
the breach that Telan troops had made those many months ago. He had
stood side by side with other men, outnumbered, hard pressed and
desperate. He had resigned himself to death, and then he had lived.
Such moments change men.

The first time
they had gone up to the platform Skal had been very quiet. He had
looked at the boards more than the enemy beyond, as though he
expected to see his own blood staining the wood, but his sacred
moment had passed, and now he was his young impatient self
again.

Pascha had
delayed and delayed for as long as she dared. By now the Seth Yarra
army was more than a week north of Fal Verdan, and its vanguard
must even now be treading the leaf litter of Narak’s sacred
forest.

“Surely we must
attack them soon, Deus?” he asked.

“Yes, soon.”
Pascha was becoming almost as adept as Narak at giving nothing
away, and she understood why he did it. The Wolf God had reasons
that he would not or could not tell. So did she.

“Tomorrow?”

She looked at
him and smiled a deliberate, enigmatic smile. She said nothing. She
knew that it irritated him. Tomorrow? Yes, tomorrow. At dawn she
would strike a blow at the heart of the Seth Yarra force beyond the
gate and then she would send the signal and wait for Hestia and
Terresh to attack. Her men, Skal’s men, would be lined up behind
the wall, cavalry to the fore, men on the ropes ready to swing the
gates wide. Then there would be a one sided battle.

She looked
across the killing ground. There were still signs of the first
battle of Fal Verdan out there: fragments of twisted armour, broken
arrow shafts, the occasional glint of metal in the short grass and
at the foot of the wall she could still see a few charred bones
hard up against the stone. It had been a bloody fight.

Beyond the
killing ground there were two camps. Trees had been felled for
firewood, for building, and now the camps could be clearly seen,
and clearly showed their differences. The Seth Yarra tents were
laid out in a great square with small fires at every alternate
junction. They used a pale cloth that was clearly visible through
the denuded branches that remained. Their rows seemed to have no
centre, though Pascha knew very well where the centre was.

The Telans, on
the other hand, had laid out their brown canvas in concentric rings
with a great fire at the centre, and a tent that could be nothing
else than their commander’s residence. There was no mingling, and
that alone should have been enough to alert the Telans to the
trouble they were in.

The real
commander, the Telan King, or indeed the Queen, was a few miles to
the south, and Pascha would tell her tonight that the attack was to
happen at dawn. It would be as much a relief to them as it would to
Skal.

She spoke
without looking at him. “We attack tomorrow, at first light.”

“Tomorrow?” He
seemed almost shocked. After so long waiting she could not blame
him for it. She had prevaricated until the last possible moment.
The purpose of the attack was almost gone. “Do you have any further
orders?” he asked.

“You know your
business, colonel. Have the men ready behind the gate at dawn.”

“Indeed I
shall,” he said, and turned to stride away already looking for his
officers, stepping quickly and keenly. He was a man who did not
wait very well, she reflected. She found his impatience a likeable
trait. Skal was young, but he was not ignorant of war. He had
fought several engagements, been grievously wounded, and yet still
wished to be in the thick of it. She knew his reasons well enough.
He wanted glory to rebuild his blood, to raise up his family name
which had been cast down by his father’s treachery.

Mortal men were
strange, she thought. All that effort and then death.


* * *
*

In the morning
Pascha was up before the sun. She translocated to a perch high
above the pass, hidden from human eyes. She lit a small fire, laid
her bow down beside her and rested beside it. She could see Skal’s
men, three thousand of them, lining up along the pass. The men
stood beside their horses, keeping them as quiet as possible. The
horses steamed gently in the cool of pre-dawn, and their smell rose
up to her through the morning air. Behind them, along the pass,
stood the infantry, a prickly caterpillar of steel. The foot
soldiers would be lucky to get a taste of the battle, she thought.
With the Telans attacking and a thousand Avilian cavalrymen carving
through the Seth Yarra it should be over quickly enough.

She had spoken
to Hestia and Terresh the previous night, and by now they should
have moved up to join their men by the gate. She could see the tent
in the middle of the Telan camp where they would be waiting for her
signal. Terresh had put half his men to exercise in full armour –
not an unusual thing for the Telans, and it gave them an excuse to
be ready to attack their former allies.

The other half,
or a good number of them, had left in the dead of the night and
moved into the forest behind the Seth Yarra camp.

Everything was
ready.

Pascha closed
her eyes and saw through the eyes of sparrows about the enemy camp.
She had been doing this for weeks, learning their routines. There
was a tent in the centre of the Seth Yarra camp where the commander
met with his officers every morning. It was a routine as certain as
the rising and setting of the sun. Fifteen of them gathered there.
She had little idea of what passed between them, but it looked like
a normal daily briefing. The commander was a grey haired man with a
limp – just the sort of man to have a behind the lines command, a
soft war, guarding something that hardly needed to be watched. His
officers did not seem to like him very much, and Pascha understood
why. He shouted at them. Perhaps his leg pained him, but for
whatever reason he was always in a foul temper. Maybe he had wanted
to be with the main army attacking through the White Road Pass. It
made no difference to Pascha.

She watched
from the trees as the officers arrived, the earlier men walking
slowly, talking, the last few at a run, worried to be late and the
target of their commander’s acerbic tongue. By the time they had
gathered the sky above the Dragon’s Back was pink with the promise
of dawn and the tent glowed yellow with lamplight.

She abandoned
the sparrows and drifted within, seeing the embers of each man’s
mind. It was like a gathering of camp fires in the dark, long after
men had ceased to feed them. She could see other things now. When
she’d first seen men in this way they had all looked the same, but
now there were events within the fire, new colours, turmoil. Each
time she looked brought more, and she understood more.

But that was
not her purpose here. She reached out, spreading her will like a
blanket above the coals, and then she extinguished them. She felt a
rush of energy, warmth like a hot spring all around her and through
her.

She opened her
eyes. Her eyes stung, her lips felt hot and dry as though she had a
fever. She reached down to her side and lifted up her bow, touched
the cloth wrapped, oil soaked arrow head into the small fire and
drew back the string. She let it go and the arrow flew high and
true, arcing across the killing ground to land in a shower of
sparks about twenty yards short of the Seth Yarra camp.

Her part was
now complete. She stood and looked down. At first there was
nothing. The camps looked sleepy and calm. Skal’s men waited below.
She could hear a horse stamping, moving restlessly in the midst of
the small army. It was as though she had done nothing at all.

There was a
shout from beyond the wall, somewhere in the Seth Yarra camp. More
shouts answered. There was a ring of steel on steel, and the battle
had begun.


* * *
*

Skal saw the
arrow fly. It streaked across the dawn sky, a meteor of death, a
portent of battle. He looked up to the fighting platform on the
wall. A group of Berashis stood there, eyes turned to the Seth
Yarra camp, waiting to see if the Telans kept their side of the
bargain.

Moments passed
slowly. He turned and looked back at his men. He saw his own
impatience reflected in their eyes. Some of the men were scared,
but they all wanted it to start so that it would be over with. He
drew his sword and laid it across the saddle in front of him. How
long did it take to start a fight?

One of the men
on the wall held up a hand and Skal leaned forwards, eager to see
it fall, for that was the signal. The hand stayed high. From beyond
the wall he could hear the sound of steel on steel. Just one blow,
and then seconds later another, and then an avalanche of sound.

The hand
dropped. Ropes creaked as men hauled on them and the triple gates
began to open. To Skal they seemed to open reluctantly, revealing
the scene beyond with intolerable coyness. Now the noise from
beyond the wall was unmistakable. The cries of men, both those of
pain and warlike intent, rang across the top of the sibilance of
the steel. He glanced backwards and raised his sword.

“Forward!” he
shouted, and spurred his horse at the gap between the gates, even
though it was barely large enough to slip through and the men
behind him were three abreast. Then he was through, sword in hand,
riding across the killing ground. He did not ride without
restraint. Keen though he was, he was not foolish enough to arrive
in the midst of the enemy alone.

His men caught
up with him. They fanned out into a line, some with swords, others
with lances, and twenty abreast. Skal increased the pace. Ahead of
him the Telans were doing just as had been asked of them. They were
attacking from the west and the south, leaving the enemy open to a
cavalry charge from the east, and a possible escape route north.
The gap closed quickly. Skal raised his sword and picked out a man
on the edge of the melee. The Seth Yarra had seen them now, but far
too late to adjust their lines. A few men turned to meet them,
raising shields. A handful of arrows fell among his men and one or
two went down.

He brought his
blade down and felt it jar against something. Whether bone or
armour he could not tell. He was already past, ploughing into the
mass of the enemy, raising the sword again. Now he released the
reins, used his shield to fend off blows from the left while he
hacked away on the right. He kept moving, using his knees to
control the horse.

The enemy
seemed to dissolve before the onslaught. They were trying to pull
back, but there was only one way to go: north. Skal found himself
in space for a moment and looked around. The plan had worked very
nicely. Dead Seth Yarra littered the forest fringe. The Telans were
pressing in almost at walking pace, and his own men had turned
swinging north to cut through what remained of the enemy ranks.
They were retreating in good order, though. He rode a dozen yards
back towards the wall and signalled his infantry, now only two
hundred yards away, to move to cut the enemy off. He watched them
wheel, heard orders shouted back into the body of men, and turned
again.

An arrow struck
him a glancing blow on the shoulder, whipping his ear as it went
by. He touched the side of his head and saw blood, but it was only
a nick. He spurred forwards, calling his men to follow, and they
swept through the enemy again. One of the Seth Yarra infantry
landed a blow on his leg before being cut down himself, but it was
well protected – nothing more than a bruise would come of it.

Telan archers
were pouring arrows into the retreating force which now numbered
about seven hundred men, diminishing fast.

It was too
easy. They had the tactical advantage of cavalry, total surprise
and superior numbers, but it had still been too easy. Whatever
Passerina had done seemed to have sown confusion among them. They
had been slow to react, slow to organise, and by the time they had
pulled themselves together the battle was all but finished. It was
a slaughter now. They were outnumbered almost ten to one and the
Telan archers still hadn’t let up. Wherever the Avilians were not,
there the arrows fell.

The plan was
for some of them to escape, but that was proving difficult to
achieve. They clung together in a knot and fought fiercely. If he
didn’t do something promptly there would be none left to flee
northwards, to warn the main Seth Yarra army.

It was time to
make a mistake and timing was important here. He had to give a
small number of them a chance to escape into the woods to the
north. It was the obvious way to go. He couldn’t let more than a
couple of dozen get away or they might insist on returning to the
fray.

Skal spurred
forwards again, attacking, but what he was really doing was putting
himself and those men that followed him between the Telan archers
and a small party of Seth Yarra. Those were his messengers, the
ones who would take the word north. The attack encircled the
majority of the enemy that remained. He turned himself and his men
inwards, pressing into the melee, ignoring the few behind him. It
was not without danger. Though only about twenty strong they could
attack from behind, but he knew what their duty should be as
soldiers: to get word of this attack to their commander in chief,
to let him know that his rear was no longer secure.

The battle was
over quickly. The Seth Yarra followed their usual pattern. They
fought until only a handful remained, and then they threw their
weapons down and surrendered. Skal looked around. The men he had
cut off were gone. They had seen their duty and done it, just as he
had hoped.

Now it was just
a matter of time until the messengers reached their general, until
he sent a good portion of his force south again, weakening the
attack on Cain’s wall. By Skal’s own calculation the survivors
would barely have time to reach the force before battle was joined,
but even then their commander would know the threat and feel
compelled to do something about it. It was well done.

He rode across
to where the Telan command had gathered. He wanted to talk to
Terresh, to discuss what might happen next. After all, they were
now a combined force of five thousand men, the gate was open, and
Seth Yarra was vulnerable for the first time. A mad idea had
entered his head.

As he
approached he could see that something was wrong. The Telans were
not the boisterous mob he would have expected in victory. Indeed,
they seemed sombre and silent. A large group stood around, turned
inward. His first thought was that Terresh had been killed or
injured. He pushed rode through them, using the strength of his
horse to part them, and dismounted.

Terresh was
unhurt. He knelt on the ground, and he knelt at Hestia’s side. Skal
stopped and stared. The queen had taken part in the battle. That
much was obvious because she wore a mail shirt and her arm bore an
archer’s leathers. A bow lay beside her, and he could see blood.
There was blood on her hands, her face, her throat. There was a lot
of blood.

She was still
alive. Her eyes were open and she was looking at the king, though
she did not try to speak.

Dying, Skal
thought. It certainly looked like a mortal wound. There was too
much blood. He was impressed, though. Hestia had donned armour and
gone into battle with her soldiers, risked her life to fight along
side her husband. He hadn’t thought of her as a warrior queen. It
was a pity that it had come to such a bad end.

Hestia had seen
him. He could tell because her eyes now studied him, recognised him
for what he was. She reached a hand towards him and Terresh looked
round.

“Colonel
Skal?”

He nodded and
was waved forwards. He was reluctant, partially because this was a
private moment between Hestia and Terresh, but also because he
wasn’t very good with dying people. He didn’t like to be around
them.

He stood next
to her, then changed his mind and knelt. She seemed to be trying to
say something to him, but she couldn’t speak. It looked like she
was drowning in her own blood and every time she tried to get a
word out all that emerged was blood. It was a terrible sight. This
close he could see the wound. Something had torn through the mail
just to the right of her breast bone, and the metal was slick and
wet and red. The lung was damaged, too. He could see bubbles in the
blood. She gripped his hand. He could see from her face that she
wanted something from him, but not what it was.

He was pushed
aside, lifted out of the way, and Passerina took his place. He was
surprised by her strength. It was stupid of him. He knew that she
was a god, like Narak, but she was slight, a head shorter than him,
and she brushed him aside like a butterfly. He was glad, though.
She seemed to know what she was doing.

She knelt, her
head close to Hestia’s, her hand supporting the dying queen’s head.
Skal was close enough to hear the words that she spoke.

“I’ll protect
them,” she said.

Hestia closed
her eyes, and for a moment Skal thought that she was gone, but she
opened them again and looked at Terresh.

“What shall I
do without you?” the king asked. The six words were tragedy enough
for Skal. These people had been his enemies until a few short weeks
ago, but he saw that they had something he did not. They had each
other, and that bond was being torn asunder before his eyes. He
looked away. Terresh was dying, too. In a very real way his life
was seeping out of Hestia’s wounds.

“Pick her up.
Bring her.”

Terresh looked
at Passerina, not seeming to understand the command.

“Can we not let
her die in peace?” he asked.

The sparrow
seized Terresh by the arm. “Do as I say,” she said. Skal couldn’t
see her face, but her voice sounded different, almost excited. It
looked for a moment as though Terresh would refuse, and that would
have been interesting, but Hestia gripped his hand. Skal saw her
nod. She didn’t have long. He guessed an hour perhaps. It would
probably be less if they moved her, and Terresh knew that.

The king
acquiesced. Men rushed at once to bring a stretcher, which was
actually a couple of boards. He guessed it was a table top from
somewhere in the camp, but they brought it quickly and the queen
was eased onto it. It caused her pain. There was no helping it. She
spat blood and her face clenched about her eyes, but in a moment
she was on the boards and they were carrying her away.

He followed.
Something in Passerina’s manner made him follow. The men followed,
too. They trailed the stretcher and the king back to the big tent
in the middle of the Telan camp. At the flap of the tent the
sparrow stopped them. The stretcher went inside, and so did
Terresh, and after a moment’s consideration she nodded Skal through
as well, but she stopped everyone else outside. She pointed to a
group of men. Skal saw that they wore the red sash of Terresh’s
personal guard.

“Stand here,”
she said. “Let nobody enter.”

They were
soldiers, and an order is an order. They were willing to accept
orders from Passerina, it seemed. They formed up in a line across
the entrance.

Inside the tent
Hestia’s stretcher had been placed on the ground. The sparrow
indicated that the bearers were to leave, and they did. She turned
to Terresh.

“I would ask
you to leave, Terresh, but I know that you would not go.”

“She is my
queen,” he said. He knelt beside her again, ignoring Passerina. The
sparrow turned to Skal.

“There are some
things that men are not meant to see, Lord Skal,” she said. “This
is one of them.”

“If you ask me,
I will go,” he said.

She spoke in a
low voice, but he was sure that if Terresh had been listening to
her he would have heard. “I will not. If I fail it will make no
difference, but if I succeed you will have a tale to tell your
grandchildren. Keep quiet. If Terresh tries to interfere, hold him
back as best you can.” Skal wondered what she was talking about

She lifted the
king almost bodily from where he knelt by the queen’s side and
stood him beside Skal, almost as though he were a child’s doll. The
king did not protest. He seemed quite broken, entirely robbed of
the resolve that generally marked out men of his station.

Passerina sat
on the ground next to Hestia. She took the queen’s hand in hers and
looked her in the eye. Hestia was still conscious, still able to
meet the sparrow’s eye and understand the words that she spoke.

“This is not a
good time for you to die, Queen Hestia,” she said.


* * *
*

Pascha was
afraid of what was happening in her own mind. When she had come
down from her high perch after the battle and seen Hestia she had
known, just known, that she could save the queen’s life. It was a
very unsettling thing. The Benetheon were not healers. None of them
could give life, repair injuries, or remake human bodies. Narak
could not even do it with his wolves. Yet she knew. She felt the
power within her, and could name it. It was the life that she had
taken from the Seth Yarra officers, the power she had drained from
the guards in Telas Alt. She had become a bank of life force where
the deposit of one man’s life might be used to pay off a debt to
death.

The question
that exercised her was whether she should.

There was a
danger in revealing such a talent. She knew the common folk of the
six kingdoms more than any other Benetheon god. She had lived among
them for centuries. She had been distant, it was true, aloof in her
godhood among the perishable goods of humanity. So much she
recognised, but even so she had seen them about their business,
watched them. She knew them. If they knew that she could heal
illness they would come flocking to her like bees to honey,
bringing their insistent sickness and corruption wherever she tried
to hide.

She didn’t want
that, not at all. Apart from anything else there was the price that
must be paid – the balance. To give life she must take life. It was
the kind of cruel mathematics that could drive a person insane.

Yet Pascha did
want to save Hestia. She did not doubt that the queen had been a
fool to pick up a bow and put herself in danger, but she could not
help but admire the spirit of the gesture. In a way the two of
them, Terresh and Hestia, reminded her of herself and Alaran.
Alaran, like Terresh, had made a bargain with the Seth Yarra, and
like Terresh he had paid for the mistake, though Alaran’s price had
been higher.

She saw the
bond between them. Theirs was not a mere marriage of state, though
it may have begun that way. They were one person, like she and
Alaran had been – like she had wished they had been.

Pascha had
decided to help. She knew that she could, but she did not really
know how. Whatever power she possessed it seemed to answer to her
will, and so she would will Hestia to be made whole. She didn’t
want to do it in public, though.

She had them
carry Hestia to the queen’s tent. She posted guards. She allowed
only Terresh and Skal to enter, to be present. Terresh because she
did not think she could prevent him without doing him some harm,
and Skal because she trusted him. Skal had proven a solid ally and
she remembered well enough that Terresh had already stabbed her in
the back both metaphorically and literally.

She sat beside
the queen. Hestia was in great pain, and it was difficult for her
to draw breath. Every time she tried it made a terrible sound,
bubbling and rasping. There was no hope in her eyes.

She thinks I’m
going to kill her, Pascha realised, release her from her pain.

It was a common
thing to do in such circumstances, and considered an act of mercy.
She glanced across at Terresh, and saw the same thing in his
eyes

They’ve already
said goodbye.

Now was the
difficult part. She had no idea how to do this. She could feel the
power moving within her, but she didn’t know how to use it. Was
contact necessary? Should she hold the queen’s hand? She took
Hestia’s hand in hers. It was cool and damp, not at all as she had
expected.

She closed her
eyes and looked at the guttering fire that was Hestia’s life. The
shapes and colours appeared sickly, but she did not know what to do
to restore it. She concentrated. She reached out with her mind,
like a hand, she thought of it as a hand, and touched Hestia. To
her surprise she felt the energy running down her imagined hand
like water, a warm flood. It burned faintly as it left her.

The effect was
extraordinary. It was like throwing oil on a real fire, only there
were no flames in the Sirash. Hestia seemed to blaze with colours
akin to gold, yellow, blue and silver. Pascha felt the queen’s hand
clench in her own, heard Terresh cry out somewhere in the
distance.

Enough. She
snatched her hand away and opened her eyes. Hestia was still
looking at her, but now there was something else in her eyes. She
had passed from despair through hope and into the realisation of
what Pascha had done, all in that brief time. Pascha recognised the
look. She had seen it a very long time ago in the eyes of soldiers
by the sea in Afael, by the light of burning ships, and those eyes
had been looking at Narak.

Terresh,
suddenly released by Skal, rushed to kneel by his queen, but at the
same time seemed torn by the desire to kneel to Pascha. He did
both. He tried to speak, but seemed incapable of putting two words
together. Skal stood open mouthed, staring.

It was Hestia
who found her voice first - Hestia who had been ripped open by an
arrow, who had faced death, who had suffered and was still painted
in the colour of her own blood.

“I thank you
for my life,” she said.

“You are useful
to me,” Pascha said. She was trying very hard not to show her true
feelings, which were sentimental and foolish. “Try hard to remain
so.”

“You are truly
a god,” Terresh said.


50. Hope

Narak stood
high above the forest and looked down upon it with despair in his
heart. The wind was at his back, blowing strong and steady from the
east. It was exactly the wrong wind. Fifty yards to his left the
small clutch of Durander mages sat about a fire and chanted for all
the good it seemed to do. They had promised him a wind, and they
were failing him.

Down in the
woods where his mortal eyes could not see, the wolves were tracking
the Seth Yarra army. Fifty thousand men had entered his forest,
trampled his ground, polluted his air with their smell. He itched
to be among them. It was an outrage.

Yet here he
stood, listening to the mumbling of men who claimed to be able to
control the weather, and down there, just three day’s march away
the Seth Yarra army was creeping closer to the gate.

He had gone to
the army. It was quickest that he went himself and did not send
messengers, and Quinnial and Havil were bringing them north even
now, horsemen moving in advance of the main body of men. In less
than two weeks they would be here, but not before Seth Yarra.

It seemed that
he had gambled and lost.

There had been
plenty of time, it seemed. They had promised him a west wind two
days ago, and still it had not backed around to the north. This was
a prelude to a west wind, they had said. There were still days
until a west wind could blow, and in less time than that the pass
would be filled with Seth Yarra and just Cain’s three thousand to
hold them.

The wall was
built. At least there was that. If he walked a few steps to his
right he could see it, but he had already seen it. It stretched
across the pass, like a set of east facing steps that ended twelve
feet in the air. At least the enemy would need ladders to scale it,
and there was no wood left in the pass. Cain’s men had cut it all
down and carried it up to the western neck where it had been
stacked behind a wooden palisade, or what looked like a wooden
palisade.

It was actually
a trap.

Fighting a war
against Cain would have been interesting. The colonel’s mind was
quite original. The thing he had erected in the western neck looked
from the west like an unfinished wooden wall. That was deliberate.
Behind it, on the defenders side, there were other walls, set there
to guide the enemy like sheep through a series of runs that could
absorb at least a thousand soldiers. What could only be seen from
above was that those runs enclosed a series of islands, and the
islands were piled high with brushwood, and on that brushwood Cain
had caused to be piled jars of oil that could be broken at
will.

Men stood in
the gap on the far side, stripped for work as though they were
striving to complete the barrier. Their horses waited out of
sight.

It was a clever
trap, and a cruel one. Those caught in it would burn to death,
trapped by the weight of their own men pressing forwards behind,
caught in the narrowing runs so that they could not move forwards
quickly enough to win free.

Yes, it would
have been interesting to fight a war against Cain.

Narak did not
think that the trap would make a difference. If he burned a
thousand in it there were forty-nine more to take their place. He
thought perhaps that the enemy would spend a week making ladders,
and after that the wall would hold only a few days. That might not
be enough time for the army to reach them and stop the gap. If he
were a betting man he would have bet on Seth Yarra.

It was Cain’s
plan that had inspired his own, that and the thing in the north
that still sent him dreams, enticing him to embark upon a road that
led north into the lands of ice. It was a road that he would not
take. He had already decided that he would hold the pass.

If Seth Yarra
came in force he would go out and face them. He doubted that he
could kill fifty thousand men. Even he would tire eventually, and
there would be blood silver blades and arrows. It would be an end,
but such an end that his enemies would remember for a thousand
years. They would be scaring their children with tales of him…

But they would
not. The Bren would kill them all.

He had almost
forgotten for a moment that the Seth Yarra were as doomed as he.
They had months where he had weeks. The tale of his death would be
blotted out in their own demise, and that was right, he supposed.
In the remnants of the world, the six kingdoms decimated by Seth
Yarra and Seth Yarra exterminated by the Bren, who would remember
what? It was perhaps best that all was forgotten, that men made a
fresh start in the world.

These were
melancholy thoughts, and he knew it. He put them down to the recent
deaths of three of his dearest friends. He had still not mourned
properly for Beloff, or Perlaine or Narala. He did not know how.
Each of them had been a companion for centuries, and he did not
think that the word friend adequately described the bond between
them. It was closer to family, but even more than that. Each of
them had been part of what he was. It was like having portions of
his mind ripped away, or being robbed of sight or his sense of
smell.

Yet he could
not see a way in which he would not soon join them in oblivion. He
would fight here because he must. Perhaps he could reduce the Seth
Yarra to a number that the army could defeat. Perhaps not. He would
do his best.

He walked back
to the tents behind the chanting mages. For all their lack of
success he could feel the power of their magic as he walked by
them. The weather was stronger, though. It resisted.

