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 One – The Frozen
Land

Something had
been following him for days. It had been hard to tell at first. He
had been mesmerised by what lay ahead of him – the endless white,
the jagged contours of the frozen land, the dreams of impossible
places – and he hadn’t looked back. He had walked steadily north,
dragging the sled behind him, step by step, mile after mile.
Further south the snow had been no more than ankle deep, but now,
after a week of slogging north, it was getting deeper, knee deep in
many places, and slowing him down. That was when he’d first
noticed.

He came to the
top of a long slope. Slopes were good because the unfettered wind
swept most of the snow away, and he crunched uphill through a thin
layer of powder veneered by ice, stamping each foot down in turn
through the crust to be sure of a good grip. The sled skidded a
little on the hard surface, but it was better than the deep toil of
the valleys.

He looked
back.

There was no
life this far north, no animals, no trees, and the cold wind was
truly bitter, but that meant that the land was pristine, the snow
unbroken. He could see his own tracks stretching back for over a
mile, the dark holes made by his feet and the barely visible
grooves cut by the sled’s runners.

There were two
sets of tracks. Narak’s eyes were excellent, better than human, and
there was no mistake. Where he expected two lines stitched across
the virgin snow, left foot and right foot, he saw four. It was a
surprise. His first thought was that he didn’t expect anyone else
to be in the frozen lands – there was nothing here that anyone
would want – and after that came the thought that there seemed no
attempt to hide the tracks. It would have been simple enough for a
follower to walk in the same foot holes, and then a closer
examination would have been necessary to detect their trail, but
these tracked alongside his own as though they had walked side by
side, as though he had an invisible companion.

He was also
impressed that whoever or whatever was following him could match
his pace.

The second set
of tracks vanished into the broken, rocky ground at the foot of the
slope, and did not reappear. He stood for some time allowing his
eyes to quarter the area, trying to pick out a shadow or a trace of
movement. He grew cold waiting, but nothing moved. There were only
the rocks and the snow and the wind. The slope held a thousand
places to hide down there among the frost shattered boulders. He
considered going back down the hill, but it didn’t seem worth it.
He knew better ways to discover his shadow should it become
necessary.

He walked
on.

He doubted that
whatever trailed him was human, but then neither was he, strictly
speaking. There were tales of things that wandered the frozen
lands, things that were unnatural, things that walked like a man,
but were not. It worried him, but not overly.

 


Narak was
probably one of the most dangerous things abroad in this wasteland,
and he did not think that he would be openly challenged, unless he
was mistaken for an ordinary man.

The first night
that he knew he was being followed he camped carefully, digging
into a bank of snow and making sure that his blades were to hand
before resting. He did not sleep. He needed very little sleep.
Instead he sat and watched and listened.

He heard
nothing but the wind. He saw nothing but the sparkle of starlight
on snow.

The days were
very short this far north, the nights long, and several hours
before the thin, shivering light of dawn he rose from his seat and
left the snow bank. He circled around his camp once in starlight,
making a circuit about a hundred paces across, but he saw no sign
of life. Only his own tracks of the night before broke the
circle.

He took up the
harness of his sled and began to walk again. Perhaps the thing that
had been following him had given up. Perhaps not. Narak still had
the hunting instincts he’d developed fifteen hundred years ago when
hunting had been his profession and his father had brought him
north the first time. Those instincts told him that there was still
a presence behind him.

He continued to
walk north, dragging the sled.

Seven days. He
was walking about twenty-five miles a day now, though it had been
more when he started. It was difficult to be certain. The cold was
becoming more of a worry than he had expected. There were still
moments during the brief days when the touch of the sun would melt
water, but as winter deepened he knew that the days would grow
shorter, the sun weaker. He was beginning to feel the cold,
especially at night.

In all his
years Narak had never felt the cold. He had assumed that it was
part of being a god, an element of what Pelion had done to him when
he had been deified God of Wolves.

Apparently
not.

His knowledge
of his route came from dreams. For the best part of a year he had
been dreaming dreams of snow and ice, of valleys and mountains,
saddles and passes. The dreams were sent to him by a dragon. That
is what he believed. He had seen the creature in his dreams, or to
be plainer, he had been the creature, raining death and fire from
the sky, and had seen his reflection in the calm waters of a
lake.

His friends and
allies, those that were still alive, did not know this. Most would
have questioned his sanity.

His motives in
coming north, in making this supposedly impossible journey, were
something that even Narak had begun to question. He was doing it to
save his enemy.

Why he would
want to do this was a question he struggled to answer. For over a
year now he had fought alongside the armies of the six kingdoms
against the invading forces of Seth Yarra. He had killed many, and
been responsible for the death of many more. Yet all the time he
had known that he did not have to win. He only had to hold out
until the spring, until this coming spring, and the Bren would
intervene.

The form of
that intervention was what troubled him. He had assumed that the
Bren, the Night Folk who dwelled beneath the land, would join the
forces of the six kingdoms and drive Seth Yarra from their shores.
It is what he would have desired. The dragon had convinced him that
it would be otherwise.

He had been
shown preparations deep within the earth, armies of such size that
they vastly overmatched their supposed purpose. He had seen with
borrowed eyes that the Bren were driving tunnels far beneath the
sea so that they reached the homeland of the Seth Yarra. He had
seen it. In his dreams he had stood on a hillside and looked down
upon a Seth Yarra city, and he had looked through the eyes of a
Bren Ashet, a messenger.

The Bren were
preparing to wipe Seth Yarra, all of them, from the face of the
world.

Part of Narak
applauded this. If they were gone they could not invade the six
kingdoms a third time. His people, his forests, his wolves, would
all be safe. Safe from that particular threat at least, and it was
a grave threat indeed.

Yet another
part of Narak was horrified at the intended slaughter. Over the
centuries he had come to believe that men were tablets upon which
ideas were written. It was surely possible for a man to be evil, or
damaged by his life beyond redemption, but for most there was a
possibility to erase what was written, to correct mistakes. To
slaughter men for the ideas that they espoused, for some taught
misapprehension, seemed the very thief of justice.

Narak was not
so blind to himself and his own deeds that he did not recognise his
own failings. He was guilty of such deeds that if scale were
ignored, could be compared to those intended by the Bren. His own
abrupt nature had led him to kill the innocent, to rush to
judgement with his blades, to surrender to the passion of
revenge.

It made this
frozen quest twice as foolish, and twice as necessary.

He crested a
saddle and looked ahead across the icy waste. This view was
familiar from dreams. The sun had just come up behind him, and his
shadow reached five miles across the snow, far, far greater than
the creature that cast it. He had guessed that the trek would take
him at least sixty days, and perhaps as much as ninety. There was a
lot of walking ahead of him.

He carried on
down the slope for two hundred paces and then stopped, turned, and
waited. There was no way that his follower could know that he had
stopped. He was quite invisible from the other side of this low
hill, and he had not given any clue. He had not paused at the top
to look back.

Time passed. It
seemed that his ruse had not worked. If the creature behind him was
matching his pace it should be in sight by now. He slipped the
harness and abandoned the sled, drew the twin blades that he wore
strapped to his back and walked back up the slope. There was more
than one way to catch a fish.

It was standing
a hundred paces the other side of the top. Narak stood and stared.
It was a thing like a man, but certainly not a man like any he had
seen before. It was white, a clean white that blended with the snow
so that its shape was difficult to see.

It did not run
away. It did not make any move at all, but stood like sculpted ice
and returned Narak’s gaze.

“Who are you?”
Narak demanded. “Why do you follow?”

It said
nothing. Narak walked down towards it until they were separated by
no more than a spear’s length. From closer it looked stranger. Its
skin was an unnaturally unblemished white. Its eyes were blue, but
it was not the blue of ice. There was fire within it, the blue fire
of burning marsh gas, bright and constant and edged with yellow. It
stood a head taller than Narak, wore no clothing and had no hair or
fur to protect it. It had eyes, but Narak could not see a
mouth.

“Answer me,” he
said.

The creature’s
face split, cutting open as though sliced by a blade, and suddenly
there was a mouth. “Liranel en berand, porfenner,” it said. The
words meant nothing. The voice was flat, but clear as an ice
bell.

“I do not
understand your tongue,” Narak said.

“To proyect,”
it said.

“Proyect? You
mean protect? To protect?”

“Protect.
Yes.”

“To protect
what?”

“You.”

“I do not need
your protection.”

The white
man-thing stood and stared at him. It did not reply.

“I suppose
you’re going to follow me whatever I tell you,” Narak said.

Again it did
not reply.

“Why would you
want to protect me? Who sent you?”

No answer.
Narak toyed with the idea of attacking the thing, just to see what
it did.

“How can you
defend me?” he asked.

By way of a
reply the thing flexed its arms and suddenly there were blades in
its hands, or blades had grown from its hands, or perhaps its hands
had become blades. It was too quick for the eye to follow. Each
blade was four feet long, and the same ice white as its hands.
However dangerous this thing was, it was certainly fast.

“How can I
trust you? Why should I?”

“I have not
killed you,” it said.

“You have not
tried,” Narak countered, but its words pricked at his confidence.
This thing had no pride or bluster. He could detect no emotion at
all.

“You know who I
am?” he asked.

“You are Narak,
Pelion’s Wolf God.”

Not a case of
mistaken identity, then. “And who are you? You have my name, but I
do not have yours.”

“I do not have
a name,” it replied.

“Everything has
a name,” Narak protested. “Even dogs have names.”

The white
creature closed its eyes for a moment, and Narak realised that up
until that moment it had not so much as blinked. So why had it
closed its eyes? Was it thinking? The eyes opened again. They were
quite inhuman. There was no pupil, no iris, just a fluttering blue
rimmed with yellow.

“You can call
me Avatar,” it said.


Two – Encamped at the White Road

Tilian Henn was
welcomed into Cain Arbak’s camp as a hero. It was peculiar,
considering all he had done was light a fire, follow orders and
loose a few arrows. His own men colluded in the deception.

He had waited
out in the forest, well beyond the devastation of the fire, until
his foresters had joined him. Two were missing, and he supposed
that they must have been killed. They waited an extra day, but the
men did not come.

They had
witnessed the remnant of the Seth Yarra retreating from the White
Road. They looked thoroughly whipped, and did not even own the
sense to march in the forest. They had struggled southwards through
the ash of the land Tilian’s men had burned, staggering through a
grey blizzard that must have been cruel to their eyes and lungs.
Perhaps it was fear that kept them away from Narak’s trees.

When Tilian’s
ragged little force had climbed up to the pass and approached
Cain’s temporary wall, the Seventh Friend, all three thousand of
them, had cheered. His own men had picked him up and chaired him
over the ramps and into Colonel Arbak’s camp.

He and Brodan
had been invited to eat with the Colonel, and while Tilian was not
entirely comfortable in such company, Brodan was struck dumb. It
was one thing to be in the commander’s tent, but it was quite
another to be witness to a miracle.

Cain Arbak had
become young again.

Tilian had seen
the colonel before, back in Bas Erinor when they had demonstrated
their skills, and he could tell that it was the same man. The voice
and gestures were the same, the eyes were the same, but this was a
young man, and that had been a man with grey hair, thinning on top,
a man with a well used face.

The regiment
was full of the wonder, but they believed. He could not find a man
who doubted that their colonel had been so blessed by the gods.

Now the colonel
sat at his ease, a man of twenty or twenty-five, and his bride
looked no more than a child, yet Tilian knew them from before, and
knew it was a miracle. They sat in the colonel’s tent, comfortable
on red and yellow cushions about a low table and ate the finest
foods and watched their impossibly young commander smile and eat
and try his best to put them at their ease.

Yet it was not
the miracle that troubled him, and the colonel saw through his
particular unease at once.

“You are
wondering why the credit sticks to you, Captain,” he said. “You
examine what you have done and it does not seem so much. You feel
unworthy.”

“Indeed I am,”
Tilian said, surprised at the colonel’s candour.

“So you
believe, and it does you credit. But think for a while who picked
the men to do this work? Who trained them? Who chose the pairs to
see it through?”

“I did some of
those things, my lord, but I simply followed the Wolf’s plan. I
obeyed my orders.”

“As do we all.
I was told to hold Fal Verdan. You were told to destroy the Seth
Yarra army. Which is the greater deed? You had fifty men. I had
thousands. Who deserves the credit if not you?”

“The Wolf…”

“Who did not
lead the men, who did not light the fires, who did not turn the
wind. Even the idea was inspired by someone else.”

“But the
men…”

“They share in
it. Lieutenant Brodan here will be confirmed in his rank. I will
see to it. The stripes you so liberally dispensed among your men
will stay because they have earned them. Their pay is increased.
Any day they mention that they were one of yours they will be
praised again, rewarded again. Yet the credit sticks to the one who
commanded in the field.”

“There is too
much credit,” Tilian said.

“You think so?
There are thousands of my men who are alive today because of what
you did. They would grant you a lordship if they could.”

Tilian nodded.
He could understand it when the colonel spoke, and his unease was
diminished a fraction, but only for a moment.

“Do not expect
it to end with this, Captain. When we join the army the duke will
want to speak with you, and you may be honoured further. In fact I
can tell you that I will ask for it.”

“Colonel. My
lord…”

Cain Arbak
smiled broadly. “You must learn to enjoy it, Captain. The honour is
not for you. It is for the achievement of your men, for the deed
and the victory, however won. The rewards, though given to you, are
in some small way shared by all your men.”

“It does not
seem fair,” Tilian protested.

“Fair? No,
perhaps not, but it is the way of our world. Remember that the
reverse is also true. If you had failed you would have borne the
blame for it. There is some fairness in that.”

Their
conversation was interrupted by an urgent slapping on the tent. A
guard stepped through without waiting to be asked.

“My lord,” he
said. “Riders approach from the east.”

“Did you see
their colours?” the colonel asked.

“Avilian.”

Tilian followed
his commander out of the tent and through the camp. He could see
the riders by their dust, about twenty of them, riding hard on the
long road that led up from the plains to the pass. Even so it took
minutes for them to reach the outskirts of the camp. He could see
that they were Avilian, like himself, like the colonel, and as they
drew nearer he could make out their regimental badges. They were
the duke’s own men, so from the main body of the army. He wondered
what event drove them here.

The lead rider,
a captain of middle years, slid from his mount as they approached
and bowed briefly to the colonel, casting his eyes about the camp
as though he expected some disaster.

“All is well
here, my lord?” he asked.

“Very well,
Captain,” the colonel replied. “And the duke?”

“Still marching
south on the Wolf’s orders. There has been no emergency here?”

“None. You
expected to find one?”

“Yes, my lord.
The duke sent two thousand men north in case you should need
assistance. They are less than half a day behind us.”

“Why?”

“The Wolf, my
lord,” the captain said. “I did not see it, but it was reported
that he armed himself and left the army in warlike manner. We
assumed some attack, and knew that the southern enemy force had
been depleted. The duke guessed the trouble might be here.”

“Nothing has
occurred,” the colonel said.

“Four days ago,
just after midday,” Tilian said. The words were out before the
thought occurred to him that it was not his place to speak. The
captain turned to him and nodded.

“Aye, just
then. What do you know?”

“We were in the
great forest, guided by a wolf, and at that hour the creature
abandoned us and ran westwards. The same story from all our
men.”

“Westwards?”
The colonel frowned. “What lies westwards…?” He turned suddenly and
looked at Sheyani who stood by his side. “Wolfguard,” he said.

Tilian could
not help himself. “They attacked Wolfguard?” It seemed incredible.
It seemed stupid and suicidal. Such a move would be guaranteed to
enrage Narak, and Afael was an object lesson in what he might do
when enraged: thousands dead, a city destroyed. Yet it would be the
one thing guaranteed to draw him away. Could it be a trap? “A
trap?”

The colonel
nodded. “It may be,” he said. “But there are some things that you
do not want to trap. Captain, was he fully armed when he left
you?”

“Aye, he was,”
the captain said. “He wore that red armour he wears in battle.”

“Then their
trap has failed,” but the colonel’s voice lacked complete
conviction, and he glanced again at Sheyani. Tilian understood. The
miracle, the thing that had made Cain Arbak young again, had
happened after Narak had gone to Wolfguard. It would be foolish to
think that the two events were entirely unrelated, and none of them
could say what such a thing might mean. The wolf could be dead.
They had not been visited by any of the Benetheon since Narak and
the wolves had gone to Wolfguard. It was not a comforting sign.

The colonel
turned to the captain.

“Captain, make
sure your men are fed and your mounts taken care of, then come and
join us in my tent. Any man will show you the way.”

The man nodded
and left them. Cain and Sheyani turned back towards their tent.

“Will you do
nothing, colonel?” Tilian asked.

“What can I do?
We will hear from Narak or not as fate dictates. If anything has
happened, then it has happened and we cannot change it. Ours plans
are set. Autumn is here.”

It was true
enough. Although Tilian felt the desire to rush to Wolfguard to
help where he could, he knew it would be pointless. It was a
thousand miles away. It would take weeks to get there, and he would
have to travel through Narak’s forest without Narak’s protection.
Anyway, his duty was with his lord.

They returned
to Cain’s tent and resumed their meal.

“Do you know
where my lord Skal is camped, my lord?” Tilian asked.

“Skal? Camped?
Of course, you do not know and I did not think to tell you. Skal is
in Telas.”

“Telas? What’s
he doing there?”

The colonel did
not take offence at Tilian’s abrupt question. “Some plan of the
Sparrow’s,” he said. “She managed to turn the Telans against Seth
Yarra, the gods alone know how, and Narak permitted our brother
regiment to help. The last we heard they were marching north to the
Western Chain.”

Lord Skal was
colonel of the second regiment of the Seventh Friend and
responsible for much of Tilian’s good fortune. Tilian had a duty to
rejoin his lord now that his greater duty to the wolf was
discharged.

“Can I come to
this Western Chain from the north?” he asked.

“Too late,” the
colonel told him. “In peace time it would be so, but the journey
would take many weeks and by the time you get there the place will
be invested. You could not get through.”

It was worse
than Tilian had thought. He did not know the Western Chain, but he
guessed that it was a defensible position of some kind, and that
Lord Skal would be trapped there by a Seth Yarra army.

“I am captain
of my lord’s guard,” Tilian said, as though his insistence would
change the facts. “I must go to him.”

The colonel
shook his head. “Duke Quinnial wants to see you,” he said. “After
that the White Road will be closed by snow, or so near to it that
only a suicide would attempt the pass. You must go back to Latter
Fetch.”

Tilian could
see that the colonel understood, or thought that he did. It was not
simply duty, however, that drove Tilian. He was not in the least
keen to return to Latter Fetch for the winter. His problem was Lady
Sara.

Tilian liked
her far more than he ought to, seeing that she was Lord Skal’s
blood now, and far above him. He knew that his lord had an eye for
her, and knew just as well that she had an eye for Tilian. Both of
them, Sara and Tilian, owed their station in life, their good
fortune, to Lord Skal, and it worried him that he was so inclined
to betray his lord in this manner.

“I do not want
to go back to Latter Fetch,” he said. Best not to dwell with
temptation daily to hand, he thought.

“Aye, it’s hard
to sit by while the war waits,” the colonel said.

“You’re not
married?” Sheyani asked. Tilian liked her voice. It had a different
tone from the voices other women he knew. Despite her small size it
was deeper than most, almost smoky. Yet he flushed at her words, so
close did they touch to his fear.

“No, my lady,”
he said.

Sheyani smiled.
“But there is someone,” she said.

“There is,” he
confessed.

“In Bas Erinor,
perhaps?” the colonel suggested, misunderstanding yet again.

Tilian shook
his head. “She is above my station, my lord,” he said. “To be
honest I do not wish to speak of it.”

“As you will,”
the colonel didn’t seem troubled by his frankness, and Sheyani
smiled again, put a hand on his forearm.

“Life brings
many surprises,” she said. “Sometimes the best things happen when
you least expect them.” She looked across at the colonel, who
beamed back at her.

The tent was
slapped again and the flap lifted. The Avilian captain who had
ridden north with his message came in, and the conversation turned
at once to other matters.


 Three – The Volunteer

Jerac Fane
stood patiently in line. It was a beautiful sunny day, and the
morning air was fresh and joyously filled with the scent of freshly
baked bread that drifted over from the bakery in South Wall Street.
He was also enjoying the experience of standing in line without an
ache in his bones, and not worrying about how much his joints would
bother him later.

A few weeks ago
he had been Alos Stebbar, an elderly carpenter bereft of kith and
kin, alone in Bas Erinor and hoping that his apprentices would come
back from the war, clinging to the last years of his unexceptional
life.

Then there was
a miracle.

In one night
his old age had been stripped from him like a tattered cloak and he
was as he had once been – young and strong. He had no idea why it
had happened, but in truth he was glad to leave his life behind. It
had been no more than the accumulation of careful and dull
decisions, and he had been as a man who had travelled a thousand
miles only to discover that his road was a dead end.

He had embraced
the change, adopting a new name, selling his workshop and pocketing
the money. He had sworn to live this new life as though each day
mattered, as though each was his last.

So now he was
standing in line outside The Seventh Friend. He was used to the
Inn. As Alos Stebbar he had built the new bar here, designed the
pulley system to bring barrels up from the cellar, and sunk
hundreds of ales at its warm tables.

Now, though, he
was not here to drink.

Jerac Fane was
queuing outside the Tavern on a Thursday morning to join the
regiment. He was going to be a soldier. He was well suited to it.
In his youth he had been a strong man, and he found himself so
again. The man in front of him was a head shorter, and to Jerac’s
eye no more than a boy. He looked nervous.

“You’re from
the city?” he asked. The boy jumped as though he’d been stung and
looked at Jerac with troubled eyes.

“I am,” he
said.

“Just turned
sixteen,” Jerac said.

“Aye,
yesterday, and you?”

“Just come to
the city,” Jerac lied. “Family business, but that’s all done and
now I’m doing what I should have done last year.”

“They say
there’s a lot of Seth Yarra still to kill,” the boy said.

“So they say.
You’re keen, then?”

“My duty,” the
boy said. “My uncle was at Fal Verdan with Cain Arbak.”

“So a family
tradition,” Jerac said. “And a worthy one.”

The boy smiled
a nervous smile. “Have you been soldiering before?” he asked.

“Me? No. My
family tradition is carpentry, so I’m breaking with the past.” The
boy nodded and glanced forwards. They were getting close to the
front of the line, and he they could see in through the door. There
were two tables with men sitting behind them and a couple of
grizzled old soldiers to either side.

A man pushed
past them on his way out. He was smiling. They shuffled forwards
and found themselves framed by the door.

“You two,” a
soldier faced them. “Watch the tests so you don’t make fools of
yourselves.”

Jerac looked.
The two men ahead of him stood before the tables. Each was asked a
couple of questions by the men behind the tables, and words were
written down. He could not see or hear what they were. The men were
then asked to pick up a bucket filled with sand. The buckets looked
heavy, but both men managed to lift them waist high and put them
down again with each arm.

There was
another test. The recruiter dropped a stone down a glass tube and
the recruit tried to catch it between his hands when it came out
the bottom. One man did it, the other missed and the stone bounced
on the wooden floor. It didn’t seem to make a difference, though.
More words were written and the two men stepped away.

Jerac was led
forwards.

“Name?” The man
behind the desk didn’t even look up.

“Jerac Fane,”
he said.

The man wrote.
“Occupation?”

“I was a
carpenter.” The man looked up at him.

“That can be
useful,” he said. His eyes took in Jerac’s broad frame. “Where are
you from?”

“Hornwood.”

The recruiter
sighed and put down his quill. “If you’re from Hornwood you should
be in the Earl of Brightling’s Regiment. What are you doing
here?”

“Working for my
uncle, Alos Stebbar.” He didn’t want to be in any Earl’s regiment,
and cursed himself for not thinking of this. He should have made up
a better story. But the recruiter smiled.

“You’re
Deadbox’s kin?” he asked.

“Aye,” he said,
biting back a protest at the nickname.

“Well, then,
you’re kin to the regiment,” the man said. “Deadbox built half the
tavern, and is well liked by the colonel. You belong with us.” He
wrote something down, but Jerac had never mastered the art of
reading upside down. “Can you read and write?”

“I can.”

“Lift the
bucket above your waist.”

He picked it up
with his left hand. It seemed lighter than he’d expected, and he
lifted it easily.

“Left handed?”
the recruiter asked.

Jerac grinned.
“No,” he said.

“Still, let’s
see you do it with the right hand.”

He did, lifting
it easily and holding it up until the man nodded. “You’re strong,”
he said.

Jerac nodded.
“Born that way,” he said. It was true. He’d been a strong
child.

“Now hold your
hand either side of the tube and when I drop the stone catch it
between them.”

Jerac watched
carefully, and when the stone was dropped he found it easy to catch
it between his hands. The recruiter wrote something down.

“Ever used a
sword before?” he asked.

“No.”

“Ever ridden a
horse?”

A couple of
times as a child, over fifty years ago. “No.”

“Ever shot a
bow?”

“No.”

The recruiter
wrote something on a piece of paper and held it out to him. “Go to
the training grounds tomorrow and find a man with a blue sash. Show
him this. Do what he says. Don’t get so drunk tonight that you’re
late or incapable.” He turned away, looking for the next man.
Another soldier tapped Jerac on the shoulder and pointed to the
door.

“You’re done,”
he said.

He stepped
away. The recruiter’s words had reminded him that he was in an inn,
and he suddenly felt like an ale. He was a soldier now, even if
only in name. He stepped to the bar, the one he’d cut and polished
himself in his other life.

One of the
advantages of having sold his house and workshops was that he was
flush with gold. It had been a big place, and he’d got over two
hundred guineas for it. Most of that gold he’d banked, but he had
over fifty florins hanging from his belt.

“Oak Tree Ale,”
he said to the barman. The barman filled a mug and pushed it
across. Jerac paid him and pocketed the change, then he pulled out
the piece of paper that the recruiter had given him and studied it.
It made no sense.

It bore his
name and seemingly random letters, one of them ringed: WY SY FY EN,
and below that an S in a circle.

“Can you
read?”

It was the boy
he’d been with in the line.

“I can,” Jerac
said. “But it makes no sense, just letters.”

The boy held
out a piece of paper and Jerac took it, examined it as he had his
own.

Hol Petch. WN
SN FY EN. Beneath that an S in a circle.

“You’re name is
Hol?” he asked. “Hol Petch?”

“Aye. It says
that, does it?”

“It does. What
questions did they ask you?”

Hol listed the
questions, and they were the same as the one’s Jerac had been
asked. He looked at the two papers side by side and saw the
pattern.

“The W is for
writing, because I can and you can’t,” he said. “You see there’s a
Y by it on mine and an N by yours.” Hol looked blank. “You had
trouble with the bucket, but caught the stone,” he guessed.

“Aye, that’s
right. It says all that?”

“In a way it
does. And I guess you’ve not soldiered before, nor hunted with a
bow?”

“That’s
true.”

Pleased that he
had solved the simple puzzle, all but the circled letter, he
offered to buy Hol an ale. The young man accepted.

“But I’ll have
your name first,” he said. “I’ll not drink with a stranger, my Da
taught me that.”

“Jerac Fane. My
uncle built this bar,” he slapped the gleaming wood. It still
looked pristine after all this time. That extra coat of varnish
he’d insisted on had done the trick. Hol seemed impressed.

“It seems a
grand thing to do, to build something that other men use.”

Jerac hadn’t
thought of it that way, but it pleased him to hear Hol say it. He
thought of all the other useful things he’d made in the last ten
years – most of them coffins. It wasn’t something he was going to
tell Hol.

“What do your
family do, Hol?” he asked.

“My Da’s a
tailor. He makes shirts mostly, and cloaks, but the cloth costs
more.”

“Well, a
shirt’s a useful thing,” Jerac said.

Hol pulled a
face. Like all young men he seemed to find his father’s profession
mundane if not slightly repellent. Jerac had nothing against
tailors. He’d known a few and they seemed a decent, hard working
sort.

“What do you
think they’ll do with us?” the boy asked.

“How do you
mean?” Jerac sipped his ale. It was already half gone, and he
thought he might have one more before going about his business.
He’d be back here tonight. He had paid for a room upstairs, paid a
week in advance after he’d sold his workshop and house. He could
afford it.

“Cavalry?”
Hol’s eyes were alight at the prospect.

“Doubt it,”
Jerac replied. “I can’t ride a horse, and neither can you according
to this paper. Infantry’s my guess. Sword or pike.” He looked at
the paper again. “Sword,” he said. The circled S made sense. “Sword
for certain.”

“I’d like to be
cavalry, to ride a horse.”

Jerac
understood that, too. Men on horseback were more intimidating. They
borrowed a strength from the animal that made them more than what
they were, and besides that they were feared by Seth Yarra. But he
didn’t think he could trust a horse with his life. He’d had enough
trouble trusting apprentices and journeymen in his own
workshop.

“I’ll be happy
whatever,” he said. “It was infantry held the wall at Fal
Verdan.”

Hol drained his
ale and fished out a thin purse, signalling to the barman.

“It’s all
right,” Jerac said. “I’ll get these. I’m still flush from
work.”

Hol gave him a
stern look. “I’d not have taken an ale off you if I couldn’t afford
to square the round,” he said. “Put your coin away.”

“Fair enough.”
He put his fat purse back in his shirt and waited while Hol bought
two more ales. He was beginning to like the boy, he decided. He
might be young and foolish, but he’d been well raised and he had an
honest streak wider than most.

* * * *

The next day
dawned bright, but with a chill breeze off the sea. Jerac rolled
out of his comfortable bed and dressed quickly. It had been just
the two ales the night before and he’d slept well. He felt strong
and clear headed. He was excited, too. Today he was going to be a
soldier. The adventure was beginning.

He had no
illusions. He didn’t think he was going to be a hero. His ambition
was simpler than that. He wanted to take risks. He wanted to throw
himself among the great events of the age, to see and hear things
for himself. It didn’t worry him that he might be killed. He’d
lived one full life and this was a second, a god’s gift. How many
people could say that?

He hurried
downstairs.

The Seventh
Friend had transformed during the night. What had been a fairly
lively tavern had become a staid breakfasting space. There wasn’t
an ale in sight. Food was laid out on the bar – bread and cheese
and such for those that had stayed the night in rooms – and there
was a large pot of porridge being stirred on the fire. Men sat
around, some the worse for the night before, most eating alone.
Jerac poured himself a hot tea and gulped it down, grabbing bread
and cold bacon and wrapping it in a cloth so that he could eat it
on his way to the training fields.

“In a hurry,
soldier?”

It was one of
the young girls who worked the morning shift, cleaning, serving
food and doing what was necessary. There were more women here since
the war. She was smiling at him and the thought occurred to him
that she was pretty. Jerac grinned.

“First day,” he
said. “Can’t be late.”

He was out the
door a moment later, striding swiftly down the street. He tore
hunks off the bread as he went and bit ends off the bacon to
flavour it in his mouth. It was a rough but tasty meal.

It took fifteen
minutes to get out of the city and across the bridge to where the
regiment of the Seventh Friend trained. Jerac was early. The field
was laid out with tents on the north side, sixty or seventy of
them, all the off-white tint of undyed canvas. To the east there
was a small stream, and to the south a host of horses were picketed
on long rope lines. He could not see more than a hundred men.

The west side
of the field was populated by posts. They stood about a foot higher
than a man and were painted and inscribed.

He walked over
to the tents, scanning them for a flash of blue, the colour of the
sash he’d been told to look for. He clutched the cryptic note the
recruiter had given him tightly, folded a couple of times so that
it would fit into his fist.

It took him a
few minutes, but eventually he saw the sash draped over the back of
a chair. A man was sitting on the chair forking eggs into his
mouth, a cup of something hot set on a stool next to him. He
approached the man.

“Blue sash?” he
asked.

The seated man
squinted at him, but didn’t speak. He picked up the cup from the
stool and took a swallow.

“You’re early,”
he said.

“I can wait, if
you like.”

“Early is
good,” the man said. “Do you have the paper?”

Jerac passed it
over and watched as the man unfolded it, studied it for a moment.
“Jerac Fane,” he said the name slowly, as though tasting it. “A
novice.” Jerac didn’t comment. Not his place, he guessed. The man
picked up a sheaf of papers from the ground and flicked through a
couple of pages. “Someone’s got to try to teach you to use a
sword,” he said. “Red Seven.” He put the paper down and picked up
his eggs again.

“Red
Seven?”

“The post,” the
man pointed. “It’s red and it says seven on it. It says here you
can read.”

Jerac nodded.
“Thank you, sir,” he said.

Blue Sash shook
his head. “Not sir,” he tapped the insignia on his arm – two
stripes of white cloth sewn onto his brown tunic. “Corporal. Sir is
officers.”

“How do I tell
an officer?” Jerac asked. He didn’t know the ranks, which was
embarrassing. The corporal laughed.

“I like you,
Jerac Fane,” he said. “An officer looks like an officer. If I say
more than that someone’ll put me on report.”

Jerac left the
corporal to his eggs and made his way over to the posts. He found a
red one with the number seven carved into both sides and stood
beside it. There was nobody else there. After a while he sat and
picked the last few crumbs of bread out of the cloth, scraped a bit
of bacon fat off it with his fingernail and ate it.

The others
arrived in dribs and drabs. They all looked unsure of themselves.
Some of them nodded to Jerac and he nodded back, but after a while
he just closed his eyes and waited for the sun to warm him.

A boot kicked
his feet, and he had to put an arm down to stop himself tipping
over.

“Get up,” a
voice said.

Jerac was on
his feet in a moment, ready to punch whoever had kicked him. He
found himself facing a man half a head shorter, but broad and
wearing a dented breastplate polished like a mirror. The man had a
sword strapped to his right side, a dagger in his belt, and three
white stripes on his tunic. The soldier’s face could never have
been pretty, but was made far worse by a scar running across the
chin and the look of naked contempt it was wearing.

“Not sleeping,
sergeant,” he said, guessing the rank.

“If I say you
were sleeping, you were sleeping. Understand?”

Jerac glanced
around him. There were a dozen other men here now, all watching him
to see what was going to happen.

“Yes,
sergeant,” he said.

The sergeant
looked him in the eye for a few more seconds, as if satisfying
himself that there was no spark of rebellion there, then he turned
to the others.

“You don’t know
me,” he said to the other men. “That means you’ve had a lucky life
so far.” He glowered for a moment. “My name is Sergeant Indirac. My
job, gods and demons help me, is to teach you green apples how to
fight with a sword.” He pulled his sword from its sheath and held
it up before them. “This is a sword,” he said. “It’s got a sharp
end and an end you hold. It’s also got a sharp edge, of maybe two
if you’re lucky. We use it to kill our enemies.”

Jerac
understood that he was mocking them, putting them in their place,
showing his contempt. Every man there knew everything he was
telling them. They might not have fought with a sword before, but
he’d wager they’d all seen one and knew which end was which. Nobody
laughed, though. Nobody protested.

The sergeant
put his blade away, dropping it neatly into its sheath with a solid
click. He picked up something that looked like a sword, but was
made of wood. “It’ll be a month before any of you get your hands on
anything sharp,” he said. “This is what you’ll use until then. It’s
a training sword, wood with a lead core to make up the weight. When
you can use this without being a danger to yourself or your
comrades then we’ll give you a real one.”

Jerac looked
around the group. He could see other groups coalescing around other
posts and wondered what they were being taught, and if their
instructors were as unpleasant as Sergeant Indirac.

“Dozy!” He
turned at the sound of the sergeant’s voice, and flushed when he
realised that the man was speaking to him. “Catch.” The sword was
hurled at him, spinning through the air – he was not supposed to be
able to catch it, he realised. He was supposed to humiliate himself
by dropping it and maybe collecting a bruise or two for his
efforts. But Jerac could watch the spinning wooden blade, could see
the handle clear as day, and he reached out and plucked it from the
air as easily as if it had been tossed gently to him. He grinned.
The sergeant raised an eyebrow.

“Right,” he
said. “Exercises. The rest of you watch. Me and Dozy here, we’re
going to show you a few things to practice.” Jerac had to give the
man credit. Apart from the raised eyebrow he’d betrayed no surprise
at all.

He watched as
the sergeant took up a stance opposite him, legs set wide and at an
angle, knees slightly bent, sword held up with the point raised so
that he looked down its length. He copied it.

“Rule one,” the
sergeant said. “Balance. Never lose it. If you do, you’re probably
dead.” His arm flashed out and the tip of his wooden blade touched
Jerac’s tunic. Jerac stepped back, surprised.

“That was a
thrust – a basic killing blow – but not the only one. Remember that
if you injure your enemy he’s as good as dead. Lots of good places
to hit. The neck, the arm below the shoulder,” he tapped Jerac
where he meant, “The side above the hip, the leg just below it. Any
lower than that and your crouching, which isn’t good.”

He stepped back
and pointed to a pile of wooden weapons. “Pick one of those and
line up opposite me. I want you to practice balance while swinging
a sword.”

“Do we get
shields?”

The sergeant
turned on the man who’d spoken. “You’ll bloody need a shield if you
speak out of turn again. If I want you to speak, I’ll ask you to.
Until then I talk and you do what I say. Understand?”

The man nodded
mutely and hurried after the others to fetch a wooden sword. That
left the sergeant and Jerac alone for a moment. The man turned his
back to the men so they couldn’t hear him speak.

“You sure
you’ve never used a blade before?” he asked.

“No,” Jerac
said. “I’m a carpenter.”

The sergeant
nodded. “When the others go at the end of the day, you stay.”

“Yes,
sergeant.” He wondered why.

* * * *

It was an
exhausting day. Sergeant Indirac worked them hard, worked them till
they sweated and bled, bruised and sore. Jerac seemed tireless. He
did the same tasks as the others, tried his hardest at everything
he was ordered to do, but at the end of the day he merely felt warm
and loose. He still felt strong and alert. He was aware that the
sergeant had been watching him for most of the afternoon.

When Indirac
dismissed them he went and sat down by the red post and picked up a
water skin, pouring some of it over his head and some into his
mouth. The water was warm, but it still felt good. The sea breeze
that had brightened the morning had faded during the day, but it
was back again now, bringing sea smells, fish and tar, and it
cooled him, drying the water from his skin.

“You’ve got
quick hands.” The sergeant was standing over him. He began to
scramble to his feet, but Indirac waved him back down and sat
opposite, relieving him of the water skin and drinking deeply.
“You’re fitter than the rest and stronger,” Indirac added.

Jerac shrugged.
He knew it was true, but he could hardly tell this man his story,
that he was over sixty and owed his youth to magic. Besides, he
couldn’t even explain it to himself.

“Yes,
Sergeant,” he said.

“How is old
Alos these days?”

Jerac was
surprised again. He didn’t recognise the sergeant at all. “He’s
well, surprisingly good for his age. Did you know him?”

“Oh, I knew
him, but he wouldn’t tell me from a wood shaving,” the sergeant
said. “We never spoke, but he was always in the Friend of an
evening. The colonel liked him.”