He sat by a
fire, resting on the hard ground and wrapping a blanket around his
shoulders. He was feeling the cold a little, which was uncommon.
Normally he was as hardy as any wolf.

He felt a
pricking at the back of his neck. This was a sign that someone was
trying to talk to him, that one of his wolves was being spoken to.
He closed his eyes and followed the thread of it.

He saw the
forest, tall trees, mostly pines and the permanent twilight they
gathered about them. A man was crouched before the wolf, speaking,
his voice low. Narak guessed that the enemy must be near, and yet
this man thought his message important enough to risk detection
when detection meant death.

He was one of
Henn’s men, a face that he recognised, but no name attached to
it.

“…and they have
not moved since,” the man was saying. “I do not know what it means,
but something has them worried.”

He appeared to
finish speaking and turned away, but it seemed to Narak that he had
entirely missed the core of the message, and he caused the wolf to
push the man, and place a paw upon his foot. The man was quick
witted enough to know what this meant.

“You want me to
say it all again?” he asked. “Very well.” He hunkered down once
more. “Yesterday men came from the south. We saw them come. There
were seven of them, all on foot as is the custom with these Seth
Yarra. They seemed most tired and urgent, and had about them such
superficial marks to indicate that they had been in a fight. We
could not tell what message they brought, but it was clearly a
grave one. The Seth Yarra stopped their advance. They have made
camp here, and it seemed that they are to split their force. All
day they have been loading and unloading wagons. Men have been
running about the place shouting orders. Whatever the message was
it has surely put the hawk in the hen house here, and they have not
moved since. I do not know the meaning of it, but they are shaken
good and proper, and that’s a fact.”

He turned away
again, looking over his shoulder. “Time we were not here,” he
muttered, and he ran off at a crouch, weaving from tree to tree,
and in a few moments the wolf could no longer see him.

Narak released
the creature and was once again before the fire on the ledge above
the White Road, looking out at the forest.

It must be
Pascha, he thought. She had struck at them in the south as she
suggested that she might, and it seemed that the battle had gone
her way. There men who had come north had been a remnant of that
force, come to warn their master that his rear was now undefended,
as they must. The Seth Yarra commander was unaware that haste was
his best weapon and had set his army down to consider the matter
and plan carefully.

Narak wondered
why she had waited so long to attack, but it did not matter. It was
only important that she had. The timing could not have been better.
The Seth Yarra could not continue to advance without risking an
engagement, and now that they knew that they might be attacked from
the rear they must wait to set a distance between their new
rearguard which was about to be dispatched, and the main force. How
long had this bought him? Three days? No more than that, he was
certain. Yet three days could make a difference.

He stood again,
suddenly restless, and he felt the wind on his cheek. He looked
north, and there it was: a north wind. The weather had begun to
move.

Hope blossomed
in his heart like a flower.


51. A Council at Fal Verdan

Skal felt that
his was the only voice in council. There were five heads in the
room, but only two spoke. Terresh and Hestia sat together on one
side of the table, he sat on the other with colonel Tragil,
commander of the wall. Passerina sat at the head, presiding.

They were in a
strong position. Their casualties in the battle had been slight.
Skal himself had lost less than fifty men, and the Telans a couple
of hundred. Their combined force still numbered over five thousand,
and a straggle of Telan soldiers drifted in to join them every day.
This was not an entirely positive thing in Skal’s view. It showed
that word of their rebellion against Seth Yarra had spread very
quickly, and even now the Seth Yarra must know of it.

Tragil had a
further three thousand men, but he would not leave the wall. It was
his duty to hold it and he had given his oath to the king that it
would not fall. He had already ruled himself out of any
adventure.

Their position
was temporary, however. The sparrow had confirmed that the men who
had escaped the slaughter had gone north, and that they had reached
their destination. Even now preparations were underway and a force
would soon be marching south to engage them. They expected at least
eight thousand men, and it would be unwise to meet such a force on
open ground.

Skal could see
an opportunity. If they marched now they could reach Telas Alt
before Seth Yarra’s punitive force knew they had moved. There were
only a few hundreds of the enemy in the city, and he was confident
that they could recapture it, and the walls would give them
sufficient advantage to hold out against the enemy for an almost
indefinite period, given that they could find enough food. It would
be a blow that would hearten their allies and embolden Telan
soldiers everywhere.

The sparrow was
more cautious. Skal could tell that her instinct was to withdraw
behind the wall and the Telans were loath to side against her.
Saving Hestia had inspired an almost dog-like devotion in Terresh,
and his queen, now indebted for her life to the sparrow, would not
raise her voice against her. Skal knew that they both thought well
of his idea, but they would not speak.

“We have
achieved our goal,” Passerina said. “The Seth Yarra who guarded the
gate are destroyed. The ruse has worked and the army that faces
Narak and Cain in the north has been reduced. We should take the
victory and enjoy it. Our task is done.”

“One battle is
not a war, Deus,” Skal said.

“And the war is
Narak’s province, colonel,” she snapped back. “You are suggesting
that we risk his reserve further, and put it quite out of reach,
even if we are not overwhelmed by the enemy.”

“Then speak to
Narak, put the question to him.”

Passerina
stared at him. This was something that she seemed most reluctant to
do, and he did not understand it. It was almost as though she had
something to hide and feared that the Wolf would discover it.
Perhaps she had not asked his permission to use the reserve at all,
and now was afraid of being found out. But that did not seem likely
to Skal.

“You might
remain here, just a few miles east of the wall, and trap this new
force between yourselves and our archers,” Tragil suggested.

“But unless you
are prepared to sally forth to aid us they need simply push us back
beyond your range and then it will be an even battle.”

Tragil looked
grim. “I will not risk it,” he said.

“Then our five
against their eight does not look decisive.”

“How long do we
have?” Tragil asked.

Skal looked at
Passerina. She was their source of intelligence. Her eyes watched
the army, but she did not know much of marching through rough
country. “Two weeks if we are lucky,” he said. “Ten days if we are
not.”

Now Hestia
spoke. She looked worried and spoke with exaggerated respect. “You
cannot take a Telan army through the gate,” she said. “What will
you do with us?”

“There is
already a Telan army through the gate,” Passerina said.

“Filamon,”
Terresh said, and there was a note in his voice that Skal would
have expected from a king whose subject lord had betrayed him.

“Filamon served
the Benetheon,” Passerina said. Terresh looked away. Clearly there
was a conflict between now and then that he could not readily
reconcile. Hestia shook her head.

“We will not go
through the gate,” she said.

“There is
safety there,” Passerina said. “I will guarantee your safety.”

Tragil nodded.
“And I will uphold that guarantee,” he said.

“Yet we will
not go through the gate,” Hestia insisted. “Telas is our land, our
kingdom. If we flee what does that say to our people? We would
rather remain alone in Telas and do what we can. Perhaps we can
raise enough men to make a stand.”

It was a
foolish thing to say, Skal knew, but he understood it. Even if
Hestia and Terresh managed to pull together all the remaining
troops in Telas there would be no more than four thousand, and Seth
Yarra would muster ten thousand plus the force returning from the
north. It was possible that she could take Telas Alt and hold it,
but it would probably be with no more than three thousand, and it
all likelihood they would struggle to hold the city with so few.
Even Skal had counted on some reinforcement with his three thousand
thrown into the pot and the hope that Seth Yarra would not strip
every place of its garrison to retake the city.

“What is the
point in dying?” Passerina asked.

“And what the
point in living if we do not do our duty?” Hestia replied. “We are
not Avilian, or Berashi. We are Telans, proud Telans, and we will
fight the invader on our own soil until either they are gone or we
are dead.”

“You are
determined to sacrifice yourselves?”

“We will do
what is right,” Hestia insisted.

“A pity you did
not think that way at the start of this war,” the sparrow snapped.
She was angry, but Skal did not think she was angry at Hestia
alone. Some of it turned in upon herself. Her remark was enough to
flush the queen’s skin and turn Terresh’s eyes down to the table.
Yet she seemed to regret the remark almost as soon as it had passed
her lips, for she did not dwell on the subject. She took a draught
of water from a cup and turned to Skal.

“And what do
you really hope to gain by taking Telas Alt?”

“Well,” he
began, “as I have said…”

“Yes, it will
hearten the Telans, but is that worth the risk of the three
thousand lives in your charge?”

She was
accusing him of hunting glory. He saw that. The worst of it was
that she was half right. But had he allowed that to cloud his
judgement? He needed to do great deeds if he was to elevate his
blood still further, things that would be noticed and rewarded.
Taking Telas Alt was such a deed. But he knew full well that if he
lost his command, if the regiment was wiped out he would get no
thanks from Quinnial even if he survived.

“We know that
Narak’s allies in the south have burned the Seth Yarra ships,” he
said. He saw them nod. “So it may be that it will be a while before
more men can be brought to reinforce them. Seth Yarra has taken its
army north, and I do not doubt that Narak has plans for them. If
they are beaten then all their forces will be the eight thousand
sent against us and the ten thousand that remain in Telas.”

“Too many for
us,” Passerina said.

“Yes, but they
will be forced to pursue us. They cannot permit five or six
thousand men to wander unchecked in their rear, and if we take
Telas Alt they will besiege it with the majority of their
force.”

“I agree.”

“It has not
escaped any of us that Narak still holds the army four days march
north of the gate.”

“It has
not.”

“Why?”

“Narak has not
confided in me,” Passerina admitted.

“They are in
the perfect position to strike through the gate. If we take Telas
Alt and all Seth Yarra’s force is placed around us then we are the
anvil and the army is the hammer. Narak will crush them.”

Terresh and
Hestia looked at each other. Tragil nodded. “It makes sense,” the
Berashi colonel said. “But I do not see how he will defeat them at
the White Road. I do not even see how he can hold them. The better
move would have been to attack their rear once they had passed the
wall.”

“Perhaps, but
then he would have had more Seth Yarra at his back, and the same
problem to the north. If they had forced their way past Cain’s
regiment then they would have had a free run into Berash.”

“You think he
planned this?” Passerina was disbelieving.

“No. Not even
Narak could plan this, but I think he is looking for an
opportunity, and we can give it to him.”

Passerina
nodded. “You make a good case, Lord Skal, but I will not move
before speaking to Narak, and I will go within the hour. I should
be back before morning. You will wait for me.”

The council of
war broke up. Tragil made his way back to the wall, Passerina went
to the tent that they had set aside for her use, and Skal found
himself in the company of Terresh and Hestia. It was Hestia who
spoke to him.

“You spoke
well, Lord Skal. You have a head for strategy.”

“I thank you
for the compliment,” he replied.

“What you said
was greatly to our benefit,” she continued. “It will not be
forgotten.”

“I spoke only
what I believed to be the case, Queen Hestia. If there is advantage
in it for you, then I am glad, for there is advantage in it for me,
also.”

“If we live,
Lord Skal” she said. “If we live though it.”




52. Waiting for the Wind

Narak was
surprised to see her. The wind was still stubbornly in the north
and the Seth Yarra, so his wolves showed him, were still camped,
though he believed from what he saw that they would move at dawn
the next day. He had been standing there for hours, waiting for a
change. There was nothing else that mattered to him. Yet here was
Pascha, suddenly emerging from a flock of sparrows that blew across
the open tops.

“Narak, we must
speak.” It was the first thing she said, but he was distracted,
listening to the chanting mages, trying to discern the tiniest
shift in the wind.

“You have not
lost my reserve?” he asked.

“No. We won
easily,” she replied, clearly resenting the question.

“Good. Then
wait a while. I think I sense a shift in the wind.”

“This is
urgent, Narak. The matter I bring to you is most urgent.”

“Not as urgent
as the wind.” But he turned his eyes from the north and looked at
her. “What is this about?” he asked.

She glanced at
the mages. They seemed quite absorbed in their chanting, but she
did not want them to overhear. “In private,” she said.

Narak looked
north again, raised his head as though scenting the wind, looking
for a hint of salt sea where there was only ice and pine. “The
tent,” he said.

They went to
the tent and ducked inside. It was large enough, and smoky with the
fire that burned in the centre, but it was hardly luxurious. There
were a few blankets on the floor, a jug of water and sacks of
various foodstuffs. Narak took a seat on the floor and picked at a
strip of dried meat.

“Now speak,” he
said.

“Skal wants to
take Telas Alt,” she said.

“Your
numbers?”

“Three thousand
of the Seventh Friend, two thousand Telans, and there may be more
rallying to Hestia’s flag.”

Narak smiled.
“Poor Terresh,” he said.

“What?”

“Even the king
does not know that he is not the king.”

“The matter,
Narak. What of Telas Alt?”

“I can see why
Hestia would want this, but why does Skal want Telas Alt?”

Pascha
explained his reasoning, concluding with his image of the city
besieged, the hammer and the anvil.

“It is clever,”
Narak acknowledged. “The plan is sound, if a little risky, but I
have already called the army north. If Skal marches on Telas Alt he
will do so unsupported. Will he wait?”

“I have told
him to wait on your decision.”

“Then we will
wait,” Narak said. “We will wait for the wind. If the wind favours
us I may yet send the army to support Skal’s attack, and we can
finally undo all that Telan treachery has lost us.”

“How long must
we wait?”

“Two days,
perhaps three. In that time we will have won or lost.”

They went
outside again. It was cold with the wind in the north, but Narak
did not feel it. He scented the wind again and found only snow and
ice with a dressing of pine, a pure north wind. There was still
time, though. There had to be time.

He waited. The
mages chanted and somewhere below them in the great forest Captain
Henn’s men waited. Fate itself waited for the wind.


53. Maverick

She had been
gone two days and there was no word. Skal did not understand the
delay, and he was worried. Passerina had promised to return the day
following her departure, but she had not. Time rolled on and any
news that he had concerning Seth Yarra movements became steadily
more out of date. The world was becoming less certain by the
hour.

What he had
seen as a clear opportunity to destroy the enemy once and for all
was gradually fading. In another two days it would have passed. By
that time the Seth Yarra force marching from the north would be in
a position to intercept their dash for Telas Alt, and the last
thing Skal wanted was to face a superior force in the field when so
much was at stake. He could lose everything. He knew they would not
fight shy of a battle. It was not the Seth Yarra way.

So they had two
days.

The decision
was his. He knew that. Hestia and Terresh were ready to march at a
moment’s notice. Telas Alt was their capital city and they longed
to take it back.

Another hundred
men had drifted in to join their force and more, he knew, were on
the way, not that a couple of hundred made a difference.

He also knew
that the sooner they left the greater their chance of success would
be.

It was
different from battle. In battle you made decisions on the spur of
the moment, and right or wrong you did your best. Here he sat and
pondered. One hour he was sure that they should march without
delay, and the next he was equally certain that they should hold
back. Who could guess what Narak’s plans might be?

Over time his
vacillation tended towards the side of action. Doing nothing had
never been a favoured path with Skal. He always wanted to be doing,
going forwards towards a goal. He had been told that it was a
weakness in his strategic thinking, but it was an instinct he had
always trusted.

He reasoned
that he could retreat if called upon to do so, but that to lose the
opportunity by waiting would be negligent. If he left the next day
he would still have a window of time in which he could retreat, and
he preserved the opportunity for one more day.

He called a
council of war with Hestia, Terresh and Tragil. They met in the
same tent they had met two days earlier, and sat in the same seats.
Skal didn’t know any other way of saying what he had to say, so he
plunged straight in. Passerina had failed to return, the
opportunity was slipping away, and if they did not act within two
days it would be gone altogether. He laid it out before them as
clearly as it stood in his own mind.

“If we leave
tomorrow we still have the opportunity to withdraw for the first
day of our journey,” he finished. “We can return to the safely of
Fal Verdan.”

“You will not,”
Tragil said. “Once you march you are committed.”

Terresh nodded.
Hestia spoke. “There is no safety for us here anyway,” she said.
“We will not retreat behind a Berashi wall. Once we start for Telas
Alt we will not turn back.”

“Even if
Passerina desires it?”

She glanced at
the king. “Even then,” she said.

“And will you
abandon them and come running back?” Tragil asked.

Skal looked at
him for a moment without speaking, He was aware that Hestia and
Terresh were watching him, waiting for his words. “I will not,” he
said. It was true. Everything in him said that he must not abandon
an ally, and how different was that inner voice from the bitter
whining that had counselled him to sabotage Quinnial’s happiness,
to belittle those around him. Had he changed so much? That old Skal
would not have hesitated to abandon the Telans to preserve his own
advantage. After all, what was really in it for him if he disobeyed
Passerina and risked the lives of the men of his regiment?
Disgrace, perhaps. But also Glory, he thought.

Hestia smiled
at him. “You should have been a Telan,” she said.

Skal didn’t
like that very much. “Are you suggesting that honour is the sole
preserve of Telans?” he demanded.

“Not in the
least,” Hestia smiled back. “Just that our people have a history of
– how can I say this? – independent thought.”

“You mean they
do not obey orders? Well that is fair enough.”

Hestia laughed
at that, but Terresh did not. It seemed that the king did not
appreciate the maverick nature of his subjects.

“So we march to
regain Telas Alt?” he asked.

“In the
morning,” Skal said. “If Passerina has not come, we will
march.”

The decision
was made. A small part of Skal hoped that the sparrow would come,
and that she would either bless or forbid the venture. He knew that
he would be happier with her bow alongside them and her gifts at
their disposal, but a greater part of him hungered for adventure,
to be out in the land doing great deeds, driving the enemy from the
six kingdoms, winning glory and renown.

For a moment he
thought of Latter Fetch, of Sara who now lived there, of Tilian
Henn, his one time servant who now rode under the Wolf’s orders and
wore the rank of captain. It was true what the sages said. Death
and promotion are both swift in war, and one often leads to the
other.


54. A Burning Wind

The wind
changed on the third day. Pascha had long since moved herself down
to Cain Arbak’s camp with the first regiment of the Seventh Friend
all around her. There was less wind, it was warmer, and the company
was considerably more talkative. She had rapidly tired of chanting
mages and a silent, obsessed Narak.

Down in the
camp there were many people that she knew, old companions from the
first battle of Fal Verdan, the wolves, as they styled themselves.
She also found that she liked Sheyani, Cain’s Durander princess,
though now only in blood. She and Cain were now part of Wolfguard,
though they had never been there. Pascha found herself trying to
describe the place, but anything she said made it seem dark and
forbidding, when she found it anything but.

The previous
night she had dined with Cain, Sheyani and a major whose name would
not stick in her memory for some reason. She was forced to address
the man as ‘major’, time after time rather than repeatedly asking
his name.

It had been a
good meal, though wine had been somewhat in short supply. Cain was
keenly aware that the Seth Yarra army was only a couple of days
march away, and he had spent the day inspecting his defences in
painstaking detail. He declined to cloud his mind with drink. Her
initial dislike for the man, because he was the one who had ended
Perlaine’s life, had mellowed into an unspoken admiration. He was
dedicated. Not only was he dedicated to his tasks as a commander,
which was evident in his attention to detail, his constant sounding
of the men under his command and the effort he put into ensuring
their wellbeing, but he was also dedicated to Sheyani. He always
listened to her, asked her advice, explained his own thoughts to
her, and was glad to have her by his side whatever he was
about.

Sheyani in her
turn seemed to be learning her husband’s trade. Listening to her
discussing some point of defence with Cain was an education in
itself. Pascha had never been a student of war, but now she was
learning quickly.

The one thing
that struck her most was the colonel’s dedication to victory. He
was single minded in his pursuit of it. It seemed that there was
nothing he would not consider if it gave him some advantage, and in
a small way she felt sympathy for his enemy. Yet Cain was a
compassionate commander. Even if the bulk of that compassion was
spent on his own men a portion of it was reserved for the enemy.
She heard him tell his men more than once that their goal was
victory, and not the destruction of Seth Yarra. Where killing was
necessary it must be done, and done quickly and well, but when
victory was achieved the killing stops.

The morning
came quickly for Pascha. She was half asleep in her tent, aware of
the slightest hint of light outside, the first pale of dawn, when
she was summoned to wakefulness by someone slapping on the tent
canvas outside.

“Deus!” a voice
shouted. “The wind!” She did not recognise the voice, and by the
time she stepped out of the tent the man had gone. The wind,
though, was pushing down the pass, flapping tents and making the
fires roar, driving up from the Great Forest full of the smells of
earth and trees.

A west
wind.

In a moment she
was up on top of the pass where Narak and the mages had set their
camp, and Narak was smiling. One of the mages, she did not know
them by name, was speaking to him and looking pleased with
himself.

“… and the wind
will hold?” Narak asked. “You are sure?”

“For a week at
the least,” the mage replied. “I think that we can hold it for ten
days, or even twelve.”

Narak saw
her.

“Now we will
see,” he said.

“Are you sure
about this?” she asked. “You cannot want to do it.”

“Think of the
alternative,” he said. “I must. I must”

He closed his
eyes, and she could see that he was speaking to the wolves. She had
never been able to see it before, but now it was like ripples in
the Sirash, and like arrows flying outwards, arrows of thought. The
sight fascinated her. She was changing so much, seeing so much that
she had never seen, and yet she was afraid to speak of it. When
would it end?


* * *
*

Tilian Henn
crouched with his back to a tree. Yesterday he and Deran had killed
seven men. It had been easy, really. They had sat in trees, hidden
among leaves, each covering the other’s position and picking the
Seth Yarra patrol off one by one. It had almost seemed like a game,
but the reality of it had struck home when they descended from
hiding and hid the bloodied bodies in a ditch, covering them with a
golden carpet of leaves.

The wolf that
was with them watched all this with no apparent interest. It had
not helped or hindered them in dealing with the patrol, but instead
had retreated to a place where it could not be seen. Now that the
work was done it reappeared and watched them.

“I didn’t know
wolves were so lazy,” Deran remarked. “Isn’t it supposed to be on
our side?”

“And if he’s
listening?”

“To us?” Deran
laughed. He was right. Why would Narak be listening to them? They
were just two warm bodies in a tide of war that was flooding across
the land. Armies were marching, battles were being fought or
prepared for, hundreds of people were dying. Who would want to
listen to Henn and Deran?

They kicked a
few more leave over the bodies and when Tilian looked back he
couldn’t have said where they lay – just another vanished Seth
Yarra patrol in Narak’s sacred, haunted forest. That’s what the
Seth Yarra must think at any rate.

They moved back
to their position carefully, slipping one at a time from tree to
tree, listening for any sound that might indicate an enemy. The
wolf followed at a distance.

They’d been
here for a week now, living and hiding among the trees. Deran was a
forester from Latter Fetch, and together they had made a
comfortable nest twenty feet up in an old pine, an elder statesman
of the forest. The two of them could not have joined hands about
its trunk, but Deran had taught him how to climb it, and they had
used branches cut with their swords to build a platform that was
concealed to the casual eye. The sweep of the branches kept the
morning dew off them and Deran even suggested that a fire would be
scattered sufficiently by the great branches above them to be
unseen, but Tilian would not allow it. The smell of a fire alone
could be enough to draw trouble to them.

They had heard
the patrol before they saw it. The men talked loudly to each other
as they walked, as though to banish the ghosts that they feared,
but Tilian and Deran had slipped away, one behind and one in front
of them. They had taken turns shooting, and neither of them had
missed.

Now the forest
was quiet again. Birds called from the tree tops, and eddies of
breeze stirred the topmost leaves on the ground. There were few
pines here. Mostly the trees were out in glorious leaf.

Mixed forest is
what Deran called it.

Tilian sat
opposite the forester, twenty feet away. There was almost no
approach that one or the other of them could not see. He reached
down to scratch his leg and froze at a warning hiss from Deran. He
looked up and almost jumped out of his skin. The wolf was standing
two feet from him, staring into his face. It had come around the
back with greater stealth than he had thought possible. Its yellow
eyes met his.

Seen this close
it looked big, but not that big, yet Tilian found its calm, almost
human gaze disturbing. This wasn’t a wild animal. It was part of
Narak.

The wolf barked
three times. It was a peculiar sound to hear from a wolf, so like a
domestic dog that it seemed wrong. Tilian shivered. It was the
signal. It could be nothing else. He looked across the clearing at
Deran.

“The signal,
yes?”

“It must be,”
Deran said.

The forester
turned and ran back to the old pine. It was only a hundred paces
away, and he covered the ground in seconds, caution thrown to the
winds. A few moments more and he had scrambled up into the tree and
Tilian couldn’t see him. He busied himself in preparation.

Deran came back
down the tree with a pack over his shoulder and another in his
hand. He ran to where Tilian crouched by a pile of dead branches
and leaves. They had built a bank, almost a wall of debris, dry and
stacked and interlocked like a wicker mound, stretching around two
trees, but it was not intended as a defence.

Deran opened
the packs and handed Tilian a jar, took one for himself. They broke
the wax seals and carefully poured the contents over their stick
and leaf wall. They repeated this with another two jars. When it
was done they threw the jars away and Tilian crouched close to the
pile and made fire on a slab of dry bark with a small amount of dry
tinder he had been saving, nursing a flame into life and feeding it
until it became hungry, devouring leaves and twigs as quickly as he
could toss them in. He and lifted the bark up and placed it
carefully on the wall, being sure not to touch the parts wet with
oil. He stepped back and watched the fire begin to spread, crawling
up and sideways.

“Done,” he
said.

The oil caught
with a sudden violent rush of air and burning, and Tilian felt the
pulse through the air as it drew breath.

“They’ll see
that at the pass,” Deran said. The flames were taller than the two
men now, leaping up and licking at the trees around which they had
been set. Tilian backed away.

“They will
soon,” he agreed.

Deran looked
around. He didn’t look to happy about being so close to it.

“Which way is
east?” he asked.

“Follow the
wolf.”

Sure enough the
wolf was already twenty paces off, looking back at them. They
picked up their packs, lighter now, and followed it. The creature
moved slowly, at what Tilian thought of as a fast walk, and behind
them the fire began to climb the tree, to spread out along the
ground.

That was it.
Their duty was done. All up and down the line of the Seth Yarra
march his men would be doing the same thing, fires would be
bursting out, catching the west wind and eating the great forest,
rushing inexorably towards the Dragon’s back, towards the Seth
Yarra soldiers.

It was a
terrible thing to do, Tilian thought, and for the enemy it would be
a terrible way to die, a cruel death full of pain and fear. He did
not regret it, though. He had seen what Seth Yarra had done at
Henfray, where they had slaughtered hundreds, women and children
too, without mercy. For Tilian this was a balancing of accounts, a
cruelty for a cruelty, the justice of war.

They walked
steadily away from the fire, the west wind singing in the tree tops
above their heads and the distant roar of the flames building and
blending with the wind’s song.


55. Death of a King

Narak stood,
rigid and tense as a bowstring, as close to the edge of the cliff
as he could, and closer than Pascha dared. He had given the signal,
and now his eyes searched the green ocean of the forest. He scented
the air for the first hint of smoke.

Pascha watched
him. He had shown no emotion, but this had to be an impossible day
for him. Narak was a creature of duty, and his duty was to the
forest, his forest which he loved more than anything, except
possibly his wolves. Today he was burning that forest. She thought
that the tension in his body was not just excitement and
expectation, but pain as well, and anger.

“There.” He
pointed, and sure enough she could see a distant coil of smoke
rising above the canopy. It drifted up, miles away, and bent
towards them, thinning as it rose, caught and tumbled by the wind.
Almost at the moment it disappeared there were other fires evident,
more smoke. They quickly became unmistakable, and Pascha caught
sight of a burst of flame, shockingly red against the muted greys
and greens of the morning.

It seemed a
very short time until a line of fire rose up through the trees,
looking for all the world as though some great god had drawn his
finger across the earth, causing it to burst into flames at his
merest touch. In a way Pascha supposed that this was exactly what
had happened.

Narak continued
to stare out over the forest, a look of triumph frozen on his face,
surprised by other emotions. He was quite still and did not speak
for several minutes during which time the smoke from the fires
drifted to them and their camp was overwhelmed by the scent of
burning wood. The smoke was thick enough to steal what little
warmth the sun had, and she shivered. There was a blanket on the
ground, and she picked it up, wrapped it around her shoulders.

“What now?” she
asked.

“Now? Now they
burn.” His voice was distant.

“With Skal,”
she said. “What do I tell Skal about Telas Alt?”

Narak seemed to
have difficulty dragging his eyes away from the spectacle of the
burning forest, but he did, and looked at Pascha.

“Skal? Well he
can do what he likes. The fire has caught them all. Those who were
marching south are still in the forest and they, too, will
burn.”

“And the
army?”

“I will go to
them,” Narak said. “I’ll tell them to turn around and head south to
support Skal. If he takes Telas Alt perhaps we can end this. It
would be better if they went straight to the coast.”

“Their ships
are destroyed.”

“Some of them,
but they have more. They will bring more men, but I do not expect
them soon.”

She didn’t ask
him how he knew this. Pascha had watched the ships burn through
sparrow eyes, and there had been a great number of them. Avilian
and Afael between them could not have assembled half the number,
and those were the largest fleets of the kingdoms.

“I will go,
then,” she said.

“As you wish,”
he looked back to the forest. Now the fire was in full command,
flames leaping to twice the height of the great trees and punching
a sheet of grey smoke into the sky where it roiled in the heat
before thinning out into a vast, pale blanket that laid itself
gently across the Dragon’s Back. She could hear the fire now,
crackling and roaring as the wind drove it towards the
mountains.

She walked to
the top of the path and made her way down to the camp, choosing to
walk so that she could think. The path was difficult, and it took
some time before she was down among the tents. She was met my
Cain.

“He’s done it
then,” Cain said. He looked satisfied, but his smile was edged with
a frown.

“Yes.” She
looked up. The blanket of smoke filled the sky above the pass. It
looked so serene. She tried not to think of the fifty thousand men
trapped between the flames and the mountain.

“Some may still
escape,” Cain said. “The mountains themselves will take the edge
off the wind as the fire burns near.”

She nodded.
“Narak has said that he will go to the army. Will you remind him? I
fear he may forget.”

“I will remind
him,” Cain said.

Pascha turned
away and walked back to her tent. There were a few things there
that she did not want to leave behind. There was her sword, the
blood silver blade that she had carried with her since she had
taken it from an assassin sent to kill her in Benafelas, a few
items of clothing, her bow. It took a moment to fetch them and then
she stood and looked at Cain’s wall for a moment. It seemed as
though the promised great battle was never going to happen. The
cleverness of the wall, the effort of its construction was no
longer what it had been. It had ceased to be the fulcrum on which
the war turned.

Fifty thousand
men. Perishable goods.


* * *
*

Skal insisted
on Avilian scouts. He was a colonel and a minor lord, and Terresh
was a king, yet he had the larger force and his men were more
disciplined. It was not that he doubted the Telans’ courage, rather
the opposite. He needed men who would obey their orders if they
encountered the enemy, and those orders were to get back to Skal
and warn him. He rather feared that Telans would prefer to stay and
fight. Terresh, of course, insisted that Telans also act as scouts.
It seemed to be a point of pride with the king, and perhaps he did
not quite trust Skal and his Avilians. It meant that they were
over-scouted, if that was possible, but Skal didn’t mind. It
compromised any attempt at stealth they might have wished for, but
on the other hand it made them look like a larger force than they
actually were.

They rode
through a countryside that showed few signs of the war. The fields
were tilled and planted, the vineyards were pruned and showing
green. It was all very peaceful. Terresh had found a banner
somewhere, the blue and gold of Telas, and he had it raised as they
crossed the land. People came out to see what was happening when
they saw the banner. It told them that these were not Seth Yarra
troops, and it seemed that the people of Telas still had some
regard for their king, because they cheered when he passed.

Just outside a
small town, Himmeran by name, they met a body of soldiers. They
were Telans, about five hundred of them. They looked weary and
battle scarred, but they were overjoyed to see Terresh and Hestia.
They were commanded by a captain, a rugged man with a thick, black
beard and battered armour, who rode out in front of his men to see
who it was that approached with a blue and gold banner. When he
caught sight of Terresh he slid out of the saddle and knelt in the
road.

Terresh
dismounted and lifted the man to his feet, asked him for his story.
The man told it, and it was typically Telan, brief and to the
point. They had been camped north of Benafelas with a matching
guard of Seth Yarra when news had come in that the ships of the
Seth Yarra fleet had been burnt. On the same day, by happy chance,
they heard that the king had left Telas Alt declaring for the
Benetheon.

The commander
of the Telan force, a major Maylan, had watched as the Seth Yarra
split their force, half of them rushing to the port and the rest
left to watch the Telans. That had been a mistake. Maylan had
promptly attacked what was left of his guard, killed them all, and
began to march north. They had suffered losses, but only a couple
of hundred.

The remaining
Seth Yarra force had followed them, and caught them three days
later, only to lose the ensuing battle. The Telans had lost another
three hundred and Major Maylan had been killed. Command had fallen
to Captain Emmar, and he had led them here, and now placed himself
and his men at the king’s disposal.

There was no
denying that it was a boost. Not only had their force increased by
five hundred, but the news that a thousand less Seth Yarra were
abroad in Telas was also very welcome. Emmar, however, had spotted
that a large number of the troops with Terresh were Avilian.

“Indeed,”
Terresh said. “This is the second regiment of the Seventh Friend
under the command of Colonel Hebberd, Lord of Latter Fetch. They
have fought alongside us and shown themselves staunch allies.”

Emmar did not
look impressed. He studied Skal darkly for a moment. “My brother
fell at Fal Verdan,” he said. “And your name is know to me as one
who commanded there,” he said.

Skal knew what
that meant. Telans were unspeakably precious about their honour. In
the past they had been famous for their feuds, pursued over
generations, and only recently eradicated as a way of life. The
chance that Skal had been responsible for this man’s brother’s
death was all the excuse the man needed to call him out. Terresh,
however, did not permit the grievance to go any further.

“Captain,” he
said. “If you see this as a matter of honour I command you not to
pursue it as long as there are Seth Yarra alive in our
kingdom.”

As a
prohibition it left something to be desired. Skal expected that he
would have problems with this Captain Emmar, probably until one of
them was dead, and he would have preferred to get the thing out of
the way.

“As you wish,
Lord King,” Emmar replied, but he cast another dark look in Skal’s
direction before remounting his horse and calling his men up to
join the king’s army. Skal didn’t worry too much. If Emmar came to
him demanding satisfaction he would kill the man. Skal had met one
or two duellists in his life who could have bested him. The wolf
for sure, and probably Aidon, but Emmar looked easy. He was strong
and probably quicker than average, but Skal was confident of his
own ability.

That same
evening Skal was preparing for sleep in his own tent when he was
surprised by a slap on the canvass. He’d posted two men outside, so
he didn’t expect any trouble, but all the same he picked up his
sword and dagger before calling out for whoever it was to
enter.

Passerina
stepped through the opening. She looked at his naked blades.

“Having trouble
with the locals?” she asked, smiling a wry smile.

“Just one that
I know of,” he replied. He put his weapons down by his bed.

“You said that
you would wait,” she said.

“A day. You
promised to be back in a day. I had to make a decision.”

She looked at
him as though measuring his reply. “Fair enough. You made a rash
choice, but it’s worked out well for you. Narak’s trap caught the
force they were sending south, so they won’t be coming. All
dead.”

“All?”

“And the rest
of the army.”

“All of them?
Gods, what did he do?” Skal was shocked. Fifty thousand men had
gone north. All dead?

“He fired the
forest,” she replied. “They all burned.”

Skal sat down
on his bed. He’d expected something more, well, military, something
more miraculous. What Narak had done was so crude, so blunt. But he
could not deny that it had been effective.

“Telas Alt is
ours, then. They cannot hold it or take it back from us without
help. They do not have enough men.”

“They will have
more men,” Passerina said. “Narak is sure of it, but perhaps not
for a while.”

Skal looked at
his hands. Just a week more and they would be at Telas Alt. Terresh
had said that only about a thousand men remained there, and a
thousand was not enough to defend the city. It was, however, enough
to hold the citadel against them. The king had assured him that
there were ways into the fortress that the Seth Yarra did not know,
but he would not believe that until he had his men inside.

The presence of
Captain Emmar had brought home the fragility of his situation. He
had started out the commander of the largest contingent, and he had
faith in his own men, but he could see the future quite clearly. By
the time they reached Telas Alt, and certainly by the time they
took it, he would be outnumbered by the Telans, and their need for
his men was somewhat diminished with the elimination of the
northern Seth Yarra. Some, like Emmar, already resented him. As
they became more confident of their ability to hold the capital
they would resent him more.

He did not fear
an attack, or at least not yet. If the Telans attacked him their
remaining force would doubtless be inadequate to hold the city.
Passerina, too, would not permit it, and he thought that Hestia,
too, would prevent such an act.

“I have been
rash, have I not?” he asked.

“You are safe
enough, I think,” she said, almost laughing at him. “I will speak
to Hestia. The Telans will never be gracious hosts, but by all the
gods I’ll make sure they behave.”

“It’s not the
Telans that concern me,” he said. “It’s each and every Telan
warrior who might think himself above sharing a road with Avilians.
You know what they’re like.” Impulsive, prone to violence, and too
fond of their wine, he thought. His own men would obey his orders
but he couldn’t expect any man to fail to defend himself if the
situation arose.

“And the
blades?” She pointed to the sword and dagger by his bed.

“There’s one
called Emmar, Captain Emmar. His brother died at Fal Verdan.”

“A Feud? No,
they stopped that. Do you think he’ll come after you?”

“In a word,
yes, but if he does I’ll kill him. I’m just worried about
afterwards.”

Passerina
laughed again. “Sometimes you remind me of Narak, colonel,” she
said.

“I take that as
a high compliment,” Skal said.

“Don’t.”


* * *
*

The following
day was a disaster. They were still several days ride from Telas
Alt, but their route led them through a large town called Greenhow.
There was no avoiding this particular town. It sat at the bridging
point of the Perit River, a major flow of water that could not be
crossed other than by a bridge, and it was a day’s ride either way,
probably more, to any alternative bridge, and both of those sat in
the midst of similar towns.

Greenhow was a
town of seven thousand, most of the houses being on the west bank
because that was where the land was flatter and easy to build on.
The east bank, the one that they now approached, rose up into a
series of low, rounded hills, mostly denuded of trees because it
was the habit of the people of Greenhow to graze their livestock
there.

Apart from the
population, the cause of Skal’s concern was that Greenhow had been
a garrison town. When Hestia and Terresh had passed this way on
their flight from Telas Alt they had been aided by the Telans here
and concealed from the Seth Yarra. Yet now Terresh insisted on
riding in the van, leading his army through the shallow valleys and
down to the bridge. He was of the opinion that the Telan soldiers
here, too, would have thrown off the shackles of their former
allies, and that the town would rise up to greet him.

Skal thought
the king may well be right, but it was a poor strategy to assume it
was so. Not all Seth Yarra commanders were fools, and in a town the
disadvantage of infantry facing cavalry would be greatly
eroded.

When the time
came Terresh was even more cavalier in his approach, riding at a
pace they took them well ahead of their army, and dragging Hestia,
Skal and an assorted bunch of royal guards and officers along with
them. Skal took just two men with him, leaving his senior officers
where they belonged, with his men. Passerina was elsewhere, doing
whatever it was that she did when they could not find her.

They crested a
rise, a saddle between two hills, and looked down at the town. It
seemed peaceful. In the distance they could see the harsh lines of
military buildings, straight walls, long barrack houses, but they
were a good mile away, and Skal could see no evidence of soldiers
of any kind among them.

Below them, on
the near side of the river, there was a single street, a line of
warehouses and short jetties that served the river trade. Again
Skal could make out no men moving about, no ships or boats tied up
at the docks, no cargo being moved. It made him uneasy.

“Lord King,
shall we wait here until out army comes?” he suggested.

Terresh threw
him a Telan look, a glance that said an Avilian might do well to
wait here, but it would be unmanly for a Telan. It annoyed Skal a
little more that it should have. The Telans in general held that
the Avilians were arrogant, effete, less honest and courageous than
their own, and so the annoyed Skal rode down the hill with Terresh
and Hestia and a couple of dozen men. He would not have done it on
his own.

He didn’t see
the attack when it came. He heard it. So many times when he had
stood on the wall at Fal Verdan he had heard the rush of arrows,
their own racing away and Seth Yarra arrows arcing towards them
with that subdued, sibilant roar.

His reaction
was instinctive. He was mounted and happened to be beside Hestia.
He rolled from the saddle, picking his shield from his saddle as he
went, one arm reaching out to pull the Telan queen from her own
horse. They crashed into the ground together and he covered her
with his body. He was at least partially armoured, and his shield
covered his head and hers.

The arrows’
hiss became a clatter, punctuated with the solid butcher’s noise of
the occasional point striking home. He felt something sharp in his
shoulder, heard more than one horse scream and more than one man
curse. He rolled upright, drawing his sword and lifting his shield.
His shoulder was cut, but the wound was insignificant. There were
dead men and horses all around him.

Terresh, you
idiot, he thought, and looked around for the king. He saw him
almost at once. He was lying on the ground with three arrows in his
chest, looking up at the sky with eyes that no longer saw. Dead of
his own folly.

There were five
men left unhurt, and himself. A glance up the hill told him that
there were about fifty Seth Yarra, and that they had put away their
bows. He wondered why. Another volley like that would have finished
them. Perhaps these men were keen to dip their blades in blood now
that the odds were so much in their favour.

Two of the
Telans drew their blades and made to step towards the enemy. He
grabbed one by the shoulder and spun him around.

“We need to
protect the queen,” he said.

“She’s dead.
The king’s dead,” the man said.

Skal glanced
down at Hestia, and realised that she still hadn’t moved. Had he
killed her, pulling her off the horse like that?

“She’s not
dead,” he said. “She took a blow to the head, that is all. We must
defend her until the army comes up and kills these dogs.”

“Who are you to
give orders?” the Telan snapped. “She looks dead to me.”

Skal slapped
him across the face.

“Go to your
coward’s death, then, Telan, and let your bards sing about how an
Avilian stood by your queen when you and yours surrendered to
death.”

The man raised
his blade, but his companion put a hand on his arm.

“The Avilian is
right, Gran,” he said. “The queen breathes.”

Resistance
ended. Now Skal was in command. They had been lucky, he thought. If
there had been a second volley, if the Seth Yarra had been closer,
if they had been on both sides of the valley it could all have been
so much worse.

Worse was an
odd word. They would have been dead. However, it seemed that they
would shortly be just as dead. The Seth Yarra closed at a steady
pace, walking and not running. These were better soldiers, better
trained at least. He spotted their officer, a black clad Cleanser
who walked in the middle of their line.

“He’s mine,” he
said to the other men. They had arranged themselves in a short line
with Skal at the centre, ready to fold back into a circle about
Hestia as the enemy surrounded them.

There was a
cautious pause as the enemy drew close. None of them wanted to rush
alone onto the steel line before them, and they shortened step and
edged towards the fight. Skal took the initiative away from them.
He stepped quickly out and killed the nearest man to him, his blade
fast and deadly against the clumsy infantryman he slew.

They reacted as
he had expected, rushing forwards, their attention on him, which
gave the men at his sides the opportunity to make hay. Three more
Seth Yarra died and they pulled back a step. Some of them eased
around the sides, trying to find a weakness, but Skal and the men
with him formed a circle. Skal pointed his sword at their officer,
met his eye. It was a challenge, pure and simple, but the cleanser
shook his head. Either he had seen something in Skal’s style that
warned him not to cross swords with the Avilian, or he was simply a
good officer, and would not throw away the advantage he had.

They attacked.
The Telan circle, facing outwards, had more freedom of movement,
and the Seth Yarra were too many, pressing in together and
hampering each other. None of the invaders were as good with a
sword as the men they faced, and when the engagement broke off
again there were five more Seth Yarra dead, and one fallen
Telan.

Better than he
would have expected, but the odds were still poor. Things were not
going to go their way.

Something
stirred at his feet. He glanced down to see that Hestia was
conscious again, and taking in her situation. The Seth Yarra saw
her stand and it seemed to make them pause. More than a minute
passed without a sword striking a sword. Skal felt a hand on his
shoulder.

“Thank you for
this, Lord Skal,” she said.

They attacked
once more, almost as though her words had been a signal. It was a
more prolonged assault, and Skal was hard put just to defend
himself. Two men went at him and he was a constant motion of shield
and sword just to keep them out. He got one of them, though. The
man struck too high and Skal was able to ward off the other’s blade
with his shield while he dispatched the first.

A grunt to his
left told him that the man at his side had taken a blow and he
stepped that way, striking with his shield, holding his own
position as well with a couple of rapid cuts that made the Seth
Yarra duck back. He was trying to buy the man time to recover
himself, if he could.

He was
surprised when it was not the man but Hestia herself who stepped
into the gap, sword in hand. He didn’t have time to protest that it
was her they were trying to protect, but immediately had to defend
himself against a renewed onslaught.

There were five
of them again now, but Skal was aware that they were accumulating
wounds. About twelve of the Seth Yarra had fallen, but they could
not hold their little circle much longer.

A cry from the
hill above them turned heads among the enemy. A Telan scouting
group had found them, and immediately began to rush headlong to
their aid. It was something, but he wished it had been some of his
Avilians. In that case a couple of hundred horsemen would have been
riding over the hill within five minutes, but the Telans, all six
of them, charged valiantly to the rescue.

“Just what we
need,” he muttered. “More dead Telans.”

Sure enough all
six of them fell, but they eased the pressure on Skal’s little
group for a few minutes, their undisciplined assault allowing the
Seth Yarra to surround each of them and cut them down from
behind.

Yet the time
they had bought was crucial. The cavalry that Skal longed to see
was already on the way, and a few moments after the last Telan
rescuer had fallen the rumble of hooves announced their presence.
He saw doubt on Seth Yarra faces, and fear.

“Stay tight!”
he shouted. “Don’t be drawn!”

Miracle of
miracles, they obeyed. The little circle held against one last,
desperate assault, and then they were in the midst of a river of
horses, sweeping away the rest of the Seth Yarra, lances and swords
flashing, ground shaking beneath their feet.

When it was
over they stood looking at each other, knowing that they had
survived. The cavalry unit that had swept the Seth Yarra away
gathered around them. Skal sat, laying his sword across his thighs
and looked down at the town. It still looked empty. It still looked
dangerous. He looked across at Hestia, who had gone to sit by
Terresh’s body.

The end of a
glorious adventure, he supposed. Now that Terresh was dead the
Telans would want a new king. They were not a people that willingly
followed the gentler sex, even a woman as remarkable as Hestia. He
had no idea how they would go about the succession, but it seemed
an insurmountable obstacle to Skal.

A pair of boots
stopped in front of him, and he looked up to see Captain Emmar.
Well, the man certainly had a sense of timing. He stood, allowing
his sword to hang point down, his shield still lodged on his left
arm.

“Now?” he
asked.

Emmar looked
him in the eye for a moment, then, to Skal’s surprise dropped to
one knee. The captain drew his sword and offered it to Skal hilt
first. Now it was Skal’s turn to stare.

“What…?”

“You saved my
queen,” the captain said. “It would be dishonourable to kill you
when I owe such a debt, and dishonourable to deny my cause against
you.”

“And?”

“You must kill
me,” he said.

Skal stared
again, for a moment completely unable to find anything to say. It
was simply too ridiculous. He began to laugh. Emmar surged angrily
to his feet, but his precious honour prevented him from doing
anything at all, so he was forced to stand there, red faced and
scowling.

“Why are you
laughing?” he demanded.

“Captain, I can
no more kill you than I can turn into a wolf. You are my ally, and
a doughty soldier I have no doubt. Your queen needs every man who
can kill Seth Yarra to do just that. Please, let us name ourselves
allies in that cause.”

Emmar looked
undecided for a moment, and then stuck his hand out. “I will take
your hand on it,” he declared. Skal took his hand and discovered
that the man was at least as strong as he appeared.

Trouble had not
abandoned them. Even as the main body of their force caught up with
the queen’s party they could see Seth Yarra soldiers in the town,
and to Skal’s dismay the bridge collapsed into the river. Clearly
the party they had encountered had been a scouting group, and by
the look of it there were ten times that number in the town. Of the
Telan garrison there was no sign, and Skal guessed that in Greenhow
the battle had gone the other way.

They camped
that night on the slopes above the warehouses, looking down on the
river and the broken bridge. Skal was not sure if he should attend
the queen. He thought that she might like to be alone in her grief,
or at least attended by officers of her own people, but he went
anyway, to pay his respects and offer his condolences.

Militarily, it
was not a bad thing that Terresh had been killed. The man had been
a poor commander, and one who had been difficult to challenge,
being a king. Better men sought the opinions of others, but Terresh
had been ignorant of his own inadequacy. Besides, Skal had never
been able to overcome his dislike for the man.

Hestia was a
different matter. She was intelligent, graceful, willing to listen
to the opinions of others and quick to understand what was
said.

Outside the
queen’s tent there was a small gathering of Telan officers. Emmar
was there, and to Skal’s surprise he nodded and stepped over to the
Avilian.

“She has been
waiting for you,” he said. There was no rancour or resentment in
his voice. It seemed that as quickly as the blink of an eye he had
transmuted from enemy to friend.

“For me?”

“Aye, so they
say.”

He went to the
tent flap and the guards there drew aside as he approached.
Apparently he was both expected and welcome. He ducked inside.

Hestia was
alone. That was a surprise. Not only was she permitting an Avilian
to be alone with her, but also a man. It was as gesture of
considerable trust. She was seated by a fire, and her eyes were
lingering on the flames.

“Queen Hestia.”
She looked up.

“Lord Skal.”
She gestured to a chair set close to her own, and he sat, waited
for her to speak. It was some time before she did.

“You have seen
Narak fight, have you not?” she asked.

“I have not,”
he confessed. “When he came to Fal Verdan I was already injured and
bedridden at the other end of the pass. I was not on the wall that
day.”

“That is a
pity. I would like to have known from one who has seen him. We hear
so many stories.”

“I can tell you
that those who have seen him fight are more in awe of him than
those who have not.”

“A fair
answer,” she said. “Perhaps he is truly the god of death then.”

“He does not
seem so to me,” Skal said.

“No?” She
looked back at the fire and was silent for a while. “Terresh had a
theory. After Passerina brought me back from the edge of death he
thought that perhaps she was life and he was death. How could we
lose if we fought with both life and death on our side?” Her voice
was very quiet.

“Queen Hestia,
if I intrude upon your grief I will leave at once.”

She looked up
sharply. “No. Stay, Lord Skal. I cannot talk to my own people. I
must be strong for them. You are the only one, and I owe you my
life.”

“I regret that
I could not save the king also.”

“Do you? I
could see that you did not think much of him, and he could see it,
too. You know he wanted your respect, but he could never say so,
not even to me.”

“He was a king,
Queen Hestia, and his people loved him.” Why would the king have
wanted the respect of a minor Avilian nobleman, a colonel?

“A kind thing
to say, and true in its way. You are a good man, Lord Skal.”

“I am happy
that you think so,” he replied.

She was quiet
for a while longer. “She did more, you know.”