“Did he?”

“Aye. He built
half the place, you know.” It was an outrageous exaggeration, but
Jerac just nodded. He done the bar, built the pulley system, fixed
a few floorboards and a couple of lintels, but it was his
apprentices who’d done most of the actual work. “So is this what
you want?”

“I don’t
understand. I volunteered.”

“The regiment
has different squads,” Indirac said. “Most men fight in general
units, just numbers against numbers, you know? Maybe one in fifty,
one in a hundred has your natural gifts. You could be in an elite
unit.”

Jerac had never
heard of elite units. He thought that soldiers were soldiers. “What
do you mean?”

“The regiment
puts its better fighters into elite units. It means you get tougher
battles, more glory, faster promotion.”

“More chance of
getting killed,” Jerac cursed the words as soon as he spoke them.
That was Alos speaking, cautious old Alos who’d never taken a risk
in his life.

“That’s true.
Interested?”

“Yes. Yes, I
am.” He wasn’t Alos any more, and he was determined to prove
it.

“Well, then,
I’ll talk to someone. You were here early today, be early
tomorrow.” He stood up and walked away, just like that, and the
conversation was over. Jerac retrieved the water skin and took
another swallow, but realised that he was hungry, and what he
really wanted was an ale. He set off at once for the welcoming
perpetual twilight of the Seventh Friend.


Four – The Prisoner

Arish Marik son
of Aseth sat in his room and stared at the wall. He could not
summon up a word that adequately described how he felt. His mind
was in turmoil. For a start he was afraid. He was afraid of his
captors, afraid of the Wolf, afraid of the war that swirled all
about the land, and even more afraid of the uncertainty in his mind
about who he really wanted to win.

He was ashamed,
too. All his adult life he had secretly held himself to be a man of
reason, a man who picked threads from the fabric of The Book,
knowing in his heart that there were better ways of doing things
than those laid down in its pages. In spite of that he had reacted
like a faith addled novice to the Wolf’s request that he translate
some papers. He was ashamed that he had not been more rational, and
he was ashamed again that he had wanted to help.

More than
anything, however, he wanted to see those papers again. The brief
time he’d looked at them had been enough to form an impression
only. Words and pictures stuck in his head, and those fragments
that had stuck hinted at a very dark truth. If he was right it was
a deceiver’s manual. The Wolf had hinted as much, and he’d reacted
like a child. How could he have been so… ordinary?

The
implications piled up like heads of corn at harvest time. The
greatest, the most monstrous of all, was that they might be
fighting and dying on behalf of an impostor. That was the end of
the path down which his reasoning had led him.

Marik sat in
his cell, his room – he could not deny that they had treated him
well – and thought of the thousands who might be dying for nothing,
for a sacrilegious lie. He heard the news. It was difficult for him
to swallow, but they came and told him the outcome of each battle,
and from the gloating tone in their voices he guessed that they
were not lying. At times he cursed his ability to speak their
heathen tongue. If he did not understand them he could still
believe that the war was going well.

Anyone he had
known in the sacred army would be dead, except by some miracle such
as had befallen him. Only those left across the water would be
safe, and there were precious few there who could even put a name
to his face, let alone cared for him. His faith had always been a
thin, reedy thing, swayed by even the smallest facts that
contradicted doctrine. Unlike many of the others he’d studied with
it was the real world that mattered to Marik. He couldn’t see it
any other way.

He’d tried.
Half his life he’d tried to blind himself to reality. Faith was
important. As a boy, as a student, as a man, he’d tried every
philosophical trick he could imagine to drag his unwilling mind
into agreement with doctrine, but some clever part of him always
stayed behind, taunting him with buts and hows, ifs and
therefores.

In the end he
had given in. He had accepted reason, or so he had believed. Marik
had built himself a fortress of superiority, a stronghold within
which he could smile at the antics of his fellow students, his
fellow soldiers. He knew he was right, even if he could not speak
of it.

And now the
irony was reversed. Where once his reason had prevented him from
becoming a man of faith, it now seemed that some last vestige of
his faith had clawed him back from reason, betrayed him at the
moment he least expected. Yet it was a last throw of the dice from
the believer within him, and now that particular demon was finally
exorcised, he was sure.

The step he now
had to take was irrevocable. To stay true to his beloved reason he
must abandon his faith entirely, betray his teachers, his comrades
in arms, his family, his entire world. But the greater crime would
be to betray himself, to deny the truth.

It’s not as if
he meant harm to all those that he must betray. He believed that he
was doing it for them, too, for their good, for their lives, and to
rescue their corrupted, naïve honesty. They and he were both
deceived, and now that his eyes were finally open. By hook or by
crook he would open their eyes also. The war itself was a lie.

Marik stood and
walked to the locked door of his prison room. He banged on the
door. The small window in the door opened and he saw the eye of a
guard looking through. Over the months Marik has learned the faces
of his guards if not their names. This one was Pretty Boy. It was
the name Marik had given him. Pretty Boy was young and good looking
but not very bright. He didn’t speak a word of Afalel.

“I need to talk
to the Wolf,” Marik said. The guard didn’t reply. He could see
Pretty Boy’s eyes searching the room to see if there was a problem.
“Narak!” he shouted. “Narak!” It was a word that he knew the dimwit
would understand.

Pretty Boy
looked him in the eye and then dropped the hatch, cutting him off
again. He listened at the door. He heard footsteps. The guard was
walking down the corridor with a measured tread, unhurried as a
grazing cow. He heard voices.

* * * *

Havil was
sitting in the war room alone. These winter breaks in the war irked
him. He was not a man given to inaction, and he resented the nature
of this particular war. Narak had insisted that they fight a
defensive campaign, build walls, force Seth Yarra to make moves
that they knew could be countered. Havil knew that the Wolf was
right, they could not hope to overwhelm such numbers as the enemy
possessed, but it did not sit well with him.

The prince of
Berash was never happier than at the head of his Dragon Guard,
thundering down on the enemy on an open field. This wall warfare
did not suit his cavalry at all.

So now he sat
and read dispatches, trying once more to live the battles in his
head, studying maps to get the feel of the terrain. His current
reading was an account of the second fight at Fal Verdan. It was a
sorry pass that he had missed the first battle there, but to be
absent from a second? It was intolerable. In a hundred years there
had been two major battles at the wall, and he had missed them
both.

He envied the
young Lord Skal Hebberd his adventures in Telas. He wished that he
was with him. It would be a wild thing indeed to ride through the
kingdom, both pursued and pursuing, never safe for a night, a sword
always to hand.

He could not
really complain, though. He supposed that he was greedy, wanting to
be at every battle. He had fought in the borderlands. It had been
the first victory of the war, and entirely his, though no more than
a small affair. He had been at Finchbeak Road as well. He had
ridden with Narak and played his part in the rout of the Seth Yarra
army there, and he supposed it should be enough for any man, but
his warrior’s heart cried out for more.

His reverie was
broken by a polite knock on the door. He dragged himself back from
his imaginings of blood, back from Lord Skal’s cavalry charge at
Fal Verdan.

“Come,” he
called out.

The door
opened, and one of his personal guards entered. “Lord Prince,” the
man said. “I would not disturb you, but your father is still in
bed, and the matter may be trivial, but I do not know.”

“You do not
know? What it is then?”

“The guardsman
Tinnat, he who was set to guard the Seth Yarra that Narak
questioned, he says that the prisoner is calling for the Wolf.”

“Does he say
why?”

“Lord Prince,
the guard does not speak Afalel.”

Of course.
Havil knew that already. There were only a handful of Afalel
speakers in the palace guard and although one or two of them had
been assigned to guard the prisoners there were two Afalel speaking
prisoners to guard. Havil himself was not at all fluent in the
tongue, though he had endured the teaching of it in his
education.

“I will come,”
he said, putting aside the battle reports.

Tinnat was
waiting outside, and led the way down beneath the castle to where
the prisoner was held. It was not a place that any man would have
chosen to live, but they had made it comfortable at Narak’s
insistence. The prisoner had a bed, a chair, a fire of his own, and
more space than any Berashi soldier would have been given.

Havil walked
beside Tinnat.

“How did he
seem?” he asked the guard.

“Worked up
about something, Lord Prince,” Tinnat said. “He banged on the door
and spoke words, Afalel, I suppose, and then he shouted Narak’s
name over and over.”

Something to do
with Narak’s last visit, he supposed. The wolf had come with papers
that he had believed were written in the Seth Yarra tongue and
asked their prisoner to translate them. The prisoner had become
agitated and refused, but Narak still seemed to have gained
something by it. Havil supposed this was something that followed on
from that, and he had to admit that he was curious.

When they
arrived at the cell door Havil indicated that they should open it,
and Tinnat did this. The prisoner was sitting on his bed, and was
clearly surprised to see Havil. Havil didn’t know what the man had
expected. Surely not Narak?

* * * *

Marik heard
them coming. He could not tell how many of them were coming, but it
was certainly more than one. He sat on the bed and tried to calm
himself. It would not be true to say that he was having second
thoughts, but he was troubled by the enormity of what he was
planning. But he was determined to jump off this particular cliff
trusting entirely to the wings of his reason. It made his heart
hammer.

The door opened
and a big man came in. He’d seen this man before, and knew that he
was someone of consequence. It seemed that the Wolf’s name had
worked the desired magic.

“Speak,” the
big man said.

“I wish to
speak to the one you call Wolf Narak,” he said. “I have important
things to tell him, and I need to see the documents again.”

The big man
cocked his head on one side and smiled a wry smile. “Speak slowly,”
he said. Marik smiled back.

“The papers,”
he said. “The papers that Narak showed me, I want to see them
again.”

The big man
nodded. “You have…” he seemed to struggle for words. “You have
changed your mind.” It was a surprisingly astute observation, and
Marik revised his opinion of the big man.

“Yes, but there
is more.”

“More?”

“The papers are
important. More important than armies.”

The man looked
at him with a look that said nothing was more important than
armies. He should have guessed. The man was a soldier, a general
perhaps. It was the wrong thing to have said.

“The papers,”
the big man said. “A weapon?”

He was about to
say no, not a weapon, more of a soaked blanket to throw on the fire
of war, but he thought that it was not what this big soldier wanted
to hear. He had to be careful. “A tool,” he said. “It may save many
lives – the lives of your men.”

The big man
nodded.

“I understand,”
he said. Marik saw that he did understand. The big soldier
understood far more than Marik had intended, and for a moment he
was filled with doubt. He thought that he was clever, that he knew
the workings of things, but he was a child compared to these men of
the kingdoms. They lived every day with the anarchy of freedom and
the mystery of choice – things that Marik had only imagined. They
saw men in a different way, as different people who might or might
not share part or all of their thinking. In his own land thinking
differently was the first step of heresy, and to put words to such
thoughts was to risk censure. Here it was normal. Here it was
expected that other men should disagree.

“What will you
do?” Marik asked.

“I will try to
send words to the Wolf,” the big man replied. “He will want to
know.”

It was that
simple, then. If he was so bad at subtlety, then he must be
honest.

Marik leaned
forwards. “I am not like you,” he said. “The part of me that is
like you has been forced to hide.”

The big man
smiled again. “The Wolf says that you are all like us in your
hearts. It is only that you do not see it.” He stood and moved to
the door. Marik felt a surge of gratitude that he did not fully
understand. “If I have news, I will tell you,” he said, and the
door closed.

Marik looked at
his hands. All men are the same. It was both an alarming and
comforting thought. All men are the same. It is what they do to us
that makes us different.


Five – Narak, Snow Wraiths

It was
different now. The snow clad hills and valleys still passed as he
had seen them in his dreams and distant mountains showed their
familiar scarred faces where the frost had torn the rock into
shapes too steep for even the driven snow to cling, but now he was
not alone.

The thing
called Avatar now walked at his side.

It walked with
tireless steps that exactly matched his own, and he had the
impression that it was holding back to match his best pace. It was
a shocking thought. Nobody had physically condescended to him for
fifteen hundred years.

It might
possess awesome strength and stamina, but it was a crushingly poor
conversationalist. Two dozen times he had tried to engage it, to
find out some small fact that it had not yet revealed about itself,
and each time he had failed. When it did not wish to answer it
simply did not speak. It was like talking to a horse.

Its presence
did provide some kind of companionship, however, and he was
grateful for the mystery that it represented. It gave him something
to think of that was neither Pascha nor the war. He still felt that
he had abandoned Pascha. He felt guilty. He could not say why he
felt this way. He could not help her. As far as he could tell she
was asleep, though there was no doubt that it was not actual sleep.
Nobody slept for weeks on end.

He had spoken
with Jidian in the Sirash a few times, and it seemed that she was
somehow being sustained even though she could not eat or drink.
Apart from the sleep she was quite healthy. The truth, he supposed,
was that she would have wanted him to be there when she awoke.

The war, on the
other hand, had dragged into its winter hiatus and beyond that lay
the final act of this tragedy. This would be a red spring, not a
green one, unless he could find some way to stop it.

He had been so
occupied with the presence of Avatar that he had not noticed that
he was having problems with his vision. It seemed odd, but the
immaculate white of the snow seemed to be drifting into grey. It
was as though a layer of smoke lay between him and what he could
see, and it was getting worse. His eyes were watering in the harsh
glare of the sun on the snow. Perhaps he was tired. He would make
the effort to trust his uninvited companion and sleep tonight. He
was certain that the rest would restore him.

Avatar did not
need to stop, it seemed. The white creature was equally at home in
the dark, and never suggested a stop, forcing Narak to call a halt
each evening. As darkness thickened into night he chose a spot
where two rocks the size of houses jutted out from the side of a
mountain. The space between them was fifteen feet across, and
offered good shelter from the wind. The rock above was clear, so
there was little chance of being buried by snow.

Narak crouched
in the lee of the rock and made himself a meal of dried meat and
nuts. He had nothing to heat it with, there being no wood or even
moss to burn. He carried a flask tucked beneath his heavy coat so
that it was warmed by his body heat, and in this he kept water.
Whenever he emptied it he filled it with snow. This is what he
drank.

His head ached.
In itself that was a new experience. He must be tired indeed, but
he supposed that a week without sleep and pushing twenty-five miles
each day through thickening snow dragging a two hundred pound sled
might have that effect. Even so he was surprised that he felt so
poorly. He had gone weeks without sleep before and never felt this
bad.

He wrapped
himself in two blankets and turned his back on the world. He slept
a mercifully dreamless sleep.

* * * *

Narak woke to a
dark world. He felt quite rested, but he guessed it must still be
the darkest part of the night. He rolled over and sat up. He could
feel a breeze on his face. He looked up.

There were no
stars, just a faint brightness that showed him where the sky was.
He could not see a star, a cloud, the moon - nothing. His eyes felt
gritty. Narak knew that wasn’t right.

He was snow
blind.

He closed his
eyes and cursed. He should have known better than this. For days
upon days he had been walking through snow. Even as a child he had
known what that could do. He had just assumed, foolishly it seemed,
that he would be immune. Indeed, as a mortal man he would have
suffered like this after one day, three at the most. It was
remarkable that he had lasted so long.

He was
confident that it would pass. His body fixed itself very quickly.
He guessed a day, two at most, and he would be back to normal. His
father had taught him to tie a slitted leather mask across the
front of his face. You could see well enough through the slit and
this didn’t happen.

At least he had
a reason now to be grateful for his companion.

“Avatar, are
you there?”

He didn’t hear
any movement, but the voice came back from just to his right, no
more than five paces away.

“I am here,”
the bell voice chimed. “You are blind.” It sounded
disappointed.

“It’s
temporary,” Narak reassured him. “In a day or two I will be back to
normal, but I’ll need to rest, to keep my eyes dark.”

“Will it happen
again?”

“I’ll take
precautions. No, it won’t.”

“That is good,
because the Naren have found us.”

“The Naren?”
Narak had never heard the word, and he was surprised that something
lived here. There was nothing to eat.

“Snow wraiths,”
Avatar replied.

“What is a snow
wraith? Are they dangerous?”

“To you,” it
replied. “They feed at the places where temperature changes. You
are such a place. They will draw the heat from your body until you
have none.”

Narak’s hands
found the hilts of his swords. Now was not a good time to be blind.
“How many are there?” he asked. “How do we fight them?”

“Steel will not
help you,” Avatar said, and again Narak thought it sounded
disappointed, as though he had failed some test.

“Then how are
we to survive?” he asked. He could sense something now, almost as
though he could feel the presence of the creatures with his skin.
It was like being in the Sirash. They appeared as cold spots, and
by their strength he could tell distance and direction.

“I will feed
them,” Avatar said. “There are few enough.”

“Twenty at
least,” Narak said. “And more come.”

“You can see
them?” It was the first time that Avatar had asked him a question,
and he felt a small victory at that, as though he had poked a tiny
hole in its armour of superiority.

“I’m not just
eyes and ears,” he replied. “Whoever sent you must have known
that.”

Avatar did not
answer. Narak felt warmth then, like a fire suddenly kindled
nearby. The heat was slight but it quite overwhelmed his sense of
the Naren. He could no longer tell where they were. Perhaps it
would work in reverse, too. The heat would be enough to blind them
to his presence.

“Is it
working?” he asked. He did not ask how Avatar had managed to kindle
a fire when there was nothing to burn.

“It is. You are
safe for now.”

“But we should
move,” Narak said. “We should move while they are distracted.”

“You are
blind.”

“I do not need
to see. Take my hand and show me the way.”

There was no
reply. The fire continued to burn but Avatar did not speak.

“What are you
waiting for?” Narak demanded.

“I am not
permitted to touch you,” it said.

Its words
raised a host of questions in Narak’s mind. Not permitted by whom?
Why? Under what penalty? There was no time, however.

“I will sit on
the sled. You can drag it. Is that permitted?”

“Perhaps for a
short distance.” Avatar sounded uncertain, as though he was
attempting to interpret some rule. He had heard the same tone a
million times from courtiers, officers, politicians in the six
kingdoms when they were seeking a way to bend a rule, to exceed
their authority. Narak pushed.

“Then let us
move.” He stood, sheathed his blades and edged forwards. He knew
where the sled was, and in a few moments his foot kicked it. He
stooped and found the straps, already thinking of where he would
sit, which straps he would hold. He settled on top, his weight
towards the back, well away from anything breakable, and he hooked
his wrists under two straps, curling his fingers around them to
hold them tight. “I am ready,” he said.

He wasn’t.

The sled took
off as though pulled by two pairs of thoroughbreds. The wind in his
face suggested that they were moving very fast indeed. The sled
bumped and skidded. At times he was sure that it left the ground
altogether, thumping back down into the snow and leaping forwards
again. It took all his strength to hang on, and the rest of it to
stop the sled tipping. He used his feet as outriggers, shifting his
body weight to and fro to counteract the wildness of the ride. He
enjoyed it, though. The experience had a raw intensity, an
unpredictability that he rarely encountered.

After a while
he began to worry about the sled. How much more of this buffeting
could it take? If the runners broke it would be the gods own task
to fashion a new one from the broken pieces.

Just as he was
about to shout his concerns to Avatar they stopped. Snow sprayed
over Narak as the nose of the sled buried itself in a drift, and
silence fell. The excitement had lasted little more than two
minutes, but he could not guess how far they had come. A mile
perhaps.

“Avatar?”

“I am here.” It
didn’t even sound out of breath.

“Have we come
far enough?”

“They cannot
sense us here.”

“Can they
follow our tracks?”

“I do not know.
Perhaps. When will you see again?”

“I cannot say.”
Narak had kept his eyes closed through the ride, determined to
protect them from the wind and flying snow, and now he opened them
again and looked about. After a fashion he could already see. There
was the whiteness of the snow, the patches of bare rock in darker
patterns, and he could make out the sled, a rough oblong of grey
and brown slightly tilted in the snow. Dawn had come, he guessed.
“Soon, though,” he said. The healing seemed to be progressing
quickly, even by his own standards.

As he watched
the sky he could feel his vision clearing, a mist evaporating with
the dawn. He loosed the straps on the sled and pulled out a broad
piece of leather that he had packed to patch the straps if one
broke. He took the dagger from his belt and, leaning the leather
against a rock, cut a slot no more than an eighth of an inch wide
across two thirds of its length. He then cut cords from a leather
thong and punched holes in each corner of the mask, tying a thong
to each. He tied the finished thing, crude as it was, about his
head and adjusted it so that he could see through the slit.

It reduced his
field of vision, but that was a necessary compromise.

“We can travel
again,” he said. He looked for the route, for the shapes and
patterns from his dreams, but there was nothing. He was no longer
on his path. Avatar had taken them away from it. He was lost.
“Which direction did you take us?” he asked.

Avatar did not
speak, but pointed to the snow. Sure enough he could see the sled’s
tracks, more like gouges in the snow, but easy enough to follow.
Looking at the mountain that lay between them hand where he guessed
his trail lay there was only one choice.

“We have to go
back,” he said. “Perhaps the snow wraiths will ignore us once the
sun is up.” Even he could not compare to the sun. Surely they would
be more distracted by that than the small fire Avatar had somehow
made. He tightened the straps on the sled and donned the harness
once more.

Avatar said
nothing, but walked at his side, matching his pace once more.

There were only
six hours of daylight now, and it took the best part of an hour to
retrace the wild path that Avatar had carved through the snow.
Narak was amazed. There were places where the sled had not touched
the ground for twenty feet, and places where it had cut two feet
into the snow, exposing the rock beneath. It was a miracle that it
had not been smashed to pieces. It had been dragged a fair bit
faster than a horse could gallop, by his calculations.

The curious
thing, though, was that he could not make out any sign that Avatar
had run ahead of it. There were no footprints that he could
attribute to his mysterious companion. It was as though the thing
had flown. He added that to his list of questions.

The sun was
scraping the rim of the hills to the south-east by the time they
came to last night’s camp. The first thing he saw was the remains
of Avatar’s fire. There had been a rock close to their camp, a
piece of granite that stuck through the snow to half the height of
a man. It was gone. In its place was a circle of bare rock,
blackened, and entirely free from snow. Somehow Avatar had set
granite on fire. Now that had to be a rare talent.

At first he
didn’t see the snow wraiths, but he could feel them, even in the
watery sunlight. He closed his eyes. There were more of them. Forty
five or fifty cold spots dotted about the rocks, and it was to the
rocks that they clung, to places where the dark stone was bare and
absorbed the warmth of the sun.

He opened his
eyes again. He looked at where he knew one to be, and he saw
it.

Lace is
delicate. Afaeli lace more delicate still where it has been raised
to an art form, but even that was nothing compared to a snow
wraith. It was as though the world’s smallest spiders had
collaborated to lay dozens of webs on top of each other, agreeing
to a design and executing it to perfection. The wraith was so fine
it looked like mist.

It moved, too.
It moved like water, defiant of gravity, flowing above the rock and
pulsing as though somewhere within that mist of impossible spider
lace there was a beating heart.

“They’re
beautiful,” Narak said.

Avatar remained
mute. Perhaps beauty was something it did not recognise. Narak
watched the wraith move over the rock, and he could feel it sucking
the heat from it, fee the cold where it had been. He stayed too
long, looked too close. The wraith noticed him. It began to drift
in his direction.

“How fast are
they?” he asked, backing away.

“As fast as
they need to be,” Avatar replied.

Narak continued
to retreat, and the wraith continued to follow him. The distance
remained constant as though it was more curious than aggressive. He
drew one of his blades and held it out in front of him. Strangely
he did not feel afraid. Avatar had told him that these things could
kill him, suck the heat from his body, but he didn’t feel
threatened. He slowed and allowed the thing to touch his blade.

He could feel
it through the steel. The hilt became cold in his hand, but it was
more than that. Where before he could see the thing pulsing, now he
could feel it, a cold, rhythmic breath on his fingers. It was
tugging at him, drawing his body heat down through the blade. He
pulled back.

The hilt of the
sword warmed. The wraith acted as though he’d stung it, whipping
back from the tip of the sword and wrapping itself against the rock
again, its fabric beating wild as a racing heart.

“I didn’t know
you could do that,” Avatar said.

“Neither did
I.”

“You didn’t
fear it.”

Narak shrugged.
“No, I didn’t.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know.
It’s the way Pelion changed me, I think. It’s like all the magic we
do – the Benetheon, I mean. We just do it. There’s no theory, no
thought. It’s just there.”

“Yet you were
afraid before.”

“I was blind.
You said there was danger. It’s natural that I should believe you,
I suppose.”

Avatar was
silent again. Narak looked once more at the wraiths, silken ghosts
on the rocks. He didn’t think there was any intelligence there –
just animals, like wolves, quite innocent in their own way. He
picked up the harness and looked north. The shape of the mountains
was familiar again, and he could see the saddle that called him to
it. He began to walk.

Avatar
followed.

* * * *

It was after
dark that he felt the familiar sensation of someone trying to
contact him. He had just finished eating his meagre, cold rations
and was wrapping himself in blankets in preparation for sleep when
he felt it. Somewhere, someone was talking to a wolf. He closed his
eyes and drifted into the Sirash. He followed the faint tugging
until he settled behind the eyes of a wolf.

The first thing
he saw was Prince Havil of Berash, leaning forwards earnestly. Most
people were a little self conscious talking to a wolf, but not
Havil. He was in full flow. Narak caused the wolf to raise one foot
and place it on the prince’s knee. As he hoped, it stopped Havil in
mid sentence.

“Start again?”
Havil said. Narak had long ago formed the opinion that Havil wasn’t
stupid, the young prince just needed to spend more time thinking
and less time doing. His problem was that he loved to act, and
hated the prudent precursor.

“It’s the
prisoner, the one called Marik. The one you questioned about the
papers. It seems he changed his mind. He wants to talk to you
again.” Havil went on to recount his conversation with the Seth
Yarra in some detail. That was another thing Narak had noticed
about Havil, he was thorough, and his eye for detail was excellent.
He trusted Havil’s reports completely.

As always Narak
regretted that his wolves could not speak. He could translocate
back to Tor Silas and speak to Havil. He could go back to Wolfguard
and fetch the papers first and then question Marik again, but he
did not wish to do so. He felt quite strongly that Avatar required
his presence here, that it was important he should make the journey
complete and unbroken. It was some kind of test. Apart from that he
was far enough north now for any extended absence to be a death
sentence for the wolf he exchanged places with. It was bitterly
cold, there was only the food in the sled, and there were snow
wraiths to worry about. If the wolf died he would have to begin the
journey all over again, and he didn’t think he had time for
that.

When Havil
finished his tale Narak remained in the Sirash. Someone else would
have to do what was required, and there he had a problem. His first
choice would have been Pascha, but clearly that was impossible. She
was still walled off from the world in her unbreakable sleep. That
just left Jidian and Sithmaree. Nobody else had the mobility to do
what must be done. He would have preferred to send Jidian. He
trusted the eagle with his life, but he had to admit that was as
far as it went. Anything more subtle and the big lummox was likely
to mess it up, perhaps without even noticing that he had.

But could he
trust Sithmaree?

Perhaps send
them both? No, that wouldn’t work. Sithmaree would just watch
Jidian make an ass of himself. She wasn’t one to take the lead.

But she would
if she was alone among mortal men. There was no way that the snake
would allow anyone at all to tell her what to do, let alone the
Berashis. Narak didn’t like the idea of unleashing Sithmaree on his
allies, but she was the best choice. She was arrogant and self
serving, but she was also capable of subtlety and in this one
instance her interests coincided with Narak’s.

He found her
easily. It was always easy to pick a fellow god out of the oily
constellation of the Sirash. He just thought of her, her face, the
animal that she was bound to, and she was before him, her
particular glow quite recognisable. He reached out.

Narak?

Yes. Pascha
still sleeps?

Yes. But she
remains well.

There is
something that needs to be done.

Me? You want me
to do something? She seemed surprised. He couldn’t detect anything
else, if she was pleased or worried. There was just surprise.

I want you to
take some papers to Tor Silas, to question a prisoner.

What papers?
What prisoner?

There is a Seth
Yarra there by the name of Marik – Havil will show him to you. The
papers are written in the Seth Yarra tongue. He will translate
them.

He has agreed
to this?

Yes. But he
needs watching.

You don’t trust
him.

Not entirely.
Can you do this?

I can. Why do
you not ask Jidian to do this?

Narak
hesitated. But there was only really one thing he could do. He
lacks the subtlety. The Seth Yarra may need to be managed.

He sensed
amusement. So the snake has her value after all.

You always did,
Sithmaree, but it never aligned with my own before.

Very well. I
will do this.

Be kind to the
Berashis, Sithmaree, especially Havil. He is a friend. Be careful,
too. Stay with people when you are out of Wolfguard. You may be
hunted if you are careless.

You do not need
to tell me this, she snapped back. He shed my blood, not yours.

He withdrew
from contact and from the Sirash. Sithmaree would manage well
enough, and Jidian would be safe in Wolfguard with Caster and the
rest. He opened his eyes again and saw that Avatar’s blue flame
eyes were bent in his direction, watching him in that unsettling,
unblinking way it had. He rolled over so he could not see and
waited for sleep to come.


Six – The Duke

Tilian had
never met the duke. In fact the sum of his experience of nobility
was restricted to Lord Skal and the general, and now he was in a
tent where the noble outnumbered the common three to one. He’d
never seen such fine clothing, so much gold, so many precious
stones.

Duke Quinnial
was seated. Tilian knew he was the duke because everyone deferred
to him, and because he was twisted in his chair so that as few
people as possible could see his crippled arm. Tilian knew about
the arm. Everyone did. He’d been crushed by a horse as a child, so
the story went.

Quinnial had
been talking with the general, and Cain Arbak now stood close to
his chair. The duke didn’t look happy. He seemed to have accepted
the general in his new, young self, and with two hands. Tilian
wondered if Quinnial was jealous, and what he would have given to
have his own arm restored as the general’s had been.

“Captain
Henn?”

He almost
didn’t recognise his own name with the rank stuck to the front of
it. The rather splendid officer speaking to him - the general had
said he was an equerry, a sort of fancy horse master – looked
mildly affronted at his slow response. The equerry’s uniform looked
grander than the general’s.

“Yes,” he said.
He struggled not to address the man as ‘sir’, but the general had
warned him that, despite appearances, his captain’s rank made him
the senior man. This prince among grooms should call him sir.

“Please follow
me, Captain.”

He followed the
man and was led the twenty or so steps across the great tent to the
space directly in front of the duke. Nobility did things in strange
ways, he thought. The duke could just have called his name and he
would have rushed to stand before him.

Quinnial looked
him up and down. It was not an unkind scrutiny, but an interested
one.

“You’re younger
than your colonel, captain Henn,” the duke said. There was a touch
of something in his voice. It was not exactly exasperation, but the
sort of tone that suggested he was no longer surprised to be
surprised.

“Eighteen next
month, my lord.” It was the only response he could think of.

“And you’re
Lord Skal’s man, Cain tells me, captain of his guard.”

“Yes, my
lord.”

“Did you run
into any trouble the other side of the Dragon’s Back?” he
asked.

“One patrol,”
Tilian replied. “We killed them.” It sounded very bald, very matter
of fact, but Tilian had killed men on the wall at Fal Verdan. He
was a soldier.

“Any
losses?”

“Two men didn’t
come back, my lord. We don’t know what happened to them.”

The duke
nodded. “Well, you’ve done us a great service, Captain Henn. Cain
speaks highly of you. He says we need more young men like you.”

Tilian bobbed
his head, something between a nod and a bow. He shot a glance at
the general, and found him smiling. Cain was pleased.

“Your sword,
Cain,” the duke held out his hand, and Cain passed over his blade,
a workmanlike piece of sharp steel with a worn leather grip. He
tapped Tilian once on each shoulder, and when he spoke he raised
his voice so that all could hear. “Tilian Henn, Captain of the
Seventh Friend, I raise you up a Knight of Avilian. Let all here
bear witness to the service rendered and the rewards received.” He
gave the blade back to the general.

Tilian was
shocked. Knight of Avilian? Sir Tilian Henn? He hadn’t expected
this, but it was obvious that the general had. Cain was grinning at
him, and leaned closer to the duke.

“You know
they’ve given his unit a name of its own, lord duke?” he said.

Quinnial raised
an eyebrow. “Already?”

“After the show
they put on in Bas Erinor. It’ll stick after this. They call them
Henn’s Ghosts.”

“What do you
think of that, Captain Sir Tilian Henn?” the duke asked,
smiling.

“It’s
embarrassing,” Tilian blurted. The duke laughed now, and Cain
laughed too.

“You’ll dine
with us tonight,” Quinnial said. “I have to hear more about your
exploits and I’m sure the others will, too. At sunset, Sir Tilian.
Be here again when the sun goes down.”

Tilian was
relieved to be dismissed, and made his way quickly out of the
duke’s tent into the general bustle of the camp. Almost at once he
ran into Brodan. He suspected that his lieutenant had been waiting
outside the tent, off to one side somewhere where he would not be
obvious.

“Well?” the
young forester asked.

“Well
what?”

“Did you get
promoted again? What did the duke say? What’s he like?”

Tilian didn’t
really want to talk about it. “He seems a decent enough man,” he
said. “Younger than you, I should think.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Is it Major
Henn? Surely he didn’t just talk to you.”

Tilian gritted
his teeth, but he didn’t doubt Brodan’s tenacity. The forester
would keep at him until he had his answer. “You should have
listened at the tent flap,” he said. “Then you wouldn’t have to
ask.”

The lieutenant
coloured slightly. He looked down. “They chased me away,” he
said.

Tilian laughed.
The thought of Brodan trying to sidle past the duke’s guards and
being sent off with a flea in his ear was an image he would
cherish. He shook his head. “Well, you’ll hear it soon enough, I
suppose. He knighted me, not that I deserve it.” He muttered the
last five words so that Brodan would not hear.

Brodan’s jaw
dropped for a moment, then he clapped his hands like a child. He
seemed extraordinarily happy. “We must celebrate,” he said. “The
men will want to hear this. It’s better than being promoted.”

In spite of all
the words that had passed between Tilian and the general he still
didn’t really understand it. He had been given everything, his men
little or nothing. They got corporal’s stripes, a veteran’s bar,
and he got a knighthood. Yet they had all done the some thing. They
had sat and waited, and then lit the fire as they’d been told.
Others had killed Seth Yarra patrols, some more than one. Gods and
demons, even Brodan’s pair had taken two patrols.

But here they
were, overjoyed at his elevation.

He remembered
the general’s advice. Don’t try to shrug it off. Let them revel in
it. Let them have their fun. It’s the part of the reward that’s
truly theirs. It went against the grain, but Brodan seemed
delighted, and when they reached the little hollow where his men
had camped they seemed just as happy.

Henn’s Ghosts.
He looked them over, and they still looked like the same men they’d
been when he took them out of Bas Erinor months ago. They still
joked around, still drank too much when the opportunity presented
itself. Brodan had changed, though. The young forester took himself
seriously now, and the men took him seriously, too. He spoke a
quiet word and someone went off to check the sentries. Even here
Brodan kept them on their toes, made them watch as though they were
on hostile ground. The city men had blended well with the Latter
Fetch men. Tilian could see friendships forming between men of the
different groups.

Perhaps he had
done a good job after all. They were a good bunch. He would have
been proud to fight alongside them, never mind lead them.

One of the men
brought him a drink, and he accepted it. It would be the only one
he had before the meal with the duke. He wasn’t looking forwards to
it, and he wanted to have a clear head so he didn’t make a fool of
himself.

“I have to eat
with the duke tonight,” he told Brodan.

“Rather you
than me,” Brodan said, and there was genuine sympathy in his voice.
Tilian remembered how dumb struck Brodan had been in the general’s
company. “Still, we’ll have to find something for you to wear.
Can’t shame us, can you?” He left Tilian for a moment and spoke to
a couple of the men. They hurried off.

It suddenly
struck Tilian. That had been his job. He’d started out running
errands for Lord Skal, finding things, making things happen for his
lord. Now people were doing it for him. He’d been a boy. Lord Skal
had called him a boy. Had that been just a year ago?

“Can’t wait to
get home,” Brodan said when he came back. “There’ll be a lot to do
in the forest.”

Tilian said
nothing. He wasn’t sure that he had a home, really. If he was
honest he thought of his home as Lord Skal’s side. That was where
he belonged. Latter Fetch was his lord’s estate, and in that way it
was home, he supposed. It was his lord’s home at least. Yet the
thought of going back to Latter Fetch without Lord Skal wasn’t a
warm one. If he went back there he would have to face Lady Sara
again, and deal with her advances once more.

Perhaps it
would be better to go back, to see her and put her off once and for
all. He could make himself unpleasant, show a cold and brutal side,
play the hardened man come back from war. He’d seen war change
enough men that way, even at his age. But what would be the point?
If Lord Skal really intended some sort of liaison with Lady Sara,
then he would always be out of favour with half the household. He
lacked the subtlety to manage such a complicated thing.

Best not to go
back then. He had an excuse already prepared.

“I won’t be
going back to Latter Fetch, at least not at once,” he said.

“No?” Brodan
seemed shocked, and Tilian could see it from the lieutenant’s point
of view. But Tilian was Bas Erinor born. The city held no terrors
for him.

“Someone needs
to collect your pay,” he said. “Besides, there are things I have to
do in the city, people I want to see.”

“Our pay?”
Brodan grinned, and well he might. He had a fair amount coming to
him as an officer. It was probably as much as he’d see in a year as
a forester. “I’d forgot,” he said. How like him to forget that he
was to be paid. How like all of them. Brodan and the foresters were
still foresters in their own minds, still wedded to their life at
Latter Fetch. Tilian was different. He was not one of them. He had
begun to think that he was, but Tilian had worked at a job where
the only pleasure to be derived was from the money paid at the end
of the week, and the idea was etched in his mind. He expected to be
paid.

“Well,” he said
to Brodan. “It’s a good thing that somebody remembers.”


Seven – The Western Chain

Skal Hebberd
sat atop his horse and looked down on the western plain of Telas.
It was not the great open spaces of the beast realms, the Great
Plain itself, but it was wide enough and flat enough to deserve the
name. To be honest he would have called it a moor. It was elevated
and cold, and the vegetation was dominated by heathers giving it a
brown and purple hue. The hills that stood above it were already
brushed with snow, and a chill north wind promised more to
come.

In the distance
he could see the Western Chain. As Hestia had promised it was a
line of seven castles, or forts. They were grim and practical
things, all sheer stone and hard edges. They spanned a bend in the
River Gayle which marked the border between Telas and Durandar,
each end fort being hard on the bank, even overshadowing the grey
water. Beyond the forts the river curled away and back again,
capturing a few dozen acres of land between the forts and the flow.
The forts were no more than a hundred paces apart, and could
support each other well enough, apart from those that relied on the
river to guard their flanks.

That was the
weakness.

“Does the river
freeze?” he asked.

Hestia was
beside him, and beyond her the usual assortment of lords and
officers that rode with the queen, all sitting, all looking. “Only
in the harshest of years,” she replied.