She? He
supposed that Hestia was speaking of Passerina. “More?” he
asked.

“More than heal
me.” She touched her hair in the place where a hint of grey was
invading her thick, dark locks. “The colour is coming back,” she
said. “There was a scar on my hand from when I was a child, and it
has gone. The lines on my face are fading. I am younger, Lord
Skal.”

“Is that
possible?”

“I see it in
myself, and I am not deceived,” she replied. “And she takes life
without touching those she kills. We saw it in Telas Alt, Seth
Yarra dead without a mark, just fallen upon the ground as though…”
she struggled for a word. “As though doused, like a fire, smothered
like a candle without even a chance to put a hand to the hilt of
their swords.”

It was a
chilling image. “You saw this?”

“Not with my
eyes, but where she passed the Seth Yarra no longer lived.”

Skal considered
this for a moment. It seemed unlikely. If the Benetheon could kill
in this manner, then why did they not? Remard and others had died
in the Great War. Beloff had fallen at Finchbeak Road. It made no
sense, unless it was Passerina alone who could do this. Yet he had
seen the sparrow heal Hestia with his own eyes, and nowhere in all
the stories of his youth was this held to be a Benetheon power. It
was unknown.

“But why does
she not do this to all Seth Yarra?” he asked.

“I think it
hurts her in some way,” Hestia said.

“Hurts?”

“I cannot
explain, but it seems so to me. Yet I cannot be sure. I cannot even
be sure that I believe what I am saying. It seems quite
impossible.”

Skal
understood. These were wild words, not the sort of talk a loyal
Telan would want to hear from his queen, but Skal was not a loyal
Telan. He did not know exactly what he was – a friend, an ally, a
stranger? – but he was certainly not a Telan.

“You will not
speak of this to anyone else?” he asked.

“I cannot, but
the words must be spoken, even if to nothing more than the night
air. They burn within me and cannot be denied.”

“Then I am glad
to have been of service,” Skal said.

Hestia seemed
to shake herself, pull free of her melancholy. She sat forward in
her chair and looked keenly at Skal. “Forget what I have said, Lord
Skal. It is of no consequence. But now we must speak more
seriously. Will you support me?”

“Support you?”
He did not understand the question.

“I will claim
the throne of Telas,” she said. “The men know that you are a
warrior of some renown, and if you stand beside me I will have a
better chance of making that claim stick. Many will not like
it.”

“They may not
see my support as a positive thing, Queen Hestia. I am an Avilian
Lordling, and there is no love for Avilian among your People.”

“I judge it
differently, Lord Skal, and you will allow that it is my
gamble?”

“It is.”

“Besides, I
have other lords that are loyal to me. You are not the only card in
my hand.” She smiled a thin smile. She looked tired, Skal thought,
and it was hardly surprising. She had stood and fought with them.
She had seen her husband die, and yet here she was plotting late
into the night. He wondered for a moment what was in her mind, if
it was simply the power that she wished to wield. It did not seem
likely. Good men would have walked away from the challenges she
faced.

“What will you
do?” he asked.

“I will take
Telas Alt as we planned.”

“We have lost
the Greenhow Bridge. It will take more time. It will be more
difficult.”

“So much
greater the glory.”

Skal laughed.
“I cannot fault your ambition, Queen Hestia,” he said.

“I must be bold
or I shall be nothing at all, and if I am nothing, then the same
fate will befall Telas. Will you support me?”

“I will.”

“Then I have
one more thing to thank you for, Lord Skal.”


* * *
*

The dawn saw
the funeral rites of the king of Telas. It was not a lavish affair.
Terresh was, compared to his ancestors, a pauper king, driven from
his capital, his royal palace a tent, his honour guard a battered
phalanx of warriors. Yet they had done what they could.

All night the
Telans had been abroad gathering wood, and now a pyre stood on the
top of one of the hills that overlooked the spot where the king had
fallen. It was fully ten feet high and draped thickly with cloths
of blue and gold. Terresh had been placed on the top, dressed in
his armour with his sword at his side. The body of one of the Seth
Yarra soldiers had been placed beneath his feet to symbolise his
mastery over his enemies, and all around him were piled sweet,
aromatic herbs. The cloths and the bodies and the wood had been
soaked in oil.

Around the pyre
the Telan soldiers stood in ranks. There was a parade ground
formality about the scene that seemed quite uncharacteristic for
the Telans. They stood quite still, and in perfect lines, waiting
for their queen. Skal had assembled his Avilians between the pyre
and the town. They remained at the ready in case the Seth Yarra
should attempt to launch some kind of attack, but he thought it
unlikely. Now that their full force could be clearly seen from
Greenhow it was clearly quite beyond the enemy’s ambition, and
besides that the bridge was gone.

Skal himself
waited where he had been asked to wait. He stood with a group of
Telan officers and lords close to Hestia’s tent. They were a
sombre, black browed bunch. There was no conversation among them.
They stood silently, heads bowed, grim.

Hestia emerged
from the tent a few minutes after the sun had risen. She was
dressed entirely in white. Skal had no idea where she had found
such a costume, but it looked stunning amid the glowering greys,
browns and blacks of her escort.

“I go to
farewell the king,” she said to them. “Will you do likewise?” It
was a formal phrase, and the response was muttered by the assembled
company.

“We will.”

She led them,
straight backed and proud, along the path that led up to the pyre.
A way had been left for her, and they all filed through the silent
ranks of soldiers until they stood by the small tower of wood and
Terresh’s remains.

Hestia stood
for a moment, now with her head bowed, facing the pyre. A man stood
next to her, bearing a lighted torch that guttered in the breeze.
The oil soaked cloth flapped lazily against the wood of the pyre.
Somewhere above the grassy hills a skylark was singing an
inappropriate song, praising the joys of summer.

Hestia turned
and faced her gathered people.

“Today we bring
to a close the reign of Terresh, King of Telas, lord of the west,
lion of the eternal kingdom, emperor of the seas.” Her voice
faltered, and she reached out to put a hand upon the cloth, to
steady herself. Skal wondered if she was as touched by grief as she
seemed.

“Yet we are a
kingdom in peril,” she went on. “We are scattered, we are bloody,
but we are not defeated. Our enemy is strong, but we are also
strong. Our enemy is determined, but we are more determined. Our
enemy is confident, but we are certain of victory!” Skal could see
movement among the Telan soldiers. This was just what they wanted
to hear. They had tasted victory at Fal Verdan, they had tasted it
here, and they wanted more. Hestia stepped to the man with the
torch, but instead of the flame she took his sword. She raised it
above her head.

“I am your
queen. I have fought beside you. I have tasted Seth Yarra blood. I
claim the throne, by the right of blood I claim it, by the right of
presence I claim it, by the right of wisdom I claim it! Who will
follow me now to Telas Alt and drive these dogs once and for all
time from our city?”

A couple of the
nobles exchanged glances. They had not been expecting this, but the
soldiery were thumping their lances into the ground, banging swords
on shields. Several of the nobles moved to stand at her side, and
Skal went with them. Those that remained did so only for a moment,
then they, too, stood with her. Hestia drove the sword into the
ground and took the flame from its bearer, touched it to Terresh’s
funeral pyre and watched as the fire took hold. The wind quickly
turned it into a roaring tower of heat and light.

Once this was
done the soldiers began to file away, one row at a time they peeled
off the back and marched in good order back to the camp. When they
had gone the nobility followed them and Emmar, who stood beside
Skal indicated that he, too, should leave.

“She will be
alone with him until the fire is done,” he said.

So they left,
and for hours Hestia stood before the fire and watched her husband
burn.


56. A Gift Received

Narak sat back
and closed his eyes. He was alone at last, a glass of fine wine in
one hand and a good meal in his belly.

It was over. He
had won.

There was not
enough time now for the Seth Yarra to change the outcome of the
war. He knew that the Bren would strike on the last day of spring.
On that day Seth Yarra would cease to be a problem for the six
kingdoms, for Narak, for anyone at all.

They would land
more men. They would build up their forces again during the winter
and they would march once more on either the Green Road or the
White. It did not matter. In the north he could hold them for the
few days of fighting that could be fitted in. Even if they came to
the Green Road in winter he could hold them there. He had the men,
he had the weapons.

Now he was with
the army and moving south with them once more. If Skal had done as
Pascha said he might, and marched on Telas Alt with Hestia, then
there was even some hope they could follow through and prevent
another landing, but even that did not matter.

He had won.

But winning did
not bring with it a feeling of triumph. It was supposed to, he
knew. The end of the Great War four hundred years ago had been the
same. He had felt nothing joyous. Remard had been killed, and his
own personal show of savagery on the final day had diminished him
in his own eyes. He had not thought himself capable of such rage
and brutality. With time he had come to accept it. It was a part of
him that was more human than wolf, but mingled the wolf’s lack of
sentiment with a very human thirst for revenge. That particular
beast had surfaced again when Narala had been killed, quite
senselessly, by the Sei Feras Tiar. That ungovernable rage had felt
justified at the time, but with a cooler head he did not choose to
dwell on it. The memories made him uncomfortable.

Wolfguard would
not be the same without Narala and Perlaine. The two of them had
been like spice in the daily fare of his life. The thought had
occurred to him that he should be abroad in the world more, and
perhaps find another Perlaine, another Narala, of maybe some
entirely different delight who could be raised up and live forever
with him in Wolfguard.

Somehow it
seemed unfair to do so. It did not appeal. After all, in the end
what had it done for Perlaine and Narala? And there was a point at
which life became a habit and not a joy. It was a point that he had
passed, though he could not remember when, only that it had been a
long time ago.

What joy he had
was in the forest, and with the wolves.

He drained the
cup of wine, enjoying the taste. He had emptied two bottles, but
remained stubbornly sober. He felt tired. He had not slept for over
a week, but that was not entirely unusual. He did not want to
sleep. If he did he would be plagued by dragon dreams, visions of a
path leading north to a mountain with a crooked shoulder and the
thing that waited there.

It was
remarkable that he had not yet shared the secret of the Bren with
another. Nobody but he knew of their hidden army, their promise to
deal with Seth Yarra. But what they had told him had been far from
the whole truth. He was certain now that the Bren intended to wipe
Seth Yarra from the face of the earth. He did not know why, but the
thought disturbed him.

He was happy
enough to defeat them, to destroy their armies. Those men were sent
against him. They sought to destroy him, and it was only reasonable
that he should respond in kind. Yet he had seen those images,
through Bren eyes, of a city in a strange land, of houses and
lights, and behind the houses and lights there were people, men,
women and children who worked and loved and played, he supposed, as
did the people of the kingdoms. When he thought of what the Bren
might do there it did not sit well with him.

Yet what could
he do? Wolf Narak could not oppose the Bren, could not changed
their collective mind. They had made it plain to him that they did
not hold him or any of the Benetheon in high regard. It seemed that
Pelion’s law was the only thing that stood between men and total
extermination, and he did not even know the words of that law.

His melancholy
chain of thought was broken by a slap on the tent canvas. It was
late. He had retired. Who would disturb him now?

“Come.”

A guard’s head
poked through.

“Deus, there is
a messenger.”

“At this
hour?”

“He has just
arrived, and I saw the lamp was lit…”

“From?”

“From…” the
head ducked out again, but was back in a moment. “Latter Fetch,
Deus. The messenger is from Latter Fetch.”

The name meant
something to him. He struggled to place it for a moment, and then
remembered. Tilian Henn and his men had been from Latter Fetch –
still were, he supposed. It was Skal Hebberd’s estate. A message
from Lord Skal? But he was off somewhere with a bunch of Telans
trying to retake Telas Alt.

“Bring them
in,” he said, but just in case he reached down and pulled his blade
so that it rested against the chair an inch from his right hand,
then he sat back. It did not pay to be careless, even a god had to
watch for assassins these days.

The guard
lifted the tent flap and ushered in a man. He was no soldier, and
no assassin. That was obvious at once. A groom, perhaps. He bowed.
He bowed again, and kept it up, like a broken branch in a gusty
wind. He was a small man, thin, with brown, unwashed hair that
flopped as he bowed. His eyes had dared a glance, but now were
firmly fixed upon the floor.

“Who sent you?”
Narak asked.

“The Lady
Sara,” the man said.

Narak was
puzzled. He didn’t know anyone by that name. “Stop bowing and stand
straight,” he commanded. “Who is Lady Sara?”

The man stood
upright, and for a moment met Narak’s eye. “She is blood cousin to
Lord Skal of Latter Fetch, Deus,” the man said. “She sends you a
gift.”

“A gift?” In a
life that brought very few genuine surprises, this was a surprise.
Nobody sent him gifts. “What is it?” he asked.

“A book, Deus.”
The man took it from under his cloak. It was not especially large,
and wrapped carefully in leather. The man held it out to him, and
he took it. “There is a letter, also,” the messenger said.

The letter was
handed over, a roll of parchment that crackled in his hand. He held
it a moment, scenting it. There was a smell of books, leather,
horses, and perhaps a hint of roses. He broke the seal, a simple
wax coin with no design, and stretched the paper out on his
knee.

To Narak,
Benetheon God of Wolves, Lord of the Forest, Master of the hunt,
humble greetings.

Well, he liked
that. It was the old greeting, from before Afael. He read on.

This gift is
sent in the hope that it will please you. It is a fine copy of an
ancient book, and scholars say that it is older than the Benetheon
itself, though the words have been copied many times. It is a book
about the mage lords, the mage emperor, and Pelion himself.
Believing that you knew and spoke with Pelion as I have been told,
I thought that this book might hold some small interest for you,
and that you might one day look kindly upon its sender.

It was signed
by the Lady Sara Brough of Latter Fetch.

Well, the
message was plain enough, and honest. He put the letter to one side
and unwrapped the book. It was a finely made volume, bound in soft
black leather with the title imprinted in silver. He read the
title, opened the book and flicked through the heavy, cream tinted
pages. It was a quality piece, for sure, and the penmanship was
among the finest he had seen.

“Guardsman,” he
said. “Take this man to the mess tents and see that he is well fed
given wine to drink at my order, and you,” he turned to the
messenger. “You may return to Latter Fetch and tell your Lady Sara
that I have received her gift and that it pleased me. It shall come
with me to Wolfguard.”

He watched them
leave. It was fortuitous, he thought. He did not want to sleep and
there was little else to do but brood and drink. This would be the
perfect distraction. He could read the hours of darkness away. In
all his time he could not recall having seen this title, so it
would be something new, and he would look kindly indeed upon this
Lady Sara if their paths ever crossed.

He settled back
in his chair with the book balanced on his knee and turned to the
first page.


57. The Champion

Skal was shaken
roughly awake and for a moment he did not remember where he was.
His hand found the hilt of his sword and he sat up. It came to him
quickly. He was in his tent somewhere on the road to Telas Alt.

“You are
needed, Lord Skal,” a voice said.

It was still
dark. The light above him resolved itself into a lamp, and the face
beside the lamp was Captain Emmar’s. Skal blinked and rubbed the
sleep from his eyes with one hand. He was still half in a
dream.

“Captain
Emmar?”

“The queen
needs you,” the captain said.

That was enough
to get Skal moving. He pulled on his boots and buckled his sword
belt as quickly as he could, pushing the heaviness of sleep away.
His mouth felt like he’d been eating dirt, and he was vaguely
annoyed with Emmar. The man could have had the courtesy to bring
him a hot drink, at least. When he was dressed he poured a cup of
cold water from a jug and swallowed it down, splashed a little on
his face and tried to smooth down his unruly hair.

Once outside
they moved quickly through the camp, navigating through the tents
by the light of Emmar’s lamp and the occasional glow from dying
fires and the few other lamps that remained lit. The camp was
asleep. Skal could see the stars, but the night was not cold. It
was truly summer now. The clean air finally woke him completely,
and he wondered what was happening.

They arrived at
Hestia’s tent to find it brightly lit and a small gathering
outside. Skal got a mixed reception of looks from the Telans. Some
looked at him with hope and others with resentment. These were the
same men who had walked with Hestia, the nobility and the officers
of her army.

“What’s going
on?” he asked Emmar.

The Telan shook
his head. “Go in,” he said.

Skal went in.
There were three people in the tent. One was Hestia, her back
turned to the entrance, another was one of the lords that had been
with her at Terresh’s burning, and the third he did not know, but
he recognised the type. He was a young man, lean and poised, and he
eyed Skal with a look that Skal had seen before, an appraising
look, a look that measured him.

“Queen Hestia,
you summoned me?”

She turned.
Skal could see anger on her face, but it was not directed at him.
Her expression softened to concern as soon as she saw him.

“Lord Skal,”
she said. “Will you be my champion?”

Skal hesitated.
It was a startlingly direct request, but he did not really want to
get involved in Telan politics. “What is the issue?” he asked.

The Telan lord
sniggered ungraciously, thinking perhaps that his reluctance
decided the issue, and he saw the young man smile.

“This man
challenges my claim to the Lion Throne,” she said, indicating the
lord with a flick of her hand. Skal could see now that she was
afraid. It was well hidden, but her eyes were wide, her tone was
controlled, and there was tension beneath it. “To defend my right I
must either fight him, or my champion must fight his champion.”

And if you
fight him you will be killed, Skal thought.

“And the
contest is to the death?” he asked, knowing the answer. These were
Telans, after all.

“It is,” the
nameless lord confirmed. “And the death of both,” he added.

Both. If he
failed he would be dead and Hestia would be dead. “Is there no
Telan who will stand for you, Queen Hestia?” he asked.

“There are a
dozen, Lord Skal, but none of them would survive an encounter with
Dadano – he is Lord Crelian’s hired killer, an Avilian like
yourself.”

Skal looked at
the young man again. The younger son of a minor noble house,
perhaps. A man who had been Avilian long enough to gain skill at
fencing and taken that skill elsewhere to make his fortune. Dadano
was a year or two older than Skal. His face was clean of scars, but
not pretty despite that.

“Lord Crelian,”
Skal addressed the older man. “What is your reason for opposing
Queen Hestia’s claim?”

“Are you afraid
to fight, colonel?” the man replied.

“No,” he
replied. “We need all the men we have to kill Seth Yarra, and I do
not want to kill you unless I must. Your reason?”

For a moment
there was doubt in the lord’s eyes, but he spoke boldly to dispel
it. “She is a woman. A woman has never held the Lion Throne, and
none ever shall.”

Skal looked at
him. That was it? For some reason the image of Sara Brough came to
him, fighting tooth and nail against the bailiffs, and covered in
blood after she had slain Elejine and nearly died of it. He thought
of Sheyani, playing her pipes by the walls of Fal Verdan while
arrows fell around her, and he thought of Passerina.

“I will be your
champion, Queen Hestia,” he said. He was rewarded with a smile.

“Prepare the
ground,” she said. “By law this must be decided before dawn.”

There was a
bustle outside, and Skal was suddenly out of the tent and
surrounded by anxious men, Emmar among them. “You have accepted?”
he asked.

“I have. How
good is this Dadano?”

“Good enough to
have killed seventeen men,” Emmar said. Seventeen was a big number.
Skal had killed men in battle, but never in a fencing match, though
he had excelled at fencing in Bas Erinor. Had he overreached
himself? The men continued to press around him.

“Why are you
crowding me?” he asked.

“You are her
champion. If he kills you she will die. He may do it any way, by
bow if he pleases now that you have accepted. Until we get you to
the trial ground you are not safe.”

Skal insisted
that they went to his tent first, and once there he picked up his
shield and dagger, changed into clothes more suited to war. He
picked up his breastplate.

“You may not
wear armour,” Emmar said. “It is forbidden.”

Skal tossed it
down on his bed. “Then let us go to the trial ground,” he said.
“And we will see what this man Dadano knows of fencing.”

They made it to
the trial ground without incident. It was a flat patch of ground in
the valley below Terresh’s pyre, and the smell of smoke lingered
here. Eight braziers had been set out and lit, and many more lamps
had been brought. Yet again it seemed that none of the common
soldiery of Telas were to witness this.

Skal was not
completely ignorant of what was going on. He had studied Telan
ascension rites as a boy. He knew of the right to challenge, a
ritual similar to what went on in Durandar. Indeed, he had been
taught that Avilian itself had once had such a right, but it had
been abandoned a thousand years ago. He had never expected to take
part in such a barbaric entertainment.

Dadano was
waiting for him, sword unsheathed, standing easy on one side of the
area demarked by the braziers with Crelian by his side. Hestia,
too, was waiting. She stood with other lords who Skal supposed
supported her claim.

“You are ready
to fight, Lord Skal?” It was Crelian who asked. Skal, suddenly
abandoned by his cluster of Telans, stood alone by one of the
braziers. He drew his own sword and dagger.

“I am ready,”
he replied, and stepped forwards, raising his sword to a guard
position, taking a balanced stance. Dadano stepped away from
Crelian, moving sideways. It was the simplest opening ploy, trying
to turn Skal side on, so he followed, stepping the opposite way,
keeping his blade on a true line between them, keeping the angle of
his body constant.

Dadano was used
to fighting Telans. That might give Skal an advantage. Dadano would
have had little need to innovate, and if he went by the book his
first move would be to try a quick thrust, a flat out attack, and
then withdraw to see how it had fared. He would expect to have the
initiative. The standard Telan response, Skal reasoned, would be
either to die or, if still alive, to launch a precipitous attack,
throwing caution to the winds.

He began to
step and feint. A quick step forwards, followed by a feint, then a
step to the left. He left some of his false attacks short and
others long, almost to full stretch. Dadano adjusted quickly, but
the initiative had changed. He was waiting to see what Skal would
do next. At the same time he was forced to beat aside each feint as
though it was the real thing, because that was the point of step
and feint, he was training Dadano to be lazy. If he became lazy he
would die.

Skal began to
step left and back, widening the gap and forcing Dadano to follow
him forwards, but after a couple of steps Dadano reversed, stepping
to Skal’s right and forwards deeply, thrusting quickly at what
should have been a small opening, but Skal was too good for that,
and was quickly inside his opponent’s blade, mounting an attack of
his own and Dadano had to jump back to save himself.

It was all a
dance. Neither of them expected to score a hit in these opening
minutes. They were feeling each other out, getting an idea of how
fast and how able each man was compared to the other, and Skal was
pleased. Dadano was quick, but no quicker than him, and his forms
were imperfect, curved where they should be straight, too low when
they should be high.

Skal knew he
was going to win. He was the better blade. Dadano knew it, too.
Skal could see it in the other man’s eyes, the creased brow, the
tension in his hand. But Dadano wasn’t ready to die just yet. He
launched a strong attack, followed it up with a second, and when he
should have withdrawn he stepped forwards again, close inside
Skal’s blade. The move made his own sword useless, and Skal blocked
the possibility of a strike with a dagger.

Dadano used the
pommel of his sword as a club and hit Skal in the face. It wasn’t a
killing blow, not even a serious injury, but it knocked Skal off
balance and Dadano attacked again, quick and deadly, meaning to
finish it there and then.

If Skal had not
fought on the wall, if he had not been injured before and passed,
if only briefly, beyond the expectation of life, Dadano’s trick
might have worked and he would have died. But Skal could ignore the
wound to his face. He could ride the surprise and not lose his
composure. He rolled, throwing himself backwards away from the
attack, thinking his way through the move, tucking into a ball and
unfolding as he came out of it, legs braced and ready with his
blade to meet the rushing Dadano.

His blade was
perfectly positioned, straight and flat, and his opponent ran onto
it, driving it into his own body with the momentum of his charge.
Skal deflected Dadano’s blade with his dagger, and avoided the
other man’s dagger thrust by twisting his body away to the right.
He pulled his sword free and stepped away, watching as the other
man fell to his knees.

Dadano stayed
there for a moment before falling forwards once more onto his face,
dead. It had been a perfect move, an ideal response to the
unorthodox. Skal wiped his blades and put them away. He became
aware of his small audience again, and he saw something new in
their eyes. They had all been afraid of Dadano, or at least knew
that they could not face him on their own.

Hestia came to
his side.

“It seems that
I owe you my life twice over, Lord Skal,” she said. He could see
them leading Lord Crelian away to whatever death they deemed
appropriate, and it was still not dawn. Skal looked at her. There
was a line to be drawn here, he thought. She was a remarkable
woman, but he was not hers. He was not her hired killer as Dadano
had been Crelian’s.

“Do not put me
in that position again, Queen Hestia,” he said. He kept his voice
low so that the others could not hear.

She looked at
him for a moment, open mouthed. “I see,” she said, and there was
more than a hint of sarcasm in her voice. “I will do my best…”

“I killed
Dadano because Crelian was wrong. You are the preferred choice to
lead Telas, but I am not your champion. It was a barbaric ritual,
and a waste of two men. I am your ally, Queen Hestia, but Crelian
was also my ally, as was Dadano. Seth Yarra are my enemy, and I am
not yours to bid.”

“I did not
think that you were,” she replied.

“Yet you must
have known that Crelian would challenge, and that he had Dadano at
his side. Who did you think would face him?”

“I hoped that
he would not,” she said.

“You used me,
Queen Hestia. Do not think that I am too foolish to see it. I will
not be used again.” He turned and left her standing among the
Braziers and walked back to his tent. The stars were still out and
he was tired. He wondered if speaking so plainly was the right
thing to do. Narak had called her the mistress of the crooked path,
and it was a path that Skal himself had followed. He knew it well
and its corners hid nothing from him. He would support her, he had
promised that, and he would see her in Telas Alt once more, but he
would not trust her again.


* * *
*

They were a few
hours south along the Perit River when Passerina found them. It had
been a strange morning for Skal. It was as though the previous
night had been a dream. Nobody mentioned it, not even Emmar who now
seemed even more inclined to friendship. Perhaps having seen Skal
fight he now saw the colonel’s plea for alliance, to set the
captain’s feud aside, as the kindness it had been on Skal’s
part.