“Then we must
hope for a mild winter,” he said.

There were
already men in the forts. He could see the tiny specks of movement
on the walls and around the gates, and out on the moors he could
see wagons following roads that led to the seven gates. That was
they key. That was why they had sent men ahead. They needed at
least enough food to last the winter, though the spring promised no
particular relief.

Skal’s personal
hope was that the Seth Yarra, who were undoubtedly men of the far
south, would fail to come to terms with the harshness of a northern
winter. He hoped that they would be weakened by sickness,
disheartened by snow and ice and the feeling that they would never
be warm again. He did not look forward to the winter with any
greater hope than that.

They rode down
from their vantage point. It was still two hours ride across the
bleak moor to the gates, and Skal took the time to think how he
would attack the chain. It was an exercise that he had undertaken a
hundred times in the classroom, to assess the enemy’s position, to
identify his weakness, and devise a plan to take advantage of
it.

Their weakness,
such as it was, seemed to be two fold. He had already seen that the
forts at each end were the most vulnerable. They would be the ones
to be assaulted by the Seth Yarra. Their force would be immobile,
too. There would be little chance to react to anything the Seth
Yarra did. Once locked away inside the forts they would be static,
and he didn’t think it was a good thing.

Yet a strong
position like this would strengthen their hand. They had six
thousand men, give or take, and the Seth Yarra army that pursued
them was ten thousand strong. Better to meet them here than on an
open field.

He still
doubted. They were giving up one advantage for another. They had
cavalry, and Seth Yarra didn’t. That alone should level their
chances. What he was looking for was a way to use both, the
strength of the forts and the power of the cavalry. It was always
true that they could sally forth through the gates, but even as he
approached the forts he saw that the gates were small. That was
good for defence, but if only two men at a time could ride through
them then the enemy would have time to respond, and archers alone
might be enough to thin the horsemen out as they emerged.

Two hundred
paces before the walls Hestia called a halt.

“We have a week
before they get here,” she said. “We’ll camp here tonight.”

“Why not camp
the other side, Queen Hestia?” Skal asked. “Between the forts and
the river. It’s a better position.”

“The ground is
firmer here,” she said.

Skal didn’t
argue the point. He considered defence a better cause than comfort,
but as the queen had said, they had a week. He set his regiment to
establishing their camp and rode out alone towards the forts. He
was met half way by one of his own officers, a Captain Lissman,
sent ahead weeks ago to help with preparations.

“Lord Skal,”
the man said. “We are glad to see you.”

Skal nodded
towards the forbidding walls. “How do they seem?” he asked.

“Built well
enough,” Lissman replied. “They were shaped to face the other way,
against Durandar, but they’re strong enough both sides.”

There was a
sound of hooves and Skal turned to see Captain Emmar riding towards
them. He saw Lissman’s hand move to the hilt of his sword. “A
friend,” he said to reassure his own man. “This one I trust.” It
was true. He had learned to think of Emmar as reliable since King
Terresh’s death, in spite of their poor beginning.

“You’re going
to look around the Chain,” Emmar called as he rode up. “My uncle
was here during the building, so I may be of some help,” he
said.

Skal nodded,
accepting his presence. He turned back to Lissman. “How have they
disposed you?” he asked.

Lissman
pointed. “We have the eastern three, closest to Avilian, I
suppose.”

“And
supplies?”

“There is food
enough for winter if we are careful, but I am worried about the
horses. There’s not a lot of hay put aside for them.”

“Can they graze
the heath here?”

“It will
sustain them,” Emmar interrupted. “They’ll take hay if they have a
choice, but we grazed here when the forts were built.”

“Good enough,”
Skal said. “Captain Lissman, make arrangements for our horses to be
grazed on the acreage behind the forts, and get parties of men
cutting the stuff out in front and storing it with the hay.” He
turned to Emmar. “I take it the fodder will hold its goodness?”

“It will.”

That was easy
enough to solve. Now he just had to find a way to survive beyond
the spring. They rode to the easternmost fort, the one Skal had
judged the most vulnerable. Before entering the bailey he rode
around to the river side to see how well defended that passage
might be.

It was more
formidable than he had expected. Iron spikes had been embedded in
the stonework. He kicked them to test their strength and found them
solid. The spikes would force a man to climb out along them over
the swift, cold water, well in sight of archers on the wall, a slow
and easy target. Someone had even thought to put a slit window
above the spikes so that a lamp could be hung to illuminate them,
and an archer could shoot from close range if anyone tried to get
past that way.

It would be
easier to ride between the forts with a hundred archers shooting
arrows at you.

“I don’t think
anyone will get past that,” Lissman said. Skal nodded. They rode
back to the gate and passed into the bailey. The gates were well
made. A heavy portcullis could be dropped in front of the heavy,
studded gates. There was a ditch before the gate, ten feet deep and
forested with sharpened wooden stakes. The ditch was spanned by a
wooden bridge. Once the bridge was burned it would be impossible
for the enemy to bring a ram against the gate unless they filled
the ditch. But it would also be impossible for the defenders to
ride out.

Within the
bailey walls the simplicity of the fort was revealed. The curtain
wall, the height of three men, captured about an acre and a half of
land, and in the centre stood a stone tower that was fifty feet
high as Skal judged it. Not exactly roomy quarters for a thousand
men.

“Is this it?”
he asked.

“They built
underground,” Emmar said.

“Underground?”
He thought of the river and the wet lands all around. “Doesn’t it
flood?”

“I’m no
engineer,” Emmar replied. “But they did something clever, and the
water is kept out, and it’s nigh on impossible to dig under the
walls.”

“There’s a lot
down there,” Lissman confirmed. “And that’s not the best of it.” He
led the way into the tower, but instead of going up they went down
a stair into a hallway big enough to house two hundred men on
pallets. There were other rooms, too, and several were as large as
the first.

“It’s larger
than the fort above,” Skal commented. “We must be out beyond the
walls by now.”

“We are,”
Lissman agreed. He walked to the end of the room they stood in and
swung back one more door, revealing a corridor twenty feet wide
that stretched away in lamplight to another, similar door about
seventy paces away.

Skal tried to
get his bearings, but he’d been turned around and didn’t know which
way was north.

“Is that what I
think it is, Captain?” he asked.

“If you think
it’s a passage connecting us to the next fort, then yes,” Lissman
said.

So that was the
secret of the Western Chain. It was not seven forts, it was one.
Men could be moved to defend any fort that came under attack, and
moved quickly, judging by the size of this passage. The roof here
was high enough for a man on horseback to ride through. Skal was
impressed. Their position was not as rigid as he had thought. Such
a design would allow them to deceive their enemy mightily, which
was always a worthy strategy.

“Clever, eh?”
Emmar asked.

Skal took a few
steps down the corridor and examined the walls. They were all the
same here below ground, and appeared to be made of wood, which
didn’t seem to promise much in the way of strength. He ran his hand
along the planks.

“Caulked,” he
said. “Like a ship.”

“And stone
behind,” Emmar said. “If any water leaks through there’s a drain
beneath the floor here that can be pumped.”

Skal didn’t
care that much about the mechanics as long as they worked. “Can the
corridor be sealed?” he asked.

“It can,” Emmar
replied. “By each door there are blocks that can be brought down to
choke it for twenty feet, and then it’ll flood, but the doors at
either end will hold the water out, and they have their own drain
and pump.”

It was almost
perfect. There were no trees for miles, so it would be hard to make
ladders to scale the walls. The forts couldn’t be tunnelled. They
presented an appearance of weakness, an illusion that they could be
picked off one by one, but in reality they drew the enemy to attack
what might be thought of as the outer defences, the ends of the
walls. The defenders could fall back again and again. The enemy
must assault seven different fortifications to end the siege. Food
was the problem. At least there would be no shortage of water.

“You could hold
this for years if you had enough food,” he said.

He was pleased.
Yet the thought still nagged at him. They had given up their major
tactical advantage, and he wanted it back. How could he get cavalry
out in sufficient numbers to launch an assault on the enemy?

In his minds
eye he saw the moment of victory. Sometimes he was like this. He
could see the conditions, the dispositions of troops and events
that were necessary, but not the way to achieve that victory. Now
he saw the Seth Yarra army, low on rations, huddled in tents that
were only a poor defence against the cold, miserable, bored,
thinking of home. He saw his cavalry springing forward, keen and
eager, sweeping the despondent foe aside.

But how?

The Seth Yarra
would see to their own misery, he was sure. They would
underestimate the winter. They would lack the essentials and pay
for that lack. But Skal did not underestimate them. The Seth Yarra
soldiers were committed and brave. They would watch and wait, and
when the time came they would fight. He needed surprise.

Now all he had
was time. There was a week of freedom before they arrived, or so
their intelligence suggested. After that there would be the long
months of autumn as winter slowly set her teeth in all of them, and
then the bitter winds, the moor white with snow, and little to burn
out there for camp fires.

Time was his
ally in this, but it was not decisive. Time and winter would set
the scene for his victory, but he needed more. He needed a hammer
blow.


Eight - Pascha

There was no
night in Pelion’s mind, and no rain, and he had very little use for
clouds. Pascha was beginning to find it tedious. She was as fond of
sunshine as the next person, though her pale skin had once made her
otherwise, but as a Benetheon god her white skin no longer burned
and the sun had long been a welcome friend. But even the best of
friends can outstay their welcome, and Pascha was growing resentful
of the sun. She longed for rain, for the pearly skies of an Afaeli
autumn, and for night.

She longed for
a storm, for evening light full of crickets and waxing stars, for
the rushing of intemperate winds, for skies torn with thunder and
lightning, and she missed the sea. Most of all she missed the
sea.

She could not
leave of her own will. In every sense that mattered she was
Pelion’s prisoner in this dull, paradisiacal cage.

Her lessons
progressed. Sometimes her teacher seemed pleased, sometimes
frustrated. Pelion was the same man he had always been, and she
suspected that his moods had more to do with the state of his own
mind that with her progress in the magic arts.

Yet she had
learned so much.

First she had
learned that power – Amal, Pelion called it – was unlimited. Pelion
denied this. He said that just because Amal was practically
inexhaustible didn’t mean it was theoretically so. The weakness,
the limiting factor, was the human body. A single grain of sand
held more Amal than the greatest mage could sustain in a day. A
small pebble held enough Amal to blast half of Avilian into
oblivion in a moment.

Pascha learned
how to draw on Amal without destroying herself. Being of the
Benetheon was an advantage in this. Her body was more robust than
that of a mortal man. It was something Pelion had done to them all.
It was what he had done to himself, what all the great mages had
done. His body, her body, was more tolerant of the impossible fires
from which all magic sprang.

Amal could be
drawn on many levels, from many places. The crudest source was the
strength of her own body, and this was called Amal Istan. But she
saw little point in this. When she drew Amal from within it tired
her quickly, and there was little that she could do that was not
simpler to do with hands and feet. Other life was a source, too.
She could draw Amal from sparrows, and now that she could touch all
things she could garner it from wolves and men and trees. She could
summon the strength of a hundred men, a forest of oaks, an acre of
grass. She was surprised by the abundance that surrounded her.
Pelion called this Amal Hanas.

The purest
source was matter itself. Pelion showed her how to feed on
anything, even the air. With this knowledge her power was, despite
Pelion’s denial, unlimited. This, Pelion told her, was Amal
Alar.

But knowing how
to draw Amal and using it were two quite different skills. Any
fool, Pelion assured her, could give himself the strength of a
hundred men, or even a million, but to try to lift a mountain would
simply drive your own body into the ground. It was all a question
of balance and subtlety.

Pelion taught
her about levers and fulcrums, friction and inertia. It was all
necessary to even the crudest application of the power she now
enjoyed, and despite her lack of interest she mastered it
quickly.

Then he began
to teach her the secrets of the world.

“Everything has
its own desires,” he said. “Everything wants to be what it is, and
nothing else. There is no word for it in Avilian. In Magic we call
it Ain. So a man wants to be a man, and not just any man, but the
exact man that he is.”

“I’ve known a
few that don’t,” Pascha said.

“You speak
lightly of heavy matters,” Pelion admonished. “I speak of a desire
that is not of the will, but of the body. Each tiny part of a man
knows the whole, and knowing this it is easy to repair. The stump
of a severed arm knows the hand that it has lost, the diseased
heart knows the healthy one that it wishes to be. It is all there,
written in the body if you know how to see it.”

“So how does a
man become a wolf?”

“A man does
not, but a thing that is part wolf and part man has both desires
within it. If Narak favours his desire to be a man, then he appears
as a man, if a wolf then he drops on all fours and howls, but the
real Narak is the one that is both.”

“His aspect,”
Pascha said. “I understand.”

Pelion made a
tutting noise. “You do not,” he assured her. “But perhaps you begin
to grasp the first fruit of a bountiful tree.”

They were
sitting in Pelion’s white pavilion again, before a table set with
yet another incomparable feast. As if to illustrate his point he
picked a berry from a large bowl and stuffed it into his mouth.

“Do you have no
bacon?” Pascha asked.

“Bacon? An
unworthy food,” Pelion said.

“Perhaps, but
I’ve grown used to it.”

The mage
gestured and a plate of hot bacon appeared, nestled next to a tray
of short, twisted loaves. Pascha smiled. She helped herself.

“So how does
air become bacon?” Pelion asked.

“I’m sure that
it does not desire to be,” Pascha said around a mouthful.

“That is true,
but how do you think it happens?”

“Well, the air
is not alive, so I suppose it has no desires at all, so I suppose
further that it is your will that shapes it, but how you do it I
cannot say. You have not told me.”

“Nobody told
me, you know,” Pelion said. “I had to work it out for myself.”

Pascha was not
as awed by his claim as she was sure that he intended her to be.
She was getting to know him well, and she had spotted a weakness
for admiration. Pelion wanted to be looked up to. Perhaps his time
as a god had developed the weakness, or perhaps it was this lonely
self exile. Times had been different when Pelion had made his
discoveries. Magic was an open currency in the world. He had merely
found the top step of a staircase having walked up the others. In
Pascha’s time the staircase had been demolished, and only the first
few steps remained.

“Different
times,” was all she said.

“They were
that,” Pelion agreed. “You will not try?”

Pascha sighed.
“Well, it’s clear that you can place the desire to be a wolf, or a
sparrow, into the body of a man or woman. You did that to us. Yet
the air is not living, so it cannot have the same desire – the same
kind of desire. Yet I have seen physical matter change in the
natural world. Wood becomes ash, iron rusts, copper acquires a
green hue. These changes represent a different path, a desire for
materials to return to…” Pascha struggled with the idea for a
moment. “…to where they came from, to some resting state whence
they no longer desire to change.”

“Very good,”
Pelion said. “A good first step.”

“I’m right?”
She was surprised. She had just been thinking aloud.

“Right is too
strong a word. Your foot is on the path, perhaps. The first of many
steps. What you describe is called Ulas, the desire of matter to
return to rest.”

So it went on,
day after day, week after week. But in truth Pascha could not tell
the passage of days without night and weeks were lost in the
endlessness of sunshine and cooling breezes. Boredom had quite
defeated her sense of time.

She continued
to learn, and when Pelion allowed her to control things she found
that she could control them. It was about the balance between will
and desire, her will and the desire of the object to do or be what
it wanted to do or be. There were ways to make things behave
contrary to their nature, just as men might make iron out of ore,
but these ways used more Amal and were more difficult.

Pascha wondered
at the oddity of her situation. She was, Pelion had told her, in
the old mage’s mind. If that were true, then nothing that she did
or failed to do was real. She had no idea if Pelion was making
things happen or preventing them. To a degree that might also be
true in the real world, but here there was no way to know.

Or was
there?

If Pelion was
mired in his own little paradise then any change that she could
make here would be real. If she could cause night to fall, clouds
to darken the sky, winds to blow, or even a shower of rain, then
she would have made a real change. But she didn’t know how to go
about it. It was not as if she would actually be causing any of
those events, because nothing here was real. It would just be a
question of will, she guessed, but she had no lever here to which
she might apply her will.

She would have
to find one. Then they would see.


Nine – Havil, Sithmaree

Havil was
training. He trained on his own. He had a hall within the castle
set aside for the purpose, and it was decorated with cutting posts,
hanging rings, spare blades, lances, shields, and all the usual
paraphernalia of training. It was one of the few pleasurable things
that he did now that he was back in Tor Silas. He was busy working
on a post wrapped in sacking with both blades, trying to repeat
some of the moves he had seen Narak use, with mixed success. He
wasn’t really quick enough.

He stood for a
moment, trying to see the intent rather than each movement of the
swords. It was hard to reduce anything that Narak did. The Wolf’s
style was efficient, even if it did make full use of his speed and
strength.

He tried
something different, leaving the sword in his left hand to guard
the body while he delivered two blows with the right, making them
cutting blows, drawn back across the sacking post so that they came
free naturally, and could be swung into the next without
hesitation.

It worked
better than he hoped.

But then cuts
like that would barely get through leather armour, never mind chain
mail or steel plate. How much better to be able to do as Narak did
and apply the full force of the blow, knowing that it would be
enough to cleave through whatever was in the way.

He had to
rethink this. It was no use imitating the Wolf; he had to try to
capture the spirit of the way he fought. Yet it was impossible.
Havil hacked mightily at the post, severing it with three strokes,
right, left, right. He tucked the blades into the scabbards on his
back, and they mocked him, too, because he’d adopted the trick
after seeing Narak do it with some ease, but he’d cut his own back,
twice, before he’d surrendered and had the mouths of the scabbards
widened.

He felt warm,
but not tired. He sat for a moment and drank from a water
flask.

There was a
banging on the door. It irritated Havil for a moment, because he
had left instructions that he was not to be disturbed, but the
irritation faded to be replaced by curiosity. If his guards were
banging on the door it meant that something positively demanded his
attention.

He went to the
door and opened it.

“Lord Prince,”
the man outside backed away a step at Havil’s sudden presence.

“What is it?”
he asked. There was another man in the hallway, and by his garb and
the dust on it he was a gate guard. The man looked flustered.

“There’s
someone at the gate, Lord Prince,” the man said. Havil looked at
the gate guard.

“Who?” he
asked.

“A woman… I
think,” the gate guard said.” But she’s like Wolf Narak… I
think.”

Havil thought
the man looked scared. “I’ll come,” he said. He went back inside
the training hall and quickly wiped his face and put his jacket
back on. He had no idea who it could be at the gate. A lot of his
men had seen Passerina, and she would be recognised, so it must be
someone else. A Benetheon god? He supposed it was possible, but
after Beloff’s death at the battle on the Finchbeak Road he’d seen
none but Narak, Passerina and Jidian. If another had sided with
them in the war against Seth Yarra he would have heard of it by
now, surely?

So he was
curious, and his curiosity grew as he followed the guard down to
the gatehouse. When they arrived he could see that there were a lot
more people crowded into the area before the gate than he would
ever have expected. He pushed through them, and they parted, seeing
who he was.

When he reached
the gatehouse he saw her.

She was a tall
woman, in every way except one she was the opposite of Passerina.
She was dark haired, olive skinned, broad shouldered, buxom, and
dressed all in black. A whip hung from her belt on the right side,
and she glared at the guards as though they were disrespectful
servants. What she shared with Passerina was presence. She
dominated the guardhouse merely by standing in it. She saw Havil
approaching, and the glare switched to him.

“I told them to
fetch someone of consequence,” she said. “Are you?”

“I am Prince
Havil, my lady” he replied. “And you have the advantage of me. How
may we serve you?”

She recognised
the name. He could see that in her face, and a little of the
aggression went out of her stance. Havil could not help himself, he
thought her magnificent. She was the sort of woman who would grace…
no, bless any gathering with her presence.

“I am
Sithmaree,” she said.

Havil took a
moment to place the name. He knew it, of course. Like all high born
men and women of Terras he had been taught the names and creatures
of each and every member of the Benetheon. Sithmaree. The Snake.
One of those who stayed apart from men. One of those who had taken
no part in the Great War. Indeed, he did not believe that she had
ever had dealings with mortal men, not from the beginning.

“Deus,” Havil
said. He bowed respectfully, from the waist. “We are honoured that
you choose to visit us.” She smiled. It was a wonderful smile. It
was then that Havil noticed the leather strap across her chest, and
the tubular leather document case that she carried. “Narak has
asked you to question our prisoner,” he added.

Her smile
vanished for a moment, and he thought he had said the wrong thing,
but she saw his eyes on the document case and a shadow of the smile
returned. She nodded.

“He has
volunteered to translate them,” she said. It was half a
question.

“Aye, second
thoughts it seems, Deus,” Havil said. “Would you like some
refreshment, or shall we see the prisoner at once?” He could see
that she liked being asked, liked being deferred to. In a way she
was quite transparent, and again very unlike Passerina, or Narak,
both of whom kept their feelings from their faces with consummate
skill.

“A glass of
wine, perhaps,” she said. The guards had relaxed now. Their lord
was in charge and seemed to have the matter in hand. Like dogs they
accepted what their master did. The crowd, however, a body of
servants and guards, had not faded away. A look from Havil sent the
captain of the gate guard after them, shooing them back to their
duties with gruff words, leaving the bailey behind the gate feeling
suddenly empty.

Havil led
Sithmaree into the castle, up a staircase to a formal receiving
chamber. He called for wine. It came quickly and he poured two
glasses. The snake draped herself on a chair, turned sideways, one
arm along the backrest. She looked at Havil with a curiosity that
seemed equal to his own.

He handed her
the glass and she sipped it.

“Narak talks
about you a lot,” she said. “I think he likes you.”

“I’m flattered
if he does, Deus.” Havil found that he didn’t have anything to say
to her. He knew nothing about her apart from her name, her
creature, and the fact that she had come here at Narak’s request to
question the prisoner about the papers. There wasn’t much of a
conversation in that. He could have asked a mortal woman about
herself, but the Benetheon were notoriously private. He sipped his
drink.

Sithmaree
rescued him from silence.

“Have you seen
much action in the war, Prince Havil?” she asked.

“A little,” he
replied. “We ambushed a Seth Yarra force trying to stir up trouble
between Berash and Avilian, and since then I fought with Narak at
Finchbeak Road, but apart from that it has mostly been
waiting.”

“You like to
fight,” she said. It wasn’t really a question, but he answered
it.

“Yes. I suppose
I do. I’m good at it. I was trained to fight, and to rule, but
fighting comes more naturally.”

“Do you enjoy
killing people?” she asked.

He stared at
her, taken aback by the question. Nobody had ever asked him that
before, and he found it a difficult question to answer. If he said
yes it made him seem a monster, and he didn’t think he was that. If
no, then what did that make him?

“War is
unpleasant,” he said. “But it’s better to win than to lose.”

“But you enjoy
it,” she said.

“I enjoy
winning,” he said.

She was silent
for a while, her eyes steady upon him as though she was weighing
him.

“Something odd
happened recently,” she said. “The Seth Yarra attacked Wolfguard.
You didn’t know?” She saw the shock on his face. She shook her head
as though surprised by his ignorance. “It turned out well enough,”
she said. “Narak lost his steward, but nobody else of consequence.
Anyway, the thing is that I fought in defence of Narak’s home.” Her
hand touched the whip at her side. “I killed a lot of people. I’d
never killed anyone before, but it was easy, and I found myself
glad to be standing side by side with Jidian and Narak, and
afterwards he said I’d done well.” She shrugged. “I enjoyed
it.”

“To fight in
defence of your home…”

“Not my home,”
she cut him off. “I was staying there, but I have no feeling for
the place.”

“Then why
fight? You could have left easily enough?” It was a provocative
question. If anyone had asked Havil why he didn’t run away from a
fight he would have been deeply offended, but Sithmaree didn’t seem
to care.

“I should
have,” she nodded. “But Jidian insisted on fighting, and I couldn’t
let him do it on his own.” She smiled a puzzled smile. “I like
Jidian,” she said.

“So you enjoyed
it, Deus.” Havil was beginning to wonder why she was talking to him
like this. It was almost as though she was using him as a
confessor, or more likely a sounding board. She didn’t seem
troubled enough to confess anything.

“Yes, but not
just the killing. It was the killing with others. The standing in
line, holding back men who wanted us dead – a fellow feeling. I
don’t know what to call it.”

“Camaraderie,”
Havil said.

“It has a name
then.”

“It is what
binds soldiers together in time of war. It is a form of strength.
Men who would never become friends in peacetime form bonds strong
enough that they never break. It is as you say, odd, but also
glorious.”

Sithmaree
drained her glass.

“Well, I
enjoyed that,” she said. He was unsure if she meant the wine or the
conversation. “Shall we go and see your prisoner?”

Havil drained
his own glass and got up to lead the way. She smiled at him again,
and he felt the smile go right through him, like sunlight on a hot
day.

“You’re an
interesting man, Prince Havil,” she said. “A bit like Jidian, but
with a brain.”

Again he was
shocked at her irreverence, but supposed it was her right, being a
god herself. He led the way down to the cellars where Marik was
housed, setting a brisk pace, perhaps hoping that she would not
speak to him again, and perhaps hoping that she would. He found her
presence behind him both uncomfortable and exciting.

When they
reached the cell he gestured to the guard and the man quickly
unlocked the door. They went in.

Marik had heard
them coming. He was sitting at the table looking expectantly at the
door, but he was clearly unprepared for Sithmaree. His mouth fell
open when she walked in after Havil. She took the seat opposite him
and contrived to sit on the small, hard, wooden seat as though it
were the most comfortable chair in the world.

“You’re Marik,”
she said.

Marik swallowed
and nodded. He seemed to be having some trouble finding his voice.
Sithmaree put the leather document tube on the desk between
them.

“Narak asked me
to bring you these. You are to translate them.”

Marik nodded.
“I want to,” he said.

Sithmaree
smiled again. She took one end off the tube and poured a cascade of
curled paper onto the table.

“Where shall we
begin, Marik?” she asked.


Ten – The Hero

Jerac Fane
balanced on the balls of his feet, sword stretched out in front of
him, elbow slightly bent, his other hand behind his back to keep it
out of the way. Two men stood opposite, and he flicked his gaze
quickly between them, left and right, waiting for the slightest
movement that might signal an attack.

It was the man
on the left who moved first, thrusting low at his knee, which was
the closest piece of Jerac. It should have turned into a feint, but
just in case it didn’t he moved to parry, and as he expected the
sword lifted, the thrust turning into a cut at his side. He was
already moving away, tapping the blade so that it passed in front
of him, and partially blocking the other man’s move which came hard
on the heels of the first.

As the first
attacker began to withdraw Jerac followed him and used the hilt of
his sword to push him backwards, making him stumble. At the same
time Jerac’s point passed over the second man’s sword, which now
carved a wild arc as that man realised he’d been fooled, and struck
him on the arm just above the elbow.

He stepped back
and grinned.

“You’re damned
fast, Fane,” Sergeant Lees said. “But you’ve got to learn economy.
You can’t go pushing people around like that on a real
battlefield.”

Jerac failed to
see why. He said nothing though. It didn’t do to argue with
sergeants. Instead he helped Bruin back to his feet. Kisanne, the
man he’d struck on the arm, was rubbing the spot where Jerac’s
wooden blade had caught him. There would be a fine bruise there
tomorrow.

“Show off,”
Kisanne accused him. Jerac didn’t mind. He’d been with the elite
group for a week now, and he was the best of them. It was a new
experience. He’d never been the best at anything in his life, and
now he found that he was faster, stronger, and learned more quickly
than anyone in the group. Lees even had him fighting against two
others because nobody could touch him. He was the star pupil. He
felt invincible. Some of the others didn’t like him too much. He
was aware of that, and it was because he was so pleased with
himself, because he revelled in his dominance, but he had their
respect.

Now Lees pulled
him to one side. He was used to this. The sergeant used him as a
demonstrator. Lees was a fine swordsman, but he had quickly
realised that Jerac was faster than him, and had told him plainly
that if he learned his forms well enough he would be better that
his teacher one day.

Lees called
Kisanne out as well, and had him stand beside Jerac.

“Now we’re
going to repeat what just happened, and I’m going to show you what
Fane should have done.” He turned to Jerac. “You do what Bruin did,
the thrust and cut, and Kisanne, you repeat your move.” He cast a
warning glance at Jerac, a glance that said don’t try anything –
don’t show off. “Now.”

Jerac thrust
and cut, just as Bruin had done, but less quickly that he could
have. The sergeant’s blade engaged briefly with his own and then
somehow got past it and tapped him on the chest. Lees had moved
away to the right, achieving the same distance as he’d done by
moving forwards, but leaving the space between him and Kisanne
clear. His blade then swept left and tapped Kisanne on the neck. He
stepped back.

“You see?” he
asked.

Jerac had to
admit that the move was better. His way had Bruin on the ground and
Kisanne crippled. Lees had killed both men with less effort. He
nodded.

“Yes,
sergeant.”

“So show me.”
Lees moved beside Kisanne and took up a guard position. Jerac took
up his own guard. This was easy for him. He thought that he learned
faster because his eyes were faster than the others – he could see
exactly what Lees did with his blade, with his wrist, with his
body. It was as though everything slowed down when he
concentrated.

Lees thrust at
him, and Jerac met his blade. He’d long ago learned not to trust
that the sergeant would do what he said he’d do, and so he didn’t
anticipate the cut, but met it all the same, turning the sergeant’s
point with the forte of his blade and knocking it aside, just as
Lees had done. He touched the sergeant on the chest, moving aside
to create space and avoid Kisanne’s attack. Kisanne did anticipate
his move, and Jerac had to adapt, striking beneath and behind the
swinging blade and touching Kisanne on the belly.

He stepped back
again. Lees was smiling.

“Good,” the
sergeant said. “Good. Neatly done.” It was praise indeed, and
Kisanne looked even less happy.

He was aware
that Lees was teaching him techniques for fighting two men while
the rest of them were learning single combat. It was a huge
compliment, and yet the smooth way he was doing it was all but
invisible to the rest of them.

The sergeant
pushed them back into the line. The sun was getting low, and he’d
worked them hard all day, but it wasn’t over yet. Lees had them
work on strength and stamina for the final half hour. Before that
he usually talked to them.

“You’ve all
improved,” he said. “Each and every one of you now knows how to
handle a blade, and you wouldn’t disgrace yourselves on a line.
You’re soldiers now, and most commanders would be glad to have
you.” He paused, looking at the smiles on their faces. “But not
me.” He added, and their faces fell. “You’re being trained to be an
elite unit. That means you’ll fight in the worst places, be thrown
into situations other men can’t handle.” He looked around the field
at all the other groups scattered around.

“Tomorrow we’re
going to start using shields. Now once round the field and then a
hundred cuts with each arm at the posts, and no slacking. Anyone
who gets round the field quicker than Fane gets a florin. Go!”

They ran. Jerac
knew that the sergeant’s florin was safe. He always ran faster than
the others. Just for a moment he was tempted to slow down, to
finish last. It would cost Lees half a guinea if he did, but the
sergeant would be angry with him for not trying. That was the rule
here. You tried your hardest at everything. Lees insisted on it.
Anything less and he might find himself back in a general unit. He
didn’t want that.

It was a mile
around the field, and they ran it in leather armour, still carrying
their wooden swords. Jerac finished a hundred paces ahead of Bruin,
who was always second. He went to one of the training posts and
began to cut at the sacking, forehand and backhand, counting the
blows. He’d reached fifty-two when his wooden sword broke.

“Again?” Lees
said. “Here, use this.” He threw his own blade across and Jerac
caught it. A steel blade? He’d never held one for more than a few
seconds before. They’d been allowed to so they could feel that the
weight of the practice swords was similar. Now he held the
sergeant’s own blade.

He hacked at
the post with renewed vigour, and this blade was sharp. Chips of
wood and bits of sacking flew everywhere.

“Slow it down,”
Lees said. “You’re not cutting down a tree.”

Jerac paused.
He set himself again and began cutting with measured strokes. He
reached a hundred and switched hands. It was another exercise that
Lees insisted on. You had to be able to fight with either hand to
be an elite soldier. Jerac favoured his right, but his left was
coming along. He was a match for any of his fellows wrong
handed.

He got to a
hundred and stopped. He wasn’t tired. He wasn’t out of breath.
There wasn’t a drop of sweat on his brow. He felt wonderful. He
gave the blade back to Lees, offering him the hilt, and the
sergeant took it, inspected the edge carefully and put it back in
its scabbard.

“That’s it,” he
told them. “You have liberty until dawn. Don’t get into any fights,
don’t drink too much, uphold the honour of the Seventh Friend.”

They left. Most
of the others walked back into the city in a group, talking amongst
themselves. Jerac walked alone. He didn’t seem to have much in
common with his fellows, which wasn’t surprising, he supposed, with
him being close to seventy. There was also the issue of him being
so much better than them, and making no effort to be modest about
it. He should have done, but he couldn’t help himself.

There was a
cavalry unit still on the field. They were playing some game
designed to improve their skill, racing up and down the turf. He
watched them for a while, regretting a little that he did not know
how to ride. It looked very fine, the men and horses working
together, and a horse was company of a sort, he supposed. There
would be a bond between the riders and their beasts. He saw men pat
their mounts in fond moments, the winners and the losers both, and
he thought that it still finer that there was no blame between the
two. The horse and the man, they lost or won, lived or died
together.

He stayed there
until dusk was heavy and the horses had all clattered their way
over the bridge and headed back to the city. He walked slowly after
them, feeling hungry and thirsty, savouring the feeling. He knew he
could order what he wanted in the Seventh Friend, and that his
hunger would be banished. To want something and have the power to
grant yourself that wish was a sweet feeling indeed.

He passed
through the gate and saw the torches and lamps being lit in the
streets and all across the low city. The streets glittered in the
light, reminding him of festival days, but Jerac knew that it was
an illusion. Thousands of men were away fighting in the war, either
with Lord Skal in Telas or with Lord Arbak in the north. Many of
them would never be coming home, he believed.

So the city was
empty. Streets that would once have been flooded with men returning
home from their work, stopping for a chat with friends, buying a
few things, spending money, were reduced to a trickle. The taverns
and inns were struggling to survive. Life was hard.

Jerac took the
most direct route to the Seventh Friend, cutting down back streets,
passing close to the base of the divine city that loomed above him
in the dark, then across a wealthier, even more deserted part of
the city and back again towards the less salubrious streets where
the Seventh Friend stood.

It was luck,
really. If he had taken any other route the evening would have
passed like any other, but he didn’t, and a few hundred paces short
of the Inn he heard the ring of steel on steel. Somewhere nearby
men were fighting.

He remembered
Sergeant Lees telling him not to get into any fights, and he nearly
turned away, but curiosity got the better of discretion and he
headed quietly in the direction of the noise.

It was pretty
much over by the time he got there. The street was badly lit, but
Jerac’s eyes were good, now that he was young again, and he could
see everything. There were five men on the ground, all dead as far
as he could make out, and five more still standing. And there was a
girl.

The girl was
unarmed, and the five men were arrayed around her, swords drawn,
closing in. They were going to kill her, or worse. He could see
that she was well dressed, richly dressed, and quite pretty.

Don’t get into
any fights, Lees had said, but he’d also exhorted them to uphold
the honour of the regiment, and it seemed the very opposite of that
to stand by while five armed men killed a girl. The old Alos might
have walked away, but Jerac was a different man.

He hurried
forwards as quietly as he could, and scooped up a blade from one of
the fallen men. He hesitated, then picked up a second. He had no
shield, and could fight with both hands, so why not?

Now he had a
problem. How do you fight five men? They hadn’t seen him yet, and
that was an advantage, but he had only seconds to act. They were
close to the girl, and in moments she would be dead. He saw that
she had drawn a knife, a small, pretty thing, but that would be
little use against swords.

He struck
without warning, driving a blade into the back of each of the men
closest to him. The steel went into their flesh easily, and he felt
bones break. He was surprised by how easy it was. Both men fell,
and at once the other three turned on him.

So far his
strategy, if he could dignify it with the name, had worked well
enough. He thought if he could distract them then the girl could
run away. They were certainly distracted, and he had to dance
backwards and fend off a rain of blows. He had no time to look and
see what she was doing.

One of the
three was trying to get behind him, and he knew he couldn’t allow
that. He let his training take over and he took three quick steps,
putting him close to the man trying to slip past and out of reach
of the others for a moment. He delivered a vicious blow with his
right, and to his surprise saw that it knocked the man’s arm back,
leaving him quite unable to defend himself. Jerac killed him, and
turned in time to face the other two. They didn’t look quite so
confident now.

He fended them
off, trying to remember the move Lees had shown him that afternoon,
waiting for them to give him an obvious opening. In truth he was
out of his depth, but his blood was up and he felt stronger and
faster than ever. It pleased him that they couldn’t get through his
guard. He’d learned that well at least. But these were not
trainees. They were hard men, strong, and well used to the
blade.

One of the men
lurched forwards and fell, and as he stepped out of the way Jerac
saw a knife in his back. It was the same jewelled trinket that the
girl had drawn. So she hadn’t run after all.

The last man
looked at his fallen comrade, turned and ran.

“Stop him!”

It was the girl
who shouted. Jerac considered running after him for a moment, but
he was already coming down from the high of his first battle, and
his legs felt shaky. He sized up the running man and threw one of
his swords. It whirled through the air and struck him just below
the neck, throwing him forwards. The girl went to the body and bent
over it. She cursed.

“I wanted him
alive,” she said.

Jerac
approached more slowly. “I’m sorry…” he said.

“No, don’t
apologise,” she said, standing. “If you hadn’t helped I’d be dead.”
She looked at him more closely. “That’s Amlin’s sword you’ve got,”
she said.

“Yes, I picked
it up.”

“Who are you?”
she asked.

“Jerac Fane,
private, regiment of the Seventh Friend,” he said.

“One of Cain
Arbak’s?”

“I hope to be,
my lady,” he replied. It was the first time he’d given her a title,
and he still had no idea who she was, but he didn’t doubt that she
was high blood. She had that natural way with command, the voice
that was difficult to disobey.

“Will you
escort me to the castle?” she asked.

“If you want,
my lady, but I only have this borrowed blade, and I’m not trained
yet.”

She laughed.
“You can keep the blade. Amlin would have liked that it killed the
men who killed him. Come.”

She led the
way, taking the road he had approached by back to the divine stair.
Jerac had been up the stair to the temples many times in his life,
but never as Jerac Fane. Old Alos had come here to tie ribbons at
Eltaraya, and several times to pay his respects in several of the
temples – particularly Narak’s. This felt quite different, though,
walking up the steps with a naked blade – he had no scabbard – and
at a purposeful pace. The girl, he thought of her that way though
she must have been nineteen or so, walked quickly, looking neither
left nor right, and he had to step lively to keep up.

There were no
incidents. The stair was almost deserted and those few that were
coming down from the temples above took one look at his bloodied
sword and gave them a wide berth. They came quickly to the gates of
Bas Erinor castle, and as soon as they were within sight guards
rushed out to meet them, drawing their own swords, looking
suspiciously at Jerac.

“My lady…”

She hushed the
guard captain with a gesture. “Amlin and Porin were killed by
assassins,” she told them. “This man,” she pointed at Jerac,
“killed four that remained. If not for him I would be dead.” She
turned to Jerac. “I have to go now,” she said, “but they will treat
you well. I thank you for your service, Jerac Fane. It will not be
forgotten.” She turned and was gone. The guards stood around
looking at him, but there was a new appraisal in their eyes.

“Four men, eh?”
the captain said.

“I took them by
surprise,” Jerac confessed.

“Four is a lot
of men to take by surprise. Will you have a cup of wine with
us?”

Jerac was
surprised by the invitation, but accepted. It made him feel good
that these men, these proper soldiers, respected him. They sat him
down in the guard house and he was given a cup of chilled, white
wine. It was not something that he usually drank, but he found
himself enjoying it. It suited the weather. The guards asked him
questions about his fight, and about him. He answered as best he
could.

When it seemed
they had no more questions he asked one of his own.

“Who was the
lady?” he asked.

“She didn’t
tell you, eh?” the captain asked. “Well that’s like her, I suppose,
and like her husband, too.”

“Her name?”

“Lady Maryal,
Duchess of Bas Erinor, our mistress here.”

Jerac knew
about the Lady Maryal. The duke had left her in charge when he had
gone to war. She was the ruler of the city, the single most
powerful person in Bas Erinor. How could he not have recognised
her? He felt a fool. He had seen her a few times before, but
somehow he had not been able to place her, even when led here to
the gates of the castle.

After one drink
the castle guards let him go on his way, or kicked him out. He
wasn’t sure which. He made his way back down the divine stair to
the low city, mulling over the events of the night, trying to see
what he might have done better, what he might have done else. In
the end he concluded that he had done well enough, and he allowed
himself an ale with his meal in the Seventh Friend, and thence to
bed.

* * * *

The morning was
bright. It was going to be hot. Jerac rose in good time and ate a
hurried breakfast. It wasn’t that he feared to be late, but rather
that he was keen to begin. Today they had been promised
shields.

He went
upstairs to his room again after he had eaten and took the sword
out from under his bed. It was Amlin’s sword, a dead man’s sword.
He ran his finger along the blade. It was cold, smooth like glass
under his hand, and the blade was decorated with a fine tracery of
lines. There was no image on it. It was abstract, but still
spectacular, like the workings of an educated spider on the
steel.

He could not
bring himself to leave it in his room. There would be a chambermaid
in to clean it, and he could not think of it being pawed by anyone
without respect. He wrapped the sword in a blanket and tucked it
under his arm. He would leave it where he could keep an eye on
it.

At the training
ground he was early again, and sat by the post, watching as the
others arrived. He was surprised that Sergeant Lees was last, and
doubly that he did not come alone. There were three officers with
him. None of the officers spoke, but Lees lined the men up and they
fell to silently, quickly, intimidated.

Jerac
recognised one of the officers. He was the major. The major was a
veteran of the wall, but had lost a foot, and was deemed no good
for fighting any more, so he’d been given command of the training
camp until either of the colonels returned. He was a hard man, it
was said, a proud man.

When they were
lined up Lees let them stand there for a moment, their eyes facing
the sun, and when he spoke it was in his parade ground voice.

“Last night I
ordered you not to get into any fights,” he said. “I ordered you to
uphold the honour of the regiment.” He paused and looked up and
down the line. Jerac felt his gut tighten. Surely he hadn’t done
anything wrong? “It seems you can’t do both.”

One of the
officers looked impatient, but the major frowned and he stopped
shuffling abruptly. Lees went on.

“Last night the
duchess was attacked by assassins. Her bodyguard, two knights of
Avilian, were slain. Her life was saved by a man of this regiment
who slew four of her assailants single handed.”

It’s me, Jerac
thought. He’s talking about me.

Lees paused
again. He didn’t look at Jerac, but scanned the faces of the other
men, looking for something else. It occurred to Jerac that Lees
didn’t know who it was, that the Duchess had forgotten his name,
but that made no sense either. How else would they know it was this
squad, and the major was here. That proved it to Jerac. Lees was
playing with them. As soon as certainty came Lees turned to
him.

“Have you got
the sword with you, Fane?” he asked.

The direct
question caught him off guard. He felt the eyes of the other men on
him.

“The sword…?
Yes.” His eyes slipped to the wrapped bundle.

“Fetch it
then,” Lees said. Jerac left the line, and under the eyes every man
in the squad, and the officers, he picked up the sword in its grey
blanket, like some pauper wrapped against the cold. He took the
bundle to Lees.

The sergeant
let the blanket fall to the ground. The sword looked long and
slender in the early light, and Jerac could see Lees weighing it in
his hand. He turned and offered it to the major, who in turn
weighed it in his hand and looked down the length of it, as though
testing its lines with his eye. He touched the edge with his
thumb.

“This is a fine
blade,” the major said. “Telan steel.”

For a moment
Jerac thought they were going to take it away from him, but the
major handed it back to Lees, and Lees to him. He held it, not
knowing what to do with it, but the feel of it in his fingers was
wonderful, as though it was alive.

“You need
something to put that in,” the major said. “Lieutenant?”

The lieutenant
stepped forwards and produced a belted scabbard from behind his
back. It was a pretty thing, more suited to the blade than it was
to Jerac. He took it when it was offered and stared at it. The
scabbard was black, and decorated with opals, lapis and tiger’s
eye. It caught the light a hundred different ways and scattered it
like a child’s glittering toy, like a queen’s jewels, like
water.

Jerac was
overcome. He had never had anything like it before. It was true
that he had lived well enough as a carpenter, a master craftsman,
but nothing he had ever owned had been so… decorative.

He slipped the
blade into the scabbard. It fit perfectly, sliding the last inch
with a sweet click and resting there as though it had come home. He
buckled the belt on and was shocked at how long the sword seemed.
It hung well below his knees.

“The duchess
insisted that what took pace should be entered into the regiment’s
role of victories,” the major said. “She insisted that the Seventh
Friend came to the aid of the palace guard, that lives were risked,
lives lost and victory achieved. We agree. Private Fane had earned
his veteran’s stripe, and not to be outdone in honour to one of our
own we hereby award Private Fane a stripe of rank. Corporal Fane it
is.”

The major
paused and pulled a face.

“It’s a pity
you couldn’t have dragged the bodies into the next street and
pretended it happened there, Fane. I mean, really. The Battle of
Potshard Lane?” He shook his head, but Fane could see a crooked
smile on the old soldier’s face. Jerac was unable to speak. He
bowed.

“One more
thing,” the major said. “That sword’s no bloody use to an
infantryman. Get you killed trying to draw it in a melee.
Sergeant?”

“Corporal Fane,
you’re being transferred. Cavalry, as of tomorrow, elite unit.”

“But…”

“What is it,
corporal?”

“I don’t know
how to ride, Sergeant, Major, Sir.”

The major
stepped forwards and lowered his voice to a conversational tone.
“Son,” he said. “You see that bay mare over there, the one tied to
the post by the bridge?”

Jerac looked.
He saw. He didn’t understand.

“It’s yours,”
the major said. “Gift from the Duchess. Can’t be an infantryman if
you own a horse. She says if you can learn to use a sword like that
in six weeks then you can damn well learn to ride.” The major
seemed amused by his confusion, and for the first time he saw
Sergeant Lees smile.

“Day’s leave,
sir?” Lees asked. The major raised an eyebrow, but then nodded and
smiled.

“For the whole
unit,” he confirmed.

That was then
end of the day’s training. A lot of people who hadn’t liked him
yesterday evening came and slapped him on the back, and half way
through the ordeal he heard Lees voice in his ear.

“…and try not
to rub your whole unit up the wrong way this time, Fane. Be nice.
Be humble. It’s a fresh start.”

He walked over
to the horse, and found that there was a groom with it, sitting by
the animal’s head, watching it as it grazed peacefully. The horse
lifted its head and looked at him as he walked up. It had calm,
brown eyes. It pointed its ears at him. He stroked its neck, and it
went back to cropping grass.

“You’re Fane?”
the groom asked, scrambling to his feet.

“Aye,” he
replied. “Does she have a name?”

“Lightfoot,”
the groom replied. “She’s called Lightfoot.”

Jerac stared.
This close the horse looked big. Even with its head down its
shoulder topped his own. It was a massive thing of bone and muscle.
As a child he hadn’t liked animals, but this was different. He
wanted there to be a bond between them.

“Can you show
me how to ride her?” he asked.

The groom
nodded, pleased to be helpful. He moved to the horse’s head, and
she lifted it so that he could grip the bridle. “You see the
stirrup there? Put your right foot in the right stirrup, one hand
on the pommel – that’s the lump at the front of the saddle – and
hand at the back, then lift up, swinging your left foot over the
top into the other stirrup.”

Jerac examined
the saddle.

“Can you show
me?” he asked. He thought he’d learn better that way.

“Aye, I can.”
The groom released the horses head and took Jerac’s place at the
beast’s side. In a moment he was up in the air sitting comfortably
astride Lightfoot. “Not so hard, see?”

He got down
again. Jerac had followed his every movement, and now took his
place, taking a firm grip, putting his right foot in the stirrup,
and with a quick push from his left he was up.

Surely there
had never been a feeling like this! He was a giant, the world laid
out below him. He felt Lightfoot respond to his presence, and
reached forwards to pat her shoulder. He felt grateful to the mare.
She had made him more that he was, or so it seemed to him. He had
done this once before, sat on a horse’s back, but he’d been a
child, and the height and the power had frightened him. Now he
revelled in it.

The groom
handed him the reins. “To make the horse turn and such,” he
said.

“I’ve seen men
ride without them,” Jerac said, and it was true. The cavalrymen
he’d watched the night before turned and controlled their mounts
without reins. They held things in each hand, lances and shields,
and rode just the same.

“You can use
your knees,” the groom said doubtfully. “Good riders do, but you’ve
never ridden.”

“I’ll try
anyway,” he said. He didn’t want to use the reins. They seemed
crude and cruel, and anyway he felt that Lightfoot already
understood what he wanted. He tapped her shoulder with his right
knee, just a light pressure, and she turned, smoothly, willingly,
to the left. He did the same with his left knee and she moved back.
He grinned. “Not so hard,” he said.

Jerac spent the
rest of the day sitting on top of Lightfoot, moving to and fro
across the field with the groom, whose name he had quite forgotten
to ask, always nearby. From time to time he caught sight of the
Major or Sergeant Lees, and they always seemed to be watching
him.

That evening in
the Seventh Friend it seemed that word had spread concerning his
previous night’s work, and he was unable to pay for a drink. Before
he went to bed he visited the inn’s stables and spent a few minutes
with Lightfoot, making sure she was comfortably stabled and had
plenty of fodder and water.

He slept a long
and dreamless sleep.


Eleven – The Making of Farheim

“Tell me about
Farheim.”

Pascha and
Pelion were walking on one of the innumerable lawns of his
imaginary kingdom. Farheim was a subject that she had raised
before, and one that Pelion had adroitly avoided.

“What is there
to tell?” Pelion replied.

“Everything.
How they are made, what they can do, how strong they are, how they
can be unmade. Everything.”

“You made
them,” Pelion said. He was still dodging the topic, she thought,
still reluctant to speak.

“I wish to
know,” she said. “I made them in ignorance, and I wish to know what
it is that I have created.”

Pelion walked
in silence for a while, looking at his feet. “Perhaps you are ready
now,” he said without looking at her. I have not spoken of them
because I cannot do so without broaching the subject of
numbers.”

”Numbers? I
know numbers.”

The old mage
shook his head. “Not like this,” he said. “You have to understand,
and you will in good time, that magic is not all feelings and
reaching and waking dreams. A lot of it is the manipulation of
numbers, the understanding of numbers. It is only through numbers
that you will grasp the essence of our power.”

“Tell me,” she
replied. This was new, and her interest was piqued.

“To begin, I
shall be vague. It is what you are used to.” He scratched the back
of his head and pulled a face. “Well, a simple description will
suffice. Farheim are like men. Some are strong, some are weak, some
may live thousands of years, and some as little as a hundred. They
are in every way as subject to degree and variation as the material
from which they are fashioned. Different abilities manifest
themselves in different individuals. Some are capable of empathetic
bonds with animals, and it is this that I used for the foundation
of the Benetheon. Others are physically adept far above the others
of their kind, though most can better a mortal man in any task.

“It is a
calculation that begins with their innate abilities and draws on
whatever Amal they have been gifted. In your case I will point to
three of those that you made. Hestia first. She received all the
Amal that you drew from the guards in Telas Alt, though some of
that had faded, and also all that you drew from the Seth Yarra
commanders. That is a lot, but not unusual for one of her kind.

“When you
failed to control your power in Wolfguard the Amal you had gathered
from six hundred and twenty-three men was distributed according to
the laws of propinquity and flow. I will acquaint you with these
later, but the essence was that a third of all that power went to
those you held in your favour. Because you were so niggardly with
your kindness there was only one such. Lord Skal Hebberd.”

“A third?”
Pascha was astounded. “He took the Amal from over two hundred
men?”

“Aye. A monster
indeed. And twice that quantity went into Narak.”

“But what of
Caster? And you said the others were Farheim, too.”

“So I did. A
quantity of the Amal will have flowed through Narak to those he
held in his favour, certainly enough to heal the swordmaster.”
Pelion chuckled. “Well again, that is irony enough. Did you know
that the Ohas style was developed for the Farheim? Aye. Who needs a
shield then your body shrugs off the insults of steel and
iron?”

“But what has
it done to Narak?” Pascha asked. What indeed? If creating Farheim
from mere mortals was so terrible, what if you began with a
god?

“I do not
know,” Pelion replied. “It is axiomatic that you cannot have a
twice made Farheim. It does not work. But Narak was not Farheim –
there were elements of the type in him, as there are in you, and
even me, but it may take months to calculate the effect.” He
paused. “And so we come to numbers.”

He sat on the
grass, and a sandbox appeared beside him filled with damp sand. He
drew a circle and divided it into four. “When you kill a person in
the way that you did, by snatching the Amal Hanas from them, you
keep that within you. It degrades, but for many days – even weeks
and months, there will remain within you some of the strength that
you took. You cannot use it, but it is there. What I have not told
you is that Amal Hanas is not a single thing, but a blend of four
elements. These you might call Life, Strength, Wit, and Talent.

“When I said
that you cannot use these qualities, that is true in three parts.
When I say that you can pass on the Amal, then that is true in
three parts.

“Firstly the
quarter that is life may be passed on in seven parts of eight. Life
is the vitality of a man, so that a young man possesses more life
than an old one – are you following this?”

“So far,”
Pascha said. She would never remember it all, but in her own mind
she was trying to build a picture.

“Very well. The
part that is strength may be passed on in two parts out of eight,
and again the amount depends on the strength of the man killed. The
part that is wit may be passed on in one part in sixteen, but this
is in a different manner, and I will explain it later. It is enough
to say now that it does not accumulate in the same way, but may in
some degree enhance the wit of the recipient.”

Pelion had
enlarged his diagram in the sand, placing dots in each of three
quarters to illustrate his words.

“When you give
the other three away, the talent comes back to you one part in
eight. Talent is the ability to use magic, what used to be called
mage-hand.”

Pascha looked
at the diagram. So if any of the men she had killed in this way had
possessed any mage-hand, then her own ability would be enhanced.
The more men she killed and the more Farheim she created the more
powerful she was likely to become.

“I understand
why you did not want to tell me this,” she said.

“Better that I
do. You would have discovered it again, or another would have. It
is the thing that undid us all, the first time.”

“Once one of
you started to do it the rest must follow, or be subjugated, and
the Farheim must be used, so there was war, and the war must go on
for ever.”

“I thought a
thousand times that I should seek out the talent and kill wherever
I might find it, but it cannot be done. It is mankind’s curse. As
long as men live it will rise again.”

“So what am I?”
Pascha asked.

“You are old.
You have seen men come and go. It is my hope that you have already
discovered what is important.”

“You stopped it
once before. Dragons and mages all, you stopped them.”

“I did,” Pelion
smiled, but it was a weak smile. He picked up a pinch of wet sand
and rubbed it between his fingers. “But now I am here,” he
said.

It was not
until now that Pascha realised the truth. For all Pelion’s power,
for all his years and knowledge, for all the Farheim he had created
and the talent he had harvested, this, this shadow life, was all
that he could be.

“You did
something terrible,” she said.

“Yes. Many
things. We all did. But it was doing something noble that ended it.
I created Ethcat am Teral, the soul of the world.”

“The soul of
the world?”

“Aye. The soul
of the world.” He smiled again, and this time she could see the
twist in his smile, the pain it brought to his lips. “A beautiful
thing. But even I did not know what I had made.”

“Tell me,”
Pascha said.

“Another time.
I am not yet ready to speak of it.”

Pelion had
always been a mighty figure in Pascha’s personal pantheon. He was
the one true power she had known in her life. Nothing was
impossible for him. He could raze mountains. He could make gardens
in the ice. He could catch the sun in his hand. Yet now she was
filled with pity, for the first time seeing the shell that he had
become. Indeed he had been little more than this when she had known
him fifteen centuries before. The power remained, but the rest of
him was all boiled away.

“Numbers,
then,” she said. Pelion looked up sharply, but she hid the pity.
“If I’m to avoid your mistakes I need to know about numbers.”

He looked at
her face for a long time, and then he seemed to relax again,
becoming once more the Pelion she knew.

“Aye, numbers,”
he said. “So now I will tell you how distance and linkage work
against each other in determining how Amal might be
transferred.”


Twelve – The Siege Begins

Skal picked
himself up from the floor and dusted off his tunic. A quick check
revealed that he was unharmed, and the only damage he could find
was a tear down the left hand side of the garment, about seven
inches in length. He would have to find a new one.

“My Lord, are
you all right?” It was Lissman, his alarmed face suddenly at Skal’s
elbow.

“I’m fine,
Captain,” he said. “Just tripped over my own feet.”

Lissman cast an
uncertain glance around the room, but there was nothing threatening
to be seen, just a large, dressed block of stone to one side and a
few boxes of stores.

“You’re not
harmed at all, My Lord?”

“No. I’m
fine.”

Lissman nodded
and left. They all had their tasks and even Lissman didn’t have the
leisure to watch over Skal. Skal walked back over to the stone and
laid a hand on it.

Well, that
hadn’t worked.

He examined the
block, and could tell by the shadowing on the floor that it had
moved an inch. Just an inch. He had been testing his Farheim
strength, and thought that if he gave the block a sharp push he
could move it the nine inches or so in to the wall, and be able to
pack a little more around it. Instead he had propelled himself
across the room at a considerable speed smacking into the far wall
with a force that would have killed another man, and the block had
moved an inch.

There was no
doubting his strength, but apparently he was much easier to shift
than a block of stone. He guessed that it weighed a couple of tons.
Stupid to think he could push it, really.

He was
reluctant to give up the task, and walked round the three sides of
the stone that allowed it. The block was quite finished, and nicely
squared at the corners. There were no rough places where he could
grip it, but it was only half a yard wide on its lesser dimension,
and that was little enough that he could put a hand either side of
it. He did so, bracing his legs as wide as he could, pressed his
hands against the stone and lifted.

Almost at once
he tipped forwards.

It seemed there
was more skill to picking something up than he’d ever realised. He
reset himself, trying to centre the weight of the stone by tipping
his body backwards. He heaved, and the stone left the ground.

It seemed
surprisingly light. He had no trouble at all with the weight, but
he worried that if he moved his feet he would simply tip over
again. He managed a shuffle, moving his right foot forwards six
inches and compensating by shifting the weight of the stone. Then
the same with his left foot. Again and again, and the block touched
the wall. He lowered it carefully, then stood back and looked at
it. He found that he had wedged it neatly in the corner.

He examined it
again. It was half a pace by one by two, so yes, perhaps two tons.
He wondered how much he could lift, given the right balance.

He went back
into the outer room. It was large, but gradually filling with
stores. For a week the loyal people of Telas – the few that there
were this far north at this time of year – had been doing their
best to supply their queen with anything they could spare, and much
that they could not, Skal suspected. He admired their spirit, but
thought it foolish. What would it serve their queen if they starved
over winter? He did not doubt that Seth Yarra would take what was
left if they could find it.

He had urged
Hestia to send them south before the enemy arrived, but she had not
done so. She said that they needed every last bushel of grain they
could pack in before the siege began. He did not disagree with
that.

Skal had been
helping to pack the stores away. The work was beneath him, but he
reasoned that he could not stand on his blood when the need was so
urgent, and besides, the men seemed to admire him for taking his
part in the work. It was what Cain would have done, and that was a
familiar yardstick now.

He lifted a
sack of grain, trying to make it look as though it was an effort,
and carried it through to the room with the block. He began
stacking the sacks neatly beside the stone. This room alone would
hold enough to feed his men for two months, he guessed.

He’d moved
about thirty sacks when Lissman appeared at his elbow.

“My Lord, the
scouts are coming in,” he said.

Skal had
expected this. He had thought it would be today or tomorrow, but it
still sent a shiver down his spine. The enemy were approaching, and
after today Skal and his allies would be boxed up inside their
fortress. This was the point of no return.

“I’ll come,” he
said. He carried a last sack into the store room and placed it
carefully alongside its fellows, then allowed the captain to lead
him up onto the walls. He was deliberately calm, radiating
confidence, knowing that his apparent mood would transfer itself to
the men. At the other end of the chain he knew that Hestia would be
doing the same thing, making her way to a vantage point to watch
the enemy arrive.

On the walls he
took up a position beneath his standard. He had raised the standard
of Avilian over the three forts that his men controlled, and Hestia
had raised Telas over the others. The banner made a brave show of
it, snapping and billowing in the cold wind, but Skal’s eyes were
on the plain before them.

He could see
the scouts. The last of them were riding hard for the gates,
already two thirds of the way across the open ground. He watched as
they made the wall, drummed across the bridge and came in through
the gates. He turned from the view to call down.

“What sign?” he
shouted.

“Clear sight,”
one of the scouts shouted back. “Thousands of them. About two mile
off.”

It would be a
while yet, then. He sat on the wall and called for his cloak and a
cup of wine. There wasn’t much wine stored down below, and he was
saving it for special occasions, but this seemed to be one. It
would do his men a world of good to see him relaxing while the
enemy laid siege to them.

He wrapped the
cloak around him when it came, and wedged himself into one of the
crenels where he remained, sipping his wine from time to time,
waiting.

He tried to
guess what they would do. He thought his own position moderate, but
if the Seth Yarra behaved as he hoped it would be stronger. He
expected them to lay their force across the whole of the plain,
from one bank of the Gayle to the other. This would stretch them
very thin. It would make them vulnerable, and any assault on the
chain would weaken them further.

He saw
them.

They came
streaming from of one of the valleys that gave out onto the plain.
They marched in good order, coming across the plain directly
towards the forts. From this distance they were no more than ants.
He could see no faces, no hands, just the dark bulk, the flashes of
green among the brown and black. They looked like some dark stain
flowing across the heather.

Skal had read a
dozen books on Seth Yarra, and they did not disappoint him. He knew
that they would form their camp at about a bowshot and a half from
the walls, and they did. As he had hoped, they spread themselves
across the plain, making use of the natural barrier of the Gayle to
complete the encirclement of the forts, but where they camped it
was two miles across. They began to prepare positions all across
the plain while concentrating their tents in the centre.

He tried a
rough count in his head and confirmed the intelligence he’d had
from Passerina before she’d vanished. There were about ten thousand
of them. It was not enough to take the chain, especially as they
had the concealed ability to move men between the forts.

“Do you think
it’s cold out there?” he asked Lissman.

“Aye, My Lord,
and a bitter night to come,” the captain replied.

“And them with
no wood to burn,” he said. As if on cue the wind snatched at their
banner again and made the ropes of the flagpole whine. Skal saw
smiles on his men’s faces, and knew that his job was done.

“I’ve got some
reading to catch up on,” he told Lissman, standing. “Call me if
they try anything stupid. I could do with the entertainment.”

He walked down
from the wall and crossed to the keep, climbing again to the room
that he had chosen as his own. It wasn’t large. Like the rest of
the chain it was simple and functional. There was a bed, double
shuttered windows to keep out the chill, and a good fire. Odd as it
might seem there was no shortage of wood in the chain. Each fort
had a copious wood store laid in against winter. They had been
designed for winter, and not for a siege from the supposedly
friendly south.

Apart from that
there was a table and a hard chair. A single worn rug on the floor
was the only concession to comfort. He threw himself onto the bed
and closed his eyes. The Seth Yarra would do nothing more today.
They would camp, they would dig a ditch as part of it and they
would find that the ditch filled with water. They would gather the
heather to burn and find that it flared fiercely and was gone.
There was nothing here that would give them comfort. They would be
wet and cold. When the snow came it would be worse.

Skal slept. He
was tired and nothing weighed on his mind enough to keep him
awake.

Skal dreamed.
They were the usual dreams – confused, nonsensical ramblings – but
there was a feeing of being observed that pervaded everything, and
leant an uneasy flavour to it all.

He woke two
hours later when Lissman banged on his door. He opened his eyes and
stared for a moment at the low vaulted ceiling. The door banged
again.

“Wait!” he
called. He swung his legs over the side of his bed and gathered
himself, rubbing his face. “What is it?”

“Pardon me, My
Lord, but the officers will eat in ten minutes and wondered if you
would be joining them.”

He was tempted
to say no. He didn’t want to make the effort, but duty won. “I’ll
be there,” he said. Lissman went away. He heard footsteps
retreating, then nothing. He levered himself upright. He was still
dressed, so all he had to do was walk down to their mess hall. He
rubbed his face again and yawned.

Half way
through the yawn he stopped moving. There was a footprint on the
floor, a wet footprint. He knelt next to it and touched it with a
finger. Wet and cold. His eye was caught by something else. Where
the leg of the table touched the floor there was something white.
He touched it and lifted a pinch with his fingers. Snow. Even as he
held it the flakes melted and were gone. He jumped to the window
and opened both sets of shutters, allowing the cold wind to sweep
into the room.

He could see
over the walls to the north, out over the River Gayle, across the
heather to distant hills.

There was no
snow. It was all grey and brown.

He turned again
and looked at the footprint. It was already fading at the edges,
and in a minute it would be gone.

Someone had
been in the room with him. Just seconds before he woke there had
been a person standing at the foot of his bed, staring down at him.
He shivered. Whoever had been there had not come through the door,
nor left that way, and the shutters could only be closed from the
inside.

Magic, then.
Duranders.

The Western
Chain had been built to defend against Duranders, but it was no
defence at all, Skal realised. Whoever had stood within this room
could have slipped a knife between his ribs in a moment. Not that
he would have died. Never the less, he was glad that he was not
Telan, that the Avilian standard flew above the fort.

He wondered if
Hestia was safe.

Probably. The
Duranders knew that the chain now stood between them and Seth
Yarra, and they would have no cause to help the invader. Of all the
peoples of Terras the Duranders would be the most reviled in Seth
Yarra doctrine, would have the most to lose. From his limited
understanding Skal believed that magic was feared and hated by Seth
Yarra even more than it was by Telans. He supposed that this might
have made common cause between them at the start of the war – it
might even be the reason Telas had allied with Seth Yarra in the
first place.

There was a
reason for this approach. It was one of three things, to help, to
hinder, or to gather intelligence. He rather hoped it would be the
first of the three.

Now quite
awake, and with his mind humming with possibilities, he went down
to the mess hall to do his duty.


Thirteen – Dun Vilant

Narak was
feeling the cold now. He was feeling it badly, and it hurt, but
strangely it seemed to do him no harm. He knew what the cold did to
you. He remembered. He’d got lost, separated from his father on one
of those distant hunting trips, and he’d suffered then, too. His
hands had grown numb, his fingers reluctant to open and close. He’d
had to watch his hand to make sure it gripped things. He’d nearly
lost his fingers.

This was
different. The pain was the same, but the numbness never came, and
he still had full use of his fingers. The pain just went on and on.
It made him irritable.

Avatar refused
to light a fire. Narak knew that it could do so. He’d sensed the
fire that had been lit to distract the snow wraiths, felt its
warmth, seen the melted snow and blackened rock. But Avatar would
not do it again. Nor would it explain.

So Narak was
ignoring it by the time they came to Dun Vilant.

It was a
surprise to Narak. His dreams had not shown him the city, but when
they crested a low rise between two white teeth of rock he saw it
laid out below him. He stopped and stared.

“What in
Pelion’s name is that?” he asked.

It was a city.
He could see that. What he wanted to know was what business a city
had sitting in a flat bottomed valley thirty days’ walk beyond the
limits of human habitation. He could see the wall that surrounded
it, and the towers that raised their broken heads above the snow
and ice. Even in decay it was impressive.

“Dun Vilant,”
Avatar said.

It wasn’t an
adequate answer, and the name meant nothing to him. Dun Vilant was
about half the size of Bas Erinor, yet it was grander, the
buildings thrusting up through the snow proclaimed its importance.
They were huge, and even the remnants of the arches, the delicate
pinnacles, shattered though they were, spoke of a higher
achievement than any city he had ever seen.

“And what is
Dun Vilant?” he asked. “Who lived here?”

“It is not as
dead as it seems,” Avatar said. “There is still life in the city,
and great danger.”

Life? Narak
studied the magnificent ruin. The snow was ten feet deep in the
streets. There was no trace of smoke, no hint of occupation.

“I think it’s
worth a look,” he said.

“I advise
against it,” Avatar said.

“Surely you can
protect me?” Narak asked. He was half teasing his travelling
companion, half mocking. “The great Avatar who runs from Snow
Wraiths.”

Avatar did not
show any emotion. “I am bound by oath not to enter the city,” it
said.

“An oath sworn
to whom?”

Avatar did not
reply, but stood quite still, its blue fire eyes fixed on the city.
It seemed quite serious, but how could it be? This place was
unknown in Terras. Narak had read everything he could find about
past ages, ancient times, mages and empires, and he had never seen
mention of this city. Dun Vilant.

“Whose city is
this? Whose was it?”

He thought the
creature was going to stay silent again, but it answered without
taking its eyes off the broken towers.

“Seti,” it
said. “The mage Seti built this place.”

“Seti?” It took
a moment for Narak to translate the name, to bring it back to the
name he knew. “Seth?”

“That name is
used by some.”

Narak decided
right at the moment that he must investigate the city. If he had
not been driven by his curiosity regarding all things ancient, he
would certainly have seen the advantage in any relics from Seth’s
city, and even more exciting was the chance to meet and converse
with something that had been around since that time. Here was a
chance to know the truth, to seize the heart of the matter
directly.

“You will wait
for me?”

Avatar regarded
him for a moment, struggling, it seemed to Narak, to grasp his
reason. “I will wait. If you emerge, I will know. If you die, I
will know. I urge you not to die.”

Narak
hesitated. Avatar seemed genuinely concerned. After all, the
creature had come to him, sought to protect him in its own
stand-offish way. He assumed it was there for a reason.

“I will be
careful,” he said. “Do you have any words of advice?”

“Yes, do not
go,” Avatar’s fluttering blue eyes stared at him. “But failing
that, if you meet anything, do not assume that you can vanquish
it.”

Narak nodded,
and set off down the slope. He had already made out the gate by
which he would enter Dun Vilant.

It was further
than he thought to the city, and the walls were higher, much higher
than he had believed. If anything he was more daunted by Dun Vilant
when he stood before the gate than he had been at the top of the
pass. The gate he had walked to was three quarters filled with
snow, but he was still able to pass beneath the arch without
stooping. Inside the city the devastation was less than he had
expected. Further south such ruins would have been subject to the
ravages of frost, but here, where everything was frozen all the
time, the stone was mostly unbroken.

He examined the
first wall he came to. The blocks appeared mortared together by
ice, but rubbing with a hand revealed the grey mortar that had
originally bound the stones still there and still doing its
job.

Narak walked
down the street that led beyond the gate. The snow was not a
uniform depth through the city, but had been swept by the wind into
drifts and hollows, so that his progress was a series of climbs and
controlled skids. He paused every few dozen paces where he could
and examined the buildings around him, trying to imagine what their
purpose might be.

Here there was
a windowless cliff of a wall with dozens of doorways set into the
base. He couldn’t see all the doors, but their lintels were clearly
visible in the snow troughs, though not enough that he could pass
beneath them.

On the other
side of the street there was something that might have been a
theatre, its grand entrance decorated with ornate marble statues
depicting warriors and lords. The door here was high, and Narak
slipped through to find himself in a great, poorly lit space. A
large portion of the roof was missing, but he could see that there
had once been benches surrounding a flat, central arena. There was
nothing here now, no hint of what it had once been, just echoes and
icicles.

Back on the
street again he went on, and found another building he could enter,
and this one proved to be a labyrinth of corridors and rooms,
corner and stairs. Some sort of workplace, perhaps, or a place
where men slept, though he found no doors.

How old must
this place be?

It this was a
city from the time of mages it was the same antiquity as Hellaree,
the crumbled towers on the Dragon’s Back, and that was, oh, more
than two thousand years old.

And something
still lived here?

That’s what
Avatar had said, and he was sworn not to enter the city. So did
they know one another, Avatar and this ancient thing? And was
Avatar then as old as this place?

He walked on.
The road led towards the centre of the city, and Narak could see
that he was walking towards the greatest of the broken towers. He
could see now that it was not age or ice that had broken them, but
something else. It was as though the great tower had been struck a
massive blow from the side, and in places the rock was melted…

He knew. He
knew what had done this. He had seen it in his dreams. He stopped
and stared at the tower. It was huge. How large must a dragon be to
fly through such a structure, to shatter and burn it with its body
and wings.

Gods, I had no
idea they were so big.

The dragon he’d
seen in his dream had seemed modest, compared to what had done
this. The creature responsible must have been nearly two hundred
feet long, and at least as wide. A phrase he had read somewhere
came back to him. Dragons were made to destroy the world.

The book, Lady
Sara’s book, had suggested that dragons were made as weapons to
defeat the enemies of the mage emperor. But to make something this
powerful smacked of insanity. It reeked of hubris.

Yet it was the
destroyed tower to which the grand street led, and he walked it
faithfully as he was sure its designers had intended, passing by a
host of lesser structures as he drew close.

The entrance
was large enough that he could pass through it still. Two thousand
years of snow had not stopped it up. He paused at the door and
looked up at the lintel. He could see words carved there, but he
could not read them. He stepped through.

He was standing
in an outer circle. To his right there was a place where the
stonework had collapsed and he could not pass, but the left side
was clear, and he walked that way. He could not but admire the
stonework. In the city it had been very fine, but within this inner
sanctum it was finer still. He could see no mortar between the
stones, and the lines that joined them were the thickness of a
man’s hair. It was exquisite work. Here, too, the snow had been
denied, and he walked on frosted paving slabs. For the first time
he could see that they were red marble, the sheen of the ice over
the red and white veins reminded him of frozen meat.

He stopped.

There was a
motion up ahead, a movement in the light. A door in the wall that
gave inwards cast a faint rectangle of light onto the outer wall,
and the light danced. It looked for all the world like
firelight.

Narak moved
closer. He trod carefully now. Avatar had warned him that what
dwelt in this city might be dangerous, even lethal. He stopped at
the door and peered around it.

What lay within
was an audience chamber. A thousand men might have stood below the
dais there in its heyday, but now two thirds of the floor was
covered by broken stone and snow. A throne dominated the dais. It
was a high backed, granite block of a seat, cruel and straight
edged. It spoke of a harsh lord.

Narak stood
quite still and watched. There was indeed a fire. It burned in a
small alcove off to the right, flanked by statues of warriors
seated each in his own, similar alcove. The other wall was obscured
by fallen stone, but he assumed that it had been the same. Symmetry
was a theme here. Such buildings where the martial virtues were
openly praised tended to be paeans to order, to the inarticulate
perpendicular lives of the military.

Nothing moved,
though. There was only the fire, which looked warm. Narak’s body
was still wracked by the cold, and its flames were irresistible. He
stepped out into the audience chamber and made his way carefully
down towards the dais, around a mound of shattered blocks and
eventually stood before the fire.

It fulfilled
its promise, and at once he felt the pain of the cold recede. His
limbs warmed before it and felt silent and whole again, no longer
crying out for warmth. He sat on the stone before the fire. He
could not see what it burned, but guessed at some kind of magic.
There were certainly no coals or wood involved.

He closed his
eyes. His body was relaxing for the first time since he had left
the snow wraiths behind. He felt sleepy, but he would not permit
himself to sleep here. It was not safe.

He opened them
again and looked to either side. The statues sat in their seats and
stared out into the hall. Each was different, and Narak guessed
that they were the likeness of real men who had once walked these
streets, warriors of the mage Seti. Farheim.

A small sound
brought his head round, a tinkling like glass breaking.

One of the
statues was looking at him. It blinked, and very slowly rose from
its seat, scattering fragments of ice as it moved.

Narak leaped to
his feet, his blades in his hands in a moment, and stood ready.
Ready for what he could not say. The man who rose from the seat was
a giant, a least seven feet tall. He wore armour, and on his back
two crossed swords in the style of the Ohas.

“Who are you
that dares to warm himself at the sacred fire of Seti?” the giant
asked. The voice was deep, but hoarse, dragged out of retirement to
serve once more. He spoke an old form of Avilian, so old that Narak
had the reach back into his childhood to find the words to
reply.

“I am Narak,”
he said. “Also called the Wolf. I mean no offence.”

“Are you
prepared to die, Narak the wolf?”

The giant still
did not reach for its blades, but stood and glared at him. This
must be one of the legendary Farheim, and a mighty specimen indeed
if it still had the power to live after so long a time.

“Mighty Farheim
of the mage Seti,” he addressed it. “Might I know your name?”

“I am Leras,
the Hand of Death, Captain of the Farheim of Seti, Lord of Dun
Vilant.” Leras studied Narak, seemingly with greater interest. “Who
made you?” he asked.

“I am a natural
born man,” Narak replied.

Leras shook his
great head. “So were we all, once. Who made you Farheim?”

Narak opened
his mouth to protest, to say that he was not Farheim, but closed it
again. Such a thing might be a bond between this monster and
himself.

“Pelion gave me
what powers I have,” he said.

Leras seemed to
relax. “Pelion was an ally until the last,” he said. “You are
welcome here. How is it that you have lived so long past your time,
Narak the wolf, and what do you seek here?”

“I am not as
old as you, Leras,” Narak said. Now that the connection to Pelion
was established he guessed that the truth would be acceptable.
“Pelion created me God of Wolves fifteen hundred winters past, and
all that time I have lived in the world, or close by it.”

“God of
Wolves?” Leras raised an eyebrow.

Narak explained
about the Beast Realms, the air, the sea, the plains and the
forest, and about the twenty gods of the Benetheon, their role in
protecting the forest and the plains from the depredations of
men.