Whatever the
truth, it seemed that the night time blood letting was a secret. It
hinted that all such dealings among the mighty were hidden from the
common folk. Yet Lord Crelian was gone, and nobody spoke his
name.

They rode past
Terresh’s pyre, now just ash on a hilltop, and past the place where
he had killed Dadano, and there was no sign of the braziers, or
that anything had ever taken place there. It was just a quiet, dull
valley, and their only witness was a goat that watched the soldiers
march past with incurious eyes.

The road was a
good one, and they made good time. Hestia’s plan was to march south
to the next bridge, cross there, and make directly for Telas Alt.
There was no particular haste about their progress. Scouts were out
in front and behind, but with close to six thousand men under arms
they did not expect to meet any force they could not overwhelm.

Passerina was
waiting by the side of the road close to where it bridged a ditch
with one of their scouts dismounted nearby. Skal recognised her as
soon as he caught sight of her red hair and slight figure. He rode
forwards and dismounted.

“Deus, I am
pleased that you choose to join us again,” he said.

“You will not
be, Lord Skal,” she said.

He wondered at
her words, but looking round he saw that he had a few moments only
before the others joined them. “Terresh is dead,” he said. “He fell
in battle at Greenhow. He walked into an ambush. Hestia has claimed
the throne.”

Passerina
raised an eyebrow. “There was no challenge?” Apparently she knew
Telans better than he did.

“There was,” he
replied. “I was forced to answer it.”

“Forced?”

But the others
were there, Queen Hestia and her lords, all keen to pay their
respects and make themselves known.

“Deus, do you
ride with us to Telas Alt?” Hestia asked.

“No, and nor
will you if you want to live,” she replied.

“What do you
mean?” Hestia was equal parts despair, anger and puzzlement. Skal
was just as startled.

“Seth Yarra
have landed more men,” Passerina said. “It is earlier than Narak
expected, but they are here, and even now marching north.”

“How many?” It
was the key question. Skal asked it.

“About forty
thousand landed. Ten thousand march north. Narak will not let the
army support you now that they are here. They will be needed to
hold the walls.”

“But their
ships were burned,” Hestia protested. “How can they have landed
forty thousand men?”

“They have more
ships. They have more men.”

Skal
understood. They had six thousand. If they were lucky they might
find another thousand between here and Telas Alt. A thousand more
than that would be a miracle. They could hold Telas Alt with eight
thousand, and hold it well enough, but time was the problem, time
and food. If Passerina was right, and he was certain that she was,
then they would have only a few days before their besiegers
arrived, and what food they could gather in that time would not
even see them through the winter. Wisdom dictated that they should
abandon their goal.

But more than
that, Skal could not see an end to the war. Telas’s armies were
scattered and broken. This six thousand, half of which was Avilian,
represented their greatest asset. Even in the best of times they
would have struggled to raise twelve thousand good men, and now
that was just a dream. Seth Yarra seemed to have unlimited forces
at their beck.

He could see no
relief coming from Avilian or Berash. They would be too stretched
defending their own borders. Anyone who went to Telas Alt would
surely perish there.

“I will still
go to Telas Alt,” Hestia said.

“You cannot,”
Skal said. “It is certain death, suicide.”

“You will not
support me?” Hestia asked, and there was a sting in her question.
He had promised to support her, to see her in Telas Alt.

“If you go, I
will go with you,” he said. “But if you value my advice at all, I
say that we should not go. We will starve to death before
spring.”

“Are you a
mooncalf, Skal?” Passerina asked. “You have just said that to go is
to die, and now you say you will go.”

“I swore it,
Deus.”

“You swore when
these facts were hidden from you. This news unbinds you from that
promise. Hestia,” she turned to the queen. “Why would you wish to
drag these men to their deaths?”

“I have no
choice,” Hestia replied. “I am nothing if I flee, and more than
that in Telas Alt. I would rather be a queen who died defending her
realm than one who ran away.”

“And these must
die with you to improve your sense of worth?” Passerina was
scornful.

“It is their
choice,” Hestia replied.

“Choice? If
they were men it would be a choice, but they are sheep, brave sheep
I grant you, but sheep none the less.”

“Deus,” Skal
interrupted. “It is indeed my choice. I would be shamed if I
abandoned my honour so much.”

“You can get
over shame,” Passerina snapped back. “You can’t get over death. And
what of your Avilian sheep? Will they follow their shepherd onto
Seth Yarra steel?”

This rebuke
also stung. Skal cared what happened to his men. He had learned
that from Cain. Now he was torn between his duty to them and his
honour. He was bright enough to know that if he ordered his men
back to the wall they would go, but that he would then be useless
to Hestia. She didn’t need one sword, no matter how good. She
needed his three thousand men. He needed a third choice. If Telas
Alt was death for them all and a retreat into Berash was
unthinkable for Hestia, then there must be something else.

“Apart from
Telas Alt, what is your most formidable stronghold?” he asked.

Hestia
hesitated. She knew the answer. She was trying to think what Skal
was thinking, and it didn’t take her long to get there.

“Porter’s Pass,
on the border with Durandar,” she said. “There’s nothing in the
kingdom like it. You think we should go there?”

“We could hold
it,” he said.

“But why? Why
would we want to hold Porter’s Pass? Telas Alt is the capital. It’s
everything. The palace, the Lion Throne, the temple of Ashmaren –
everything.”

“It’s a death
trap,” Skal said.

“You will not
come to Telas Alt?” It was a challenge to his honour. Skal looked
her in the eye. He had to tell her that Telas Alt was a lost
cause.

“I will. I
swore as much. My men will not.” He saw the look on her face, saw
that she understood. “Porter’s Pass may be nothing, but it is
Telan. It can be a symbol that you are not defeated, a rallying
point for your people.”

“You have not
seen Porter’s Pass,” she said.

“What is the
garrison?” he asked.

“Two hundred.
No more than that.”

“And how many
can it hold?”

“Not all of us.
It is big, but no more than two thousand men can occupy it, and it
would be crowded then. It is not big enough.”

One of the
Telan nobles jumped into the conversation with both feet. “The
Western Chain, my Queen!” he said. Hestia looked at him as though
he were an annoyance.

“What is the
Western Chain?” Skal asked.

“It is a
defensive chain of forts, Lord Skal,” the man went on, heedless of
his queen’s displeasure. “Terresh’s father began the work, and now
it is all but finished. There are seven forts, all capable of
supporting each other, and linked by walls and trenches and
tunnels. They would hold ten thousand.”

“Queen Hestia?”
Skal turned to her, seeking confirmation. She was still set on
Telas Alt, though he was sure that she saw that prize slipping away
even as they spoke. She could still insist, but it would seem
contrary now, even foolhardy. With a mild sense of insight he
realised that perhaps Hestia wanted to die. She had lost Terresh,
she had won the enmity of Wolf Narak, and she had all but lost
Telas itself to invaders. Nor could she put the blame at Terresh’s
door. She had been his closest, must trusted advisor, and Skal
suspected that the strategy had been hers.

“Why would we
want to hold the Western Chain?” she said. “It is in the poorest
part of the land. The country there is cold and bleak. Its purpose
it to guard against Durandar. There is nothing there worth
holding.”

“They are Telan
strongholds on Telan land,” Skal said. “As long as they can be
held, Telas is undefeated.”

She looked at
Skal, and he could see what she thought in her eyes. There was no
point to it. If they held the Western Chain for a year, for three
years, then it was all the same. The Seth Yarra would land more
men, and more men still, an endless mass of dedicated warriors to
send against them until at last the chain fell, one fort at a time,
either to invasion or starvation. The end would be the same. Why
not stand in Telas Alt and get it over with in one glorious
battle?

Passerina had
not spoken for some time. The sparrow had been listening intently
to their exchange, but now she spoke.

“You should
listen to Lord Skal,” she said. “His advice is sound, and I can
tell you that Narak does not believe that victory is impossible. He
has even hinted that Seth Yarra have already lost, but the cause of
their undoing is hidden to us all.”

“Victory?”
Hestia was as scornful as she dared to be. “He cannot burn the
forest twice.”

Passerina
looked into Hestia’s eyes until the queen was forced to look away.
“Armies cannot be replaced once they are lost,” she said. “Armies
are more valuable than kings, or queens.”

It was a simple
enough statement, and the threat it contained was plain enough.
There was nobody here who could stand against the sparrow, none who
could save Hestia from a god’s wrath should it be provoked.

“I will do as
you say, Deus,” Hestia said, but her tone was bitter. A glorious
death on the walls of Telas Alt was one thing, but to be struck
down by a god on the roadside a dozen miles from anywhere would be
pointless. Skal had some sympathy for her, but in his heart he was
glad. Now there was a chance. They would turn around, riders would
be sent ahead to ensure that the forts were safe and the task of
gathering in food had begun, and there was a chance at least that
they might yet survive.

It all depended
on Narak.


58. The Virtue of Mercy

They were
coming. The last of his scouts had ridden in through the false
palisade with the news. They were less than a mile away and coming
on fast.

Cain sat calmly
on the top of his wire and stone wall and waited. His men were in
their positions, they knew what to do, and this was something he
had anticipated. He felt no alarm or fear. He was quite the master
of the situation, and with Sheyani beside him he was invulnerable,
or he felt that way. He watched as his men followed the patterns
laid down for them like clockwork. The archers pulled back, forming
a line between the wall and the palisade, and the assigned men on
the wall lowered the ramp to give them an escape route. Still other
men remained behind in the palisade, their horses waiting to whisk
them away to safety.

The gate was
one of his strangest ideas. How do you put a gate in a temporary
wall? His answer was that you didn’t. You put the gate over it. His
men had used timber from the wagons and some logs that had not been
needed for the palisade to construct a ramp that they could slide
over the steep side of the wall. It was matched by another ramp of
the stepped side so that the one facing the enemy could be pulled
up by teams of men and settled on top of the other. While it was
down anyone could simply ride or walk up one side and down the
other. When it was pulled back the wall presented a uniform sheer
face.

Narak’s trick
had not killed all the Seth Yarra. He had never thought that it
would. Some would survive, throwing themselves into streams,
climbing over the bare lower slopes of the mountains, or simply
through luck.

Of the fifty
thousand there were just over three thousand survivors, and that
was all right. He had three thousand and a wall to defend. Seth
Yarra would need six thousand to have a chance of taking it, and
they had no ladders, and there was no wood to build ladders. Narak
had burned it all.

He waited.

“It will be a
slaughter,” Sheyani said. She was sitting one step down from him,
her pipes in hand.

“They will turn
back,” Cain said. “When they see the wall and know what it means
they will turn back. They will probably retreat into Telas to lick
their wounds, those that are left. No commander would assault a
wall with no ladders and inferior numbers”

Sheyani did not
say anything for a moment. “Did you smell the fire?” she asked, and
shuddered. Cain had smelled it clearly enough, the faint aroma of
burning flesh mingled in with the wood smoke. They had been too far
away to hear the screams. “A terrible way to die,” she said.

Cain could only
agree, but this was a coarse war. The enemy had numbers and were
themselves no respecters of any code. What they had done in the
south, the rampage that Skal had ended at Henfray, had shown that.
Cain had no great desire for revenge, but he would kill the enemy
until they gave in or he was killed himself. Sheyani still thought
in terms of the chivalric code of Karim, and given the choice Cain
would have agreed with her, but Seth Yarra were not so bound.

In the distance
he saw arms raised, and heard voices carried back on the breeze,
which still blew fresh from the west.

A few moments
later he saw twenty horses break from the palisade and ride towards
the wall. They passed his archers and turned, waiting behind them
in case cover was needed for a retreat.

The first of
the Seth Yarra came through. They looked ragged.

The archers
loosed their arrows, but they did not shoot at the men running
towards them, but instead their fiery missiles arced over the Seth
Yarra heads, plunging into the brushwood and oil that was waiting
in the false palisade.

If Cain was
right the palisade would be packed by now. The men at the back
would be pressing forwards, the men inside compressed by the design
that would allow one man out for every two that went in.

It erupted into
flame. The violence of it startled even Cain. The brushwood was
very dry, as were the logs of the palisade itself. With the
assistance of the oil they burned like tinder, the flames shooting
up into the sky. It was as though he had imitated Narak’s great
fire, when in truth the opposite was true. Cain had planned this
from the start, a winnowing of the enemy before they ever touched
his wall. This had been the plan he had laid out for the lords at
Bas Erinor, and Narak had copied him on a scale that only Narak
could.

This time they
heard the screams.

Some of the
Seth Yarra who had come through before the fire took hold turned,
and ran back into the flames. They had comrades in there, Cain
supposed, friends. It was a suicidally brave thing to do. The
remaining men of the advance guard were cut down by Cain’s archers
in just two volleys.

So that was it,
then. He forced himself to watch as the flames blossomed and then
died into smoke and ashes. The wind brought them the smell of
burned meat again, like pork left too long on the fire.

The riders,
then the archers came back over the ramps. The outer ramp was
pulled in and slid back over the inner ramp. Soon the fire would
die down enough and what remained of the Seth Yarra force would
come, but for now they waited. He looked left and right and saw his
men were ready. They needed no word from him. They stood grim faced
with swords, lances and bows behind the top step and looked towards
the dying fire.

If they had any
sense the Seth Yarra would turn back now. Cain didn’t expect them
to. There would be at least one charge. They were nothing if not
predictable. Narak had told him that they fought using tactics
taken from a book, and it certainly seemed that way. They fought in
patterns, they marched in patterns and they camped in patterns. It
was always the same. The patterns themselves were not bad. Indeed
they seemed sensible the first time you saw them, but to see the
same attack repeated over and over against an enemy that expected
it was sheer stupidity. It was all too rigid.

Sheyani stood.
“I will go back to the tent,” she said. “You do not need me and I
am tired. I do not need to see this victory.”

He nodded. He
understood. Narak had promised that he would be relieved in a few
weeks, even though it was months until the snows came and sealed
the pass. The fire had done the work for them, and no army would
try the pass this year once this ragged remnant was gone. They
would go back to Bas Erinor, and then on to his estate at Waterhill
where they would spend the winter in peace, with just each other
for company. It was good to heal after war.

The Seth Yarra
came through earlier than he expected, trampling through the still
hot ashes. They must have good boots, he thought, or they are
desperate for a fight.

It seemed the
latter, for they came on without forming up, almost as though they
were keen to be the first to die. They ran in ones and twos, in
small groups. They ran too far and tired to a stumbling walk by the
time they were in bowshot, and then his archers began to pick them
off.

Cain watched
with growing horror as the rump of the Seth Yarra army hurled
itself against his temporary wall. They were no longer soldiers,
but animals driven mad by the fire and the terrible things they had
witnessed. They had lost all care for self preservation. They had
no officers, or none who behaved as officers. It was like watching
a herd of cattle running over a cliff. They crashed into the stone
and wire of the wall and clawed at it, as though somehow they could
get to the top.

No, he was
wrong, there were officers. He could see them trying to regain
control. Here and there among the rabble there was a still point, a
knot of sanity, but it was not enough. Cain’s men were standing on
the walls firing down into the mass of the enemy who screamed
hatred up at them as they died.

Sheyani had
been right. It was not a battle.

Cain wanted to
stop it, but he could not. Under his breath he encouraged the
officers, urging them to drag their men back from destruction, but
it seemed futile. The numbers who obeyed were small, and though
order gained a foothold it was never more than that. Some of his
men had run out of arrows and were throwing rocks down from the
wall.

“Stop!” Cain
ordered. It was a testament to the discipline of his men that they
stopped. The Seth Yarra beneath the walls now numbered only about
three hundred, and they struggled to attack through a sea of their
comrades’ bodies, though they could not scale the wall, and beat at
it with their fists and weapons as though they could break through
the tons of rock through the power of their anguish alone.

Cain’s men
stopped, and the silence atop the wall slowly seeped into the
insane men beneath them, until after a while they all stood in
silence. Just out of bowshot there was a group of Seth Yarra with
two black clad cleansers, and they, too stopped and waited. It was
like the eye of a storm.

“For the sake
of your god and ours,” Cain called out in Afalel, “take these men
away from here.”

His voice rang
out down the pass, clear and loud in the silence. There was a brief
discussion between the two cleansers, and then one of them walked
forwards. He walked slowly and deliberately until he stood twenty
paces from the wall beneath the point where Cain stood.

“What is this?”
he asked.

“Mercy,” Cain
replied.

“Why? We are
your enemy.”

“No,” Cain
replied. “You are men come from another land at another’s bidding
to invade my home. You are soldiers. I am a soldier. It is what you
believe that is my enemy, and the man that sent you.”

“It was a god,
not a man,” the cleanser replied.

Cain made a
dismissive gesture. “I will not debate with you on the merits of
your cause,” he said. “Take your men and go.”

“What is your
name?” The cleanser asked.

“What is
yours?”

“I am Hanif,
son of Parel, third officer of the second degree.” It seemed only
fair to exchange, since the cleanser was willing, though the man’s
name and rank meant nothing to him.

“I am Cain
Arbak, Colonel of the first regiment of the Seventh Friend,” Cain
said.

“You are the
one they call the Wolf of Fal Verdan?”

“Some men call
me that,” he replied.

“There is light
in you as well as darkness, Cain Arbak,” the cleanser said, then he
turned to his men and began shouting orders. The dazed looking Seth
Yarra at the base of the wall were led away, chivvied and driven by
their officer like cattle. They withdrew slowly up the valley, past
the still smoking ashes of the false palisade, and then they were
gone.


59. A Wolf Runs West

Fit though he
was, Tilian Henn found the wolf’s pace demanding. He was forced to
walk and trot to keep up, and no matter what he said to the animal
it kept on just the same with that tireless wolf gait, glancing
back once in a while to be sure that they followed.

Deran seemed to
be similarly stretched. Tilian could see the sweat on his brow and
the man was clearly breathing hard. In a day or two of this they
would be back opposite the White Road, and then they would find out
what had taken place after the fire, and how well the general’s
temporary wall had held. It would be good to be back among fellow
Avilians. Tilian looked forward to that and kept pushing, following
the wolf.

It would be
good, too, to be away from the smell of burning. The wind had
carried the smoke up and over the Dragon’s Back, but Tilian could
still smell it. The whole forest smelled of smoke, and if they
strayed too far to the east they could see it through the undamaged
trees, a strip of land populated by the stripped and blackened
poles that had once been pine and beech and larch. It was a ten
mile wide band of grey and black, and the slightest breeze raised
clouds of bitter ash that swirled and settled, and if they were too
close got into eyes and mouths. There was no green or brown to be
seen.

At midday the
wolf permitted a stop, and the two men sat down beside a stream.
The water they drew from it tasted of ash, and Tilian guessed that
it flowed out from the mountains some way north of them, and had
been tainted there by the fire. They ate slowly, knowing that as
soon as they closed their packs the wolf would be off again, and
they must follow.

“What’ll you do
when we get back, Captain?” Deran asked. Tilian was surprised by
the question. Deran was usually a taciturn sort, and he still
wasn’t used to being called Captain.

“I don’t know,”
he replied. In truth he did not. He was nominally still the captain
of the guard at Latter Fetch, a position gifted to him by Lord
Skal, but he was not certain that he could retain it with honour.
When he closed his eyes to sleep he still thought of Sara Brough,
his Lord’s blood cousin, and he had no wish to banish those
thoughts. He was very aware that Lord Skal himself had an eye for
Sara, and he would not betray a man he served, let alone a lord
that he admired, a hero of Fal Verdan.

“I fancy trying
my hand at growing things,” Deran said. “Had enough of hunting for
a while.”

“Lord Skal
wants to build new houses, up where the woods are. Perhaps I’ll try
my hand at that,” Tilian said.

“You’re the
captain of the guard,” Deran said. “I’d not think you’ll have time
for that.”

“Perhaps.” It’s
only until next spring anyway, he thought. In spring the Seth Yarra
will come again, and we’ll fight again. Who knows how many of us
will be alive this time next year? He pushed a piece of hard cheese
into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. He glanced at the wolf,
which sat ten paces away, watching them. It had not laid itself
down as it did at night, but sat back on its haunches and stared at
them, waiting for the moment when it could run again.

“It’s a pity
the wolves don’t fight,” Tilian said. “They’d put some fear in the
Seth Yarra.”

“For certain no
more than Narak does,” Deran said. He put the last fragment of his
midday into his mouth and dusted off his hands, taking a swig of
ash tainted water. “Come, let’s be on with it,” he said. “I’m keen
to get some proper food into me, and maybe a cup or two of the
colonel’s wine. It can’t be more than a day and a half.”

Tilian lingered
a moment longer. He had a handful of nuts and ate them one by one,
chewing each until he swallowed, delaying. He encouraged
informality, but Deran was taking it to new heights, and he thought
he should behave a little more like an officer, though he was very
new to officering, and being ahead of the game didn’t come easy. It
was easier to pretend to be ahead of the game, and he was sure that
a lot of officers did a lot of pretending.

He finished the
last nut and washed it down with the same foul tasting water. Safe
enough to drink, he hoped, but he would be glad of clean water and
even wine as Deran had suggested. He packed everything away again
and tied the cord on top of the pack. He stood and looked at the
wolf.

“Ready to go,”
he said.

The wolf turned
north, ready to begin its guiding duties, but stopped in the middle
of its first stride, almost stumbled. Its head turned to the west
as though it had heard something. For a moment it stood, ears up,
head and body rigid, straining for a sound or a scent, and then it
ran. Tilian had never seen a wolf run, but this one went off like
an arrow from a bow, racing through the trees, running westwards.
In a few moments it was out of sight and the two men stood alone in
the midst of the forest.

“Not following
that,” Deran said.

Tilian shook
his head. What had made the wolf do that? It was supposed to be a
guide to them, to take them back to the pass. Not that they could
not find their own way. Deran was a forester, and the route was
easy – just go north until you were far enough north, then turn
east.

“We’ll find our
own way,” he said.

“Means walking
closer to the ash,” Deran commented. “Can’t make out the pass this
far in.”

“We’ll stay
back for a day,” Tilian said. “Then we’ll see how close we
are.”

“Suits me.”

They began to
walk north again, but as a steadier pace, a more human pace, and
Tilian wondered at the wolf’s behaviour. It had been under Narak’s
control, and so he supposed that Narak had some more urgent
purpose.

Another day and
then they would turn east. He hoped it would rain.


60. An Alarm

Narak was
fascinated by Lady Sara’s gift. In the hundreds of years he had
lived he had read many books, and books were not something that
came in quantity. A worthwhile volume would be produced every year
or so, but no more than that. He had been an avid scholar once, but
since the Great War he had abandoned the habit. He had spent much
of his time in the forest, running as a wolf, and wolves had no
time for books and reading.

Lady Sara had
not lied. The book dealt with times before the Benetheon, and that
was a wonderful thing. He had grown weary of scholars who
inadequately described events that he had lived through, times that
were written more clearly in his memory than in any book. This was
quite different, and some of the things written here were
completely new to him.

He had known
that Pelion was a man. Others called him a god, but Narak had seen
through the myth, and he thought that Pelion would have been
pleased by that. He had never thought of him as one of the mighty
mage lords of the mystical age, however, and that was what the book
indicated, for who but Pelion could this Pelianus be? Narak even
thought he could detect a trace of Pelion’s weakness for high
language beneath the scribe’s veneer.

There were
other clues here, too, and it all seemed somehow relevant to the
war, and to the last war. Five mages had survived the dragon
plague. One was Pelion. Who were the other four and what had
happened to them? Of course there was no guarantee that the details
written down by the scribe and translated over and over again would
be even within shouting distance of the truth, but Narak was
inclined to believe that the heart of the truth remained, veiled
and imprisoned within the clean pages of this new copy.

He read on, the
cup of wine by his side forgotten, and the more he read the more he
came to believe that this was an important book. It held secrets
that he should know, and perhaps needed to know. It was up to him
to interpret what was there.

It hit him like
a hammer blow on his chest.

For a moment he
struggled to breath, feeling pain, anger, outrage.

Not again.

He dropped the
book and stood, reaching out, and recoiled from what he found.

“Pages!” he
shouted. He heard feet running in the darkness outside, but he was
already buckling on his armour, the red, Telan made suit that
fitted so well. The guard poked his head through the tent flap.

“Deus?”

“Help me with
this, damn it,” he said.

The guard
dropped his shield and began to help. Two pages arrived, and seeing
Narak half into his armour they fell to and began to buckle the
rest on. If a couple of minutes it was done. At the same time Lord
Quinnial came into the tent, half asleep, looking alarmed.

“What is it,
Deus? What has happened?”

Narak didn’t
answer. He threw his sword harness over his shoulders and held the
blades in his hands, ready for war.

“Do not try to
hold the wolf,” he said. “It will not be possible. Let him go.”


* * *
*

He was gone. A
beat of the air as it changed shape announced the arrival of a
wolf. It looked around the tent, howled once, and then ran through
the tent flap. Quinnial and the others followed it out into the
night, but were barely in time to see it racing out of the light,
heading north towards the White Road.

“My lord, what
shall we do?”

Quinnial turned
to the guard. What shall we do? he thought. “We will continue to
march south to Fal Verdan,” he said. “Two thousand men will leave
in the morning for the White Road to see if there is any trouble
there, but we will do as we have been asked. If Narak wanted our
help he would have said so. Whatever it is, it is his affair.”

He sounded more
confident than he felt. Narak had looked furious, murderous, more
enraged than Quinnial had ever seen him. Something terrible had
come to pass.


61. The Sparrow’s Favour

They had
crossed the bridge three hours before noon with no opposition and
after that turned north in accordance with Passerina’s wishes. It
seemed odd to be retracing their steps, even if they were on the
other side of the Perit, but the men had been promised revenge on
the garrison of Greenhow, and that leant a certain determination to
their march. It did not feel quite so much like a retreat.

Skal no longer
rode beside the queen. He felt that his star had declined somewhat
in that sphere, but he was pleased when Passerina chose to ride
beside him. She did not talk much, and he was not inclined to
question her regarding the strange things that Hestia had said
concerning her deeds in Telas Alt, and so they rode mostly in
silence.

Shortly before
midday she addressed him.

“You’ve done
well, Lord Skal,” she said.

“I have done my
best, Deus,” he replied. “But we seem to have failed at every
turn.”

“Failed?”

“The king is
dead, we have not taken Telas Alt, we have not prevented another
Seth Yarra landing, and now we flee before what we have failed to
prevent.”

“Retreat and
flight are quite different, Lord Skal,” she replied. “You know
this.”

“Yet the
essence of what I have said is true.”

“You look at
things in a dark light,” Passerina chided him. “You have saved the
queen’s life twice, you have engaged the enemy twice and lost no
more than a handful of men, your strategy has been sound in every
case.”

“Yet here we
are.”

“It was always
a gamble, Lord Skal. You could have retreated behind the wall and
sat out the winter in Berash, but you chose to gamble and the dice
have fallen against you. You have another few throws to recoup your
losses, however.”

“I do not like
to gamble, Deus,” Skal remarked. “I never have.”

“You gamble
when you get out of bed a morning, Lord Skal.”

“Not from
choice.”

Passerina
laughed, and Skal saw Hestia turn her head to see what the cause of
merriment might be, but the queen would have been none the wiser
for what she saw.

“You amuse me,
Lord Skal,” Passerina said. “And you are a good soldier, and a good
blade. It is shocking that the queen has not seen fit to reward you
for the service you have rendered her, Avilian or no.”

“I do not act
in the hope of reward, Deus.”

“Liar,” she
mocked. “It is what you live for. You seek glory and the raising up
of your blood so that you might once again be among the mighty of
Avilian. Tell me it is not so.”

Skal felt
himself redden. She had seen through him as though his ambition was
entirely unclothed. “I confess it,” he said. “Though I cannot hope
for such advancement from the queen.”

“That is true,
so we must assume that you have protected her for some other
reason,”

“Some things
are done because they cry out to be done. I learned that much from
Cain, Deus.”

Passerina
frowned for a moment, but like a cloud passing over the sun the
frown gave way to a smile once more. “And so you are unrewarded for
your deeds,” she said. “It seems wasteful.”

Skal gave up
trying to fence with her. “And so it must remain a mystery,” he
said. Passerina laughed again, but when she spoke her tone was not
light.

“You are
important to this war, Lord Skal. Your deeds are such that men will
listen when you speak. Even gods may listen. And when you speak
your words are something more than an exhalation of vanity, as is
the case with so many of your kith. Perhaps you have learned
humility from your fall, I cannot say, but you are worth more than
you were.”

“I am what I
am, Deus,” he replied. He was trying for modesty, though inwardly
he glowed at the compliment. “Are we not taught that we are all
clay in the hands of time and chance?”

“So we are, but
in truth some are clay, some are finer clay and some are no more
than sand. So I deem you worthy of some reward for being a better
clay, and fired true, and since I have no knighthoods, no estates
or lordships to give, I give you what I have. You are in my favour,
Lord Skal.”

“I…” he was
lost for words. He had not looked for this. Like everyone else who
had been raised a lord, educated a lord, he knew that the granting
of favour was possible for a Benetheon god, and he knew what it
meant, but he also knew that it was forbidden for the mighty among
mortals, and that the only god to break this rule had been
Passerina. “Is there some ceremony?” he asked. He truly did not
know. He dared not ask if it was permitted.

“No. My word
suffices. Narak gives a ring, and others sometimes stoop to similar
vulgar signs, but all you have is my word.”

Skal had never
heard Narak called vulgar before, but he suspected that this, too,
was a joke.

“I am deeply
honoured, Deus,” he said.

“So you should
be.” She turned and looked to the head of the column where Hestia
rode. Skal did not know anyone who had been taken into a god’s
favour, though it was rumoured that Narak’s home, Wolfguard it was
called, teemed with such people. He suspected that Cain was Narak’s
man as well, though he could not have said if the man was in the
wolf’s favour or not.

It was a rare
honour indeed, even if it was a secret one. It was certainly not a
thing to brag about. That would be vulgar indeed.

It seemed that
the conversation was over, and they rode on in silence until close
to the end of the day when an early stop was called. It was still
several hours until sunset but they were less than an hour’s ride
from Greenhow, and Hestia wanted to come on the town in the dawn.
They had discussed it the previous day, and all were agreed that
Skal would take his Avilians and circle round the west to cut off
any escape. Hestia would then come at the town from the south and
the Seth Yarra would be caught between them.

Camp was made
and they settled down. The two miles between them and the town were
fairly flat, but consisted of patchy woodland, and Skal did not
think that they would be seen or heard from Greenhow, though he had
differed with Hestia on the likelihood of scouts being this far
out. Skal thought the distance too little, and would have camped
further away, but Hestia had overruled him. He thought that it was
out of petulance that he had spoken so plainly to her the last time
they had stood by Greenhow, and because he had not supported her in
her wish to continue to Telas Alt once they knew of the Seth Yarra
advance.

He was not
particularly troubled. He did not fear a Seth Yarra attack, and
besides he had his own scouts posted so that they would not be
surprised. The worst that could happen was that the Seth Yarra
would have run away in the night, and they would have nobody to
kill in the morning.

After all, it
wasn’t Skal who’d lost a king.

The evenings
were social. It was required of the lords and senior officers that
they gather in Hestia’s tent at sunset and join her in an evening
meal. It was a Telan custom, he was told, but it was not so
different from the Avilian way, except that as a commander he would
have not insisted on his officers’ presence every night. They had
better things to do.

He arrived in
good time and stood about making light conversation with some of
the younger Telans. Emmar sought out his company as usual, and Skal
reflected that it was odd behaviour for a man who had wanted to
kill him a few weeks ago. He wasn’t paying attention to Emmar,
though. He was watching Hestia and Passerina talking. It was an
animated exchange, though both women kept their voices low so that
others could not hear. It was clear from Hestia’s gestures that the
queen was a little agitated. He could not guess their topic, but he
hoped it was not himself.

It was because
he was watching that he saw a sudden change in the sparrow. She was
normally graceful, fluid in her movements. It was one of the things
Skal had noted about her. She would have made a fine fencer. As he
watcher her, he saw the grace suddenly vanish. She stiffened as
though suddenly in pain, the glass of wine in her hand tipped and
spilt over her fingers. He started forwards involuntarily, but in a
moment she had recovered her poise, but her face, normally pale,
was white as chalk.

She turned away
from Hestia, who was in mid sentence as far as Skal could tell, and
walked out of the tent.

Skal
followed.

Once out of the
tent she ran, and she ran faster than Skal could follow, but she
was going in the direction of her own tent, and Skal headed that
way, running as quickly as he could. When he arrived she was
stepping out again, bow over her shoulder, sword strapped to her
side. She wore a breastplate and carried a shield.

“Deus?”

She looked at
him, and he knew at once that he was in her way. He was between her
and something that she was bound to do.

“No time, Lord
Skal,” she said, fastening a last buckle.

“If there’s
anything I can do to help…”

“Nothing,” she
said. “Nothing. They have attacked Wolfguard.”

And she was
gone, exploding into a mass of feathered wings, sparrows that flew
out and up into the trees. Skal stood alone before her tent,
shocked, caught in a still moment of alarm and running feet as
others came, too late.


62. Wolfguard

Narak was in
lamplight. He was in the inner part of Wolfguard, within the moat.
More exactly he was in what had once been a throne room, and now
seemed to have been transformed in his absence into a day room with
tables and chairs scattered around. There were people here, too.
They were huddled, afraid. He smelt blood in the air and saw that a
few of them bore wounds.

“Deus, you have
come.”

The speaker was
a young woman. He recognised her as one of the kitchen staff.
Others were standing and coming towards him. He saw hope and fear
in their eyes, and relief that he was there.

“Minette, Where
are they?” he asked.

She knew at
once who he meant. There were fifteen people in the room, but there
was no sign of Caster, or of Jidian and Sithmaree.

“They are
fighting,” Minette said. “They held the Seth Yarra back and allowed
us to escape, to flood the moat. Deus, the steward is dead. He and
nine others.”

Poor. Poor was
dead and the moat was flooded and his friends were on the other
side.

“You flooded
the moat?”

“Jidian told us
that we must. He said they could not hold so many for ever, Deus.”
She was apologetic, afraid of what he might say. She knew that he
was close to Caster and Jidian.

Narak nodded.
That sounded like Jidian, noble to the last, and stupid with it.
The point of Wolfguard was to protect Narak, and whoever it
principally housed, and today that was Jidian and Sithmaree. They
were on the wrong side of the moat.

“You did no
wrong,” he reassured her. “Do you know where they are?”

“The passage
from the night gate,” Minette said.

He knew it well
enough, and he knew where they would be. It was a long, straight
passage, but at the end it bent into one of the corridors that
circled down into Wolfguard, and at that bend they could stand and
be protected to some degree from arrows. It was a fair position to
take, and he had no doubt that Seth Yarra would be paying a heavy
price.

“How long have
they been there?”

“No more than
ten minutes, Deus.”

He left the
room and walked to the moat. It was a clever thing of his own
making, Wolfguard’s moat, set deep beneath the ground. It was a
corridor that circled the central, deepest parts of Narak’s home
and could be flooded by releasing water from cisterns higher up,
filling the corridor to the roof. On the inside there were three
access points, three stairs that came up from the moat into the
inner sanctum, and each of these could be defended further by
lowering a stone slab over the top of the stair.

The slab here
was lowered.

Narak seized
the rope, braced his foot against the wall and pulled, raising a
slab that seven normal men could not lift. He looked at the dark
water it revealed.

“You will go
through?” Minette asked. She had trailed after him from the other
room, and he saw that others had also come after her.

“I will,” he
said. He shrugged. “I must.” He had no idea what he might find on
the other side, but he could not leave them alone, and even if they
were dead, all three of them, he had to go. There was a remedy for
his ignorance, though. He closed his eyes and reached out, finding
Jidian almost at once, and Sithmaree a moment later. He sent them
both the briefest of messages.

I come.

He took a deep
breath and plunged into the water. It was cold. Another advantage
of being a god was that he could hold his breath for a very long
time. He had not tested it, but he knew he could go minutes without
discomfort. His eyes, too, picked detail from the least amount of
light now that he had dropped the veil, and was fully in his aspect
as a god. He saw things that would have been dark and hidden to
normal men. He swam through the shadow, seeing the stonework,
crossing the corridor to where light showed him the opposite exit,
the one that led to the night gate.

He erupted from
the water with his swords ready, but there was nobody in sight.
Lamps burned undisturbed in their alcoves. The sounds of fighting
came to him faintly from around the corner. He shook himself like a
wolf, water streaming from him, and ran that way.

Beyond the
corner he almost tripped over the bodies. There had been fighting
here, and it had been fierce. There were dozens of corpses
scattered across the width of the passage, and it was clear that
Jidian and Caster had pushed the Seth Yarra back around the next
corner. The sound of fighting was closer now. He stepped forwards
again.

“Deus.”

Narak stopped.
The voice had come from the side of the passage, among the bodies.
It was weak, but he recognised it.

“Caster?”

“About time,”
Caster said. Narak knelt beside him. The swordmaster lay on his
back, propped against one wall. There were three arrows protruding
from his chest and side. Narak could see at once that the wounds
were mortal.

“They thought I
was you,” Caster said.

“I’m
sorry.”

“You should
have seen them,” Caster said. He smiled, though he was clearly in
pain. “You should have seen me: the defender of Wolfguard. I must
have killed fifty of them.”

“You’re not
wearing armour,” Narak said.

“No time.” He
coughed. “It was so quick. I was asleep.”

“I’m sorry.”
Narak could think of nothing else to say. His best friend, the one
man in the world that he could call a friend was dying in front of
him.

“Why? Don’t be.
I’ve lived a long life.” He put a hand on Narak’s arm. “A good
life. This was something I had to do. You know that song.”

“I’ll stay with
you…”

“No. Go. They
need you more. I’ll still be here when you come back.”

“Caster…”

“Haven’t we
said everything a hundred times? Go. Kill Seth Yarra for me.”

Narak put his
hand on Caster’s shoulder and squeezed. He could feel tears in his
eyes, and he didn’t want that. He would turn them into rage. That
was his particular magic, transmuting grief into rage. He
stood.

“I’ll come
back,” he said. He turned and trotted up the corridor towards the
fight, turned a corner, and he was in the midst of it.

It looked like
a scene from a nightmare. Jidian and Sithmaree had their backs to
him, and they faced a hoard or Seth Yarra, pressed into a mass of
frightened, desperate men, stumbling over the bodies of their
fallen comrades that clogged the passage side to side, pushed
forwards by the mass of eager, terrified men behind them, all lit
by the flickering yellow light of a few lamps. What he saw was what
he had seen at Afael, what still haunted his dreams. These men
threw themselves into death with a sort of obscene eagerness that
he had never seen in the Kingdoms.

His arrival
changed things. Not that Jidian and Sithmaree were not holding
their own. The eagle was fighting with sword and round shield, the
latter already bristling with broken arrows, cutting down men with
every stroke of his heavy blade, battering them with his shield and
stabbing them with the broken stubs of arrows that protruded from
it. He had never seen Sithmaree fight before, and she was a
revelation. She fought with a whip. It was ten feet long, and the
tip appeared to be jointed steel, for though it was quite reddened
with Seth Yarra blood it cut through flesh and bone as effectively
as any blade, and reached a good three yards into the enemy ranks
to do its work. She bore a shield as well, long and narrow, just as
decorated with arrows as Jidian’s, and they were both wounded many
times in small ways, though neither seemed to favour any of their
injuries.

When Narak
stepped up beside Jidian he saw the Seth Yarra pull back in fear,
just for a moment. They had thought that he was dead, perhaps, when
Caster had fallen, and now saw him again, clad in red plate armour,
risen from the grave.

“Rest
yourselves a moment,” he said. “I will do this work for a
while.”

He jumped ahead
of them, blades flashing and biting. Men fell. He heard bowstrings,
and raised his arm to protect his head. The arrows failed the test
of his armour, shattering or glancing away. He fought on, drawing
on his grief, thinking of Caster. This killing was a gift for his
old friend, an honouring of their thousand years of companionship.
He stabbed, cut, kicked and bludgeoned them aside, but he did not
advance. The position was good. The corner ahead protected them
from archers for the most part, and those that came around it
risked stumbling within the reach of Sithmaree’s whip. She had not
taken his suggestion that she should rest, and continued to pick
men off with unerring accuracy.

The flow of
blood seemed interminable, but Narak worked tirelessly, killing
Seth Yarra as fast as they could come within reach. He had never
been more deadly. His swords sang and his enemies danced
unwillingly to their tune. As he fought he thought how senseless it
was. These men were dying for a god who probably did not exist, and
if he ever had, was most likely a man like Pelion, his teachings
twisted into shapes he would no longer have recognised . They were
fighting because someone had tricked them into doing so. They had
no real cause to hate him at all, yet here they were.

He cut, stabbed
and cut again and three more men died. Sithmaree’s whip cracked
from behind his shoulder and another man died. Pointless.

Yet Narak
himself considered that he fought for the three oldest reasons, the
only three reasons that anyone should fight. He fought to defend
himself and his friends. He fought to protect the places he loved,
and he fought because he had been attacked. There was a little
matter of revenge as well, but that was not a noble cause. Yet it
was the furnace of revenge that leant strength to his arm.

It went on and
on. He had no idea how many men Seth Yarra had sent to Wolfguard,
and no time to ask those that might know. So he fought as though
their numbers were infinite, and gradually his mind slipped into a
dull, unthinking state. He no longer saw men before him, but unruly
wheat trying to avoid the scythe. He cut them down
remorselessly.

Almost without
warning it ended. He was standing almost waist deep in men he had
killed, and it seemed to him that Seth Yarra had dragged his
victims away to take their turn at the blades because the corridor
was lined with dead. He stepped forwards and peered around the
corner, looking up towards the night gate, and it was the same
there. Hundreds if not thousands of dead men filled the
passageway.

He glanced back
at Jidian and Sithmaree.

“There were
more of them than this,” Jidian said.

“Are they
hiding?” Narak asked. “There is nobody in the passage.”

“I will go and
see,” the eagle said, and strode off up towards the night gate.

“Have a care,”
Narak called after him. “You wear no armour.” It would be like the
big man to forget. Narak did not mind that Jidian went, though he
was the better dressed for the task. He wanted to get back to
Caster.

Sithmaree was
still standing there, her whip hanging loosely from her fingers.
She looked tired, though Narak knew it could not be so.

“Is it always
like this?” she asked.

“It is always
different,” Narak replied, “but in some ways it is always the same.
You did well.”

She nodded,
seeming surprised at the compliment. It struck Narak as
extraordinary that Sithmaree had never fought in a battle before.
She had opted out of the Great War, and had never been a friend of
Wolfguard until now. He had never heard tales of her fighting, and
certainly not of that deadly whip.

“Your
reputation with the blades is well deserved,” she said.

“I practice a
lot,” he said, and walked past her, around the next bend in the
passage and knelt again beside Caster. The swordmaster was still
alive, but he had faded, and lay unconscious among his fallen foes,
his breath coming in ragged gasps. Narak eased him out from the
wall and tried to make him more comfortable, piling borrowed
clothing beneath his back and head so that he rested at an angle
and yet his body was not bent. It was all that he could do.

“I’ll miss you,
old friend,” he said. He wondered where Poor lay: somewhere among
these perhaps, or further back where he had emerged from the moat.
He had not looked for the steward, believing reports of his death.
He would have known if Poor was still alive.

They were all
gone, then, all his old friends: Perlaine and Narala, Caster and
Poor, Remard and Beloff. All that was left of those old times, the
good times in Wolfguard when it had been a happy, busy place, were
Pascha and he.

Caster would be
thirsty. He had lost a lot of blood, but through there was water to
hand he could think of no way of slaking his friend’s thirst. He
tore a piece of cloth from one of the dead men and went to the
moat, soaked it briefly and brought it back. He used it to dampen
Caster’s lips and allowed a few drops to trickle into his mouth. It
was all that he could do, and it was not enough.

“You do love
them, don’t you?” It was Sithmaree. She had followed him around the
corner and was watching.

“Caster has
been with me a thousand years,” he said. “He is a good man.”

Sithmaree said
nothing, but still watched.

“Narak!
Narak!”

It was Jidian
bellowing down the corridor from the night gate. Thinking it meant
Seth Yarra advanced again he seized his blades and ran once more
round the corner. Instead of the enemy he saw Jidian striding alone
down the passageway with someone in his arms. The red hair and
slight frame told him at once that it was Pascha. He sheathed his
swords and ran forwards.

“Is she alive?”
he asked, hardly wanting to hear the answer.

“Yes, but there
is something amiss. She can hardly walk.” Jidian laid her down
carefully on the ground, and Narak saw that she was awake, though
barely aware of where she was. He examined her quickly but could
find no wounds, nor any sign of blood other than what had
transferred to her from Jidian.

“Pascha?” He
leaned over her and tried to catch her gaze. She seemed delirious,
and he took hold of her chin and turned her face towards his.

“Narak? You are
here,” she said.

“What
happened?” he asked. “How are you wounded?” But her attention had
wandered again. She was in pain, he could see that clearly enough,
and she seemed confused. He looked up at Jidian. “Seth Yarra?”

“They are all
dead, Narak,” the eagle said, and there was a worried look on his
face. “All dead.”

“All?”

“Five hundred.
More than that. All dead and no blood to be seen. It is as though
they were struck down by lightning, only they are not burned.”

Narak turned
back to Pascha. “What happened?” he asked her, turning her head
again to face his. “Pascha, what happened?”

She shook her
head, and for a moment her eyes seemed to clear. “I killed them,”
she said. “I stole their lives, but it’s too much. I cannot hold
on.” Her body jerked, pulled about by a painful spasm. Her face was
pale, almost bloodless. Narak held her shoulder and took her right
hand in his.

“What can we
do?” he asked.

“I can do
more,” she said, apparently mishearing him. “I can bend men to my
will, I can see through any eyes, I can heal, I can kill. I do not
understand it.”

He exchanged a
look with Jidian. All these things were impossible, except for
killing, yet there were many dead Seth Yarra outside Wolfguard who
had died without spilt blood.

“Can it be
true?” Jidian asked. “Is she Pelion’s true heir?”

“Myths and
nonsense,” Narak snapped, but the thought burrowed into his mind.
He thought of Caster. Surely it was too late by now? The clarity
had gone out of Pascha’s eyes. They darted about the passageway,
fixing briefly on anything that stood out, faces, lamps, shadows.
He tried to get her attention again. He steered her head round by
the chin and looked into her eyes, but they slid away.

“Pascha,” he
asked, “can you heal?”

She didn’t
answer. He desperately wanted it all to make sense, for her to have
the power, but she was the most unlikely of all of them. She was
the reluctant god, the denier. If she could have shed all her
powers she would have done it centuries ago.

“There are too
many of them,” she said. “They’re all inside me.” She jerked
against his hand again like something had burned her. She looked
sick, deathly sick. It occurred to Narak that he might lose her as
well, the last remnant of Wolfguard that was. She might be dying in
his arms.

He felt dizzy.
It was as though the floor vanished from beneath his feet, and for
the first time for a thousand years he felt fear instead of anger.
She was the one, he realised. More than Caster, more than Perlaine
or Narala, more than all of them put together, she was the one. He
had always assumed that she would be there. Their differences,
their arguments, the anger between them, all of it had been trivial
and pointless. He had always known that she would come back to him,
or at least he had always assumed it. They were immortal. She was
the one that gave it meaning.

How had he not
seen it? Without Pascha there could be no Narak. There would be no
point to him.

“Pascha, don’t
go away,” he said. He could not bring himself to use the word, to
ask her not to die.

She looked at
him again, and he could see pain in her green eyes, pain in the
blue veins that traced patterns beneath her pale skin. “I have to
let go,” she said.

“No, you have
to hold on,” he said.

“I can’t,” she
said. “They’re inside me.” Her breath caught for a moment and her
eyes closed.

“Pascha!” Her
eyes opened again. He had never seen them so green, like emeralds
held up to the sun. It looked unnatural.

“Narak. I
hope…”

The world
seemed to explode about Narak. He was abruptly blind and deaf.
Everything was brightness, though, not dark, and the world shrieked
and roared in his ears so loud that it was a physical pain. He was
on fire, too. His skin felt as though ice and molten metal both
were being poured upon it. He scented nothing but iron and blood
and snow. He tried to move, but could not. It was as though he had
ceased to exist and was now part of a river of solid noise and
light, fire and ice.

As quickly as
it began, it ended. He was lying on his back in the comparative
silence of Jidian shouting his name. His whole body stung as though
it had been slapped and his ears echoed with emptiness. He found
that he was still holding Pascha’s hand, and he levered himself
upright and looked at her.

“What
happened?” Jidian demanded. He looked wild eyed, afraid, if it were
possible for the eagle to be afraid. Sithmaree stood further back
in shadow, her body pressed against the wall. Narak could not see
her eyes.

Pascha, on the
other hand, looked serene. There was no sign upon her now of the
pain that had been so evident before. She lay with her eyes closed,
as still as the dead. Narak put his finger to her pale throat to
feel the life there and was relieved to find it at once, beating
out a steady rhythm, strong and clear.

“What
happened?” Jidian asked once more, though his tone was less urgent,
seeing Narak move with purpose.

“I do not
know,” he replied. “What seemed to happen?”

“She went
rigid, like as board. You collapsed, then she wasn’t rigid. Didn’t
you feel anything?”

“I felt
everything,” he said. He turned back to Pascha. “Pascha?” He shook
her shoulder gently, touched her cheek, but she did not stir.

“Is she alive?”
Jidian asked.

“Yes. The sign
of life is there, but she will not wake.”

“Perhaps it is
the sleep of death,” Jidian said.

“She will live,
I am certain,” Narak replied. Jidian had sounded almost hopeful.
The eagle understood nothing of what had passed here, and although
Narak was in the same predicament he did not fear it as Jidian and
Sithmaree did. If Pascha had some new power, even if she was
Pelion’s true heir, she was still Pascha. She would always be
Pascha.

“Narak.”

He knew the
voice again, but he did not believe it. He turned and saw Caster
walking up the tunnel behind Jidian, quite alive and missing the
three fatal arrows.

“Caster!” He
was overjoyed.

“He is a
ghost!” Jidian said.

“I thought so
too,” Caster said. He punched Jidian lightly on the shoulder,
making the eagle jump, “but apparently not.”

“A miracle,
then,” Narak said. “I am glad to see you whole again, old friend.”
One of the many weights that burdened Narak seemed to lift from his
shoulders, and the world seemed a brighter place. Perhaps she was,
after all, the true heir.

The myth went
back to something Pelion had said to them all fifteen centuries
ago. You are all my children, but there can be only one heir. He
had declined to name an heir, and many had assumed that Narak was
the chosen one because he was as close to the old god as any of
them, and Pelion seemed to favour him. It had been said so often
that Narak himself had demanded that Pelion deny it, but he had
not. All he would say was you are the one who will do what must be
done. That was typical Pelion, direct and forthright one moment,
mumbling and cryptic the next. The one thing he was sure of was
that Pelion could not see the future any more than Narak could.