“Pelion was
always full of schemes,” Leras said. “Lucky for us. If not for him
the world would have fallen.”

“It may yet
fall,” Narak said. “You know the Bren?”

“I know of
them. They do not trespass in Dun Vilant while Seti’s flame
burns.”

Narak looked at
the flame. Seti’s flame. “Seti lives, then?”

“After a
fashion, I believe.” Leras sat in his chair again. “It has been so
long since the war. What of the Bren?”

“I believe that
they have grown tired of sharing the world with men.”

“A war,
then.”

“There is
already a war between men. The Bren are too numerous. There can be
no war against them if men are to survive. I must find the thing
that Pelion used to stop the dragons.”

“That thing,”
Leras spat the words. “It will destroy you.”

“Sometimes
there is a price that must be paid.”

“Hah. Pelion
made you wrong if you’ll pay that price,” Leras said. “That pink
stone of his makes you weak. It cuts your balls off. Even the
dragons fell before it.”

“Fell?”

“They became
weak. I fought Hesterion here at Dun Vilant for a week, hundreds of
my Farheim fell, and yet we could not kill him. After he looked on
Pelion’s stone he wanted to talk to us. He fled from the
battle.”

“I should think
it saved you,” Narak said.

“Saved me? For
this?” He gestured around the frozen, smashed chamber. “I am
trapped here. After that stone they were all weeping women –
Pelion, Seti, all of them, the greatness sucked out of them. In
truth I think I would rather have died than seen it.”

“So you think I
should not use the stone?”

Leras seemed
about to say so in the most vehement terms, but the fire went out
of his eyes and he seemed to collapse in upon himself. “It is
nothing to me,” he said.

Narak was at a
loss what to say. What could he say to a man who had been trapped
alone for two thousand years, a man who sat with ice upon him in a
throne room abandoned by his lord, waiting to die? Yet for all that
Leras seemed quite sane, and when his eyes burned they burned with
passion, not madness.

“Why do you not
leave this place?” he asked.

“I cannot
leave. I am bound by my oath. It is all that I have left.”

“Then I must
leave you to your oath,” Narak said. He rose. It was time for him
to leave. He did not think that he could bear the company of this
man any longer. He embodied all of Narak’s darkest fears, the fear
of loneliness, of living beyond his time until he lacked all
meaning.

“No.”

Leras had risen
to his feet again.

“No? You mean
to keep me here?”

“No one leaves
Dun Vilant.”

Narak took a
couple of steps backwards to put distance between himself and the
giant Farheim. “You are in danger of inconveniencing me, Leras,” he
said.

Leras smiled.
“I have not had a good fight for many centuries.”

“Nor shall you
now.”

Leras moved to
block Narak’s path to the door, the only exit. He still had not
drawn his blades. There was no way that Narak could get past
him.

“You do not
understand,” Narak said. “You cannot hold me here, but you may cost
me a month or more.”

Now Leras drew
his blades. They were long and sharp, but Narak did not draw his
own. Instead he backed away, using the size of the throne room.

“There is
something that you do not understand,” Narak said. “Two things,
actually.” He watched Leras. The Farheim’s blades moved like
snakes, weaving steel and air into a beautiful pattern. He was
curious as to which of them would win. The Farheim couldn’t be
killed and he was impervious to steel, so the fight could last a
long time. But his curiosity was a passing whim. “Don’t harm the
wolf,” he said.

A moment later
he was standing among trees, the sound of the wind passing through
them was as kind as a crackling fire to his ears. He breathed in
deeply, filling his lungs with the earthy scents of the forest.
There was the merest sprinkle of snow on the ground, and the air
felt warm and full of life. He sighed and snapped a branch off the
closest evergreen.

Leras hadn’t
moved. He stood, his blades now stilled. Narak tossed the branch in
his direction. The Farheim managed to catch it without letting go
of a sword.

“You can’t keep
me here,” Narak said. The truth of his statement was self
evident.

Leras slumped
again. He put his swords away and went back to his seat. He held
the green branch close to his face, crushing a few of the needles,
inhaling the scent. He seemed to have forgotten for a moment that
Narak was there at all. Narak thought about leaving while the
Farheim was occupied, but decided that there was no need.

“I never
thought to see anything green again,” Leras said, his voice full of
wonder. “I thank you for this kindness.”

Narak hadn’t
meant it as a kindness. The branch was simply incontrovertible
proof that he had been elsewhere, but seeing Leras’ reaction he was
moved.

“Is there
something you want?” he asked. “Name a thing and I will bring it to
you – a bottle of wine, fresh fruit, a living fish from the
southern ocean. Name it.”

Leras stared at
him, but eventually shook his head. “It would only be a reminder,”
he said. “A taste of what has gone forever. I am here, and here I
must stay. But I will have one thing from you, if you will give
it.”

“Ask.”

“When you have
done what you must do, and if the world is at peace again, and
there is a way, visit me again.”

Of course.
Narak understood. Leras had been alone here for two thousand years.
Somehow he was not insane, but he must be long past despair. If
Narak promised to come back there would be a single candle in the
darkness that stretched ahead. There would be an event, a future
event to look to when the hours and years grew dark.

“I will come
back,” he said. “I cannot say when. It may be a year. It may be a
hundred years, but if I live I will come back.”

Leras nodded.
He still sat and cradled the branch as though it were a royal
crown, or a child. It looked small in the Farheim’s hands, and
Narak knew that it would soon freeze, lose its colour and scent,
turn to dust. It was a cruel thing, really, to leave it with Leras
at all, but it would probably be impossible to take it away.

“Go now,” Leras
said.

“In a moment.
Before I go I have a question for you.”

“I will answer
if I can.”

“Is there any
that you know who is barred from entering Dun Vilant as you are
barred from leaving it?”

A bitter smile
twisted the giant’s face. “He is here, then. Outside the city.”

“Who?”

“He did not
give you his name?”

“Would I ask if
he had? He… It calls itself Avatar, so I assume it is an avatar of
something.” And suddenly it was obvious, like the sun coming over
the rim of the world it was blindingly plain. “A dragon,” he said.
“Hesterion.”

“Hesterion,”
Leras confirmed. “Did he lead you here?”

“No. The path
is my own.” He didn’t want to confess to knowing two dragons when
Leras clearly thought so little of them. Yet it was becoming clear
to him that dragons were playing a hand in this game, and before
this they had been little more than myth. Leras seemed to have lost
interest in him now. He walked across the throne room to the door,
stood there for a moment looking back at the giant Farheim.

“Remember your
promise,” Leras said without raising his eyes.

“I will
remember.”

He walked out,
catching up the harness of his sled where he had left it outside
the building. He walked back the way he had come, following his own
tracks past the buildings to the city gate. He had no thought now
for the fine architecture, the excellent stonework. Outside the
city he looked about and saw the trail that he should be on. He
rejoined it, and on the far side of the valley he came upon Avatar
standing quite still in the snow.

“Leras sends
his regards,” he said. The avatar did not flinch, but Narak thought
that he detected a brightening of the flame in his eyes.

“You saw him,
then. You know who I am.”

“Hesterion.”
The avatar did not acknowledge its name, but turned back to the
path and began to walk. Narak waited until it turned again. “I
promised to go back,” he said. Hesterion said nothing, but
patiently waited until Narak began to walk.


Fourteen – The Assassin

It was a cold,
blustery day when Quinnial saw the walls of Bas Erinor again. He
rode with two hundred men of his own regiment and a hundred more of
Cain’s. Cain and Sheyani rode with him, intending to spend a few
nights at Cain’s inn before moving on to their estate at Waterhill.
Tilian Henn was with them, too, and a dozen of his men who had kin
in the city. The rest of the army of Avilian he had left camped two
hundred miles north on the border with Berash.

The sight of
the city warmed him. It was home, and he would see Maryal again. He
was eager for that.

“It looks like
it will stand forever, does it not, Lord Duke?”

Cain had ridden
up beside him, and they sat side by side for a moment admiring the
city.

“If the gods
are kind we’ll not see it fall,” he replied.

“I’ll drink to
that,” Cain said, and Quin knew that he would. The colonel was
going to spend the night in his cups, drinking once more to being
alive, to being victorious. There would be no such comfort for
Quin. His evening would be spent speaking to officials and
advisors, picking up the reins of power once again. He envied Cain
the luxury of duty discharged.

Their approach
had been noted by eyes in the city. As they rode down from the
scarp by the old cart track he saw a small band of horsemen riding
out from the gates. The dust from their hurrying hooves blew out
towards the sea at a sharp angle to their progress. Quin rode to
meet them, and Harad followed him.

Harad had been
his constant companion and advisor since they had left Bas Erinor
in the spring. The old armourer had taken to his new role with
alacrity, and Quin’s only regret was that they had not drawn a
blade in anger all summer, but sat and waited while Narak and
Captain Henn and to a lesser degree Cain, had taken all the glory.
Harad had simply told him that he should never regret that he had
not killed. That was wisdom. He counted on Harad for wisdom.

Quin half
expected Maryal to be one of the troop that rode out from the city.
Common sense suggested that she would not have had time to dress
and ride down from the castle, but he hoped all the same, and
looked for her among the riders. She wasn’t there. They were all
men.

He slowed as
they approached and waited for them. He was pleased to see that the
man at their head was Major Karel Bessant, Maryal’s father. It was
less reassuring that the man looked troubled.

“My lord,” the
Major greeted him as he reined in his mount. “The city will be glad
of your safe return.”

“Not much
probability of anything else, Major,” Quin replied. “We didn’t get
the chance to draw steel in anger.”

“But our
alliance was victorious,” the major said. The news had clearly
ridden a faster horse than the duke’s. Yet for all that there was
something in the Major’s face that was not good news.

“What is it,
Major,” Quin asked. He’d rather have talked to Karel in private.
They had a good relationship, but he couldn’t abandon formality in
front of his men, even if this man was his father in law.
“Something troubles you.”

“There was an
attempt to kill the duchess, my lord. She was unharmed, but it
might easily have gone the other way.”

“Someone tried
to kill Maryal?” He was incredulous, and outraged.

“Seven men, my
lord. Seven assassins, and all seven dead, so we don’t know who
sent them.”

“I know,” Quin
replied. It was Hesham. It had to be Hesham. He’d issued a warrant
for the man’s arrest, and this was some sort of revenge. Hesham had
also been at the heart of the plot to kill Quin before. He had
tried to kill Cain and succeeded in killing Quin’s brother Aidon.
He was the only conspirator still at large. He turned to Cain.

“It’s Hesham,”
he said. “I’ve got to hunt that bastard down before he does
something worse.”

Cain nodded
grimly. Hesham had wanted to kill Sheyani, and it was only the
squeamishness of his allies that had kept her alive long enough for
the Wolf to save her. Cain wanted revenge on Hesham as much as
Quin. It was Sheyani who spoke.

“Don’t,” she
said. Cain turned in his saddle and Quin raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t?”

“Don’t try to
catch him. Some things are better not caught.”

Quin remembered
Hesham from their one meeting. He had looked deadly, but no more so
that Skal. Just a duellist. “He didn’t look so dangerous to me,” he
said.

“Nor does
Narak, until you know who and what he is,” she replied.

“Narak? Are you
saying that Hesham is a god?”

Sheyani shook
her head. “I don’t know what he is, but he’s not a man.” She turned
to Cain, who was frowning now. It was apparent to Quin that she’d
kept this even from him. “Narak asked me not to say,” she said.
“But you mustn’t hunt him. I think he’s afraid of Narak, but only
Narak. He’ll stay hidden.”

Cain’s frown
had vanished. He touched his wife on the arm. “Listen to her, my
lord,” he said. “She understands such things.”

Quin was
impressed again by the trust between these two. She had kept a
secret from Cain, an important one, but he had understood and
accepted her reasons at once. There was no anger or resentment. He
had turned to support her without hesitation. But should he be the
same? He trusted Cain in most things. The innkeeper was a clever
commander, and always seemed to know which way the wind was
blowing. He understood things in a way that constantly surprised
Quin.

“I welcome your
council, Lady Sheyani,” he said. He would have to give it further
thought. Or was that just an excuse? She wouldn’t have said
something like that if she didn’t know, and however much he wanted
to strike back at Hesham he’d be a fool to ignore what she said. He
imagined for a minute what it would be like to hunt Narak, how
stupid it would be. “I will be guided by it,” he added.

Sheyani smiled.
Gods she looked so young now, Quin thought, and when she smiled she
looked even younger, almost a child. “My lord is gracious,” she
said.

“I must leave
you now,” he said to Cain. “I am anxious to see my wife, given
these events. I will ride back with the major. Will you see the men
settled, colonel?”

“I will,” Cain
nodded.

Leaving his men
in capable hands Quin turned his mount and cantered down towards
the city gates.

* * * *

Jerac climbed
the divine stair alone. This was the second time in a week he had
ascended to the city of the gods, but this time he was excited. He
had been summoned by the duke, and he could only think that it was
a good thing. After all, he had saved the duchess from certain
death, and while he had been rewarded, he thought it likely that
the duke was going to reward him again.

His good
fortune seemed to have no bounds. He had discovered a talent for
horsemanship that he had never imagined he possessed. Lightfoot
seemed to know exactly what he wanted, and obeyed willingly. He
hardly needed the reins at all, and the lightest touch with his
knees, even when he was not conscious of the intent, would turn the
animal in the direction he desired. He was already beginning to
shine in the elite cavalry unit.

His swordplay
had improved, too. The life or death experience in Potshard Lane
had taught him a thing or two. It was as though he knew what he
needed to know, and was able to filter it out of what he and the
others were being taught. His style was becoming more economical,
and he was relying less on speed and strength.

He looked the
part now, too. He had two stripes on his arm, a jewelled sword belt
and a quality blade. People knew that he’d saved the duchess, and
that he’d killed four men doing it, and the respect he was given
now was different, somehow warmer and more grateful. He supposed
they liked him.

He came to the
castle gate. They were expecting him, and he was greeted as a
friend by the gate guards, though he barely remembered their faces
from his last, brief visit. He was fairly sure they were the same
men who had been on duty the night he’d saved the duchess, but he
couldn’t have sworn to it.

One of them was
deputised to walk him through the castle to the duke’s audience
chamber. There was other business the duke was attending to, and he
was told he might have to wait there a while before the duke would
speak with him. That was all right, he supposed, as long as there
was somewhere to sit.

They walked
through the great bailey of the castle, and Jerac admired the
bustle of the place. Everyone seemed to know what they were doing,
even the grooms playing cards outside the stables seemed in their
place. From the bailey they walked down a short, stone flagged
passage that formed one side of a cloister. There were flowers in
the middle, and a fountain splashed merrily in the sun. Jerac was
most impressed by the flowers. He’d never seen so many colours on
display at the same time.

They turned
through an archway and crossed another courtyard. Jerac stopped.
From here there was a magnificent view over the low city and the
sea. He could see a ship sailing in towards port, white sail
stretched and bellied like a pregnant woman, the deep blue sea
around it flecked white by a lively breeze. He had never seen such
a view.

“Come,” the
guard said.

“Wait a
moment,” Jerac told him. “I’ve never seen the city like this, and
if I wait a minute here instead of elsewhere will the duke be
angry?”

“A moment,
then.”

He walked to
the low wall and the view expanded, dropping away into a cliff
below and broadening until he could see miles along the coast. He
fancied he could almost see all the way to Golt. He sucked down the
clean air. From here even the low city looked clean, and its
persistent stench was no more than a faint scent upon the air, a
touch of wood smoke, food cooking, all the smells carried up by the
fires. The other, less attractive, smells seemed lost in the sea
breeze.

A movement
caught his eye. There was an eagle in the sky, a huge bird. Such
things were not often seen in the skies above Bas Erinor, and he
wondered at its grace. It circled once, slowly, as though taking
stock of the land below it. There was not much for such a creature
to hunt here, Jerac thought. This was a place for scavengers who
made merry with the leavings of men, a place for rats and dogs.

The eagle
turned towards him and began to descend. It took him a moment to
realise that it was flying straight towards him as though he had
become its chosen prey. He backed slowly away from the wall, but
the eagle kept coming, getting quickly lower and seeming larger
every second.

By the time it
set down in the courtyard before him he had measured the wingspan
at eight feet or more, and he and his escort and retreated to the
archway, watching in wonder as the huge bird roused its feathers
and examined them with an imperial stare.

A moment later
it was gone, and a man stood before them. A name sprang at once
into Jerac’s mind. Jidian. Jidian the god of eagles. This was him.
He was a tall man, nobly built, and a powerful bow was slung over
one shoulder. Jerac knelt.

“Deus,” he
said. “It is an honour.”

The guard, who
had apparently not connected the eagle and the man scrambled to
imitate Jerac.

“Take me to the
duke,” Jidian said. “At once.”

This was the
guard’s duty, not Jerac’s, and he set himself to follow the two as
a rearguard, keeping a respectful distance behind the god.

A noise behind
him, a soft creak, made him turn.

Another man
stood there where a moment ago there had been nobody, and the sight
set Jerac’s blood racing. The man was dressed in black and green,
and his head was completely encased in a metal helmet. There was a
slit for the eyes, and perforations where the ears should be. The
man was holding a bow, and the soft creak he had heard was the
drawing of the bowstring.

Jerac had less
than a second to decide what to do. There was no time for reason,
for weighing the matter or conscious thought. He leapt. Jerac
jumped not towards the bowman – he was too far away – but across so
that his body blocked the path of the arrow to Jidian’s back.

At the same
time he leaped he shouted, and as he shouted he saw the arrow fly
from the bow. It struck him in the chest, and he felt it snap a
rib, twist within him, and rip out through his back. He was spun
around by the impact, and saw the arrow hit a pillar and break
apart.

He had never
known anything so painful as that arrow tearing a hole through his
body. For a moment he could not think. Breath would not flow back
into his lungs, and he lay on his back, gaping like a fish. His
eyes continued to function, though, and he saw Jidian turn, see the
bowman, and unsling his own bow. It was a race that Jidian won by a
mile. The eagle god moved quickly and smoothly, bringing his arrow
up and releasing in one polished movement. His arrow struck the
masked bowman in the throat, knocking him back.

The arrow
bounced away. The bowman was unharmed. He righted himself and
fitted a second arrow to his string. Jerac had never seen anything
like it. Nor had Jidian, apparently.

“In the name of
all the gods, who are you?” Jidian demanded. The masked bowman
didn’t reply, but raised his bow.

Jerac found
that the pain had gone. He drew in breath and was about to shout to
Jidian, to tell him to run, but his hand came upon the tip of the
bowman’s first arrow, the one that had passed through him and
struck a pillar. It must have bounced back.

He seized the
point, turned his body as quickly as he could, and hurled it with
all his strength. His aim could not have been better. The point
caught the bowman in the throat, and this time he felt it. The
arrow that he was preparing to shoot soared upwards and hit the
outer wall of the castle, falling harmlessly into a shrub. The
bowman staggered back, ripping the point loose. It hadn’t done a
lot of damage, but Jerac could see the brightness of blood.

Jidian leaped
over him. His intention was clear. He wanted to close with the
masked bowman and overcome him by sheer brute strength, his arrows
being useless. He moved quickly, faster than any man Jerac had ever
seen.

The bowman saw
him coming. He didn’t try to string another arrow, nor did he draw
a blade. Neither of these things could have been done quickly
enough to save him. Instead he took a quick step backwards and
launched himself over the low wall. Jerac was shocked. There was
nothing beyond the wall but a cliff, and two hundred feet below
that the streets of the low city. He jumped up and ran to the wall
himself, arriving there a few paces behind Jidian.

There was
nothing. He could see no body, no signs of alarm below, no broken
tiles. It was as though the bowman had never been there. He looked
up to find Jidian and the castle guard were both staring at
him.

“You were hit,”
the guard said. “That arrow went through you.”

“No it didn’t,”
Jerac protested. “It was just a glancing blow. A scratch. Would I
be walking if it had gone through me?” The guard shrugged. The
logic was inescapable, but Jidian still stared at him for a moment.
Jerac was as shocked as they were. The arrow had gone through him.
He’d felt it. He’d felt every inch of it tearing at his lungs and
heart, breaking his ribs, but now he was whole. He had no
explanation. But Jerac knew that he couldn’t admit it.

“What’s your
name?” the Eagle asked.

“Corporal Jerac
Fane, Seventh Friend, Deus,” he replied, bowing.

“Well, help me
find that arrow he lost, corporal,” Jidian said. Jerac had seen
where it fell and went to the bush and pulled it out. It was a very
fine arrow. The ones the archers used on the training ground were
workmanlike objects, straight and sharp and properly fletched, but
this was quite different. It glittered in his hand. He held it out
and Jidian took it carefully. He sniffed it, held it against his
skin.

“Blood silver,”
he said.

Jerac knew what
blood silver was. It was the god killing stuff, the one weakness of
the Benetheon. The bowman had come to kill Jidian, and from the way
the arrow tip had cut him, the bowman was Benetheon also. Perhaps.
Jerac didn’t know enough about gods to be sure.

Jidian tucked
the blood silver arrow in with his own. “I must see the duke at
once,” he said.

The guard had
recovered enough to lead the way, and he did so quickly, striding
down the remaining corridors until they hurried up a stair to a
chamber in which a number of men waited. Jidian clearly considered
himself above this. He walked directly to the door of the audience
chamber itself and pushed through the door.

Jerac didn’t
dare follow. What a god may dare a corporal may not.

* * * *

Quin was
hearing evidence. Three days back and he was dealing with the most
unpleasant of his many duties. There were men to be tried for
treason, and one of them was Kaylis Faste, whom he had once counted
among his friends. He did not doubt their guilt. They were
complicit to some degree in the murder of his brother and the
attempted murder of Quin himself and Cain and Sheyani Arbak.

The evidence
suggested more than a simple plot, however. Hesham had been the
lynch pin, it seemed. He was the only one who had known all facets
of the thing, the one who had arranged a Seth Yarra ambush for
Cain, the kidnapping of Sheyani, the assassins who had tried to
kill Quin and succeeded in killing Aidon. If it had succeeded there
would have been chaos.

Carillon would
have been duke here, and he could not think of a man less fit for
the role. Carillon was also implicated. He had known about the
kidnapping, his men had carried it out, but if the Wolf’s writing
was to be believed he had not known about the ambush or Seth Yarra.
He could not doubt the Wolf. Carillon was foolish and vain enough
to believe in his own merit, but he was no traitor to Avilian.

Still, it made
no difference. Treason or murder, the punishment would be the
same.

The door
crashed open, his guards scattered as a large, powerful figure
brushed them aside. They reached for their blades; those that had
fallen regained their feet and leaped forwards to attack. Quin had
only seen Jidian a few times, but once seen, never forgotten. He
waved his men back and they halted, reluctantly pulled back.

“Deus, I am
honoured by your visit,” he said.

Jidian looked
angry. His face was red and he stood quivering on the flagstones.
Lucky they held back, Quin thought. He looked about ready for a
fight.

“Lord Duke,” he
said. “I come with grave news. Seth Yarra have landed in Afael, and
in Avilian. Seventeen ships have put men ashore and more sail off
the coast. Doubtless there will be other landings.”

“Landings?”
Quin was stunned. He had expected Seth Yarra to stay the other side
of the Dragon’s Back until spring. “Where?”

“Everywhere,”
Jidian said.

“Exactly
where?” Quin insisted.

“Six hundred
are between here and Golt. Four hundred east of Golt, two groups of
six hundred are loose in Berash, one marching west along the coast
and another north towards Tor Silas, eight hundred have been landed
north of Afael City and march south. They may intend to besiege the
city. Four hundred more are camped on the border with Afael,
building a fortification.”

“And other
ships?”

“As near as I
can tell there are another ten – about a thousand men if they carry
their usual cargo – ready to be landed where their masters deem
best.”

Quin closed his
eyes for a moment. This was a disaster. He knew that Narak was
away, doing something mysterious in the frozen lands which might
benefit them all, but he was needed here. Quin was too young to
lead the alliance. He could not imagine King Raffin ceding command
to a nineteen year old, nor Afael for that matter, but Raffin would
not take the field and the Afaeli king was an amateur. So who?
Havil? Havil was a great soldier, but too bold.

He wished for a
moment that Skal was this side of the Dragon’s back. He was one of
the few commanders Quin trusted to act with caution and
intelligence. Cain was another, of course, but the rest of them had
come to rely on the Wolf too much.

He turned to
the men he had been speaking with. “I’m, sorry, but this matter
must wait again.” He could see from their faces that they agreed.
To a man they looked shaken by Jidian’s news.

“Bring me
maps,” he said. “Send a messenger for Cain. He’ll be at Waterhill
by now. Bring him and the Lady Sheyani as quickly as you can. Send
riders north to the army. Bring a thousand of them south to Bas
Erinor and the others are to approach, but camp sixty miles north.”
Men ran to convey his orders.

“I will fight
with you,” Jidian said.

Of course. Quin
expected that, but which you would he fight with. Quin was going to
have to scatter his forces all over the kingdom. It was what they
wanted. He could see that, but there was no other response he could
make.

The one sure
thing was that he needed time to think, and time was in short
supply. The eagle had told him that Seth Yarra had already landed.
Even as he stood here there would be messengers riding in from east
and west, riding to Tor Silas and Afael with the same news.

“There is one
more matter that I must bring to your attention,” Jidian said.

A man had
returned with maps and was making space on the table so that they
could be unrolled. Quin walked to the window. Jidian came with him.
“What is that?” he asked.

“There is a man
outside called Jerac Fane.”

“Fane?” the
name pricked his memory. Of course, the man who had saved Maryal.
“He’s here?”

Jidian seemed
surprised. “You know of him already?”

“Of course. He
saved the duchess’s life. He was coming here today to be rewarded,
though I don’t know what I can give him. What is he to you?” Jidian
laughed. It was a shocking thing for him to do given the news he
had brought, and given the grave subject of their discussion.
“Something amuses you?” he asked.

“Indeed it
does, Duke Quinnial,” Jidian said. “Not ten minutes ago the same
Jerac Fane saved my life. Twice. It seems he makes a habit of
it.”

“You were
attacked?” Quin was aghast. One of the Benetheon attacked in Bas
Erinor castle? It shamed his house.

“I was, but not
by any man,” Jidian drew forth an arrow from his quiver and showed
it to Quin. Quin studied it for a moment. It glittered like
powdered ice, and felt cool in his hand. He had never held blood
silver before, but he guessed.

“And the
assassin?”

“Gone.” Jidian
told him how the man had thrown himself from the walls, but
vanished without trace.

“Why do you
think he hides his face?” Quin asked. “If it is Lord Hesham then I
have seen him plain enough. He was here in the castle. He spoke to
me.”

“Perhaps he
does not fear that you should know his face,” Jidian replied. “It
is a wonder that he did not kill you while he was here.”

Quin didn’t
like to think of that. If Hesham was the monster that Sheyani said
then he could have caused untold mayhem in Bas Erinor, but he had
not. Hesham had slipped quietly away and left others to do his low
work. Whatever the reason, Quin was grateful that it was so.

“Well,” Jidian
said. “I think we should speak to this Jerac Fane. Don’t you?”

“Aye, the war
will wait an hour,”


Fifteen – The Ghosts Come Home

It was mid
morning when a mob of horses pounded to a halt across the gravel
outside the library window, men shouted, and harnesses jingled.
Sara was dragged from the distant world of her current book. There
were no scholars in the house, and none due for a week, and Sara
had finally completed the catalogue just five days previously so
that this was, for her, the first genuine week of leisure she had
enjoyed since arriving at the house.

She went to the
window and looked out. She only had a partial view of the front
from this here, but she could see several of the horses and their
riders, and they looked familiar. That was odd, because they were
clearly soldiers, and she know no soldiers, except for Tilian…

It was Tilian,
back with the men. She recognised them now. Under that soldier’s
veneer the men were the same foresters that he’d been training
before they left.

She ran to the
door, then stepped back and looked down at her clothes. Well, she
wasn’t dressed to receive visitors, not in the way that might be
expected of her, but she was presentable enough. She brushed a few
creases away and then strode out of the room.

In the stable
yard all was chaos. The men had left largely on foot, and had come
back apparently each with his own mount. They looked different.
Their swords no longer tripped them, and they moved with a brisk
efficiency that was quite foreign to Latter Fetch. Sara couldn’t
see Tilian. If he was among the men he must already be in the
stables.

She bumped into
a man and turned to see an officer’s markings. For a moment she
thought it must be Tilian, but it couldn’t be. Tilian was shorter.
She recognised the face.

“Brodan,” she
said. “It is Brodan, isn’t it?”

“Aye, Lady
Sara,” he said, puffing up a bit. “Lieutenant Brodan.”

For a moment
she was seized by a terrible thought. If Brodan was lieutenant what
had happened to Tilian? Was he dead? She imagined him slain in some
battle, lying unburied on some cold and distant field.

“Is he all
right?” she asked.

Brodan looked
puzzled for a moment. “Our Lord is with his regiment in Telas,” he
said. “I thought you would have heard.”

“Tilian,” she
corrected him. “Is Tilian all right?”

Now Brodan
smiled, and his smile put her at ease before his words. It was a
broad, happy smile. “Aye, better than,” the forester said. “Captain
Sir Tilian Henn, knighted by the duke himself, has gone down to Bas
Erinor to pick up our pay.”

Knighted. She
had not imagined such a thing. What had Tilian done to get
knighted?

“Sir
Tilian?”

“A hero,”
Brodan said. “All of us heroes. We defeated the Seth Yarra army,
just us and a couple of dozen clay feet from the regiment.” She
looked at him again. She could see a trace of hardness that hadn’t
been there before. Brodan had been a shy young man, well liked but
quiet and self effacing. Now he was more confident. He stood among
the men as their leader. How much had Tilian changed?

“You must tell
me the tale,” she said. “You seem to have lost nobody,” she added,
looking round at the men.

“Giras,” Brodan
said. “We lost Giras and a city man in the great forest. It was a
small loss, by way of a battle, but we felt it all the same.”

She nodded. “I
am sorry to hear it, Brodan. Will you dine with me tomorrow night
and tell me about it? I’m sure you’ll want to rest tonight.”

Brodan smiled
again. “Aye, I will, My Lady.”

She left the
men to their horses. A couple of them saw her and bowed
respectfully, but most were too busy, and she retreated once more
to her library, feeling the twin emotions of disappointment and
relief. She had thought to see Tilian again. In all this time she
had not forgotten him, and remembered him almost every day, his
sense of honour and his sincere, unsmiling face at dinner.

Sara knew she
had been cruel to him. At the time she had not thought it, but she
had been ignorant and unschooled. Books, she had learned, were the
province of manners, a land in which good and evil, right and wrong
were always as plain as the black and white pages they wandered
through.

Sara was not
bound to Skal, not in the same way that Tilian was bound. She had
been. The books made it clear that in accepting the position as his
librarian she had owed him a duty of decency and honesty. Her
conduct had become a reflection on her lord’s conduct. His gift of
blood had elevated her to a degree where that was no longer so
certain. Although she owed her blood to him as much as she had owed
him her employment, it was quite different. Blood could not be
withdrawn, save by judgement of the king. Lord Skal could not
disown her. Indeed, as far as she could tell he was honour bound to
support her in reasonable comfort for the rest of her life.

Tilian was not
so fortunate. His duty to his lord was much clearer. His will, his
desire, was secondary to his lord’s will. His duty was absolute. If
he had believed there was even a possibility that Skal intended to
take Sara as a mistress he could not touch her, and would risk
losing everything by doing so.

So she had led
him on in a most unfair manner. She wanted to apologise. She wanted
him to see that she understood.

Yet she still
felt the same about him. She missed him. His presence, even
miserable as he had been under such unfair pressure, had been a
pleasure. Tilian was noble. His blood might be as common as ditch
water, but he was filled with a natural nobility, a kindness, an
understanding of right and wrong that both frustrated and excited
her. She had never known another man like that. Not even Lord
Skal.

So now she must
wait longer to apologise.

She picked up
her book, but she could not lose herself in the words again. It
would no longer cast its spell. After a futile half hour she left
the book open on the table and went for a walk to sit by the pond
and feed scraps of bread to the ducks that lived there. It was cold
and the sky threatened snow, but she sat there for an hour.

* * * *

Hearing
Tilian’s story did not put her mind at ease. Brodan had been a
delightful dinner companion. His tales had been told with gusto and
a talent for the dramatic that quite surprised her. He was honest,
too, and didn’t spare her the details. She heard the tale of the
contest in the woods outside Bas Erinor, of Tilian’s promotion to
captain by no lesser being than Wolf Narak, of Colonel Arbak’s
rescue in the forests of the north, of their march through the
White Road, leaving the rest of their army camped behind the
temporary wall. She listened with bated breath as Brodan recounted
Tilian’s own tale, the ambush of a Seth Yarra patrol, the lighting
of the fires.

It was not a
tale of great heroism, but rather a story of a clever but cruel
plan well executed. Fifty thousand men burned to death in the
forest, the trees burned and the sacred forest desecrated. What
touched Sara was not the heroism, but the loneliness, the image of
each pair of men splitting off the main body as it dwindled
southwards, sitting alone in the depths of the ancient forest,
hiding from the enemy until the time came to do their duty. She
thought the afterwards must be better than the time itself –
something she had observed was true of so much of life.

Her son, Saul,
was walking now, or at least staggering around precariously on two
feet. He put his hands into everything, and followed her around
whenever she permitted it. Luckily he could not yet reach most of
the table tops in Latter Fetch, but that time was not far off.

Now she was
settling back into her work, such as it was. She had been named a
librarian, but Sara now thought of herself as a scholar. To begin
with she had read the books in the library with pleasure, and for
pleasure. Now she read them with intent. She sought out snippets of
information. She studied subjects and looked for the truth.

She had begun
corresponding with scholars in Golt. To begin with she had merely
replied to them, copying pieces of text into her letters, answering
their questions, mostly about the Pelion Codex. But that had
changed. Now she leavened her letters with opinion, ventured to
suggest lines of enquiry. Manoc and Nesser had apparently spoken
well of her, for she was never rebuked, and from time to time the
scholars sought her opinion on matters.

So it was not
all vanity, her thinking that she was a scholar.

The running of
the great house was not as daunting as it had seemed. She put this
down to the servants’ relief at being freed from the tyranny of
Elejine, and to the fact that she had killed him. They were a
little bit afraid of her still, and jumped to do whatever she
desired. They seemed to know their business well enough.

She checked on
them from time to time, and if she found something that seemed
wrong to her a frown was usually enough to put it right. Apart from
that she left them to do their work and concentrated on scholarship
and Saul. It was a happy, if lonely existence. There were times
when she wished Nesser and Manoc were still here, or Tilian, or
even Lord Skal.

The serenity of
her life was shattered by Brodan.

She was writing
a reply to a letter from Golt – someone wanted to know the wording
of a description of Hellaree (Helari in the codex), and she was
diligently copying it out. She knew that the place was mentioned
many times in the book, but only three times in enough detail to be
of use.

Brodan knocked
on the door and entered before she could invite him in. He was
frowning, and he looked flushed – a sign of considerable agitation
for the forester. He was usually the calmest of men.

“My Lady, there
is terrible news.”

Her thought
jumped to Tilian again. He’s going to tell me Tilian has been
killed, she thought.

“What is it,
Brodan?” she asked.

“Seth Yarra
have landed men in the kingdom, there are several groups, and they
may come here.”

“Here? What
would they want here?” she asked.

“To kill,”
Brodan said. “To burn and destroy. They did it before, My Lady, and
were stopped at Henfray. There’s no reasoning with them, no cause
they need.”

“You had this
from a messenger?”

“Aye, My Lady.
A man rode this way from Bas Erinor to spread the news.”

Then Tilian
would know, for Tilian was also in Bas Erinor, and Tilian would
come back to Latter Fetch, knowing that there was danger.

“What should we
do, Brodan?” she asked. Brodan was a soldier, after all, and an
officer. This was his sphere.

“We must build
defences,” he said. “If they come in numbers we cannot defend the
house, but we may make them regret they ever found this place.”

The house? Sara
did not care about the house, but the books were housed within it,
and she must find a way to protect them. The idea of the house
burning shocked her. But where could they hide so many books?

“Thank you,
Brodan. I will leave you to take whatever measures you see
fit.”

She watched him
go and then sat for a while among the books, the wood panelled
walls, the ancient smell. If the room burned at least Elejine’s
blood stain would be expunged. But it would not serve to think that
way. She was librarian here. The books were in her charge, and she
must do what she could to protect them.

She left the
library and went to the kitchens. First she had to find a place to
hide the books, and then a way to protect them. There were many
things apart from fire that could damage a book, there was dirt,
damp, insects of a dozen kinds. She would have to think of
everything.


Sixteen – Tilian Rides South

Tilian had
collected the men’s pay on his second day in Bas Erinor, but he had
not set out for Latter Fetch at once. He had rented a room in the
Seventh Friend – he’d been lucky to get one – and spent some time
getting used to the city again.

It was a
different city from the one he had left. The city had not changed.
Oh, there were fewer people on the streets, and a tension in the
air. Prices were a little higher, but it was not Bas Erinor that
had changed. It was Tilian himself.

He had left the
city a warehouseman, a poor private volunteer in the Seventh
Friend. He had shared a rough pallet in the warehouse, scraped by
on the few coins he was paid every week. A couple of ales on a
Friday night would have been an extravagance. Not that he didn’t
have a couple of ales at week’s end, but it always left him short
towards the end of the next week. You had to have some joy in your
life, even if it was dependent on ale.

Now he could
afford to drink until he dropped. He was a knight, a captain. He
carried a long sword and rode a horse, and people knew his name.
The city had changed indeed. He walked on different streets now. He
walked in places he would not have dared to walk a year ago. Men
who would have passed him without a glance, who would not have
deigned to speak to him now sought him out to shake his hand.

In fact he
didn’t need to buy a drink. They were bought for him more often
than he cared to drink them. Indeed, it reached the point where he
longed for the peace of Latter Fetch, and so it was time to go.

He made the
decision one dull afternoon. He’d gone to watch the new men train,
trying to remember what it had been like, but his impressions were
confused. It had been such a turbulent year.

“Captain
Henn?”

He looked up.
It was a major, a man he didn’t know.

“Yes,” he
said.

“We’ve been
looking for you everywhere,” the major said, a quantum of rebuke in
his voice. “The Duke wants to speak with you. Will you come with
me?”

“Of course,” he
said.

Tilian followed
the major back through the city, and they climbed the divine stair
together. The major said nothing else, and Tilian didn’t ask, so
they walked in silence until they reached the castle gate.

The duty
officer at the gate was more welcoming.

“Sir Tilian,”
he said. “The Duke is waiting.” The major was dismissed and the
gate officer escorted him through the castle.

“What’s it
about?” he asked.

“Seth Yarra,”
the officer said. “They’ve made new landings, here in Avilian, but
also in Berash and Afael. The army’s coming south, but we need to
act as quickly as we can.”