So Narak had
worn the label reluctantly for a while, but it had faded with the
years. Beloff had mocked him occasionally as The Doer of the
Necessary, but it had been meant in good part and Narak had learned
to laugh with the bear. It was part of the gruff old monster’s
lessons in not taking himself seriously. So he had learned not to
believe in his own godhood, at least not entirely.

Yet it was all
nonsense. Pelion had never said that there was an heir. He had been
teasing them, laughing at their naivety and uncertainty. Narak had
been sure of it.

But Caster
stood before him. He clasped his old friend by the arm and felt a
new strength in his grip. There was no doubt. Narak was surprised
again. Caster was stronger than he had been. His life burned
brighter.

“Not just made
whole,” Caster said to him, smiling. “Made better.”

What had she
done, Narak wondered? How many others had been affected? If Caster
had been restored it could only have been through him, because he
had held Pascha when she had… what had she said?... let go? So
those others gathered in the old throne room, what had they felt?
And Cain and Sheyani?

He wished that
she would wake.


63. Reborn

It was dark,
and Cain Arbak awoke from dreams of fire and snow. He awoke with a
rush, hurled from his dreams by a sense of urgency that a tired
body could do little to resist. He sat up in bed and threw aside
the blankets and furs that covered him. He felt hot, too hot for
all that, as though he had a fever.

“Did you feel
it?” Sheyani was awake, too.

“I dreamed,” he
said. “Is it hot in here?”

“No hotter than
it should be,” she said. “You felt it in your dream.”

“Felt
what?”

“I do not know.
It was magic of some kind. Great magic. I know it, but I have never
felt its like before.”

The sensations
of his dream were fading quickly, but there was a vestigial memory
of fire and ice, and a shadow.

“Death,” he
said. “I dreamed of death.”

“Not just
death,” she replied.

“No. Death and
life, or something at least that was different from death.”

Sheyani climbed
out of bed and wrapped a blanket around her shoulders against the
cold. Even in summer it was cold this far north. Already it seemed
that the Dragon’s Back was better dressed that it had been when
they arrived, white shrouds of snow creeping down its shoulders
towards them.

She lit a lamp
and put it on the table beside her. She looked at Cain and
smiled.

“You look young
in lamplight,” she teased.

“Well, you
accepted my offer and married an old man. Now you have to live with
it.”

She laughed,
and then she frowned, leaned closer to him. “Your hair…” she said.
She turned around and picked up the lamp, raised it above his head
so that she could see him more clearly. She touched his hair,
lifted it in her hand. “Pelion’s eyes!” she exclaimed. “Your hair
is black!”

“A trick of the
light,” he said. But Sheyani shook her head and leaned closer
still.

“It is so,” she
said. “The grey is gone, and your face seems different, younger.
Sheshay, you must get a mirror.”

Now Cain was a
little alarmed. She was serious. He stepped out of bed and picked
up another lamp and lit it. He held it up and looked at Sheyani.
His wife and lover had covered her nose and mouth with her hands,
almost in at attitude of prayer. Her eyes were large with wonder
and she stared at him.

“What is it?”
he said.

She pointed,
unable to speak, but her face was full of light and joy as it had
been on that first day that they knew they loved one another. He
looked where she pointed and saw nothing.

“What?” he
asked.

“Your hand,”
she said. “By all the gods and mages born,” she said. “Your
hand.”

He looked at
his hand and saw nothing remarkable, but…

His hand. His
right hand that he had lost to the Wolf before the mines of Bel
Erinor, the hand he had worked so hard to replace with his left.
His hand had come home in the night and now occupied its rightful
place at the end of his arm. He had two hands again.

He sat down
abruptly on the edge of the bed.

“My hand,” he
said, staring at it, uncertain if he should be pleased or afraid.
“What has happened?”

Sheyani shook
her head. “I do not know, Sheshay. I only know that this is great
magic, the magic that was lost. It has come back.”

Cain took the
lamp up again and looked more closely at Sheyani. He looked for the
fine lines, the crows’ feet about the corners of her eyes, the
lines that gathered about her mouth when she smiled. They were
gone. He touched her face.

“We are young
again,” he said. It was true. He felt it in his back and shoulders.
The customary stiffness was gone, and Sheyani almost resembled a
child, small and crop haired as she was.

“More,” she
said. “Do you not feel it? It is more than that.”

He did. Now
that she drew his attention to is he felt a burning energy filing
him. He felt strong, clear headed, but maybe that was just being
young again, and being in love. He had forgotten what that might be
like.

“I do not
know,” he said.

She laughed
again. “How will you tell your men?” she asked. “When they see this
dark haired, two handed, handsome boy emerge from their general’s
tent they will not believe who you are!”

Now it was his
turn to smile. “They will wonder,” he said. “But they will know me
by the words I speak, and by the woman who stands at my side.”

“There is
something else,” she said, almost as if she had not heard him
speak. She was listening to some other tune inside her head. “It
comes from the Wolf, but it is not of the wolf,” she said.
“Something works through him to give us this gift.”

“Something
benign,” he suggested.

“To us it
seems,” Sheyani said, but she looked thoughtful. “The great magics
are never wholly good, it is said. There is always balance. There
is always a price to pay.”


64. Ambush

With Passerina
gone their luck seemed to have deserted them. It was against all
belief and history, but Seth Yarra had adopted new tactics. From
what he understood of them, from everything he had learned from
books and been told by Narak, this was quite impossible. They
fought according to a book, and the book was sacred, and could not
be changed. Yet he was sure that their attackers were Seth Yarra.
Who else could they be?

In the early
hours of the morning the alarm had been raised. Two of the guards
were dead, killed by arrows. Four other men had been injured, also
struck by arrows which had been shot seemingly at random into their
camp.

It was not a
serious threat, but it was certainly an annoyance. An hour later
the same thing occurred. Perhaps twenty arrows flew in from the
dark outside the camp, and from quite a different quarter. This
time one man was killed and two injured.

For all that
Skal could do to prevent it a cavalry detachment of Telans galloped
off into the night to hunt down men that they could barely hope to
find before dawn, and so it proved.

Less than an
hour later there was a third attack, equally trivial, and it failed
almost completely in that only one man was slightly injured. Yet
Skal wondered if it was a failure at all. Thousands of men milled
about in the dark and their officers had to exert themselves to
keep even more men from rushing off.

“We will seek
them out in the morning,” Hestia said. She had called her
commanders together once more to exhort them to keep their men
within the camp.

“I doubt you
will find them,” Skal said. “If you do they will number no more
than a couple of hundred.”

“And how do you
know this?” one of the Telans demanded.

“Because there
are no Seth Yarra here but the remnants of the Greenhow garrison.
When we passed by on the other bank of the Perit it was clear that
their numbers were much reduced. Our scouts have reported no forces
abroad that need worry us, and now we are attacked.”

“So we will
seek them out in the morning and destroy them,” the Telan officer
insisted.

“How long will
that take you?”

“No more than
an hour,” the man replied confidently.

Skal shook his
head. “By dawn they will be scattered and hidden.”

“Two hours,
then. Four. What does it matter?”

“A day,
perhaps?”

“Very well. A
day.”

“Or more… So we
stay here. They know the land, they have had time to prepare. If
they have a good officer, and I’ll wager they have, it will take us
three or four days to stop these attacks. How far away is the Seth
Yarra force to our south?”

“They mean to
delay us,” Hestia said.

“They will not
catch us,” the Telan officer protested. “They are a week
behind.”

“Lord Skal is
right, Garrial,” Hestia said. When we get to the Western Chain we
will need time to prepare, and the less time we have, the poorer
our defence will be. If these Seth Yarra delay us two days it is
two days we cannot afford.”

“But it is
intolerable!” Garrial stormed. “We cannot just sit and comb our
hair while these dogs shoot at us!”

“Nor should
we,” Skal said. “Tomorrow we will kill them, but not by chasing
them. We will make them chase us and draw them into an ambush.”

Hestia smiled
at this, and Skal knew that his argument was won. For all her
faults as a Telan the queen appreciated cleverness over brute
aggression, and that was what Skal offered her. He explained his
plan. In the morning he would take five hundred of his Avilians
ahead of the main column as an advance guard, and he had no doubt
that the Seth Yarra would see them go. He would march through
Greenhow, which he was confident was now deserted by the enemy, and
take up a concealed position along the line of march beyond the
town.

Hestia would
follow with the main force, and the Seth Yarra soldiers would
follow her trail. She would clean out anything in Greenhow that was
of use and then march through Skal’s positions and make camp again
a few miles further up the road. Skal would ambush the Seth Yarra
as they followed Hestia. By this plan there would be no delay, and
the nuisance raids would be ended.

Garrial looked
at him as though he had conjured a particularly noxious weasel from
under his hat. It went against strict Telan notions of honour to
indulge in ambush, although they were not above it historically.
Skal reflected that as an Avilian lord there would be some Telans
who saw everything he did as unsatisfactory in one way or
another.

Hestia,
however, was pleased. She assented to the plan almost at once, and
Skal went about his business picking the men who were to make up
the ambush party. He chose veterans, men with discipline and
patience. Such qualities would serve them well.

There were two
more attacks in the night, and another man was killed, but no
further pursuit was launched, and the men were instructed to sleep
beneath their shields, if they could sleep at all.

Skal had his
men up before dawn, and he led them personally, checking them and
speaking to them constantly, just as Cain would have done. He had
seen the response Cain got from his men this way, and he had
learned. At first light they were formed up and ready to march, and
even as the Telans set about breaking their camp he walked out of
it at the head of his men. He had chosen to take infantry, and to
walk himself for the simple reason that it was easier to set an
ambush if you didn’t have horses to conceal which might give you
away with an imprudent noise.

Within an hour
they had reached Greenhow. There were no Seth Yarra there, as he
had predicted, but the town was far from empty. Skal ordered the
Telan royal standard unfurled as they entered the town, and it
seemed to work. Men and women came out onto the streets to watch
them pass, and some even called out to them. Skal’s men were
clearly not Telan themselves, and Skal made a point of not
requesting any assistance from the people of Greenhow, but instead
took time to warn them that their queen approached, and would need
what little they could spare to carry on the fight against the
invader.

They seemed
receptive to his message, and even glad that Avilians were riding
in alliance with their queen.

So they left
Greenhow behind them, warmed for the queen’s arrival, but otherwise
untouched. Skal now studied the lie of the land with a tactical
eye. Somewhere in the next few miles he must find a site for an
ambush, a place where he could hide five hundred men on both sides
of the road.

He found what
he was looking for quite quickly.

The road north
followed the river, and every now and again it swung away into the
low hills where a bluff or a sharp bend made the detour desirable.
It was mixed country, and though it had not been immune to the
depredations of the nearby town there were still substantial areas
of woodland. At one point the road curved back to the river over a
rocky bluff, dropping down to the water and tracking the west bank
faithfully for half a mile with dense woodland narrowing the
path.

It was ideal.
The river would act as his eastern force and he would conceal his
men in the woods. He gave his orders and left the sign he had
agreed with Hestia on the road – four stones in a line and a fifth
beside them. This would let her know where the ambush lay, so that
she was certain to make camp beyond.

He knew that it
would be hours, even perhaps after dark, before the Seth Yarra
passed by, so he put his men to conceal themselves and rest as best
they could. He left a couple of dozen men on guard and waited for
Hestia.

By midday there
was still no sign of the queen, though they were barely two hours
march from their overnight campsite, and he guessed that they had
been delayed in Greenhow. The day passed slowly, and Skal was
unable to take his own advice and rest. He grew increasingly
impatient.

He imagined
that Hestia had once more fallen prey to bad advice and had made
camp in the town, looking to the comfort of her men ahead of the
plan they had agreed. He did not trust her to do what was wise if
he was not there to prompt her.

He was also
troubled with the thought that she might be challenged again. This
was foolish, because the time for challenge was past according to
Telan law, and those that followed her were now bound by their
honour to serve her. But Skal found that he doubted Telan honour
almost as much as he doubted Telan prudence.

He was relieved
when his scouts eventually reported the approach of a body of men
that could only be Hestia’s army, and so it proved to be. Skal did
not break cover, but he watched from the woods as Hestia
approached, stopped her horse at the sign he had left, and
dismounted to scatter the stones. It was clear evidence that she
had seen it. He saw her look into the woods, but his men were well
hidden by now, and he guessed that she saw nothing but shadows.

The army
marched and rode by, and as the last of them passed out of sight
Skal could feel the tension in the woods around him rising.

The next thing
to come down the road would be Seth Yarra.

The rest of the
afternoon crept by them, minute by minute. Every man was silent,
straining to hear the slightest noise above the muttering roar of
the river. It was still as an autumn dawn. The wind did not blow
and the forest was quiet around them as though it was holding its
breath in sympathy with their vigil.

It was dusk
when the scouts gave their signal: a scattering of stones that fell
among the men like the first hint of rain. A minute later Skal saw
a man, just one, walking along the road. He walked slowly and
looked about him. A scout. He was followed by five more, coming
over the bluff and down onto the road in front of the forest. Skal
waited. These were not the men he wanted to kill.

The first man
paused, signalled back to the five and then went on. The stretch of
road below the forest was close to half a mile in length, and he
watched the five move onto it. They were cautious, but not overly
so.

He caught sight
of the main body. As they came down the road, marching in good
order, he saw that their number was about what he had guessed –
more than two hundred, and less than three. A lot of them carried
bows.

Skal continued
to wait. If his men had been Telans the battle would already have
started, but the rabbit was hardly in the trap, and he wanted to
spring it to total effect, not have a few dozen men run away back
towards Greenhow.

Skal had put
six score men at the north end of the wood and six score at the
south. His remaining force formed a line fifty paces back into the
trees. It was a thin sided box, but he had recruited the trees to
shore it up, and his men were ready.

The moment
came. Skal gave the signal, which was the simplest he could
imagine. He yelled as loud as he could.

The box closed.
Skal walked forwards through the trees with the line, their pace
kept it straight, almost shoulder to shoulder, passing around the
trees. Already there was a steady clash of steel from the north and
south, and he heard arrows from his own men flicking away into the
mass of Seth Yarra soldiers. The timing had been good. All they had
to do was hold and it would be over in minutes.

The line joined
the battle, sealing the trap. The few Seth Yarra who had run into
the forest to escape were quickly dealt with. None of them were
anywhere near Skal. He stepped out onto the road and was attacked
at once, but the man had no skill and was quickly despatched.

The cornered
men were not cleansers, at least they were not dressed in black,
but they fought well enough. Skal engaged another man and found
himself quite tested. They exchanged blows for a minute or two
before Skal could find a weakness and worked his blade through to
take the man in the throat.

There was a cry
from his left, and he saw that a dozen or so had broken his line,
and were escaping into the woods. His own portion was quiet – most
of the Seth Yarra that faced him and the men around him having been
killed or pushed towards the ends of the trap. He quickly picked
ten men to follow him and set off in pursuit.

It was growing
dark now, and their quarry was no more than moving shadows and
noise ahead of them. Arrows flew from behind, his own men shooting
past him, and he saw a couple of the Seth Yarra fall.

He was catching
them. As they went deeper into the wood the undergrowth thickened
and progress became difficult. They were all stumbling in the
gloom, but the Seth Yarra were in thicker stuff than Skal.

He jumped a
fallen tree, nearly fell headlong, and found himself attacked.
Three of them had turned while the others pushed on into the twilit
forest. He parried two blows and shuffled back, half his mind on
his feet. They were as hampered as he, but Skal had never decided
whether a handicap shared would favour the more skilled or the
less. Now he thought it might favour them.

He got through
one man’s guard and nicked his shoulder…

The world
exploded. Skal was suddenly blind and deaf, immersed in a river of
light and noise. He couldn’t feel the sword in his hand, couldn’t
see the Seth Yarra, couldn’t even tell up from down. It terrified
him. Not only did he not understand what was happening, could not
begin to guess, but he was fiercely aware that he was facing two or
three armed men.

He tried to
jump back, but he had no sensation of his own legs and muscles. It
was as though he was a disembodied mind, subject to the whims of
the torrent that surrounded him, severed from the rest of his
body.

The world came
back. It rushed in like a bolt of lightning, a flash and he was
lying on his back beneath the darkening forest canopy. He barely
had time to be thankful before he saw a Seth Yarra spear point
descending on him.

There just
wasn’t enough time. It seemed that a moment before he had been
standing before these Seth Yarra, confident that he was going to
kill them, and now he was flat on his back, defenceless. He tried
to twist, but it was far too late. He felt the impact of the spear
against his breastplate. The man had put everything behind the
blow, and the sheet metal burst, the point split his skin, pushed
between his ribs and plunged through. He felt it break through his
back and bury itself in the ground beyond.

Two thoughts
occurred to him at the same time.

How unfair, and
what a waste.


65. Jerac Fane

Alos Stebbar,
master carpenter, patron of the inn now called The Seventh Friend
which had once been The Wolf Triumphant, a man whose trade these
days was so much in coffins that people called him Deadbox,
awoke.

He was alone in
his house, and could not say what had awoken him, though he felt
uncomfortably warm. The faint sounds of the night time city came to
him, a voice singing, a distant shout, a ringing bell, the creak of
a wagon passing in the street, but there was no noise from the
house. His workshop below was tidy and locked. The apprentices’
rooms were empty, both of his young men having volunteered for war.
His wife was long dead. He had no children.

So what had
awakened him?

Nothing,
perhaps. He was not a young man and often awoke in the night.

But tonight
felt different. When he was a child he had awoken to a new day
feeling bright and full of energy, and now he felt the same. Sleep
did not call to him at all. He eased himself up and rested his back
against the wall. His back felt rested, too, and there was no pain.
If only he felt like this when he had to work!

He pulled the
blankets aside and swung his legs out of the bed, reaching for the
lamp that stood ready by the side. He left the lamp lit at night,
but turned low and hooded so that it did not wake him. Now he took
off the hood and turned it up, flooding his room with yellow light.
He flexed his fingers to get the stiffness out of them, and found
that there was none. His joints felt positively oiled today.

He stopped and
stared at his hand. He knew his hand, proverbially so. He knew the
wrinkled papery skin, the three liver spots, two on the left, one
on the right. This was not his hand. He looked at his other hand
and found that it, too, was an impostor. He pulled up the sleeves
of his night gown and found that his arms were smooth and muscular.
He flexed his hand again and watched the sinews move, the muscles
bunch. This was a young man’s arm.

He stood. He
straightened. There was no pain at all. He twisted left to right,
right to left, a guarantee of pain in his lower back, but the
stabbing sensation never came. With mounting excitement he took a
breath, a deep breath, and felt his lungs fill and his chest
expand. Gods he felt good.

It must be a
dream, he thought. I am dreaming that I am young again.

He pinched his
arm, pinched it hard enough to make him wince. Nothing happened. He
slapped his face, felt the skin sting and redden, but he did not
wake.

On the other
side of the room there was a bowl of cold water prepared for the
morning, and he walked over to it, dipped his hands in and wet his
face. He rubbed vigorously. He caught sight of himself in the
mirror.

It must be a
dream.

He went and
fetched the lamp from beside his bed, the better to see. He put it
beside the mirror.

The man that
looked back at him from the glass was familiar, but he had not seen
that face in a long time. He stared. It was Alos Stebbar, aged
about twenty-five, maybe less. He touched his face, and the young
man in the mirror touched his face. He stuck out his tongue, and
the young man copied him.

It’s me. I’m
young again.

He dismissed
all thought of returning to bed. He dressed. He had to find out of
this was real. It was not that late. He took early to his bed these
days. Usually he finished up whatever he was doing in the shop,
locked the door and went for a glass of ale at the Friend.
Sometimes he had two. Then it was home and bed. It had been his
routine for many years, but since his apprentices had gone to war
it was a lonely one. He had friends who he met in the Friend, or
acquaintances. They were men who knew his name, at any rate.

As he locked
the door to his house behind him and walked the few streets between
it and the Friend he tried to find an explanation for what had
happened. He had been in his sixties, a man worn down by a life of
hard work, bereft of adventure, starved of exception. It had been a
very ordinary life. He had married late, seen his wife die failing
to give birth to their first child, and he had never married again.
He had dreamed of being a soldier, but lacked the courage to
enlist. He was a good carpenter, but no more than that. He thought
of himself as a good man, but never seemed to be surrounded by
friends. He supposed that he was boring.

There had been
just one remarkable event in his life.

It had been
more than a year ago, in the spring. He had been drinking with his
apprentices in the Wolf Triumphant as it then was, and Wolf Narak
had walked in. He hadn’t known at first. The resemblance was there.
He’d seen the wolf’s image in his temple in the high city, but it
was so impossible a thing that he had merely thought it a
likeness.

There was
another man who frequented the same inn, a man called Tegal who was
the worst sort of bully, a man who stole and cheated and
threatened. He had threatened Narak and been soundly beaten. It was
the manner of that beating that had convinced Deadbox that he was,
indeed, Wolf Narak. And Deadbox had been the only one who’d
guessed. He’d sat at the god’s table for a good two hours and
shared ale with him, and at the end he’d revealed that he knew, and
the Wolf was pleased, and had said the five magical words: you are
in my favour.

Since that day
his health had remained much the same. His back still hurt, but no
more than it had before, and he had not been sick a single day.

Now this. The
only explanation was the Wolf, but he had never heard of such a
thing. It was impossible.

He arrived at
the inn and walked in. Since the war there had been no need of a
man on the door. There were not enough people to pack the bar as in
the old days when Cain Arbak had taken over. Now it was busy, but
there was always a seat to be had by the bar. He sat and ordered
his usual ale, looking around for a familiar face.

He saw Gordis,
sitting at a table with other men he knew. Gordis was not exactly a
friend, but he was a fellow carpenter who had offered several times
to buy the workshop and house, but Deadbox had always refused him.
The place was his only source if income, his pension and his
legacy.

He picked up
his ale and walked casually towards Gordis and his friends. As he
drew closer, however, his steps slowed and faltered. He could not
tell Gordis the truth. He could not tell anyone the truth. They
would assume that he was lying, and there was nothing Deadbox could
do to disprove the assumption. He could lose everything, and there
would certainly be trouble, one way or the other.

Inspiration
struck, and overwhelmed by an uncharacteristic spirit of bravado he
continued to walk towards Gordis, quickening his step. He adopted
the posture of his youth, which had a little more swagger that his
old man’s body could have coped with.

“Are you
Gordis?” he asked.

Gordis looked
at him appraisingly. “Who asks?” he said.

“Jerac Fane,”
he said. He chose his dead son’s name, the child they’d never had,
and his cousin’s husband’s last name.

“And who is
Jerac Fane?” Gordis asked.

“You know my
great uncle, Alos Stebbar,” he said.

“You’re
Deadbox’s kin?”

“Aye, I heard
you call him that.” He put displeasure into his voice, but it
didn’t seem to bother Gordis.

“Well, sit and
join us, Jerac,” Gordis said.

“I’ll not, if
it’s all the same. But I have a question: do you still want to buy
Uncle Alos’s place?”

Gordis’s eyes
sharpened and he leaned forwards. “He’s selling?”

“Aye, he is.
He’s gone to his cousin in Hornwood because she’s unwell. Dying
perhaps, and he’s asked me to sell up and follow him.”

“You have the
right?”

“I have a paper
in his own hand that says so.”

“Then we should
talk,” Gordis said.

“Tomorrow at
the workshop,” Deadbox said. “If you offer a fair price we can do a
deal. I’m in a hurry to get home, but if you try to cheat me I’ll
be forced to go elsewhere.”

Gordis looked
hurt. “Cheat you? Why should I cheat you?”

“Why indeed?
Tomorrow then, at the workshop. Come before noon.”

Alos Stebbar
left the inn. Indeed Jerac Fane left the inn, quite a different man
from the one that had waked in. Plans were forming in his head. He
had a second life, a new name, and there would be money. He could
buy a small house, or not. He could enlist with the Seventh Friend
and learn to be a soldier. He could put his money aside for when,
or if, he came back from the war.

His spirits
soared. He was drunk with the blessing of youth. Some would have
called it a curse. His old life had been taken from him. He could
no longer be Alos Stebbar, prosperous but dull carpenter of Bas
Erinor. Now he must be Jerac Fane, and whatever that might
bring.

As he walked
down the street he began to whistle.


66. Farheim

The pain was
terrible, but Skal wasn’t going to die easily. His sword was still
in his hand and he thrust upwards, his point striking home in the
Seth Yarra’s gut and on up into his chest. The man was killed
instantly and fell on top of Skal’s legs. That caused more
pain.

He expected
darkness. It should have been like before when he’d nearly died on
the wall at Fal Verdan, but darkness wouldn’t come. There was only
pain. Well, he might as well be rid of the spear, he thought.
Damned if he was going to die with a pig sticker like that in him.
He seized the shaft and pulled, wrenching it out of his body,
screaming with pain and anger. He flung it away, and to his
surprise saw one of the Seth Yarra go down. He hadn’t aimed at the
man, and certainly hadn’t struck him with the point, but he seemed
to have flattened him all the same.

The pain
lessened. It faded quickly and Skal waited for death to follow, but
it didn’t come. He didn’t feel as though he was dying. He didn’t
feel numb. He felt good. He felt strong.

He kicked the
body off his legs and pulled himself up, expecting at any moment to
be felled by the agony waiting in his chest, but there was no pain.
He took a deep breath.

Alive?