Tilian was
shocked. Like everyone else he’d expected the war to resume in the
spring. It was a radical departure for Seth Yarra to attack this
way. They were creatures of habit, and this was something new. He
wondered where his men were.

“Where have
they landed?” he asked.

“East and west
of here,” the officer said. Some are marching down the coast
towards Golt, and others are heading inland. The Eagle is keeping
an eye on them for us, but they seem to be moving without clear
purpose. We can’t guess what they’re up to yet.”

The gate
officer seemed unusually well informed, but Tilian didn’t press the
matter. They came to the duke’s audience ante-chamber, but he was
ushered straight through, and found the duke in conference with
several senior officers and a big man with a booming voice who he
assumed to be Jidian, the Eagle.

The duke knew
him, of course, and greeted him warmly, introducing him with all
his titles and battles to the others. Henfray, Fal Verdan, the
Great Forest – it sounded like another man, an important man.

“We need you to
do something, Sir Tilian,” he said. He pointed to the map. “There
is a force here that has split. Three hundred are heading north.
They will meet the army in due course, and they will be settled
there, but this other group is heading east towards us.” He pointed
to a small town, Berrit Bay. Tilian knew nothing about the place.
“Fifteen thousand Avilians live there, Captain. There’s no wall and
no defences. It’s a fishing town. They’ll be wiped out of someone
doesn’t stop the Seth Yarra.”

Tilian didn’t
know what to say. Were they asking him to do this? He’d commanded
fifty men, but they’d been foresters, and some of them had been
friends. He decided to be bold.

“How many men
will you give me, my lord?”

The duke
smiled, and one of the others remarked that he was keen.

“You
misunderstand, Sir Tilian,” the duke said. “We want you to take
your men and delay them for as long as possible. We’ll pull
together what we can of the men training here and send them after
you. We want you to leave today.”

“My Lord, most
of my men – the best of them – are at Latter Fetch. The rest are
scattered around the city.”

“We are aware
of this. The word has gone out. Those who can will be assembled on
the training ground just after midday. You’ll have to make do with
them.”

It was worse
than Tilian had imagined, worse than he could have imagined. The
city men had come a long way, but a man like Brodan was worth ten
of them, and he wouldn’t have all of them. What could he do with
twenty men against three hundred? He looked at the map. There was
no indication of forest on the coast either side of Berrit Bay.
With no cover his men were just foot soldiers, outnumbered fifteen
to one.

The expression
on his face must have been plain, for the duke asked him to step
out into the ante-chamber with him. When they were alone he did not
speak at once, but instead poured two cups of wine and offered one
to Tilian. Tilian accepted it.

“I’m asking the
impossible,” the duke said.

“My lord, I’m
willing enough, but there’s no cover. I trained them to fight with
stealth, to hide, to strike and not be seen.”

“I’m not asking
you to sacrifice your men, Captain. Do what you can. Cain spoke
highly of you. I trust that. Go to Berrit Bay. Study the land. Find
a way. All I ask is that you go there and see what can be
done.”

“I can do that,
my lord, and I can promise to do my best, but I can’t see what that
might be, not looking at a map.”

“I will send
Cain after you with as many men as we can spare. I have to send
someone else towards Golt.” Tilian nodded. He felt that he had
failed before he had begun, but the duke smiled at him and put a
hand on his shoulder. “You will see a way,” he said.

That was it. He
left the castle feeling cursed. He should have gone to Latter Fetch
the previous day, and then he would not have this burden. He
wandered down the divine stair trying to bring the map back to
mind. It was clear enough, the image of that coast. The high
plateau that lay at the back of Bas Erinor continued down the coast
as far as Berrit Bay and further. In places it was the coast
itself, a cliff gnawed at by the hungry sea, and elsewhere it lay
back from the shore, allowing a small, coastal plain to exist.
Berrit Bay was such a place.

The town lat at
the end of a road, and that road crossed the small plain behind it
and climbed the scarp, then dividing into roads heading east, west
and north. There was a coast road, too, a track that allowed the
passage of horses, carts, oxen, and rose and fell with the lie of
the land. Most of that land, high and low, was grazed, treeless, as
it was around Bas Erinor, and there was nothing to hide his
foresters. They would be out in the open and plain to see. It was a
death sentence.

He went back to
his room in The Seventh Friend and packed his few belongings. There
wasn’t much to pack – a couple of spare shirts, spare boots, a
dagger that he’d picked up somewhere, a heavy cloak that he rarely
wore, even in winter. Most of the rest was with his horse in the
stables. He ate a light midday seated by the fire in the main room.
It would probably be his last easy hour for many days, even weeks,
and he made the most of it, taking a midday ale and warming his
feet by the flames until they grew too hot to bear.

He could
desert, he supposed, but that would mean losing everything. He
would have to go back to being poor and worthless, and he would
leave the men in someone else’s hands. That didn’t appeal. He
dismissed the thought almost as soon as it occurred, but other
unworthy thoughts pushed there way in. He could lead his men away
from Seth Yarra, follow them, watch them, do nothing.

But he thought
of Berrit Bay. He knew nothing about it, but already it had a
character in his mind. He imagined small houses clustered by the
water, a mole or pier, probably earth or rock, thrown out into the
sea to keep the worst of the west wind off the boats, and the boats
themselves, brightly painted, proud possessions of the fishermen of
the bay. Each morning they would ride the waves out to sea, full of
hope and energy, and each evening they would return. There would be
a night market, fish merchants from Bas Erinor and other large
towns buying what could be shipped that night, and the rest would
be mashed, salted and dried in the sun.

Tilian didn’t
know Berrit Bay, but he knew other places just like it. He couldn’t
imagine allowing the town to die if he could prevent it.

He left the inn
and saddled his horse, riding slowly out to the training grounds,
wondering how many of his men had been found, how many he would
have to do his impossible job.

They were
waiting for him. Every single one was there. They carried armour,
swords, bows, each mounted, each looking like the professional
soldier he was. Tilian was impressed. He was moved to see the trust
and eagerness in their faces.

They saluted
him.

“We’re ready,
Captain.” It was Jackan, the man who’d known him before the war
when he was a warehouseman, a trainee warehouseman. Jackan wore two
stripes now, a rank mark and a veteran’s stripe. Tilian looked
around the other men. There was not one man of higher rank here,
and all had the same stripes. Brodan and the sergeants he’d chosen
had all been from Latter Fetch.

“Jackan,” he
said, “and you, Edwin, you’re made up to sergeant, both. Pick your
squads this evening. We need to ride to Berrit Bay as quick as we
can.” He turned his mount to the road and urged it forwards. They
would not get to Berrit Bay by nightfall, but if they pushed they
would pass through the town before midday on the morrow, always
presuming that they reached the town before Seth Yarra. He had no
idea where the enemy were, nor what he would do when he met them.
Tilian could only hope.


Seventeen – Skal & Morianna

If they had
been anyone else, he would have pitied them. But Skal still
remembered the cause of Henfray. He remembered the burned bodies of
villagers piled in the squares of their own settlements, the looted
houses, the dead animals. Seth Yarra had done that. Now he looked
out at their camp and smiled.

He had been
right. This was a terrible place to lay siege to. Each day Seth
Yarra had to send over a hundred men with wagons to cut wood and
bring it back, and they could never gather enough. The fires ate
everything they could gather by midnight, and for the rest of the
dark the enemy froze, and the dark was getting longer, colder. In
addition to that they had to send men to find wood to build
ladders. He thought that more than one ladder had ended up on the
fire in the night when the men grew desperate in the cold.

If he’d had a
way of getting a thousand horses out of the forts without alerting
the enemy it would have been the ideal time to attack. The Seth
Yarra army was disorganised and their morale must have been all
worn away. But the gates were too small. By the time he could get
even two hundred out on the heath the enemy would have had time to
draw up their lines, fall into their wet ditches and slaughter him
with arrows.

It rankled that
so obvious a ploy was unavailable to him. He had to sit and
wait.

Skal was also
aware that he was being watched from the other side of the River
Gayle. There was nothing to see, of course, but when the mood took
him he would walk the northern walls of the fort and look out
across the river to Durandar. It looked bleak. He could see no sign
of habitation, but he would have been surprised if any of the
occult kingdom’s subjects had dwelled so close to Telas. The record
of hatred and warfare between the two nations would have made so
proximate an existence a precarious one.

Yet he felt
that when he looked north someone looked back. There had been a
visitor to his private room – he had seen the fleeting evidence –
and he thought it must be because of the Avilian banner that flew
above the rugged keep. Skal knew that the Duranders would be, for
once, allied to his cause. They had as much to fear from Seth Yarra
as any – probably more. Yet the traditional hatreds between
Durandar and Telas would permit no alliance, and he felt that he
and his men were tolerated among the Telans not just because they
were needed, but also because they were neither Berashi nor
Durander.

But for days
there was no attempt to contact him, and he came to believe that
either the visit had been prompted by mere curiosity, or that the
Durander mage could not summon the degree of trust required to meet
him in person.

He did not
think that there was another way. He was wrong.

That night as
he slept he was visited by a dream. It would be false to say that
he dreamed it, for it was clear at once that the dream was not a
thing of his own making. He knew dreams, and they were a melange of
memories and desires, fears and experience. This was quite
different.

It seemed that
he awoke, but he was not in his room. He was sitting in a chair
before a fire. There were rugs, animal skins on the floor and the
walls were plain, unadorned stone. There were candles set about the
room that had been settled in their own wax. It was a primitive
scene, but agreeable for all that.

“You are Skal
Hebberd, son of the Marquis of Bel Arac.”

He turned his
head. There was a robed figure sitting nearby. The hood was raised
so that he could not see the figure’s face, but the voice was that
of a woman, mature and accented in a way that reminded him of
Cain’s Sheyani. Skal was alert enough to remember his manners. That
alone proved to him that this was no dream.

“Areshi, I am
Skal Hebberd, Lord of Latter Fetch. I have no father.”

The figure
appeared to brush his reply aside. “Your father was a traitor,” she
said. “He sided with Seth Yarra.”

Skal shook his
head. “He sided against the world,” he replied.

“You repudiate
your own blood?”

“My blood is
true enough, Areshi. I am a loyal Avilian. I fought at Fal Verdan,
I walk with the Sparrow.”

“I knew there
was something,” the hooded woman said, a slight hint of emotion in
her voice – excitement… satisfaction… maybe both. “I felt it. You
have Passerina’s favour?”

“So she
said.”

“Maybe that is
it, then. Yet you march with the Queen of Lies.”

“Hestia has
allied herself with the Benetheon. Terresh is dead.”

“Some good
news, then,” the woman said, and Skal was sure she meant the death
rather than the alliance. So it is with hatred.

“You have my
name, Areshi. May I have yours?”

She laughed.
Her voice smiled. “Not yet, Lord Skal. When we meet, if we meet,
then you may know who I am. It is no small risk that I take,
speaking to an outlander lord. I would not have my name spoken
where it can be heard, and you would be best advised not to speak
of me at all, not in the hearing of any that might talk to Telan
ears.”

The dream
dissolved, and Skal found himself lying on his back in his private
chamber in the easternmost fort of the Western Chain. Not a dream
at all. It had been a sending by some Durander mage, and no minor
talent. He remembered everything. The image was so clearly etched
in his brain that he could still count the candles in the mage’s
room.

She was right,
of course. If he confessed to having spoken with a Durander mage on
civil terms they would immediately distrust him in Telas. If they
spoke in person they could even account him an enemy. It was not so
with all Telans, but enough to make his life here uncomfortable,
and even put it in jeopardy.

That day he
spent time watching Seth Yarra again. He saw the wagons leave for
the wood, saw men digging in the frozen mud with picks. It was
easier to dig ice that what it turned into when the sun had warmed
it. It was the lowest point of their day and the ideal time for a
destructive sally from the forts. He wondered if it would be
possible to somehow get the horses out on the north side so that
Seth Yarra could not see them.

He examined the
walls, but couldn’t see a way. It was like being a fox trapped on
the wrong side of the fence from a bunch of fat rabbits.

Towards evening
he went to the north side again and looked over the river. The
landscape was certainly bleak. The heath continued for about a
mile, but slowly climbed and dried into a series of low hills
clothed with yellow and brown grass. A few scrubby trees clung to
the slopes, but there was not enough wood for any useful purpose,
neither fires nor ladders.

There was a
fire, though. He could see a thin column of white smoke rising up,
faintly to be sure, but he was certain it was there, and below it
was a group of three of the small trees, and below the trees there
was a figure. For a moment he was sure that it was a hooded figure,
but then not. It could have been a shrub, a tree stump,
anything.

Yet if there
was a fire, there was someone there. Fires did not ignite of their
own accord in this land. Some peasant perhaps, or a hunter far from
home, pausing at a discrete distance from the forts for a night’s
rest before heading home.

When darkness
came he could no longer see the fire. There was no red glow, no
distant spark of flame to mark it.

He ate with his
officers again that night, and he did not mention his dream to
them, nor the distant fire, nor even his frustration. He made
polite conversation and talked to them about Seth Yarra, how they
must be suffering in the cold of the night with fires that burned
low if at all. Some of his officers waxed quite witty on the
matter, and by the end of the meal their general mood was quite
lightened by the imagined suffering of their foes.

Skal shared in
the general mirth in spite of his misgivings about their position,
and he drank a glass or two more than he might have otherwise done.
So it was that he went to bed and promptly fell asleep.

He woke in the
dark of the night to a voice calling his name. He struggled up from
the depths of sleep, feeling that there must be some alarm for his
men to wake him, but when he finally rolled himself into a sitting
position on the edge of the bed and reached for the lamp to light
it he realised that he didn’t need a light.

Someone had
made a hole in the wall of the keep. That’s what he thought, but
the hole was on the side that faced inwards, and light was flooding
through it. He rubbed his eyes and looked.

It was like a
door, but there was no frame, no dressed stone at the edges. It was
almost as though someone had painted a door on the wall, and yet
light shone through it. He could see a floor of stone flags beyond,
a candle burning on a shelf, its flame dancing slowly. There was a
flickering glow of fire.

“Step through,
Lord Skal.”

He recognised
the voice. It was the Durander mage. So she had decided to speak to
him after all, and this was how she chose to do it. She would not
step into the dangers of his world, so he must step into hers. He
had heard of this before – magical doors that opened between quite
separate places – but he had never seen such a thing.

He stood. His
sword lay beside his bed, his dagger next to it, and after a
moment’s thought he left them where they lay. It would look better
if he trusted her. She was an ally, after all, and though he did
not trust her it was more important that she thought so, and that
she trusted him.

He stepped
through the door.

On the other
side all was exactly as he remembered it from his dream. There was
a fire, candles, two chairs. She sat in one of them, her hood still
raised so that he could not see her face. Her hands were folded in
her lap so that he could not see them, and she leaned forwards
slightly in the chair, the better to gather the shadows around her
face. She was little more than a blue robe and shadows.

Skal decided to
play the game. He crossed to the empty chair and sat.

“Areshi, I have
accepted your invitation. Will you now tell me your name?”

The figure did
not move, but a voice spoke from behind him. “You are welcome here,
Lord Skal.” He turned, and found that she was standing beside where
the door had been. The robe was not blue, but brown, and it was
thrown back to reveal a broad, pleasant face, not in the first
flush of youth, but still with considerable charm. Her hair was
dark, and cut short in the Durander style. She was smiling at him.
“Forgive the small deception, Lord Skal, but if you or another had
meant me harm it would have been in the first moment you stepped
through. Now the door is closed, and we may speak freely without
fear of being overheard.”

“As you see I
mean no harm, and I have come unarmed.” He noted that the robed
figure in the chair had gone. It had been no more than an
illusion.

“I see it. I am
Morianna, holder of the Brown seat on the council of mages at the
heart of the world. I do not act alone, but I will not reveal the
names of those for whom I speak. Let me just state that Hammerdan
is not one of them, and you will appreciate my position.”

“You go against
your king?”

“In this we do.
The interests of our realm coincide with yours, but Hammerdan is
blinded by his anger at Narak for shielding Esh Baradan, and he
will not take a part in this war.”

“That is a
mistake,” Skal said. “Redemption is an easy path with the Wolf. One
need only take his side without reservation and he will forgive
almost anything.”

“So we
believe.”

Skal looked
around the room again. Now that he had time he saw things that he
had not seen before. On a table there was a bowl of water and a
candle, and a knife laid beside them, also a rounded piece of
chalk. There was a staff leaning against the wall. It was made of
some dark wood, highly polished, and probably very old. A stringed
musical instrument was propped in a corner, and a shelf held
several dozen books and pots with scrawled annotations on the clay
in a language he did not know. It all hinted at magic and a life
that went far beyond what he was seeing.

“Why am I
here?” he asked.

“I believe it
may be possible to help you,” she said.

“In what
way?”

“Many ways.
First I should warn you. Do not trust the Queen of lies. She will
deceive you and use you if she can. She has her own ends.”

“I am not a
stranger to deception myself, Areshi.”

“Yet even now
you do not see it.”

“See what?”

“How many of
your men do you post on the walls of the three forts that fly your
banner?”

“No more than
twenty. It is cold, and that number is enough to raise the alarm.
The rest of the men remain below where they can stay warm and
preserve their strength.”

“Wise indeed,”
Morianna said. “But do you know how many men Hestia posts to her
walls?”

“No. About the
same I should think. She is no fool.”

Morianna
smiled. “There are never less than two hundred on her walls, two
hundred in each of the four Telan held forts.”

“Two hundred?”
It didn’t make sense. To put so many men out in the cold when it
was not necessary was a waste. It would harm morale and weaken them
if an assault came. Ah. “I see,” he said. “She means to deflect an
assault from her end of the chain to mine.”

“And she has
not told you this?”

“Your point is
well made, Areshi. I will need to act.” He had not even thought to
look. His own men were his primary concern, and the walls they
guarded. He had to admire it, though. It was so subtle a trick. She
made him look weak, even at the cost of her own strength, so that
he would bear the brunt of any attack. “I thank you for this,” he
added.

“We can do
more. I am an Abbadonist. Do you know what that means?”

Skal searched
his memory. He had been told the Durander disciplines, taught then
and been tested as part of his noble education, but now they
slipped away like childhood dreams. “I am sorry,” he said. “As a
child I knew these things, but Durandar is a long way from Bas
Erinor, and my childhood has recently become less familiar to
me.”

She smiled
again. He liked her smile. She was what he imagined a favourite
aunt might be like, if he’d had one. “You have already seen my
work, Lord Skal. You stepped through it.”

“The door?” It
came back to him. Abbadon was the lord of the ways. She was a door
maker, a journey mage. “How far did you bring me?” he asked.

“We are in
Durandar,” she said. “This is a secret place no more than ten miles
from the heart of the world.”

Just one step
and he had moved five hundred miles. That was power indeed. “I am
impressed,” he said.

“I have been
watching you, Lord Skal, and you bend your eye fondly upon your
horses every day, and pace on your walls. It seems that you are
impatient to meet the enemy, but not so much on foot.”

“Well, yes…”
How could he be so slow, so stupid. “You can open a door for the
cavalry,” he said. “A wide door. We can take them out twenty
abreast.” It was the answer he had been seeking, even without
knowing where to find it.

“There is a
problem, of course.”

“Can you not
hold it long enough for us to return?”

“I can, of
course,” she seemed slightly scornful, slightly amused by his
doubt. “The problem is Hestia.”

“Hestia?”

“I cannot do
this magic from here. I will have to come to you, in your fort. She
knows our ways better than you, and as soon as she sees what you
have done she will know that I am there. She will exercise all her
power to capture or kill me.”

“Surely not.
Our enemy is Seth Yarra. It is the one thing on which we all
agree.”

“I am one of
the Seven,” Morianna said. “No monarch of Telas has ever captured
or killed one of the Seven. I assure you that she will do all that
she can to ensure that she is the first. Can you protect me?”

Skal thought
about it. He could collapse the tunnel between his three forts and
her four. That would bar them well enough. But with Morianna’s door
open they could ride around the forts and enter through that. If
Morianna were taken while his cavalry were engaging Seth Yarra then
they would be trapped outside, and eventually shot down. If there
was to be a raid it must be quick, brutal, and there must be a line
of retreat. There was one way he could be sure, but the cost was
high.

“I can, and it
would break the alliance between Telas and Avilian, but I will not
speak of it,” he said.

“Well, at least
you are honest, Lord Skal. I am still eager to know how you would
achieve it.”

“You could not
close the door and then reopen it when we call for it?”

“It takes some
time. I fear you would be hard pressed before I could reopen the
way. Easier by far to keep it open once the battle has begun.”

“That is what I
feared.”

“Yet you have a
way?”

“It is a card
that I will not play until I am forced.”

“You will not
say what it is?”

“Not yet,
Areshi. You must allow me this small secret.”

She studied him
for a moment, as though trying to see through his flesh to perceive
what his secret might be, but eventually she nodded. “Very well,”
she said. “You may keep your secret for now, but there is something
about you that I do not entirely trust, Lord Skal. Your secret is a
grave one, I fear.”

She saw so
much? It was simple enough. If Skal wanted to attack Seth Yarra he
would have to forego the pleasure himself and send another to lead
his men. He himself could stand by Morianna and protect her. He was
Farheim, and it was possible. Yet he would have drawn his sword
against his allies, and that alliance would be washed away in
blood. As much as he wanted to attack Seth Yarra this was not
something that he would throw away lightly.

“You will
permit me time to think?”

“Of course. No
wisdom ever came quickly, Lord Skal. My help is available to you
when you need it, as long as I am able.”

Skal was
surprised at her words. “As long as you are able?”

“As I
mentioned, we go against the king in this. Hammerdan is no fool,
and in time he may discover those that go against him. This is not
the only way in which we do so.”

Skal nodded. It
made sense. So whatever wisdom came to him would have to be a
little hurried after all, if he wanted to take advantage of the
strategic weapon the mage Morianna was offering.

“I will think
quickly,” he said.

“There are
other ways that I can help. I watch Seth Yarra, as do we all, and I
can tell you of any movements that threaten you, if any more men
come north.”

“That would be
most useful, Areshi, but how will you tell me?”

“In dreams, of
course.” Of course in dreams. How else? “I will open the way for
you now, and you may return to the chain, but before you go, take
this.” Morianna took a ring from her finger and gave it to Skal “It
is a calling ring,” she said. “If the circumstance arises and you
must speak to me, simply enclose the ring in your hand and speak. I
will hear you.” She walked to the table where the candle and the
water stood and he saw he close her eyes. She began to mutter under
her breath. She took the chalk in her hand and began to touch the
wall, making small strokes of white on the stone, wielding it much
like a sword. Skal had the impression that she was cutting the way,
both the opening and the distance. This was magic in its raw state,
he realised, stripped of all the show and performance.

Slowly the
chalk cuts came to resemble a tunnel carved in the stone, but still
only a drawing, and quite crude. Morianna picked up the candle, and
to Skal it looked as though she had set fire to her hand. It
burned, flames licking up towards the ceiling, yet she did not cry
out. Instead she reached into the stone, her hand passing through
it as though it were no more than mist.

The flames
doused themselves, and as the smoke cleared he could plainly see
his own bed chamber, and his bed with the heavy skins thrown back.
It was only a pace or two away.

She stood to
one side. There was a glazed look to her eyes as though she were
not quite in his world, the magic surging still within her like a
restless tide.

“Go now,” she
said.

“Thank you,
Areshi,” he said.

He stepped
through, suddenly in the cold and dark. There were stars beyond the
window and when he looked round it was just in time to see the
doorway fade, the lines shimmering like an image beaten into
bronze, and then dark. The wall was simple stones again.

Skal sat on the
edge of his bed and pulled the furs around him tightly, tucking his
legs up out of the air. He rested his back against the wall. Now he
had his wish. There was a door that would allow his cavalry to
attack Seth Yarra. But if he used it he could spark a war between
Telas and Avilian. It seemed unfair that people could be so stupid,
so overcome by their emotions. It was simple sense to put aside
their enmity with Durandar until Seth Yarra was defeated, but at
the same time he knew that it could not be so, or at least not for
the stiff necked nobility of Telas. He would need to think about
this. There must be a way that he could use it.

He laid his
head on the pillow.

Tomorrow there
would be such a display of arms on the battlements of his forts
that Seth Yarra would be left in no doubt which end of the chain
was weak.


Eighteen – Orders

Cain had
thought there would be a third regiment. They had lost so few men
at the White Road that he believed the new volunteers could be
assembled into such a force and marched to war under their own
commander as the third regiment of the Seventh Friend, to find
their own glory and make their own traditions. Now he knew that it
could not be so.

He had ridden
back from Waterhill with Sheyani as hard as they could, bringing
the five cavalrymen they had taken as escort once again to Bas
Erinor. As they hurried up the road past the training grounds he
could see wagons being loaded, and all the preparations for a march
well underway.

Quinnial’s
message had been simple. Seth Yarra have landed in Avilian. You are
needed. It had taken less than an hour to pack and abandon his
pretty estate once more. He felt regret, but it was this war, this
duty that had brought him all he had, and he did not hesitate. Even
so, it was dusk by the time they guided their horses up the Divine
Stair and to the gates of Bas Erinor Castle.

Quinnial was
welcoming, but Cain could see that the young duke was worried. He
sympathised with the boy. He had never sought the dukedom, nor
thought to have it. In the same way Cain had never dreamed to
command a regiment. Yet for all that Quinnial was a good duke. He
cared, he was clever, and he seemed to trust the right people. The
latter was in itself an underrated talent. Cain counted himself
fortunate to be among the trusted. He had been thrown into the
cauldron of war almost by accident, and so far his good fortune had
held. He had been wounded a couple of times, but he had never lost
a battle.

“You will rest
tonight,” Quinnial told them. “But tomorrow I want you to ride
south. What we can spare will ride with you – I think about three
hundred men, fifty of them on horse.”

Cain did not
miss the choice of words. “Not quite cavalry then?”

“There are one
or two as fine as any, but most are green and unsteady. Still,
they’ll put a fright into Seth Yarra, and that might be
enough.”

“Archers?”

“You’re better
there. A hundred men who can pull a good bow. It seems that Captain
Henn’s example brought in more foresters and countrymen from around
the city over and above what a levy might have brought. It seems
the people want to fight this war.”

“And Captain
Henn himself?” Cain harboured a faint hope that he could use Tilian
and he men as scouts. They would be useful.

“I sent him
ahead to Berrit Bay. Here, look,” Quinnial smoothed out the map
that dominated the table. He pointed to Berrit Bay, a blot of the
coast. “There are three hundred Seth Yarra marching here, towards
the town. This other force…” he pointed eastwards towards Golt.
“They seem to have split again. Jidian is watching them for us, but
there’s another three hundred heading north. I’ve called for four
thousand men to come south, and they’ll meet somewhere round here.”
He stabbed at the map again. Cain squinted.

“That’s close
to Latter Fetch,” he said.

“Skal’s place?
Yes, but there’s nobody there to resist them.”

Cain thought of
Seth Yarra marching through Waterhill. He remembered Skal saying
something about the library at Latter Fetch. He’d sounded proud of
it. Still, the enemy would probably bypass Latter Fetch. It wasn’t
on the main north-south road.

“How many men
did you send with Tilian?”

“Just his own.”
Cain raised an eyebrow. “I know,” the duke said. “But I wasn’t
going to give an untried man an untried regiment.”

“You did once
before,” Cain remarked. “It worked out quite well.”

“I was lucky,”
Quinnial said. “Luck isn’t a good strategy.”

“You sent
thirty men against three hundred?” Cain could feel the faint
stirrings of anger. Tilian was a hero, a genuine man of the
regiment. He’d fought at nearly every engagement the regiment had
seen, been promoted, commissioned, knighted, and he was being
thrown away.

“His orders
were to delay Seth Yarra. I told him not to sacrifice his men.”

But Cain could
see in Quinnial’s eyes that it was exactly what he expected. Tilian
would do his best, but if it was a choice between saving his men
and saving the people of Berrit Bay, then he would die. It was what
people like Tilian did.

“When did he
leave?”

“Yesterday
after midday. They should be at Berrit Bay some time today.”

“Then we will
leave tonight,” Cain said.

“But you have
not been properly briefed…”

“Send a rider
after us. Tilian alone can’t hold Berrit Bay, and if we’re to save
the town we must ride at once. Numbers alone should be enough to
turn them back if we can be there tomorrow. If we’re any later…
well, there are other towns along the coast, other villages.”

Quinnial looked
flustered. It was his decision, as duke, and Cain could not go
against him. If the duke said they left in the morning he would
have to delay until after midnight to avoid disobeying the letter
of the order. If he permitted them to go at once, then they would
simply change horses and be off. A couple of hours could make a
difference.

The duke looked
at the map. Cain could see him tracing the route they must take.
“Here’s your problem,” he said. “If you take the best road you will
come to the coast here, at Windy Head. From there to here…” he
traced a short stretch with his finger, “you will be forced to take
the cliff path, and it cannot be done safely in the dark. After
that you will be at Berrit Bay. The alternative is to head west and
come to Berrit by the southing road. It will take half a day
longer.”

Cain did not
know the area, but it was plain that Quinnial did. “How far from
Berrit Bay is this cliff road?”

“It is no more
than a mile on the cliff road, and then a mile beyond it. You see,
here, you will find the same thing the other side of the town. The
cliff roads, both east and west are day roads. Even the Berrits do
not chance them by night.”

“So the best we
can do it to be at the town an hour after first light, and that
will be the day after tomorrow.”

“I believe so.
If you leave now it will be no benefit. You will not reach the path
before nightfall tomorrow.”

Cain nodded.
The argument was well made, and he could not fault it without
disbelieving the duke, and he was not inclined to do so. Quinnial
had no cause to lie, certainly not in this. So Tilian would be on
his own for a day at least, probably two. Cain’s only hope was that
Seth Yarra were advancing along the coast as slowly as they had
been before Henfray.

“First light it
is, then,” he said.

They discussed
plans for another three hours, but to little purpose, Cain thought.
The Seth Yarra force was behaving unpredictably, which in itself
was worrying, but also meant that any plans they made would be
worthless. He knew he would have to face whatever he found, and
with an advantage in numbers he was confident that he would
win.

Yet for all his
certainty Cain felt a nagging doubt. These attacks looked like
provocation. They looked like a strategy. If it was the case, then
it was certainly clever. He could not guess the object of the
attacks. There was no doubt that there was an attempt to draw and
scatter their forces, and that was working well enough. Such a move
suggested a strong Seth Yarra force was waiting somewhere to take
advantage of it, but what were they hoping to achieve? Nothing
substantial could be hidden this side of the Dragon’s Back, he was
sure. Jidian or Passerina would have seen it.

He longed for
wiser heads in council. Quinnial was no fool, but through no fault
of his own he had not yet been blooded, and Cain would have liked
to see Narak present, or even Skal. Skal had shown he had a good
instinct for war, and that was what they needed now. Quinnial was
overburdened with theory.

He wondered at
the absence of so many, and it chilled him to this that might all
be part of a greater strategy that even Narak had not seen. Were
they all just game pieces in some great hand?

He dismissed
the thought. Such doubts invited defeat. All he could do was face
what lay before him, fight the enemy, and win.


Nineteen – Berrit Bay

It was a
relief, in a way. Riding into Berrit Bay Tilian could see that it
was undamaged, business as usual, blissfully ignorant of the doom
that threatened it. He could see brightly coloured sails out at
sea, and bright winter sun gave the place a spring-like air. The
looks the citizens of Berrit gave him and his men were not overtly
hostile, but certainly guarded. There was no cheering or
clapping.

Yet in another
way it was a closed door. If the town had already been taken,
smashed, its buildings burned and its people killed, then he would
have been free to act, to follow and watch. An intact town meant he
was bound to defend it.

Tilian wanted
to stop. His men had ridden hard to make the cliff road before
nightfall, and they were tired. One of them had an uncle in the
Bay, and told them not to try the cliff roads after dark. Tilian
was glad to have had that advice. The cliff road, or at least the
eastern one, had been a nightmare.

Berrit Bay
occupied a portion of a flat triangle of land split by a little
stream that they called the Bay River. It ran in from the north at
the sharp end of the triangle, tumbling down a series of small
waterfalls at the head of a short, narrow gorge, and then flowed
out across the flat land, channelled in a man made dyke until it
met the sea in Berrit Bay’s small harbour where it gently scoured
the side of a breakwater and kept the boat moorings clear.

At each of the
other points of the triangle the high ground rushed to meet the
sea, forming tall cliffs, and at each of these points a road, but
it was flattery to call it a road, rose up to the plateau, climbing
across the face of the cliff.

The sea
constantly attacked the cliffs, and the road had to be re-cut every
couple of years. It was uneven at best and strewn with rubble
varying in size from tiny pebbles to rocks the size of a horse’s
head. In places the path cambered out towards the sea, and a foot
badly placed on a stone would see you over the cliff. In other
paces the camber was reversed and a man couldn’t walk upright
without being pushed sideways into the cliff. That was a lot safer,
but no less annoying. In any case, Tilian’s men chose not to ride,
but led their mounts down the precarious track to the plain and the
town that inhabited it.

He wanted to
camp, to rest, but night was coming in quickly, and if they waited
even an hour they would be trapped in the town until dawn, and the
morning might find Seth Yarra coming down the cliff road and his
men still here. That would be fatal. With only thirty men he had to
find some trick, some advantage, even if it meant trying to provoke
them into attacking him. So they rode through the town, passing
along its main street, bordered on one side by the sea and on the
other by an assortment of fish sheds, shops, and a couple of inns.
The boats were coming in, sails giving way to oars as they rounded
the mole, men and women running along the top to catch ropes,
carrying baskets. An ordinary life, Tilian thought, a life without
war and slaughter, a life he had been ordered to protect.

At the base of
the western cliff road they dismounted, and began the climb up the
other side.

The western
cliff was, if anything, worse than the east. The lower part of it
was all cambered out, so it was backs to the wall and each foot
carefully placed. Then they came to the bridge.

At some time a
stream had flowed over the top of the cliff. It was the only
explanation Tilian could muster. Whatever the cause, there was a
vertical slash, fifty feet wide at the top, narrowing as it went
down but never quite closing up. The path crossed it an even fifty
feet above the sea where it was still twenty feet across, and
someone had built a bridge. It was a thing of rope and planks that
swayed even in the light breeze that blew from the water. The men
stopped when they got to it.

“Do you think
it’s safe, Captain?” Jackan asked.

Tilian put a
foot on a plank and pressed down. It creaked and flexed a little.
“Only one way to find out, I suppose,” he said. He stepped out,
hands raised either side for balance, but the thing was
surprisingly stable. He walked across with care, feeling it bounce
slightly with each step. It was stronger than it looked.

He walked back
and took the reins of his horse.

“Someone else
should do that,” Jackan said, but he said it quietly, and Tilian
did not press him to volunteer. The bridge bounced a little more,
and the horse clearly didn’t like the feeling underfoot, but it
allowed itself to be led, and in a few seconds they had crossed
safely to the other side.

“One at a
time,” Tilian called back. “Allow the horse to find its own pace.
Don’t hesitate.” He watched as Jackan led his mount across, walking
at a commendably steady pace with firm, confident steps. Tilian
made room for him. “Watch the others across,” he said. He turned
and examined the path ahead. It rose steadily, and now the camber
was inwards. That meant a safer fall, but also that the path was
covered in broken stone, so he moved slowly but steadily
upwards.

At the top he
paused for a second before leaving the path. It was grazed flat up
here, no trees, but there was a lot of tall grass – the brown tops
that the sheep didn’t like to eat – waving in the evening light. He
half expected to see the Seth Yarra column marching towards him,
but there was nothing, just the flat plateau, the waving grass, and
several large boulders. The only feature was a rocky outcrop about
a hundred paces back from the edge, and from this the boulders had
come, rolling towards or over the cliff, Tilian guessed, as the
weather broke them from the rocky mass, according to their
shape.

There was no
point in taking the men further than this, he thought. The obvious
strategy to defend Berrit Bay was the break the bridge. He had seen
that at once. They could not cross the gap without it and would be
forced to retreat, swing inland and come at the Bay via the
southing road. That would fulfil the letter of his orders, and in
truth it was more than he had expected to be able to do.

But now that he
was here he remembered the map. There were three small villages on
the loop around to that road, and Seth Yarra would destroy them. A
hundred people might die, dozens of animals, children. He didn’t
doubt that Berrit Bay was the prize. Over two thousand people lived
there. It had some small commercial importance. Two of the villages
on the map had been marked without a name, just the anonymous word
village and a dot. But Tilian had been on the march that ended at
Henfray. He had seen what Seth Yarra did to such tiny hamlets.

Anyway, he had
a plan.

He only
realised this as his men began to trickle from the top of the cliff
path. The plan, a wild one, had come into his mind fully formed, a
simple picture of victory, and he looked around him for the
detail.

“What now,
Captain?” It was Jackan. The sergeant was himself looking around
the bleak plateau uneasily. He wasn’t seeing what Tilian had
seen.

“Is everyone
here?”

“Aye, Captain.
None lost on the path, though it seems a miracle.”

“Choose five
men and have them string the horses. Take them north and east a
mile and find a hidden place to picket them. Two men to stay with
the horses, the rest to come back. All due stealth, Jackan, we
don’t know where the Seth Yarra are.”

“As you say,
Captain,” Jackan turned to go.

“One more
thing,” Tilian said. “Keep two horses here, and have two men ride
west a few miles. Wait there and watch for Seth Yarra, warn us when
they approach.”

“Aye, Captain.”
Jackan ran off and Tilian looked at the broken outcrop. It looked a
little like a castle, but Tilian wasn’t deceived. They could not
defend it with thirty men. His plan was more brutal.

He called the
men around him as the horses were taken away, and they looked at
him with expectation in their eyes. He was their commander. He
smiled.

“Now we’ll show
them what Ghosts can do,” he said.


Twenty - Sara

Sara had been
methodical. She had started with the hiding place, or places,
because there were so many books. Then the method. She had devised
a way of wrapping the books, first in cotton, then wool, then
greased cotton, which would keep anything out. It was only for a
short time, anyway.

Once those
issues had been dealt with she sat down with her catalogue and
methodically rated each book by its importance, or value. A few
months ago she would not have attempted such a task, but now she
was quite confident. She knew the books that the scholars valued,
and could judge each volume’s age and content.

She regretted
her methodical approach.

It was a bright
afternoon, and she had shifted about two thirds of the books to
their hiding places, and she was collecting the next two dozen
volumes with Lira, who had taken to the work unwillingly at first,
but seemed to like it better when she saw it gave her status among
the other servants. Brodan came into the library without
knocking.

“My Lady, you
must go to the woods,” he said.

“The woods?”
She stared at him, not understanding.

“Seth Yarra
soldiers are burning the south village, My Lady. They will be here
within an hour.”

She put a hand
to her mouth and a book dropped from her arms onto the floor. She
ignored it. “And the villagers? Are they safe?”