He faced the
last Seth Yarra, and the man looked afraid. Skal didn’t think he’d
ever seen a man look so afraid. He stepped forwards. He had to
admit the man had courage. He faced Skal defiantly, short sword and
dagger in hand. He spat on the ground.

“Farheim!” he
said. “Death Born!” He dropped his sword and turned his dagger
around, driving it into his own chest. Skal was stunned. He’d never
had a man kill himself rather than face his blade. But it wasn’t
just that. The man had seen him killed, and seen him get up again.
It was enough to dishearten the bravest man. Skal himself was
having difficulty coping with what had happened.

He’d been
killed. He did not doubt it. No man could have survived that blow,
not even Narak. Yet here he stood. He put a hand to the hole in his
breastplate. The armour hadn’t done its job, but beneath the neat
hole that the spear had punched his skin was unbroken.

“Lord Skal!
Victory, Lord Skal!”

The few men
that had followed him into the woods were heading towards him. None
had seen what had passed between him and the Seth Yarra. Back on
the road the fighting was over. His plan had worked. There was some
relief in that.

But he was
greatly troubled by what the man had said to him before taking his
own life. Farheim. Death Born. He had spoken Afalel and Skal had
understood. He knew the words. Somewhere in his memory they struck
a chord, but he was having trouble placing them.

They pushed
back through the undergrowth to the road and joined the rest of his
men.

“Numbers?” he
asked.

“Not yet,
Colonel.” His second officer was a captain, Annard, a young man
who’d worked in timber yards before the war. “But we’ve lost a few.
Between one and two hundred.”

Not good, but
it could have been worse. Surprise had been complete.

“Colonel!
Horses!”

The cry came
from the north end and Skal hurried that way. Men followed, arrows
being put to the string, and he saw that his men had formed a
defensive rank blocking the road. He marvelled at how well trained
they were, these amateurs of the Seventh Friend.

It was Hestia.
She had come back down the road when her scouts heard fighting, and
brought two hundred horse with her, too late to be of any use to
them. Skal walked through the ranks of his men to where she sat on
her mount.

“They will not
bother you again,” he said.

“You killed
them all?”

“All.”

Hestia nodded.
“Well, then, we shall all rest easier tonight.” She turned her
mount and rode away and all but of few of the Telans cantered after
her, leaving Skal standing in the road. Emmar was one of those who
remained.

“Do your
strategies never fail?” Emmar asked him.

Skal laughed,
but there was little humour in it. “Over a hundred of my men lie
dead, Captain. For them there is no success.”

“But it is a
victory!” Emmar exclaimed.

“Victory comes
at the end of a war, not a battle,” Skal said, conscious that he
was quoting Cain.

Emmar grinned.
“So gloomy, you Avilians,” he said. “Is there no corner of your
philosophy that allows you to celebrate?”

“There is,”
Skal said. “On the night before a day when there is no march, on
the night before the day when there is no enemy left to kill, on
the night before the day when I do not need to be vigilant in
restraining my allies from folly. On that night I will drink with
you until we fall.”

“Until you
fall, Lord Skal,” Emmar said. “It is well known that Avilians
cannot hold their drink.”

“Captain, will
you do me a favour?”

“Ask it.”

“Lend me your
mount. I need to speak with the queen.”

Emmar slipped
from the saddle at once, and Skal reflected that these Telans might
be impulsive and reckless, but they made fine friends. The captain
held out the reins and Skal took them, climbed to the saddle.

“My gratitude,
captain,” he said, and turned the horse, galloping off up the road
after the Telans and their queen. He’d remembered the word and what
it meant, and he’d seen that meaning in Hestia’s eye. He did not
know what he had seen, a light, a colour, a reflection, but
whatever it was he had understood it.

He rode
quickly, and in a few minutes came to the camp. It was laid out
after the Telan fashion, and so he rode to the centre, to Hestia’s
tent, and left the horse there, striding for the tent flap. He
found his way blocked by two guards.

He could have
knocked them aside, but instead he stopped.

“Lord Skal to
see the queen,” he said. He said it loud enough for her to hear.
One of the guards ducked his head within the tent for a moment.

“She will not
see you,” he said, his face set grim.

“She will,”
Skal replied. “Ask again.”

The guard
looked at Skal and there was uncertainty in his face. This Avilian
had been the queen’s champion, had saved her life more that once.
Skal could see it all going through his mind.

“Ask again,” he
insisted. The guard nodded. His head went back into the tent and
stayed there for a moment. Skal knew that he would speak with
Hestia, even if he had to go through these two guards. What he had
to say could not wait.

“She will see
you,” the guard said, and stood aside. Skal was pleased for the
sake of the guards. He pushed aside the tent flap and stepped
within.

Hestia was
seated, perched on the edge of her seat like a nervous child. She
did not meet his eyes.

“Speak your
piece, Lord Skal. I am tired.”

“Farheim,” he
said.

“What?”

“You know your
history, I think. What do you know of Farheim?”

“Legends. There
is no history that mentions them.”

“Tell me.”

“It is not your
place to give orders here, Lord Skal,’ she said. She was avoiding a
reply.

“Tell me,” he
said again.

“God Mage
spawn,” she said. “Creatures with four arms and two hearts, the
warrior elite of the mage emperor. Death born, they were
called.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Tell me
more.”

“They could not
be killed by sword or arrow, axe or lance. They lived a thousand
years. Only fire could destroy them.”

“The arms and
hearts are a myth,” Skal said.

“You think?”
Hestia’s voice was sarcastic.

“You know,” he
replied. “I see it in your eye.”

“What do you
see?”

“Farheim.”

“You talk
nonsense…”

“You and me,”
Skal interrupted. “When Passerina healed you she did more. She made
you something else. Look at yourself! You seem barely eighteen
years, and you know you have seen forty. When I threw you from the
horse the day Terresh died you broke your neck. One of your men saw
it, but a moment later you were up and wielding a sword.”

“No…”

“Less than
thirty minutes ago I was killed. I should have been killed.” He
released his breastplate and held it out. “This hole was made by a
spear. It went through me. Yet here I stand. One of them called me
Farheim, and he was right. You and I, we are Death Born, we cannot
be killed.”

“It is not
true!” Hestia protested.

“You do not
believe?” Skal pulled his dagger from his belt and offered her the
hilt. “Take it,” he said. “Drive it into my heart and see the proof
of my words.”

Hestia took the
dagger, but she did not stab him. Instead she put her hand to his
chest, touching the place where his tunic was rent by the spear,
the cloth stained by his own blood. The touch of her hand on his
skin was like amber shock, the magic spark that leapt from a
caressed stone. Her touch was gentle, intimate. He felt his body
shudder beneath it.

“My lord Skal,”
she said.

He looked into
her eyes, now so close to his. They were brown pools to drown in.
Her skin was white and smooth. Her lips were slightly parted. She
was stunningly beautiful.

“My queen. We
are the same.” He put his hand out to cup the side of her face,
felt her head respond, pressing against his palm. Then she pulled
away, abruptly, violently.

“No. It cannot
be,’ she said.

“We are
Farheim,” Skal said.

“It does not
matter.”

“Does not
matter…?” Skal said in disbelief.

“I am the Queen
of Telas. You are Avilian. If there is a liaison between us it will
tear the army apart. My subjects will be outraged. I will lose the
throne.”

“Politics,” he
said, his tone was sour.

“The war,” she
replied. “Nothing means anything if we do not win the war.”

“But we cannot
lose,” he said. “We are Farheim, and that means that Passerina is a
god mage, the true heir of Pelion. Can Seth Yarra stand against
that?”

She shook her
head. “I do not know. I know nothing of god mages and Farheim, but
I know that I am Queen of Telas. Now leave me. In the morning we
ride for the Western Chain.” She turned away.

Skal stood for
a moment, frustrated, wanting to say something more, but no words
came. He wanted to ask her what would happen after the war, after
victory, but he was not at all sure that he wanted to hear her
reply. He picked up his dagger from where she had dropped it and
resheathed it.

“Until victory,
then,” he said, and left her tent.


67. The Quest

Narak sat with
Pascha for three days, neither eating nor sleeping, but she did not
wake. The moat within Wolfguard had been drained down, the
passageway scrubbed clean and the bodies carried out and
burned.

Narak’s own
dead, including Poor, had been identified, dressed in finery and
laid side by side upon a pyre sweetened with scented oil and herbs.
Every resident of Wolfguard had stood before it when Narak had
touched it with fire, and they said farewell to their kin. That was
how he saw it. All the people of Wolfguard were kin.

The Seth Yarra
were piled on a bonfire without ceremony. There were twenty five
hundred of them and the smoke could be seen for miles above the
canopy of the Great Forest. The forest itself was now patrolled by
wolves. They had come in their hundreds when Wolfguard was
attacked, and although Narak had sent most of them back to their
forest lives he had retained two hundred who roamed restlessly
through the land above their god’s abode. There would be no more
surprises for Wolfguard.

After three
days Caster persuaded Narak to leave Pascha’s bedside, but only by
volunteering to take his place. Pascha continued much the same –
apparently asleep – yet none could rouse her. Her pulse continued
to beat slow and strong.

Narak fetched
the book he had left with Quinnial’s army. It was important. He saw
that now. Since Pascha had done what she had done, and Narak still
didn’t know quite what that was, he had felt better. It was not
that he had been ill, but his mind had been weighed down by a
thousand worries and griefs. Now he saw with a clarity he had not
known for centuries. It was as though he could put aside the
baggage of his history and see with new eyes.

What he saw
most of all was Pascha. She was once again his reason for living,
but she was not his duty. That lay elsewhere. Lady Sara’s book told
him what he must do. So yet again he was torn. Hundreds of years
ago he had chosen duty, and he had lost her. Now the same choice
presented itself.

For all that
Narak had learned and lived in the hundreds of years that separated
the two events, he could not see that the choice was any different.
It was only that now it was more urgent, more extreme. Centuries
ago he could have discarded duty, at least in part. He could have
neglected the wolves and the forest. Either choice would have cut
him in half, because however he felt about Pascha he loved the
other as much. Equally he felt that Pascha’s need had been more
trivial, a girlish demand for attention. He had assumed that she
would see the wisdom of his choice, eventually, and that there
would be no problem. He had been wrong.

Now he had to
choose again, and his heart chose duty. It was his nature.

Had he been
another man he might have chosen to stay at her side and let the
world fall apart, but for Narak the logic was coldly inescapable.
If he stayed with Pascha he would lose her anyway, sooner or later.
The only way he could keep her was to do his duty, to do what must
be done, and hope that she understood.

The problem was
not the war. The war was over. He knew that however reluctant the
Bren might be they would obey Pelion’s law. They would come to
Narak’s aid on the last day of spring. They would drive Seth Yarra
from the kingdoms.

Yet Narak knew
that they were going to do more than that. The Bren intended to
exterminate Seth Yarra. They were going to attack their homeland,
destroy their towns and cities, kill their women and children, and
keep on killing until there was nothing left.

They were going
to do what dragons had been created to do.

That was why
the creature in the cave, the dragon of his dreams, had been so
persistent. If Lady Sara’s book was even partly right, and to Narak
it looked as though it was right in its most important aspect, then
the dragons had been turned away from their destructive course by
something Pelion had created. It was a gemstone. When the dragons
had looked upon it they had acquired a virulent conscience. Now
this creature, somehow trapped, was trying to prevent what it had
turned away from centuries ago, and Narak was inclined to think
that it was right.

It would have
been difficult to explain it to anyone else. He had no love for
Seth Yarra. They were his sworn enemy. They wanted him dead. Yet
for all that they were men and women, just as the people of the six
kingdoms were men and women. The rift between them was one of
misapprehension and misunderstanding. They had been lied to, and
however much they believed those lies, however determinedly foolish
they might be, it did not sit well with him to see them wiped out.
It was wrong.

He needed the
gem. It was the conscience of dragons, and might it not also be the
conscience of the Bren? The dragon had the gem, or at the very
least it knew where it was. He was on thinner ice here. The
creature had not said so. Indeed, knowing what he now thought he
knew from the book, it seemed that the dragon had deliberately
avoided mentioning it. Yet everything that he had been show made no
sense otherwise.

He could not
stop the Bren. He could not even stop Seth Yarra. The dragon, he
suspected, could stop the Bren, but in doing so it would become the
very thing it had denied.

It was all
guesswork, but Narak knew what had to be done. He was once again,
in Beloff’s words, the Doer of the Necessary.

It would be a
journey, a real journey. The dragon’s place was a thousand miles
beyond the roaming of any wolf pack. He would have to walk. It was
cold, too, far colder even than the bitter winters of Wolfguard.
There would be nothing there but snow, ice and rock, and so he must
take all his food, clothing to keep out the cold, and weapons to
protect himself, for there were unnatural creatures that stalked
the frozen world.

He would have
to build a sled that he could pull. He knew about such things from
his distant but unforgotten youth when he had been a hunter and his
father’s apprentice. They had ventured into the frozen lands every
year. They did not go far, but there were small creatures whose fur
was highly prized, and even one or two pelts could turn their
season from ordinary to exceptional.

Thinking about
his father brought on a wave of nostalgia for those perished times,
and for the simple life he had led. It brought back to him the
great gulf of years that his life had spanned, and for a moment he
longed for all the better times, when peace had been commonplace
and his only thought of violence was hunting as man or wolf.

Two weeks after
the attack on Wolfguard he laid out his plans before Caster, and
the swordmaster had nodded as though he had expected something like
this.

“You will
explain why I left?” he asked. “Why I had to?”

Caster shook
his head. “I will say the words, Deus, and I hope that she will
understand.”

“She will.
Pascha has learned duty.”

“It may be so,”
Caster conceded. “She is not the same person she was five hundred
years ago.”

“We have all
changed, Caster, but none so much. She will understand. She will
understand more than I do, I think.”

“When will you
leave?”

“There are
preparations to make, things to check. A week. Ten days?”

Narak had tried
to explain his reasons to Caster, but he could still see doubts in
his old friend’s face. He understood that. He had not mentioned the
dreams. When he sat down and tried to frame the explanations to
himself they sounded foolish and self defeating. He regretted that
he had not had the chance to explain it to Pascha. His track record
of explaining things to anyone was poor, and even poorer to Pascha,
and yet she was the only creature left in the world who had gone
through the same centuries, the same wars, the same dilemmas.

They had not
always seen eye to eye, and yet when Wolfguard had been threatened
she had come. Nor had she been idle during the war. Her bow had
taken a cruel toll of Seth Yarra at Fal Verdan. She had
experimented with strategy in removing those who threatened the
Green Road, and all the time Narak had been proud of her. She had
stood by the people of the kingdoms, and it had meant a lot, when
Narak could not be there, to have another of the Benetheon at their
side.

Now she was
beyond him.

If she
recovered, and was in fact the true heir of Pelion, then she was
beyond him indeed. He hoped that it was so. He hoped more than he
could have expressed to Caster, or even Pascha. It would mean that
he was no longer the last line of defence, the last resort. It
would mean that he could turn to her as others had turned to
him.

But now he
laboured on his last great task. He had to travel north into lands
where men could not live, and he would do his best, but if it
proved the he, too, was unequal to the task, then that in its own
way, would be a relief.

It would at
least be an end.


68. Pelion

Pascha opened
her eyes.

She saw trees,
the branches of trees waving above her head. Beyond them the sky
was blue. It was the sort of blue that defined sky, a hot, rich
blue that could not be divorced from the sun, and there it was,
benignly winking through the shuffling leaves. There was birdsong.
Somewhere nearby a thrush serenaded the sky, belting out pairs of
phrases as bright and startling as the day. There were other birds,
too. They were more distant, less immediate. They sounded like a
band of tuneful musicians practicing in the next room.

She sat up.

She had been
lying on grass, a lawn to rival any manicured patch in any palace.
It was long enough to be a soft and gentle bed, but trimmed to a
uniform height so that it presented the tidiness of artifice. She
ran her hands through it like hair. It was free of weeds and cool
cascading through her fingers.

The world
smelled of flowers. It was hard to say what they were, but she
thought there was a hint of roses, and lavender, and something that
might have been jasmine.

She looked down
at her own body and found that she was clad in a simple cotton
shift, tied at the waist with a slender silk cord. The shift and
the cord were white. It was not the sort of thing she was
accustomed to wearing, but it seemed comfortable, and the climate
was certainly balmy enough that nothing more was needed to keep her
warm. In fact the air was so temperate that the only reason for any
clothing at all was modesty.

She had no
shoes on her feet, but when she stood she was glad of it. Her feet
were embraced by the cool freshness of the grass. The slight
sensation of roughness delighted her, and she dug her toes into
it.

She wondered
where she was.

She remembered
Wolfguard, and pain, and being held by Narak again. She remembered
all the people she had killed. She tried to shake off that last
memory, but it clung to her.

This wasn’t
Wolfguard.

She looked
around her and saw that the lawn led past a stand of silver birches
in full leaf. She set off across the grass, walking slowly and
trying to enjoy the warmth of the sun on her skin, but at the same
time she saw the scattered dead and felt the warmth of Narak’s arms
about her. As delightful as this place was she would rather be
elsewhere. She would rather be with Narak, even if it meant
pain.

There was a
goat. She rounded a corner and it lifted its head and regarded her
with an indifferent gaze, then went back to cropping the grass. It
was a white goat. Its eyes were yellow. It had small, stubby horns
that curved slightly back over its neck.

“Hello, goat,”
she said. Her own voice startled her. It was so loud in the
stillness of the garden, and it was such a silly thing to say, but
the goat didn’t notice. It kept its neck bent to the task of
filling its stomach.

A garden. It
was certainly that, and if a garden then there must be a gardener.
She walked on until she came to a stream, a bubbling brook, a
ridiculously joyous chattering rill. There was a bridge, of course,
a curved arch of polished pine that invited her to cross. She
accepted the invitation, stepping confidently above the water. The
wood was sun warmed and kind to her feet. There were no rough
edges, every corner having been smoothed by a thoughtful hand. It
was certainly not time or use that had done the work, because the
bridge looked as though it had been built yesterday.

She heard a
snatch of music, pipes playing in the distance. The sound reminded
her of Sheyani, and she hurried in that direction. She was
beginning to feel quite alone here.

She came at
last to a larger open space, and there was a building. It was not a
cottage or a palace or a stable. It was a confection carved from
white bone, like a lace kerchief, supported on eight white pillars.
There were no walls, just the intricately carved pillars and above
them a roof that would not have done much to keep out the rain. It
was a beautiful, delicate thing.

The building
was poised on a floor of white marble, as though ready to blow away
with the first modest gust of wind, and on the marble floor sat a
table of glass, and on the glittering table there was laid out a
feast the equal of anything Pascha had seen in her long and
privileged life.

She stepped up
from the grass onto the marble, and it was cool beneath her feet,
colder than the grass but still pleasant. It was smooth, too.
Usually Pascha disliked marble floors because they were always
dirty, always gritty beneath her soles, shoed or not, but this one
was clean and smooth even beneath her naked toes.

She noticed
that there was a seat, a glass seat to match the table, but it
looked impossibly frail, and so she ignored it, and stood looking
at the food instead. She counted the plates. There were twenty
seven meat dishes, nine types of cheese, thirteen different
vegetables, twelve fruits, a huge fish almost as large as herself
laid down the middle of the table, sliced and the cuts filled with
a bright green sauce and decorated with purplish leaves, nine types
of bread, thirty eight bowls of spices, peppers and salt, and
everything was prepared with maniacal precision, exuberant panache.
She was almost afraid to touch it.

“Don’t worry.
Help yourself.”

She jumped at
the voice, and turned round to see who it was, but even as she
turned she realised that she knew the voice, and as soon as her
eyed alighted on the battered face, the grey, thinning hair, she
knew again.

“Pelion,” she
said. “What are you doing here?”

The old man
settled himself into a glass chair and stuck his fingers into one
of the perfect dishes, then licked them. “What an odd question,” he
said. “Go ahead and sit, sit, the chairs are stronger than they
look.”

Pascha sat,
carefully, in the glass chair. She was certain that he had not been
anywhere near the building a moment ago, but that didn’t surprise
her. He was Pelion, after all. “Where are we?’ she asked.

“A better
question,” Pelion said. “And the answer is simple enough. Here.” He
pointed to his own head. “And then again, not.”

“You never were
one for a straight answer,” Pascha remarked.

Pelion laughed.
“And you were never one to be overawed in the presence of the
gods,” he replied.

“So what do you
mean?” she asked.

“A straight
answer then. I am inside my own head. This,” he gestured all around
him, “is inside my own head, and so is my physical body.”

“Your physical
body is inside your own head? How is that possible?”

“Magic,” he
replied.

She gave up on
that. “And where am I?”

“Your physical
body? Wolfguard.”

“With
Narak.”

“No. He has
gone again.”

“Gone
where?”

Pelion ignored
the question, though she was sure he had heard it. “The rest of you
is in here with me,” he said, tapping his head again.

Pascha decided
not to ask any questions about it. Pelion usually told the truth,
but delighted in making it incomprehensible. She felt that if she
asked him he would, indeed, tell her, but it would mean as little
to her as a Durander spell dance.

“But Narak is
safe?” she asked.

“Safe? When is
Narak ever safe?”

“You are
avoiding my question,” Pascha said.

“I am avoiding
answering your question,” Pelion replied.

“Then answer
it.”

“Very well, if
you must have an answer then you shall, but you won’t like it.
Narak has gone to see Kirrith. To negotiate with Kirrith.”

“And who is
Kirrith?”

“Oh, must you
have all the answer?” Pelion almost whined.

“I must.”

“Kirrith is a
dragon.”

“What!” Pascha
was on her feet again in a moment, the glass chair banging against
the delicate bone rail, slipping and hitting the marble floor,
ringing like a glass bell. It didn’t break, though Pelion winced as
though it might. Pascha knew very little about dragons, but the one
thing she did know was that they were dangerous, lethal, even to
the likes of Narak.

Pelion leaned
forwards, the feeble old man quite disappeared for a moment. He
pointed an unwavering finger at her. “Narak is doing what he must
according to the dictates of his own conscience. He has always done
so. You would be wise to follow his example, Pascha Lammeling, and
tend to your own duty.”

“My duty is to
Narak…”

“No!” Pelion
slammed his fist down on the table and it was as though the earth
shook beneath them. “Your duty is to me, to the creatures of the
air, to Terras.”

Pascha sat down
again, pushed by the force of Pelion’s voice. It did not surprise
her that the chair she had knocked over was somehow upright and
behind her again.

“Then what is
my duty, Mighty Pelion?” she asked. She did not trouble to keep the
resentment from her voice.

“You are the
one,” the old man said, now once again subsiding into amiability.
“The power is upon you. You are the true heir, and as such you are
a danger to your world. Already you have wrought such harm as might
bleed the kingdoms for a thousand years, and you need to learn.
That is why you are here. That is your duty, to learn.”

“Harm? What
harm have I done but kill a few Seth Yarra?”

“Farheim,”
Pelion said. “You have brought them back into the world, and it was
a better place without them.”

“I have done
nothing of the sort,” she protested.

“Indeed you
have,” Pelion replied. “Hestia.”

“Hestia? I
healed her.”

“That is what
you tried to do. Caster. Skal Hebberd. Cain Arbak. Sheyani Esh
Baradan. Minette...”

“The kitchen
maid?”

“The same. You
touched all of Narak’s people.”

“And I made
them all Farheim? I do not believe it.”

“Don’t be too
distressed, dear child,” Pelion said. He reached out and snared a
grape, bit it in half. “We did far worse things in our day, before
and after we knew what we were doing. Mind you, I have no idea what
you’ve done to Narak.”

“Narak? What
have I done to Narak?”

“I told you, I
have no idea. You certainly haven’t harmed him, and it may be that
he is immune to even…, but no, there was a change. He is no longer
a Benetheon god. He is something more.”

Pascha was
silent. The revelations piling up around her were difficult to take
in. She had created Farheim, the dreaded monstrous warrior elite of
the god mages. But she did not see Caster or even Cain as
monstrous. These were men of conscience, men who stepped around
problems to avoid bloodshed. But the same had been true of Narak in
the beginning, and he had become the bloodstained god, the victor
of Afael, the killing machine of the gods. Yet for all that he was
still Narak.

Pascha
recognised that she accepted part of the blame herself. She had
left him. It had seemed trivial at the time, but Narak had never
taken up with another as she had. She suspected that he had been
waiting five hundred years and more for her to come back to him and
that the bitterness within him was born of that fruitless
waiting.

And she had
come back. She had resented Narak’s flawless nature, his honesty,
his devotion to his wolves and his forest, his gentleness which
contrasted so sharply with his martial talents. She had wanted him
to fall from that perfection, and he had. Now she regretted it. She
wanted to take her wish back, to make him whole again.

But Narak was
destined to face a dragon, and nobody but Pelion had ever faced a
dragon and lived. More to the point she was trapped here with
Pelion, and she knew that here she would remain until he was
satisfied that she knew what she was about.

“How long? How
long will it take me to learn what I must?”

“I cannot say.
Three months or three years, or even thirty. It depends on how fast
you progress.”

“How long
before Narak faces Kirrith?”

“You cannot
help him, Pascha.” Pelion looked sad. “Kirrith is the greatest of
the dragons, the first, the strongest. He slew the mage emperor
himself. He is bound only by his own word and his conscience, which
is what Narak seeks of him.”

“If I can, I
will stand with him.”

“As you
wish.”

“So let us
begin,” she said. “Teach me.”

“You are not
hungry? This food will sustain your body, and you must eat.”

“Teach me.”

Pelion smiled,
and suddenly there was no table, no feast, no delicate white
building. They stood on a lawn amongst trees.

“Very well,” he
said. “We shall begin with the nature of the power itself…”
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