“Most. We had
good warning, but two men who were out in the fields were killed.
The rest are hidden.”

“An hour, you
say?”

“At most. You
should leave now.”

“I think we
have time for a few more books,” she said. “Surely an hour is
enough time to take these and the next load?”

“An hour is a
guess, My Lady,” Brodan said. “They may come at any time.”

“Yet they are
in the village, and that is over a mile, and Seth Yarra travel on
foot, do they not? I think we have time.” She picked up the book
she had dropped. “Come, Lira, we must be quick.”

Brodan half
moved to block her path. “My Lady, it is not safe,” he said.

“Then you may
guard me,” she said.

Brodan shook
his head. “I must go and fight,” he said.

“Fight? How
many of them are there?”

“Two hundred,
maybe three.”

“You will be
killed, Brodan,” she said. She was shocked that he would consider
such a course. It seemed suicide.

“You will allow
that I know the business of war better that you, My Lady,” he said,
and smiled.

“I will
indeed,” she replied. “But three hundred…”

“Every tree is
a soldier on our side, My Lady,” Brodan said. “And if you look on
it like that then it is Seth Yarra who should be afeared, not
Henn’s Ghosts.”

She thought he
must be right, because she could see no fear in Brodan’s face, just
a grim set to his jaw and a sort of slow burning in his eyes. “You
will take care, Brodan,” she said. “And so will I, but I will save
what I can from here. It is my duty, just as the fighting is
yours.”

Brodan gave in.
She could see that he was anxious to be elsewhere, and her stubborn
stance had won her another twenty four books. He nodded. “Do not
delay, My Lady,” he said. “The other servants have already left the
house. You are alone.”

With that he
was gone, out the door and running down the corridor. She stood for
a moment. “Come Lira, let us hurry.” Lira didn’t look too happy.
She would rather have taken Brodan’s advice at once, Sara guessed,
but she wanted to save the books, as many as she could.

They ran
together down to the kitchens where a stone flag had been lifted
and a cavity excavated beneath. There were already books here, but
room for so many more. She packed in the ones that she carried,
wrapping each carefully in three layers, and then took Lira’s.

Lira was
looking increasingly alarmed. The maid was clearly scared, but Sara
would not release her, and when the books were wrapped and packed
she went back to the library. There were so many books left, and
the thought that some of these might burn horrified her. Yet she
stuck to her plan. She knew where each of the next twelve books
lay, and picked them one by one, putting the first six into Lira’s
reluctant arms, and the next six into her own.

They went back
down to the kitchens again. This was the last load. She had told
Brodan two more, and she would keep her word. She was more angry
than afraid, but she did not want to die here. She packed the books
carefully, and when it was done she and Lira shifted the paving
slab again so that it covered the books, settling it in place with
a mixture of sand and ash so that it did not look newly laid.

“Now we can
go,” she said, to Lira’s obvious relief. They went back up the
passageway, turned left and came to the main door. She knew where
Brodan wanted her to hide. He had shown her the place quite soon
after the threat had become real, and shown it to her two more
times for good measure. He had made her find it herself more than
once. So she strode out of the door knowing her direction. She
spared one glance up the road that led to the south village, and
saw nothing. So there had been enough time after all.

They passed the
duck pond and took to the lawn. She guessed that the ducks would be
safe. Surely the Seth Yarra must have ducks in their homeland and
not see them as the enemy, but then you couldn’t be sure with Seth
Yarra. She had read so many opinions on so many aspects of them
that she might have considered herself an expert, and might have
done had the opinions formed any sort of consensus.

As they neared
the woods she felt something tug at her dress, and turned to see
what Lira wanted. She nearly tripped over the arrow that had
embedded itself in the ground just ahead of her.

They were
there. She could see men on the road. They seemed impossibly
distant, but even as she looked she saw more arrows released and
leap across the sky towards her.

“Run, Lira,”
she cried, and seized the maid’s hand, dragging her as quickly as
she could towards the shelter of the forest. The distance was too
great, or their archery was too poor, because the arrows fell
harmlessly around them, none coming as close as that first
surprising shaft.

After that they
were among the pines, and still running. No more arrows came, and
Sara followed the twists and turns through the forest that Brodan
had shown her, and quickly came to their hiding place.

It was no more
than a hole in a bank, scooped out and surrounded by the typical
rubbish of the pine forest – broken branches, brown needles, cones.
They crawled in and Sara pulled the string as she had been shown. A
mat of woven branches fell down over the hole, further concealing
them. It wasn’t perfect. Sara could still see out into the forest
through the gaps in their cover, and she supposed that a careful
man might still see in if he knew where to look.

Lira was
whimpering with fear. The girl was quite white, scared half to
death, but Sara couldn’t allow her to make a noise. It was the one
sure traitor that would surrender their position. She gripped
Lira’s hand hard and put a finger to the maid’s lips.

“Hush, we are
safe now,” she whispered.

She did not
know if it was true or not. The men with the bows had seen them
enter the forest, and might well come after them. It seemed
impossible that in all this forest they might stumble upon the
hiding place, but Sara knew that there were many hiding places, and
she worried that she had led them in among the trees where they
might find some other hiding servant.

It was quiet
for a long time, but eventually she heard footfalls. More than one
man, but not a great number. The sounds came from one side, so that
she could not see whose feet made them, but there was no doubt that
they were coming this way. She wished that she had brought a knife
with her, and that thought surprised her. She did not think of
herself as a warrior, or even a person who might fight, not even
after killing Elejine. Now she felt that a blade of some kind would
have been a comfort, even if she did not have any skill to use
it.

The feet came
closer, and now she could see movement, a figure stepping carefully
on the bed of pine needles, hardly making a sound. It was one of
the Seth Yarra. She could see a bow in his hand, an arrow ready on
the string, a sword hanging from his belt. He spoke quietly in a
language she could not understand, and a voice answered from a few
paces away. She couldn’t see the other man. He must be standing
close, though. They seemed to be having a conversation, a
discussion. The man with the bow turned towards where they were
hidden, though he was looking back towards his comrade. Now Sara
could see that he was a young man, dark hair, brown eyes, a couple
of day’s growth of beard on his chin. He looked scared. That
surprised her.

The bowman
gestured with his bow back towards the road. The other man, the one
she couldn’t see said something that sounded negative.

A moment later
both men were dead. The arrows made a rushing, angry sound, quickly
louder, then a thud, and both men fell. She saw one, heard the
other – a sort of grunt and after that a thump as his body hit the
ground. Sara sat open mouthed and stared at the corpse of the young
man. It twitched a couple of times, and then was still, an arrow
standing out of his neck and another out of his back. His eyes were
still open.

The forest
became quiet again. A few birds called in the distance.

“Are you all
right, My Lady?” The voice spoke from a few feet away, but she
couldn’t see anything. She recognised the voice as belonging to
Welcart, the groundskeeper.

“We’re fine,”
she said, adopting the same hushed but clear speech.

“Wait here,”
Welcart said. “I’ll fetch you when it’s safe.”

She didn’t hear
him move away. There were no footfalls, no whisper of trodden pine
needles, but she was certain he had moved off. She looked at the
dead man again. She wondered how many Seth Yarra had made the
terrible mistake of coming into the woods with men like Welcart and
Brodan waiting for them.


Twenty One – The Battle of Berrit
Bay

It took longer
than Tilian expected. Night fell and the sky was full of stars
before the men came back from picketing the horses, and they had
made a camp of sorts behind the rocky outcrop while they waited for
news.

He was
outnumbered ten to one, but that didn’t worry him. He didn’t intend
to engage the enemy face to face. That would be stupid. What
resources he had he must spend with great care, and he had made all
the preparations that he dared. They camped without fire, but the
men did not complain. They were used to it now. They were Henn’s
Ghosts. They were invisible.

He heard the
horsemen before he saw them. There was a constant noise from the
surf pounding against the foot of the cliff, and the night wind in
the grass all around them, but the horses made a distinct drumming
noise on the beaten surface of the coast road. He stood up and
watched them approach.

They were the
two men he had sent west to scout for Seth Yarra so that they would
have warning. Starlight was enough to recognise them. The men
dismounted by the top of the cliff path and Tilian went to meet
them.

“You found
them,” he said. They would not have returned otherwise.

“We did,
Captain,” one of the men said. “They’ve camped for the night five
miles from here. If they break camp at dawn they will be here three
hours after that.”

“Three hours?
Perhaps, but we must be sure. Go back and watch them,” he said.
“When they move come back here and let me know. Do not be
seen.”

The men nodded,
and without hesitation or complaint remounted their horses and rode
away to the west again. Tilian watched them go. These were
different men from the ones he’d picked in Bas Erinor. Now they
were keen, confident, and proud. Those men would have no sleep
tonight, and he was certain they would not fail him.

“Three hours,
eh?” It was Jackan who had come quietly up beside him. The city man
seemed to have taken upon himself the role of second, and was doing
it well enough that Tilian didn’t mind.

“Almost too
much time,” he said.

They walked
back to the camp together in silence. He had explained his plans to
Jackan and the others after the sun had set, and every man knew
what it was they had to do in the morning. Three hours was rather
more time than they needed.

He rolled
himself in his blanket and folded an arm under his head. It seemed
remarkable to him that he’d done it. He’d come up with a plan in
spite of the odds, and everything was going to be all right. He
wondered if this was how Colonel Arbak felt, knowing that there was
always a way.

He fell asleep
easily to the sound of the waves, and dreamed of fire and snow.

* * * *

The morning was
an easy time. He let the men laze around. One or two of them read
books. Several sharpened their blades. He noted that Jackan sat on
a rock with a view to the west and watched for the scouts. He’d set
men to do this already, but it pleased him that Jackan seemed to be
keen, wanted to be the first to know.

He knew they
were coming when he saw Jackan stand, his body leaning forwards,
his hand shielding his eyes from the light. He hadn’t even heard
the horses’ hooves. He walked down to the head of the cliff path
again, signalling to his men to follow him. They quickly put aside
whatever they had been doing and gathered around.

“They have
broken camp, Captain,” one of the riders reported. “They’re
marching at an easy pace, about two hours, probably more, behind
us.”

“Taking their
time,” Jackan said.

It was true.
There seemed to be no rush in it for the Seth Yarra. They broke
camp late, marched at a steady but unhurried pace, almost as if
they were inviting attack. Well, he was certainly going to enliven
their day. He pointed to one of the men.

“You, take
these horses north and east until you find the picket. Stay there
and wait for us. Keep the horses ready to go at short notice,” just
in case something went wrong. He turned to the others, picked
another two men. “You two, go back down the cliff road, cut the
bridge, wait for us in Berrit Bay. If Colonel Arbak or anyone else
comes, tell them what we’ve done. Tell them to expect us by the
southing road.”

The men left,
one with the horses, two down the cliff path. Tilian stood among
his men knowing he had over an hour to wait. There was nothing more
for them to do until Seth Yarra arrived. He wondered if he had made
a mistake, if there was something he had failed to consider, but
nothing came to mind. It was a gamble, of course. He had predicted
the behaviour of Seth Yarra on the basis of what he had seen, but
they might do things differently. If they sent scouts down the
cliff road before committing numbers to it, his plan would fail. If
they spotted his men hidden among the rocks, his plan would fail.
There were other things that might go wrong, too, but at the very
least he had cut the bridge and Seth Yarra would have to march
north to get at Berrit Bay. The cliff road was closed to them.

They hid. They
waited. It was a nervous time. It always was before a battle,
though this shouldn’t be a battle, no more than the firing of the
great forest had been. It was two hours, more or less before the
lookout at the top of the rocks dropped down and signalled.

Tilian eased
forward on his belly and put an eye around a rock. He’d picked the
spot beforehand, making sure that he wouldn’t change the silhouette
of the rock by looking. They were there, a mass of men marching
along the cliff top about a half mile to the east. He could not yet
make out individuals, but he could see the green and black banners,
one at the head of the column and one carried in the rearguard.

He pulled back
out of sight. His men were looking at him from their scattered
hiding places. Some looked strained, others eager, but they were
all waiting on his word.

“A while yet,”
he said. He opened his pack and pulled out an apple, and began to
peel it with a knife. He’d seen Colonel Arbak do this on the wall.
It was a deliberate message to his men. You have time. Relax. Be
like me. It worked well enough for the colonel and it worked for
Tilian now. He saw men lean back against rocks. One man took out a
book.

Tilian wasn’t
as relaxed as he looked. His ears strained for the sound of
marching feet. He knew he would hear them clearly enough when they
came, and so he kept his eyes on his apple, cutting slices off and
eating them with slow precision.

He heard feet
and voices. The marching stopped. They were at the top of the cliff
road. He knew that by looking over the side they could see the town
of Berrit Bay, quiet and undefended, a tempting prize, but they
couldn’t see the point where the bridge was cut, because that was
nearly half a mile down the path. He cut a last slice off the apple
and ate it, then threw the core away and rolled over, easing into
his viewing position.

They were there
– now stopped and only a hundred paces from where he lay. He could
see a couple of the black clad cleansers, professional soldiers and
officers, standing at the head of the path, discussing their next
move. They both wanted to attack the town. He could see it in the
way they leaned out again and again, taking long looks at their
prize, and in the end they could not resist. They began to pour
down the cliff path at a column, one following the other as closely
at the terrain would allow.

He signalled
his men. He had twenty four left now and they crept slowly forwards
across the stones and grass, settling in a line alongside him, bows
strung and arrows in hand. They waited. The number of Seth Yarra on
the cliff top dwindled to a hundred, then fifty, and quite quickly
he saw that the last five were not going to follow them. This tiny
precaution threatened his plan.

Tilian looked
around him and picked his five best bowmen. He pointed to each in
turn, and then to the Seth Yarra who had remained as sentries. This
had to be done quickly. The enemy’s van would be at the bridge any
moment, and shortly after that they would begin to ascend again and
the opportunity would be lost. He raised an arm and saw the five
men rise up slightly, heard the creak of bowstrings.

Now it is
decided.

He dropped his
arm. The five sentries fell and did not stir. Every shot had been
true and fatal.

“Now,” he
called, and the men broke from cover, rushing with all speed to the
head of the path, to the three rocks that he had had them move
there. They looked innocent enough standing in the grass a few feet
back from the edge, but they were Tilian’s weapons of choice. He’d
seen the camber of the path, and knew that once started down the
rocks would stick to the cliff, and each was the weight of five men
at least.

They wrestled
the first into place, ten men heaving and pushing with arms and
legs. There was a cry from below. They had been seen, but it was
far too late. An arrow flew up, but arced harmlessly out over the
sea. One of his men, Tilian thought it was Jackan, had lain down on
his back, feet against the boulder, and with a final thrust of his
legs, sent it down the path.

Almost as soon
as that was done a second rock was being swarmed forwards, and the
men who had pushed the first hurried back to the third, and that
too began to move.

He heard
screams from below, but Tilian didn’t look. All three rocks had to
go. That was the plan, and soon enough it was carried out, all
three sent rumbling down the path, crushing anything that stood
before them, hurling men out over the cliff onto the rocks and the
seething ocean below. A quick but unpleasant death. It wasn’t war;
no more than setting the fires had been war. It was slaughter plain
and simple, but it was the only way Tilian knew to win and protect
the villages and towns the enemy threatened.

With the last
rock gone, and nothing but silence below he knew that he had to go
down the path and see the destruction for himself. He didn’t want
to. He didn’t want to see what he had caused, but it was his duty
to see it finished. He drew his blade and began the descent.

It was more
than fifty paces before he found the first man, crushed and broken
against the path, his blood a stream that flowed down until it was
swallowed by the dust. He told those that followed him to throw the
body over the side into the sea. He did not watch. He went further
down. There were more bodies, many more. He could see where they
had tried to escape the racing boulders, pressed against the wall,
but they had been shattered all the same. The path had been painted
with blood.

Here and there
a spark of life remained among the broken men. He felt pity for
them, but for most there was nothing that could be done. Their
injuries were too great. They would die here. Never the less, he
gave the order to save those that could be saved. It was yet again
what Colonel Arbak would have done. He remembered the hero of Fal
Verdan saying that a soldier’s job was to win the battle, not to
kill the enemy, and he repeated that to his own men. They accepted
it, though they were no physics, and their succour for the wounded
would be little more than water and rough field dressings. The
gravely injured could not be helped.

This was
victory. Tilian had not loosed an arrow, nor had he swung his
sword, yet he had won again, and no doubt there would be some
further reward for this. Yet he did not like what he had done here.
There was a good side, of course there was. The villages and Berrit
Bay were saved. His men were unharmed. The enemy were defeated.

It felt as
though he had cheated. Again. Just like the fire in the great
forest. There would be no songs about this victory – no tales of
how a few had stood against many, even though it had been so. He
had won through cleverness, through pragmatic use of the terrain,
but it went against all Avilian concepts of honour.

For all that he
doubted the honour of his victory, Tilian decided that it was a
good thing. So what if they did not sing of his triumphs? So what
if men did not remember him as a great warrior? His loyalty was to
the people he led, the villages, towns and cities of Avilian, his
rulers and gods.

They would camp
one night, he decided, and then march north to where the horses
were picketed, and then around to come into Berrit Bay by the
southing road, passing through the villages they had saved, and
receive no thanks for it, and into Berrit Bay to meet Colonel
Arbak, and get no welcome from the people there.

That is what it
was to be a soldier.


Twenty Two – The Assassin’s
Book

“It is done. I
have finished.” Marik sat back and waved his hand over the mass of
documents on the table before him.

“You have
translated every one?” Sithmaree asked.

“Every one,” he
pulled a face. “This language of yours trips me from time to time.
I do not know all the words, and where things have a nature that is
not simple, the words do not come to me. In places I have had to
describe things instead of translating. I could have used some
help.”

Sithmaree
stared at him. It made sense, but the man seemed impertinent to
her. He did not show the correct degree of respect. But his point
was fair. They could have found him a scholar to work with – one
that spoke fluent Afalel – and the translation would have been the
better for it, but it occurred to Sithmaree that this way had given
her an advantage. She was the only one who had seen the documents
that could understand them. None of the guards spoke the Afaeli
tongue, and Havil’s grasp was that of an ill schooled child.

She had not
waited until the translation was complete, but had begun to read
almost as soon as the first pages were done. She was no scholar,
but this was not the bone dry work of learned men. She was reading
these things so that she might survive the war, and the one who had
written them had done so that he might rule Seth Yarra. Those two
facts rose up above the sterility of the text so that each word
burned itself into her memory.

Now she knew
secrets. They were secrets that should not be secrets. She
understood the metal headed assassin, the purpose of his mask.
There were sentences in the work that disturbed her. They said
things that should not be said and asked questions that she could
not answer beyond mere glib words.

Why do kings
rule? Because they are kings, because their fathers ruled before
them, because someone must, because it has always been so. All the
answers seemed shallow and failed to touch the question itself. It
stood unanswered.

Why do men
starve when there is enough food for the wealthy to feast every
day? Again, every reply she could summon seemed merely an echo of
the way things were and not a proper reply. Sithmaree did not
believe that the rich were cleverer than the poor. She did not
believe they were better, stronger, wiser, more deserving. She was
not of noble blood, nor was Jidian, nor Narak. She could not answer
the question without falling back on Narak’s phrase – time and
chance – luck, the fall of the dice. She was not fitted for such
thoughts, and yet if she was not, then who? She was a god. She
reached out with a word and all the snakes of the world did her
bidding.

Seth Yarra have
no kings. Those words were written at the top of a page, and the
rest of it was blank. It was as though the writer had struggled to
find other words to say about this, and had failed, or meant to
come back to it later and had been unable to do so.

The book is the
key. Can the book be overcome? Better not to try.

She had heard
about the book. It was the great book of Seth Yarra, and held all
their wisdom, their faith, their tactics, their skills. Things that
did not appear in the book were frowned upon, killed, or destroyed.
Narak’s favourite example was the horse. Time and again the Seth
Yarra armies had been beaten by cavalry. Horses gave the men of the
kingdoms unmatched speed, manoeuvrability, and strength, but Seth
Yarra would not make use of so obvious a tool because it was not in
the book.

From the start
Sithmaree had struggled with Marik’s pages. She knew the words well
enough, and even where he had laboured to capture a meaning it
seemed clear enough to her. Yet she could not understand the point.
What was this man trying to do? Why did he talk about kings and the
rich? There was something else, too. At the bottom of a page
describing the formal grammar of an entirely different language it
said: there are no beggars in Seth Yarra streets.

She failed to
see why he had written this. What possible advantage could the
information have?

As she read
further she began to see a pattern in it all. Wherever there was a
comparison between a thing in the kingdoms and a similar thing in
Seth Yarra lands, the writer seemed to praise the latter. It was as
though he truly believed the Seth Yarra way was better than the way
of the Kingdoms, but he still wanted to change the book.

The notes were,
for the most part, exactly that. They described things. There were
accounts of rituals, descriptions of objects, clothes, houses, and
a lot of words with their definitions, all written in the Seth
Yarra tongue. The comments that disturbed her were scattered
through the text like breadcrumbs on grass, almost hidden in the
great mass of words.

Curiosity drove
her, however, and she followed the trail with diligence. Each new
document that Marik completed she took away and read carefully,
absorbing the burden of the document and at the same time winnowing
it for the strange, abstract crumbs.

Now she picked
up the very last document. It described in great detail the ways of
formal address among various ranks in the Seth Yarra hierarchy.
There was nothing else, just ranks and rules. She looked up to see
Marik staring at her.

“What?” she
said.

“Well, now that
you have read all of it, I wondered what you thought.”

“You…?” She
could not finish the sentence. His irreverence was shocking. She
should have him executed, but of course Narak wouldn’t thank her
for it. This Seth Yarra was his pet, his little project. But
actually she found it oddly refreshing. It had been centuries since
someone she didn’t know had been casual with her. He might even be
flirting. She checked her memory, and decided that he wasn’t, but
she liked the doubt.

“I’m sorry,”
Marik said, as if suddenly remembering that he was sitting in a
dungeon with a supposedly hostile god. “I didn’t mean to cause
offence.”

“No, it’s all
right,” she said, leaning back and fixing him with a stare. He
wasn’t an ugly man, she decided. He had nice eyes – brown like all
of his people – but with a sort of worried look, and there was
intelligence there. “You want to know what I think? What do you
think?”

“About the
documents?”

Again there was
that doubt. What else would she want to know his thoughts on?

“Yes. The
documents.”

“Interesting,”
he said.

“You can do
better than that. I promise I won’t have you killed for offending
me.”

Marik
hesitated. He looked at her to make sure that she was joking, or
not. She smiled. He touched a couple of the documents again, not
reading them, just touching, as though there was something in them
other than words and pictures. “He’s trying to be Seth Yarra,” he
said. “It’s almost as though he’s trying to build his own copy of
the book.” He shrugged. “these are fragments, of course, less than
a tenth, but the essentials are here. If you had the power you
could pretend with this. You see he has a rough grammar of the old
tongue, the words the priests speak, and his Gorass is fluent.”

“Gorass?”

“The language –
what we speak.”

It had never
crossed her mind that their language had a name, but of course it
had to. “Go on,” she said.

“But it’s not
just deception,” Marik said. “There’s more. It is as if he is
trying to understand the principles. These notes would not disgrace
a student of the rule.” He waved his hands over the papers. “Badly
organised, chaotic, but if you consider he didn’t study under a
master, and he hasn’t seen the Book, then it is quite
impressive.”

Sithmaree
dismissed his praise. Not as impressive as you think. Whoever did
this had four hundred years to do it, or so Narak believes.

“You think he
likes you?” she asked.

Marik looked
uneasy. He shook his head. “Not me,” he said. “I made my choice,
and whoever wrote this thinks the Seth Yarra system is fairer. You
saw the comments?”

“I did. Is it
true that you have no king?”

“Of course. The
Book rules us, and the masters of the rule mind the book, the
cleansers enforce the rule. There’s no need for anything else.”

“It sounds
delightful,” she said, but her tone said the opposite.

“It’s
stifling,” Marik said. “No new ideas, ever. Nobody listens to
reason. The only argument is the Book.” She could see that he meant
every word. He was passionate, his eyes alight.

“So year after
year, everything is the same.”

“Yes. The
writer sees that, and he sees it as a weakness. He also sees that
to try to change it would be very difficult. The Book is
inviolable. He is right on both counts – that the book should be
updated and that it is almost impossible.”

“Almost?”

“Well, nothing
is truly impossible. Not if the one god wills it.”

“Still just one
god?” Sithmaree asked.

“Forgive the
habit, goddess. Just words. I am unfamiliar with your gods.”

Goddess was a
word Sithmaree had not heard used – a diminutive of god, perhaps,
or more likely a feminine form. She was not sure whether she should
be flattered or insulted by it, so she decided to let it pass.

“Well, then,
you have done your work,” she said. “I will tell Havil that you
have done well, and your disposition will be up to him.” She stood.
Marik stood as well. He seemed anxious.

“I had hoped to
be free,” he said.

“A gift that is
not mine to give,” she replied.

“But a word
from you…” he didn’t finish the sentence. Her stare had silenced
him again. “Forgive me, goddess,” he said.

That word
again. “The correct form of address is Deus,” she said. “Nobody
told you?”

“No,
…Deus.”

“Narak didn’t
say?”

“No, Deus, I
swear he did not.”

“Just like
him,” Sithmaree sighed. “No respect for the forms.” She went to the
door. “I’ll speak to Havil on your behalf,” she said. She closed
the door behind her, ignoring the guard who bowed and scraped as
she breezed past him. She had no idea why she had said that. What
could have possessed her? But comparing him with the submissive
guard she found Marik infinitely more interesting. Perhaps he was
just a man with a mystery. It had been so long since she had mixed
with mortals that she could no longer understand them.

Now she had a
final duty to perform. She must tell Narak what she had learned,
and to do that she would have to enter the Sirash. Havil had loaned
her a suite of rooms in the castle while she stayed here, and a
couple of servants to see to her needs. They were not particularly
good servants – certainly not as good as Narak’s – but she did not
think it was a deliberate slight. She put it down to their being
Berashi. She reflected that it might be time to settle down again,
to have a house and servants of her own. She had been a nomad too
many years.

She had a home
once. It had been a very long time ago. She could barely remember
the details. It had been somewhere north of Afael, close to the
border, a house nestled among ash trees in a valley with a river
running nearby. It had been a modest place. Sithmaree had been a
poor girl when Pelion had taken her to be a god, and anything truly
large, something like Wolfguard, would have be too much for her.
But even the small house had proved too much in the end. She hadn’t
liked people relying on her, asking her for decisions all the time.
She had abandoned the place after no more than fifty years. She
wondered if it still stood.

There were
parts of it that she recalled with fondness. She’d liked the river,
bright and lively and full of fish that moved effortlessly in the
current. She’d forbidden her people to catch them. She used to sit
on the bank and watch as they twisted their sinuous bodies in the
cold stream, never making a wasted movement, always at their ease.
There had been snakes everywhere. Some of her servants were
uncomfortable with that, even though the serpents that entered the
house were under strict compulsion not to bite.

Apparently
there was something in the makeup of men and women that made them
dislike snakes, and for a while she considered Pelion’s gift a
curse, but in the end she came to appreciate that snakes had a
degree of power over people. She was a snake, and she used that
power. The house, however, was never a happy place and she hadn’t
been sorry to leave.

Times had
changed, and so had she. She was older now. Sometimes she looked
into the mirror and could not believe how old she was. She same
young girl looked back at her, year after year, gazing across
centuries, and only the eyes seemed to change. She no longer feared
responsibility. She did what she pleased most of the time, but when
she agreed to something she kept her word. It was the simple code
that she lived by. She knew that the others thought her selfish,
and she did not deny it. She was a snake. Her nature was what it
was, and although it had taken some time to come to terms with
that, she was comfortable in her own skin now, especially when that
skin had scales.

Now she had to
find a secure place to sit and enter the Sirash, a place where she
would not be disturbed, and there was a guard always on the door of
her suite. There was no balcony there, and she had made sure that
all the windows were sealed. It was as safe as she could be
here.

She heard a
noise behind her and turned. There was nothing there, but it had
sounded like a cry, a man’s voice. It had sounded like her
name.

Sithmaree was
on the stair that led upwards, and she hesitated for a moment. She
was aware of danger. She had spoken to Jidian about the attack at
Bas Erinor, and the Eagle had confessed that he was fortunate to be
alive. His life had been saved by a mortal. But the fact that this
attack had occurred within Bas Erinor castle had shocked them both,
and Tor Silas was hardly more secure.

She went back
down the stairs, taking them quickly, two or three to a stride. She
had been dawdling, and it was only moments before she was in the
corridor again, and within sight of Marik’s cell door.

The door stood
open. She could not see the guard, but the lamp within the room
threw shadows that moved. There was someone in there. Sithmaree
drew her blade. In her own mind she called it the Cobra’s Fang. It
was short and sharp and curved, and one scratch from its poisoned
tip would dispatch a man, though the venom might take a little
while to finish him.

She stepped
through the door.

Marik was dead.
She could see that at once. He was slumped back in his seat, eyes
open, surprise on his face and blood all down the front of his
tunic, pooling beneath his chair. The guard was crouched by the
fire, feeding papers into it. Her papers. Narak’s papers.

“Stop that,”
she said. The man spun around, drawing his blade as he turned. She
sensed the blade at once. It was blood silver, a weapon that could
kill her. But it would take more than a weapon to kill the snake.
She stepped quickly towards him, avoiding his thrust as easily as
she stepped around the chair, she caught his wrist and twisted,
hearing it snap, feeling it shatter in her grip like a candle
snapping, both soft and brittle. She slammed him into the wall,
driving the breath out of him, and then stooped to rescue what she
could from the fire.

Only a few of
the documents were burned beyond salvage. She pulled some out of
the fire and put them on the table, putting the flames out with her
hands. The guard had only just begun his job of destruction, and
most of the translation was still scattered where she had left
it.

The guard was
struggling to get up. Sithmaree crossed the room again, knocking
the knife from his hand and pinning him against the wall. She
showed him the point of Cobra’s Fang an inch from his eye.

“Why?” she
asked. She didn’t think she needed to explain the knife, what it
was for, and the consequences if he refused to speak.

It didn’t take
him long to get the idea. “My brother,” the man said. “My brother
was killed on the border.” Sithmaree pressed him against the wall a
little harder. She heard him gasp for breath.

“And the
papers? Why burn them?”

“Seth Yarra
lies,” he spat, or tried to. It came out more like a wheeze.

“And who told
you that?” she demanded. “Who told you to do this?” The guard
looked away, and she knew at once that she was right. He was acting
under orders. But now he was reluctant to speak. She threw him into
a corner of the room, and he cried out when his broken wrist landed
beneath him.

“You’re
stupid,” she said. “Easily led. This man,” she pointed at Marik,
“was under the protection of the Wolf. He was on our side, turned
against his own kind. You have done Seth Yarra a service. Do you
understand?”

“Lies,” the man
muttered, but she could see from his face that there was doubt. “He
was deceiving you.”

Sithmaree
laughed. “I’m deceived? You idiot, no man has had the wit to
deceive me for centuries. Whoever told you to do this, whoever
pushed you is a Seth Yarra spy, an agent. Who was it?”

The guard
looked surly.

“Look,” she
said. “You’re dead. If I don’t kill you Havil will. You betrayed
him. If Havil spares you for some reason, and I can’t see why he
would, it’ll only be to save you for the Wolf’s justice. You think
I would lie to you?”

The guard
closed his eyes, and she guessed he was experiencing two kinds of
pain. “Lord Belfort,” he said.

“Never heard of
him,” she said, “But tell me this, does he wear a silver circlet
about his head?”

The guard
frowned. “Aye, he does.”

“Hesham, that
thrice damned bastard, how many names does he have?”

A slight
widening of the guard’s eyes was all the warning she got, but it
was enough. She flung herself aside with all the speed she could
muster, and snakes can be quick when they need to be. The arrow
missed her by inches and took the guard in the throat. When she
looked to the door he was already reaching over his shoulder for
another arrow, but this time Sithmaree was ready. She’d practiced,
measured, watched. She knew she had about five seconds before the
arrow was on the string and the string drawn.

She lunged for
the table and with one sweep of her arm gathered all the documents
there and held them to her chest.

“Well, old
metal-head,” she said. “You’re going to have to do better than
that.” On the last word she was gone, just as the bowstring flexed
again, and she guess ed the arrow smacked into the wall behind
where she had been standing, because now she was in Wolfguard,
standing in the chamber that Narak had given her as her own, and
she released the papers to fall as an outsized snow all around
her.

That had been
close. Very close. The metal headed man, Lord Hesham, Lord Belfort,
whoever he really was, had been getting closer. It was clearly not
safe to leave Wolfguard any more. He had been waiting for her in
her chambers. She was sure of that, waiting for her to come back,
open the door and get a blood silver arrow for her trouble. Marik’s
cry had saved her. She had turned around, gone back, and lived. He
had guessed what had happened and come looking for her, but she had
learned another of his names, saved Marik’s work, and escaped.
Somehow it still felt like she had lost.

Her hand was
shaking. She put it on the table to steady it. Damn it all, she had
liked Marik. He was different. He was interesting. She sat down on
the bed, closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Time for the
Sirash. Time to tell Narak, to keep her word.


Twenty Three – The Serpent’s
Trick

The cold had
become a form of torture. Narak was not a stranger to pain.
Although he was immune to the blows of any weapon not tipped with
blood silver there were a number of things that caused pain. Fire
was one. He could be burned, though he healed quickly. Brute force
was another. Jumping off a cliff was not to be recommended. His
body was subject to the tyranny of violent impact as much as any
other man, apart from what his strength could manage – so small
cliffs were not a problem. Large ones were a different matter.

Now he had to
add cold to the list. It wasn’t a sharp pain like fire, but neither
was it shallow. The pain of cold was bone deep. It had started at
his fingers. They ached with a vicious ache that he could not ease.
When he moved his fingers it was worse. At first he had been able
to banish the pain for a while by tucking his hands beneath his
arms or against his chest inside his coat, but that had stopped
working when his arms had grown cold, and his legs, and his
chest.

Now he was a
single throbbing ache.

Men did not
suffer so. Men became numb, their fingers and toes blackened and
lost all feeling, and then they died. Narak could explain what was
happening to him, but it didn’t help. He was healing as fast as he
was being killed, hovering in that space between living and dying,
and it was filed with pain.

He still
walked, dragging the sled, with Avatar by his side. He had stopped
talking to the dragon days ago, perhaps longer. He no longer
remembered or cared to remember. The pain was sapping his strength,
too. After darkness fell they walked for hours until Narak dropped,
worn down by the pain. He still made an effort to wrap himself in a
blanket, but he hardly bothered to eat, and he was growing weaker.
Each morning the pain was worse, and it was harder to rise once
again.

For the first
time he was beginning to believe that he would not complete this
journey. He had lost track of distance as well as time. It was so
hard to think of anything but the pain. It dominated his world, and
the only thing that kept him walking, day after day, was his
determination that he should fail this test or pass it, and not
turn aside.

The days were
very short now, no more than four hours of light, and it was just
as the sun was dipping once again below the line of the hills that
he felt the touch. He was so close to unconsciousness that he did
not know it at first, but the knowledge of what it was came into
his mind like a stone sinking down through treacle.

He turned
inwards. It did not diminish the pain, but in the Sirash it seemed
less immediate.

Sithmaree? He recognised
her presence.

Narak. I have completed
the task that you asked of me. The words are translated into
Afaeli.

He struggled
for a moment, and then remembered the papers he had found at
Lorrimal.

They have been
translated.

Yes. That is what I am
telling you. Are you asleep?

No. What did they
say?

Narak, there were
nearly five hundred pages.

The heart of it. Tell
me the heart.

She did. She
told him what she had found, what she and Marik had discussed, and
finally she told him about the guard and the metal headed man.
Narak was silent for a while. He was drifting in the Sirash,
finding some small relief from the pain. Eventually he focussed
again.

Marik is dead?

Yes.

Damn. I thought we
could save him.

Narak, are you
well?

The question
caught him off guard. Not really.

Open yourself to me.
Let me see.

He did. Any
other time he would not have done. He did not trust Sithmaree, but
his mind was not what it had been. Some higher part of it had been
retreated from the pain and not returned. He knew that if he opened
himself she could see what he saw, feel what he felt, hear what he
heard. He felt her for a moment, and then gone again, as she
snapped back from the pain.

Gods and Demons Damned,
Narak!

It’s the cold.

I know it’s the god
damned cold. You could have warned me.

Sorry. Not thinking
straight.

I’m not surprised.
Can’t you draw heat from your wolves?

What?

Maybe you can’t. You’re
a warm blood. But you can try.

What do you mean?

Simple enough. If you
were cold blooded like a snake you’d understand. Snakes get their
heat from outside, they don’t make it themselves. That’s why they
lie in the sun. I can draw heat from snakes in the same way, from
all the snakes. They hardly feel it. Can you do the same with your
wolves?

I don’t know.

Well, try.

How?

Open yourself again and
I’ll try to show you.

It’ll hurt.

Do it.

He did it, and
he felt her presence again, sweeping over him quickly. He was quite
in her power for a few moments, and he allowed it. The pain had
made him weaker than he had imagined. She was only there briefly,
and then gone again. He felt just the same.

You can.

No difference.

Yes there is. Look
here.

He felt like a
finger poked him somewhere in his mind, and he looked. There was a
small, bright place, like a pinprick in a thick blanket with the
sun shining from the other side. He touched it with his will, and
it felt warm, wonderfully warm. Heat flowed into his body, filling
his chest and driving the pain back. Piece by piece his flesh was
reclaimed from the cold. He still hurt all over, but it was a
different pain, a healing pain. Within moments the tips of his
fingers prickled with heat and were part of him again.

It was over.
The terrible ache was gone. His mind came back together, and it was
as though he was waking from sleep. For the first time in weeks he
took a deep breath and closed his eyes, flexed his arms and legs,
and he wept.

It felt like he
had been born again, given another chance at life.

I owe you a debt,
Sithmaree.

I did not think we were
keeping score.

Never the less…

Narak, I do not
understand what you are doing, or why, but I trust that it is in
all our interest that you succeed. I did this for me.

Gratitude is not
entirely dependent on intent, so you will forgive me if I do not
take you entirely at your word, Sithmaree.

Well, you will see what
you see. I cannot help it if it is an imagined thing.

Now, tell me again what
you found in the papers and how Marik died. I confess a lot of the
detail passed me by.

She told him,
this time in more detail, aware that his mind was sharp again and
hearing every word. She finished with her two trump cards. In
Berash he has adopted the name Lord Belfort, and moves among them
much as he did as Lord Hesham in Avilian. It suggests he has an
Afaeli identity also, and even a Telan and Durander alias. More
than that, his helmet, the metal head, is made of blood silver. It
serves to hide him from us in the Sirash. The Silver band that he
wears when he shows his face serves the same purpose, but is not as
effective. It means that he is one of us, Narak. He is
Benetheon.


Twenty Four – The Major’s
Justice

The mess hall
was almost empty, which was a blessing. Jerac picked up a plate and
filled it with bread, cheese and dried meat. He sat at one of the
deserted tables on his own and began to eat. The food was as good
as anything he was used to, probably better, but it lacked taste in
Jerac’s mouth, and he chewed mechanically.

He had been
rewarded by the duke, but he did not like his reward.

He had another
stripe on his arm, a sergeant’s rank and pay, a chamber in the
castle itself that was, to be frank, less comfortable than his room
at the Seventh Friend had been, and he didn’t need the pay
particularly. He still had a goodly amount from the sale of his old
business. But this was his reward, and his new duty was to guard
the duchess. He was one of six men assigned the duty, and they
stood four hours on eight hours off, day after day.

He should have
refused it.

But how does a
simple soldier refuse a duke, and a duke who was the commander of
the army at that, and in the presence of a god? He could have done
it, though. They could not have insisted, not with the debts owed
to him. He had saved the duchess’s life, and Jidian’s. If he had
summoned the courage to ask for it he could have had anything he
wanted.

This assignment
was a living hell.

Not only was he
stuck in the castle, far from the great events of the day, but his
fellow guards seemed to have taken an instant dislike to him. He
could not say why, other than that he was a volunteer from the
Seventh Friend, an amateur, and they were all career men. He had
tried his best to be likeable, to be humble, but that only seemed
to make it worse, and now he was friendless and miserable.

And the one
thing that made it better, the Duchess’s kindness towards him, only
made it worse among the other guards. They had not saved her life,
and it became apparent to Jerac that they considered this largely
down to luck, and not skill on his part. Jerac knew that there was
some luck involved. He had just happened to be in the right place
at the right time, but he had killed four men, and such things did
not happen by chance.

He heard noise
from the other side of the room and looked up to see a group of
guardsmen enter. Two of them, Bisalt and Grennant, were of the same
duty as Jerac. He bent his head over his plate and turned away,
hoping that they would not notice him, or ignore him if they
did.

He was not so
lucky. The stools around his table were pulled out and they sat all
around him. For a minute or two they seemed to ignore him, carrying
on their conversation as though his seat was empty. He tried to
finish his plate of food quickly so that he could leave, but before
he could they began.

“You’re Jerac
Fane the hero, aren’t you?” one of them said. He didn’t know the
man’s name. He didn’t reply.

“He might be a
hero,” one of the others said, “but he’s not very polite. The man
was talking to you, Fane.” He pushed Jerac with an elbow, trying to
dislodge the bread from his hand. Jerac turned and looked at
him.

“I’m Fane. You
know it. Leave me alone.”

A couple of
them laughed and Bisalt leaned forwards. “Tell us how you did it,
Fane,” he said. “Took them from behind, I hear.” More of them
laughed at this.

Jerac had never
considered himself a man with a temper. As Alos the carpenter he
had gone through most of his adult life without losing it. He had
been an obliging, polite, even deferential man. Jerac Fane,
however, was not so mild. He was a soldier, and this goading had
been going on for weeks.

“You’ll excuse
me,” he said. “I have things to do.” He made to stand up, but the
men either side of him seized his arms and held him in his
seat.

“No, Fane. Tell
us the story, we insist.”

He had been
telling himself to stay calm, to walk away, but the feel of their
hands on him, the sensation of restraint made something twist
inside him and he reacted without thought. He drove upwards with
his legs, pushing his arms out and back.

The two men
pinning him were flung backwards as he stood, and the table, a
heavy thing made of oak, flipped over on top of two more. Only the
man at the head of the table, Grennant, avoided the eruption. He
leaped back and stared at Jerac, a hand automatically going to the
hilt of his sword.

Jerac stood for
a moment as the men scrambled to regain their feet. He could feel
the heat going out of his face, the moment of rage subsiding. One
of the men he didn’t know, one who had been sitting opposite him,
did not rise, but lay on his side clutching his thigh. Broken bone,
Jerac thought, now I’m in trouble.

“You’ll answer
for this, Fane,” Grennant said. “It’ll have to be reported.”

“Fine,” Jerac
said. “You know where to find me.” He turned and walked out of the
mess hall, cursing himself for a fool. Losing control had not been
clever, but at the same time he felt a warm glow. It had felt good
to use his strength, and they wouldn’t try to lay hands on him
again. He was sure of that.

He walked back
through the corridors of the keep with a heavy tread. He hadn’t
felt like this since he was a child learning lessons. He had done
something wrong and punishment loomed ahead, though he had no idea
what form that might take. Perhaps he would lose a stripe. Perhaps
they would send him back to the Seventh Friend in disgrace. His
mood lifted a little at the thought.

Jerac hadn’t
meant to hurt the man. It had been wrong to hurt him, but it had
been an accident. He had struck nobody, laid hands on nobody. He
could argue that it had not been his fault at all. He would not,
though. He would stand mute. He would answer whatever questions he
was asked as briefly as he could. He would not lie, but neither
would he protest his innocence. It was not the soldiers’ way.

He sat in his
room and waited. His duty had finished only an hour ago, and he had
been due to sleep, but he could not. Instead he tried to think
about what had happened. He had lost his temper. It had only been
for a moment, but in that moment he had broken another man’s leg.
Part of him said that the man had deserved it. Another part said
that he could not afford to lose his temper. He was strong – much
stronger than he had any right to be – and he seemed impervious to
injury.

It all had
something to do with being in the Wolf’s favour, but he didn’t
understand it. That arrow had been a blood silver arrow, designed
to kill a god, but it had passed through him without leaving a
scar. That meant that he was harder to kill than a god. His
strength was part of it, too. He had been changed, and he had to be
careful or he would kill people as he had broken the soldier’s leg
– carelessly.

Well, life was
an adventure after all, and this was just another part of it. He
would be reprimanded, punished, but there was nothing they could do
really. Even if he was thrown out of service – and he did not think
that would happen – he had money, a horse, a sword. He would
volunteer somewhere else. Perhaps the Berashis would want an extra
blade.

When they came
for him he was calm. There was a lieutenant and two men he did not
know. They knocked on his door, which was polite at least. He
opened it.

“Sergeant Jerac
Fane?” The lieutenant looked young, but he had a firm eye. Noble
blood, Jerac guessed.

“I am,” he
replied.

“You will
follow me,” the officer said. Jerac nodded. The officer led, Jerac
followed, and the two guards brought up the rear. It was the
configuration they used for low risk prisoners. So they still
thought they could trust him to obey.

They walked
down to the base of the castle, skirting the private quarters of
the nobility, and across the courtyard to the guard house. This was
where the officer of the day would be stationed, so it had gone no
higher than that, at least. He was escorted into the building and
up a short staircase to a chamber that sat over the gate itself.
The room was not very large, about four paces by ten, and it was
crowded. He recognised Grennant and Bisalt at once, and was
surprised to see that the officer of the day was the major,
commander of the castle and city guard. The old man looked stern
sitting behind a rough hewn pine table. The injured soldier wasn’t
present, but the other two were, and another four guards, so with
Jerac their little party put thirteen men in the room.

“Sergeant Jerac
Fane,” the escort lieutenant said. “As ordered.”

The major said
nothing for a moment, but pushed a couple of sheets of paper around
his table.

“Your record is
exemplary, if short,” he said. Jerac didn’t answer. He wasn’t
expected to. “Volunteered. Selected for elite infantry training.
Top soldier in that unit. Successful engagement with hostile
elements. Veteran’s stripe, promoted. Acted in defence of Jidian,
God of eagles, successfully, promoted. Assigned to personal guard
of the duchess of Bas Erinor. Brawling in the mass hall.” He turned
the sheet of paper over and sat back in his chair. “That last entry
stands out, Sergeant Fane. Do you have anything to say?”

“No sir.”

“No
excuse?”

“No sir.”

“No
reason?”

Jerac glanced
across at Bisalt. “No sir,” he said.

The Major
sighed. “You’re all the same,” he said. “But fortunately for
justice there were some people in the mess hall who were not
members of the guard, and they were able to tell me exactly what
happened.”

Jerac looked at
the floor. He couldn’t remember anyone else being there. He’d
thought the hall was empty.

“Fane was
provoked. You laid hands on him and he threw you about. That’s what
they say. I find it hard to believe, seeing that two of you
outweigh Fane by twenty pounds each. My witness says there was no
intent to harm on either side, as far as can be told, but it was a
breach of discipline unbecoming of guardsmen. You were all at
fault.”

Fault, yes, but
Jerac was glad that someone had seen it. He would get the
punishment he deserved and not something worse. He glanced at the
Major, but the old man wasn’t smiling. He was drumming his fingers
on the top of the desk, staring at each of them in turn.

“You need to
learn how to weather each other’s company,” he said. “And you need
to be punished. So it’s a week’s gate duty for all of you. You’ll
take the morning shift at the River Gate – four in the morning
until midday – and full military rules. I won’t have any
slackness.”

They looked at
each other. It wasn’t so bad, really. Jerac could just keep his
head down and he’d be all right. It didn’t change anything, though.
He’d hoped to get away from the city, but gate duty was at least
better than standing in a corridor all day with your arms folded.
There would be people and open air. He didn’t doubt the others
would goad him, but he reckoned he could cope with that now. At
least they wouldn’t touch him again.

“One more
thing,” the Major said. “Fane will be acting lieutenant and you’ll
all be under his command. Clear? Now get out of here and make sure
I don’t hear from you again.”

Fane was
stunned. So much for keeping his head down. The Major had given him
command of the River Gate for eight hours a day. It was the last
thing he wanted. The only thing he’d commanded in his life was a
carpenter’s workshop, and that was mostly helping people to do
things right, teaching journeymen their trade, and they were keen
to know it. Now he had four men who disliked him under his hand,
and that was a different game altogether.

“Sir.” The
Major turned and looked at him. “Duty starts tomorrow at four?”

“That’s right,
lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir.” He
saluted, turned on his heel and left. He was unescorted. Free.
Promoted. The four men were waiting for him in the bailey. They
looked worried, and it was Bisalt that stepped towards him.

“Fane…”

Jerac stopped
and looked at him, imitating the look he’d seen officers sometimes
employ. It worked.

“Er,
lieutenant, look, it sort of got out of hand in the mess. No
offence intended. Water under the bridge, eh?”

“Four in the
morning, River Gate,” he replied, and carried on walking past them.
This was a moment to enjoy, he decided. They would sleep badly
tonight, and he would sleep well. In the morning he would not be
able to play such games. He had to take the job seriously, and he
would try to be a good officer to the men. They were guards after
all, and some of the best soldiers in Bas Erinor – just not quite
as good as Jerac Fane.


Twenty Five – Kayde, Jimmer

Captain Kayde
led his men carefully. He had a hundred and fifty, a large scouting
force riding ahead of the main column. He knew that Seth Yarra were
in the area. Reports had held that they were marching north through
this part of the country and to be honest he had expected to meet
them by now.

He was a good
way from the main column and he had outriders set, north south east
and west as the book said. He was not looking for any surprises.
The sun was still high in the sky, or as high as it got in winter,
and he was thinking of halting his unit for a midday break. He was
tired of riding. His horse was tired, too. They had let themselves
get out of shape over the summer, always waiting for war and never
actually seeing it.

Kayde didn’t
mind that. He was a practical man of thirty-five summers. He had a
pretty wife, two children – a boy and a girl – and a nice house in
Teller Street. He was keen to see them all again, and if he could
go the war without getting killed that would suit him fine. He was
not hungry for glory.

On the other
hand he had not become a soldier because he was afraid of a fight.
Kayde knew his duty, and he knew his trade. He was just not quite
as dedicated to it as he had been as a single man. This meant that
he was a grateful admirer of Wolf Narak, and of Colonel Arbak,
though he was not a Seventh Friend man himself. They and the boy
Captain Henn had saved all of them a bloody year’s work, and he was
truly thankful for that. He didn’t envy them their promotions,
their titles and glories. He just wanted to get to the end of the
war and go home.

He paused on a
rise and looked at the land ahead. It was pleasant country, this, a
patchwork quilt of green fields and woodland. It was the sort of
place that Kayde had grown up. They called it the close country, a
couple of hundred miles north of Bas Erinor, the land that fed the
city. He could see oak and beech woods, winter naked, and a few
miles ahead a dark patch that could only be pines. They looked out
of place.

Down below
there was a place they could stop. A meadow. There was a wood to
the east and a ploughed field to the west that was showing some
green and a brook running across the south side. It was the sort of
stream that would slow down infantry but was jumpable for a mounted
man. There was no bridge that he could see.

“We’ll take
midday down there,” he said. His lieutenant, a man called Jimmer,
nodded.

“Usual scouts
and guards?”

“The usual,”
Kayde replied. If they didn’t meet Seth Yarra today it seemed
unlikely that they would meet them at all. It was increasingly
probable that the enemy had turned or they were too far east. A
quiet patrol would be a good thing.

He rode down
the track, leaning back in the saddle to balance his mount. He was
tired enough that he had to concentrate on the task, even though
the track was quite good for a pack trail. At the bottom he drifted
to one side and paused, looking up at his men coming down the track
after him. They looked comfortable, easy in the saddle.

He heard hooves
drumming, someone in a hurry coming across the meadow from the
south. He turned and saw a scout, one of his, riding hard. He
turned to meet the man, trotted gently in his direction. They met
just clear of the trees.

“What is it?”
Kayde asked.

“Not sure,
sir,” the man said. “Picked up Seth Yarra sign, infantry tracks, no
horses, going down into a valley up ahead. We circled round, but
can’t find anything coming out. Must still be there.”

“But?” Kayde
was enough of a commander to know he wasn’t hearing the full story.
There was a mystery here.

“Tracks are
four days old, sir,” the man said.

“You’re
sure?”

“Yes, sir.
There’s been no rain.”

He was no
tracker himself, but he trusted his scouts. They’d proved their
worth last year out in the plains north of Afael. After the
slaughter at Finchbeak Road they had helped the Afaeli cavalry
track a couple of Seth Yarra remnants, and then helped his own unit
feed itself by tracking and bringing back fresh game.

“So they’re
still there,” he said.

“Looks that
way, sir, but I can’t figure why.”

“Do you know
what’s in that valley?” he asked.

“Pines, sir.
There’s a burnt village just where they went in, and I think
there’s a house down there, a grand house, sir.”

“Do you know
whose?”

“No, sir.”

There was no
doubt that it was a mystery. Seth Yarra had been marching steadily
from all reports, twenty miles a day, rain or shine. Now they’d
stopped. Could this house be some sort of objective? Like any
Avilian Kayde knew the houses, or at least the principle houses of
the great lords, and this wasn’t one of them. He sent the scout
back to watch the road and ambled his horse over to where Jimmer
was setting up for midday.

“Do you know
this area?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,
spent time at Lord Penric’s house as a boy. It’s not twenty miles
from here.”

It was easy to
forget that Jimmer was nobility. He was a good enough soldier, but
an untidy man, and he spoke with a northern accent. He’d have been
fostered here, Kayde guessed.

“Who’s place is
that down by those pines?”

Jimmer
scratched his head. “Used to be Bel Arac’s, hardly ever used it,
but it went back to the duke when Bel Arac fell. Don’t know after
that.”

Probably no
more than a steward and a handful of idle servants, then. Nothing
the Seth Yarra would want.

“Well, it seems
like our quarry might be at the house,” he said. “We’ll take midday
then go and have a look. The scouts will keep the road.”

Jimmer nodded.
There was no hurry. They had orders not to engage the enemy. Their
job was to find it, watch it, and report back. Kayde dismounted and
looped his reins over a hitching line a couple of times. He walked
to a spot where he could see anything that came from the south and
sat down. In a minute Jimmer joined him with a stack of rations
balanced on the inside of his shield. He pulled a small flask out
of his coat and offered it to Kayde.

Kayde shook his
head. “Not today,” he said. Jimmer put the flask away again. They
ate in silence for a while. One of the sergeants came over with a
kettle of tea and a brace of cups. They took a cup each. Kayde had
chosen the brew himself when the unit had been supplying. It was a
fresh tasting tisane with a little mint. He took it with honey and
a pinch of salt. He sipped and smacked his lips. Perfect.

“How do you
want to handle it?” Jimmer asked.

“A couple of
men down the road. Careful, though. Better if they’re not seen. The
rest of us will hang back, ready to ride if it kicks off.”

“Can I have the
duty, sir?”

Kayde looked at
Jimmer. He hadn’t picked the man for a hero. “Why?”

Jimmer looked
at his hands. “I missed Finchbeak,” he said. “Haven’t so much as
seen a Seth Yarra.”

“They’re not
much to look at,” Kayde said. “Just men. But aye, you can have the
duty if you like. Cautious, though. Don’t start anything.”

“Thank you,
sir.”

They finished
eating and the unit packed up and remounted. It was a little way to
the valley, and they rode easy, not pushing the pace.

When they came
to the head of the valley it looked peaceful. One of the scouts was
back among the trees and rode out to meet them.

“Nothing
moving, sir,” he said.

Kayde nodded.
“On your way then, lieutenant.”

Jimmer
signalled the scout to ride with him and set off down the road at a
slow walk, keeping his eyes open for any movement, his hand on the
hilt of his sword. The scout looked tense, too, and rode with his
bow across the pommel in front of him, an arrow in his hand.

The pines made
the road dark. They were untrimmed, and the branches swept low,
making the ground beneath them darker still. Jimmer could smell
them, and he could smell something else, too. There was a hint of
smoke in the air. He thought it was wood smoke at first, but there
was a hint of sweetness to it, like meat cooking, like meat
burning.

He stopped his
horse.

“Sir?” the
scout was beside him at once, his voice little more than a
whisper.

“Pyres,” Jimmer
said.

The scout
sniffed the air. “Could be,” he said.

“You’d think
there would be men posted on the road by now,” Jimmer said.

“Aye,” the
scout agreed. “Think there was a fight here?”

Jimmer
shrugged. He tapped his horse with his heels and moved forwards
again. The road curved to the right, and Jimmer moved over to the
left to give himself the longest view ahead. The view unfurled as
they moved on, and the pines gave way to a view across a field to a
pond. Jimmer could see a corner of the house, but he couldn’t see
the fire or any sign of men moving about. He stopped again, waiting
to see if that changed. Better to see from here and not be seen. If
they went much closer he would have to dismount and move with
greater stealth.

He heard a
cough.

He and the
scout wheeled their horses at the same time. The cough, clear as
day, had come from behind them.

There was a man
standing in the road not twenty feet away, bow in hand but not
raised. He was a young man, tall, and dressed in greens and browns.
They’d ridden through the place he was standing just moments
before.

“Who’re you?”
the man said. He spoke Avilian, so not Seth Yarra, then. A
forester, by his garb. Jimmer considered if he should answer, but
saw no harm in it.

“Lieutenant
Jimmer, Lord Carane’s Regiment,” he replied. “You?”

“Lieutenant
Brodan, Second Seventh Friend, Henn’s Ghosts.”

Jimmer looked
at the man. He knew about Henn’s Ghosts, everyone did, but he’d
been told that Captain Henn was down south on the coast. He’d heard
stories though, about how they could move without being seen.

“Thought Henn
was down on the coast,” he said.

“Aye, he is,”
the forester replied. “But this is his home.”

“You seen any
Seth Yarra?” Jimmer asked.

“Some,” Brodan
replied.

“We tracked
them in from the other side,” Jimmer said. “In but not out.”

“That’s because
they’re still here.”

“They in the
house?”

“In the
ground.”

“In the…? You
killed them? All?”

“Two hundred
and eighty-seven,” Brodan said. “There’s nowhere between the south
village and where you came into the pines that we can’t cover with
a bow, and we started shooting as soon as they walked in. They
weren’t smart enough or quick enough to get out again.”

“How many men
do you have?”

“Enough. Come
and see.” Brodan walked between the horses, and two more men
stepped out of the trees, one from each side, and walked beside
him. “You want to send your man back to get your captain?”

Jimmer nodded
to the scout and the man set off back up the road at a canter.
Jimmer stepped down from his horse and walked it after the
foresters. As they drew clear of the pines he could see the house.
It wasn’t pretty, but it was a solid and venerable thing. There was
some damage: a trace of fire around a couple of the windows,
shutters torn away, broken glass. Mostly it looked sound.

The pyre was on
the other side of the house. They had dug a pit – not a deep one –
and piled up the bodies, then stacked brushwood and kindling on top
of them. The whole mound was burning sluggishly, brown smoke
drifting up until it was caught by a wind above the tops of the
pines and scattered. Half a dozen men were standing around the
pyre, and a couple more were sitting against the wall of the house
sorting through arrows, putting them into different piles depending
on what work they needed. The sweet smell of burnt flesh was
stronger here.

To one side
there was a pile of weapons. Jimmer saw bows, swords, knives, all
Seth Yarra in style. There were hundreds of them. Until he saw the
weapons he hadn’t really believed, but no army would abandon its
weapons like that. The enemy was dead, and these men had killed
them. Yet he still hadn’t seen more than ten of them.

“Did you lose
many men?” he asked.

Brodan
shrugged. “We lost a couple in the north village. They took us by
surprise.”

“You lost two
men?”

“Aye. Good men,
too.” Brodan appeared to resent it, but as a soldier Jimmer knew
that an exchange of two for the best part of three hundred was a
monstrous victory, a legendary triumph. People would sing songs
about it.

The sound of
cavalry on the road behind made them turn, and Jimmer watched as
Captain Kayde rode down the road with all his force at his back. He
raised his arm. The Captain was going to love this, he thought.


Twenty Six – The Stone Trap

The goat was a
puzzle. Pelion’s perfect little dream of a world had no animals but
the goat. She had thought that there were birds. She’d heard them
plain enough, and they were still there, but only as noise. In all
the time she had been trapped here she had never seen one.

There were no
ants, no flies, no bees to drone among the copious blooms.

She spent a lot
of time alone in the garden, exploring its mysteries. Pelion was
company of a sort, but she found his superiority tiresome, and
preferred the company of her own thoughts.

She had quickly
discovered that the garden was limited. If she turned her head west
and walked she came quite quickly back to the place she had
started. There was no more than ten minutes walking in any
direction. It healed itself, too. If she dug a hole in the ground
or broke off a branch and turned away it was healed when she turned
back. That was boring, too. It was so much Pelion’s imagining that
she could not change anything except herself.

In the midst of
all this was the goat. It was to all appearances a perfectly
ordinary goat, white, yellow eyed, and spent all its time cropping
the grass that didn’t need cropping. It had short horns and its
coat felt exactly as she thought it should – not that she was in
the habit of dealing with goats. She had been city born and city
bred, and goats were country things. She’d seen them in markets, of
course. She’d eaten them from time to time, but she couldn’t
remember ever touching one before. It had a sort of wiry firmness
and a solidity that was different from the dogs and other tame
animals that she had touched.

It didn’t seem
to be interested in her. When she touched it the yellow eyes rested
on her briefly and the goat took a couple of steps away and started
eating the grass again, as though it found her mildly annoying.

The other great
mystery was what Pelion did when he was not with her. What could he
have been doing here for fifteen hundred years since he had last
been seen in the world? She was certain that she would have gone
insane. She supposed the goat might be some sort of company. It was
a living presence, and she found its simple movements quite
comforting. She would sometimes sit close to it for hours, trying
to fathom some facet of Pelion’s teaching. Sometimes she would even
talk to it. It ignored her, of course.

Even with
Pelion, even with the goat, she was beginning to find the place
intolerable. There was no humour, there was no entertainment, and
there was nothing to look at but grass, trees and a vast array of
flowers that were constantly in bloom. There was nowhere to walk
that she had not walked a hundred times. Indeed, there was nothing
at all to do but learn.

So she
learned.

Pelion had told
her that they key to magic was talent. Some people had talent, The
Talent, but the number was very small – one or two in a generation
across the six kingdoms. After talent there came learning. Learning
was useless without talent, but it quickly became apparent that
talent was of little use without learning. Most people who had the
talent could go their whole lives and never know it. It tended to
emerge spontaneously in moments of stress or danger, but once out
of the box it could not be put away again. Learning enabled you to
shape the talent, to bend it to your needs, to make it do useful
things. Talent alone was like great strength and no capability,
like a soldier who can throw a spear a great distance but is as
likely to stick it through his own foot as strike an enemy.

Pelion was
dismissive of Durander magic. He said that they had no talent,
little learning and stuck it all together with vaunting ambition
and self aggrandisement.

“So how much
talent do I have?” she had asked him. Pelion had declined to reply
in any meaningful way, perhaps knowing that he next question might
be how much did Pelion himself possess. Sufficient – that was the
word he used.

After talent
and learning came will. This was not, apparently, the same as
stubbornness, or mulish bloody minded refusal to do something, as
Pelion had called it. Pascha had always believed that she had a
strong will, and she had said so, but the old man had merely raised
an eyebrow. That at least was better than a sneer. It was a we
shall see, an oh you think so, do you?

Pelion insisted
that will was a creative force, not an obdurate one. He said that
progress trumped stagnation every time, that the exercise of will
was pure motion. It gave the lie to the place where he spent his
days.

Pascha sat on
the grass close to the goat and closed her eyes. She knew that
there was no Sirash here, although it had always been everywhere,
but she was certain that there must be something. She knew so much
more now. She had absorbed so many of Pelion’s words, his tricks,
his knowledge, that she could look with new senses upon the
darkness.

She expanded
out of her own mind, reached upwards to the false sky, down into
the earth and in every direction, expanding until she filled
Pelion’s pocket sized world.

And there it
was.

She could feel
the shape of the thing. Magic rose up in the centre, flowed out and
down, and finally came back again, but that was not all. It flowed,
too in the opposite direction, and in a ring around the sides, the
top, the edges. Magic was not like water, it could move where it
willed, where it was willed. There were no currents or eddies, no
turbulence when two streams met. It occupied no physical space.

Now she
understood. Before she could have seen the flow and marvelled at
it, but now it moved before her like words on a page. It meant
something. Now she had learning to match her talent.

Pascha reached
out with her will and began to change things. She was tentative at
first. This was real magic, not the toys and constructs that Pelion
had allowed her to work with within his private world. This was the
real thing. But the joy of creation soon overwhelmed her caution.
She made new things, changed old ones, reshaped the magic as she
chose.

She felt a
breeze on her skin, and she smiled. There was a sound of crickets,
and in the distance there was a roll of thunder. A storm was
coming.

Then there was
resistance, another will opposed her own, rebuilding what she had
built, changing the world back again. She did not want a fight, and
so she let go, opened her eyes.

Pelion was
standing before her, his face a thundercloud, his fists clenched.
It was almost twilight, and in the west the sky had blushed
pink.

“What do you
think you’re doing?” he demanded.

“Magic,” she
replied.

The pink in the
sky faded, the wind died away and the sun began to crawl back up
into the sky – the wrong way. Pascha laughed. This was all so
trivial. But then she saw something in his face. It was something
beneath the anger, and it told her that the anger was false, it was
a front that masked something more troubling : disappointment.

Pelion wanted a
fight.

She closed her
eyes again, and at once began to build. Now she moved quickly,
doing as Pelion had done, rebuilding everything she touched,
rewriting the words. It was frantic. Every time she build
something, Pelion was there restoring it to its original form, but
she kept working. She knew that the nature of time was on her side.
Time had a desire to pass, things had a desire to change, night to
fall, clouds to form.

She made
ground. She felt the breeze again. The light around them dimmed.
She was winning! It encouraged her to redouble her efforts. She
worked faster, and it became easier, as though she had stepped over
the brow of a hill and was now descending. The thunder crashed, now
close by, and wind lashed at the trees. Pascha laughed, delighting
in the intemperate weather, and as she laughed the rain began to
fall, striking her head and face in big, fat, warm drops. She
turned her face up to meet them, passing her hand over her hair,
brushing it aside. She opened her mouth and allowed the drops to
fall on her tongue.

Salt. It was
raining salt water.

She spat the
drops out and heard Pelion laugh.

“Enough,” he
said. “You have made your point, and I have made mine.”

She opened her
eyes again, and the rain faded away, but they still sat in the
darkness.

“You have
proven your will,” Pelion said. “You have created. Did you see what
I did?”

“The salt
water? I tasted it. I did not see.”

“Look, I will
show you.” And he did, unbinding the magic so that she could see
how he had usurped her will, changed the thing she was doing into
something that it should not be. She was impressed. All the time he
had not been opposing her will, but pushing it sideways, corrupting
it. That is why she had thought that she was winning. And yet had
she not won? It was night and rain, albeit salt rain, had
fallen.

“I can leave,”
she said. It was not a question.

“Yes,” Pelion
replied. “But it would be unwise.”

Pascha
bristled. “Why?”

“It will take a
moment to explain,” Pelion said. He sat on the grass beside her,
and she noted that the grass was now quite dry. “You are familiar
with the Sirash?” he asked. “Of course you are.” He answered the
question himself, forestalling her retort. “But you do not really
understand what it is.”

“That is true,”
she said.

“It is, of
course, a weapon.”

She stared at
him. A weapon? How? The Sirash was a thing that enabled them to
speak to their animals, to their names species. It made it possible
for them to translocate. How was that a weapon?

But Pelion, and
now Pascha, had no named species. All species were there, touched
by the Sirash, touchable. It was a net connecting every living
thing. If she could do through the Sirash what she could do in
person, then nothing was safe from her, and she could move about
among her enemies unseen. She did not even have to be there to kill
them, to draw off their life.

“You made
it?”

“I made
it.”

“Why?”

“Because I was
afraid.”

Pascha shook
her head. What could a mage like Pelion fear? The answer came to
her on the heels of the question.

“Dragons,” she
said.

“Quite so. The
thing I made to end their war on life was a trick, like the salt
rain. It was a misdirection. When I created the conscience of
dragons I hoped that it would work, and it worked better than I
could have dreamed. They stopped. They experienced guilt on a
cataclysmic scale. Each of them was filled with horror and
revulsion at what they had done, what they were. It stopped them,
reduced them to impotence. But there is a problem. The stone is not
immutable. A single blow with a hammer will shatter it.”

“…And they will
revert?”

“It is
possible.”

“You don’t
know?”

“The stone was
made in haste. Its power is great, but there are things within it
that I have been unable to resolve, even after so many years. It
may be that the dragons will remain as they are forever, and it may
be that as soon as the stone is broken they will become as they
were – creatures of hate and destruction.”

“So you made
the Sirash to kill the dragons?”

“Perhaps.”

“Perhaps?”

“I, too, was
touched by the stone.”

“You…?” He had
made the thing in haste indeed. The stone had done to Pelion what
it had done to the dragons. That explained many things. He was
wracked by guilt. So weakened was he that he had fled from the
world to hide in a place where he could do no more harm, and the
Sirash was there, waiting for a day that he hoped would never come,
waiting for a man who could probably never use it. But she
could.

Pelion shook
his head. It was as if he had read her mind. “It would make you
worse than dragons,” he said.

“You’re going
to destroy the Sirash when I leave here,” she said, seeing it
clearly. His conscience could not trust her or those that came
after her, not with such power.

“I will,” he
said. “And when I destroy it all the Benetheon will be dissolved.
Their powers will be diminished.”

It was true.
They would no longer be able to speak to their animals, or
translocate. They would be little more than Farheim, only less
because of their vulnerability to blood silver.

“I am trapped
here, then.”

“No. The
Benetheon’s time has passed. There are so few left anyway. The fish
will stay as fish, and on land there are only you and Narak, Jidian
and Sithmaree, and the latter two may not live that long. It is
Narak who traps you here.”

“Narak? Why
Narak?”

“He is using
the Sirash to draw heat from his wolves. It is a clever thing. But
it will be impossible when the Sirash is gone. The connection will
be severed.”

“Then I will go
to him. I can keep him warm with the power that I have.”

“You can, but
you will not be welcomed by the company that he keeps.”

“Company? He is
not travelling alone?”

“No. He is
accompanied by a dragon’s avatar, and Kirrith would not welcome you
either.”

Pascha was
speechless. She was familiar with the name Kirrith. That was the
name of the dragon Narak was travelling to meet, but another
dragon? An avatar?

“I don’t
understand,” she said.

“Perhaps there
are still things that you need to learn,” Pelion said. “There is
much at stake. All the dragons are watching. They have delegated
Hesterion to be their eyes.”

“Explain.”

Pelion smiled.
It was the kind of smile that Pascha had come to loathe. It was
smug. It was superior and condescending. It meant that he was about
to impart some great secret. This time, at least, Pascha was
anxious to hear what it might be.

“The dragons
are afraid,” he said. “They know what they used to be. It is a
burden that they carry with them every day. It drags them down to
the depths of the sea, to caves in the ice, to islands a thousand
miles from any other living thing. It is a torture that they
believe they deserve, and so they do.

“Yet they look
at the world and they see events unfolding that will be every bit
as catastrophic as their own rampages. They cannot stand that this
should come to pass if there is a way in which they can prevent
it.

“They can, of
course. They merely have to rise again, to forbid it on pain of
death, to breathe fire and stamp the world once more with their
terrible power. But they will not. Like me they are broken. The
stone cripples them with guilt. They can no more rise up than a cow
can eat the farmer that tends it.

“So they find
themselves in a trap. They have sworn, you see, to protect the
stone with their blood. Yet at the same time they want to give the
stone to Narak to prevent the Bren holocaust. And again, they are
terrified to let it out of their protection lest it be broken and
they become again what they once were. It is a pretty puzzle.”

“You said
defend it with their blood?”

“I did. Narak
will have to fight for it.”

“Fight a
dragon? That would be suicide.”

“Kirrith will
find a way. He does not want to kill Narak. He wants him to
succeed. Even if it means that Kirrith has to suffer the indignity
of defeat.”

“And this other
dragon, this Hesterion, what is its purpose?”

“To watch. To
judge. You see, if they knew that you even existed they would not
permit Narak to touch the stone. They will be more afraid of you
than of anything, because you have the talent. They will not trust
you. It is remarkable that they have gone so far. Kirrith has
courted Narak, drawn him on so that this might be possible. It is
the boldest thing a dragon has done for two thousand years.”

“Can I not stop
the Bren? Myself?”

“Perhaps.”
Pelion looked at her as though assessing her ability, but Pascha
knew that he was fully aware of her powers, weak or strong as they
were. He was acting again. “I do not know,” he said. “Truly, I do
not. The Bren may bend before you like reeds in the wind. They may
fight you to the greatest of their ability. It depends how they see
you – as my true heir or as some blood born usurper. I suspect the
latter.”

“But you could
tell them otherwise. Be bold, like the dragons, and come forth one
more time into the world. Set things right.”

She had never
seen fear on Pelion’s face before, but Pascha saw it now. His eyes
widened, his lips twisted, and he turned his face away. “I cannot.”
The words came out as a gasp, as though the very suggestion that he
should leave this hidden place was enough to steal his breath,
seize his throat and choke him. In a moment he had restored a calm
appearance, but she had no doubt. Pelion, the mighty Pelion, was
more trapped by the stone than the dragons. He would never rise
again. He was dead, but had not quite surrendered to the fact.

“So I am
trapped,” she said. “Unless I want to fight dragons and Bren
both.”

“The dragons
will fight only for the stone," Pelion said. “The Bren…” he
shrugged. “The Bren I cannot predict.”

“You made
them.”

“I regret, now,
that I forbade you children. You would have been more
understanding.”

Children.
Pascha felt an ancient pain within her. It was true that Pelion had
warned them, a thousand and a half years ago, that the gifts he
gave had that price, that all the Benetheon would be sterile, but
she had not known truly what this meant until later. She had
thought it a small price, and yet it had put a bitterness between
her and every mortal woman. She watched their children die, their
grandchildren, and so on for generation after generation. Perhaps
it was a kindness. Her own sons and daughters would have been
mortal, and they would have passed. She had seen the grief on
Caster’s face when his child had died of old age, but just once she
would have liked a taste of that particular mortal joy.

It was hard to
believe that being immortal she could not also be a woman.


Twenty Seven – The Dead of
Berrit Bay

Quinnial had
been right about the cliff road into Berrit Bay. It was a tricky
path, a death trap by night. As advised, he had waited on the cliff
top until morning, and by dawn’s light he and his men had descended
to Berrit Bay with great caution. He was surprised that the road
was so well used, but it was a trade road, and Cain had never
understood traders.

Berrit Bay was
a flat triangle of land with the town on the sea shore, and the
main road, the proper road, heading north from the town at the base
of the triangle to its apex, where the river that gave the bay its
name flowed down a series of steps and then across the flats and
through the town. The whole thing was about three square miles. The
land had been drained, the river channelled, and everywhere there
were ditches to carry away the life blood of what had once been
nothing but swamp. The Berrits, as Quinnial had called them, had
made a pleasant enough place for themselves.

He rode to the
outskirts of the town and had his men set down in a field just shy
of the main bridge into the settlement. He himself rode over the
bridge with about twenty men under the watchful eyes of the
townsfolk. He noted a couple of bows in the hands of men on the
roofs and hoped they would be circumspect. He had left eight
hundred men in the paddock. It was a force large enough and green
enough to get out of hand if the town’s people started
something.

In the main
street he rode until he found himself confronted by a line of men.
Again there were bows as well as some axes present. He stopped.
There was an unarmed man in the middle of the line, a portly figure
with thinning hair and squinting eyes. The man was dressed in what
passed for provincial finery – a black jacket, white shirt, a red
ribbon with some brass symbol at its end. Cain thought it looked
like a fish.

“Are you the
mayor?” he asked.

The fat man
nodded. “Mayor Greyash,” he replied. “Elected to speak for Berrit
Bay. And you?”

That was fair.
“Colonel Arbak, First Regiment of the Seventh Friend.” He could see
that the words had an impact. They knew his name. A couple of the
bowmen let their bows drop.

“Lord of
Waterhill? The Wolf of Fal Verdan?” the mayor, too, seemed
impressed.

“I will answer
to those titles,” Cain replied.

“My Lord,” the
mayor bowed, and that triggered a confused wave of obeisance among
the men around him, some nodding, others bowing from the waist.
“Might I ask why you and your men are here? We do not have a great
deal of food to spare.”

“We have
brought our own rations,” Cain reassured him, but ignored his
question. “Have you seen other men, other soldiers, pass through
here recently?”

“We have,” the
mayor nodded. “Just two days past a small group of men rode
through, but they did not stop, they did not speak to anyone. They
went up the west road.”

“How many
men?”

“Twenty at a
guess. I saw them with my own eyes.”

It had to be
Tilian. Cain understood why he hadn’t stopped. He was in a hurry.
The town wasn’t really defensible and he was looking for an ambush
point, or favourable ground. It was still an impossible task. Cain
could hold the town with his men – he had enough that they couldn’t
force their way down either cliff path and any assault down the
main road would allow him the advantage of cavalry, of which he had
three hundred, albeit green and untried.

“You haven’t
seen any signs of a fight?”

“A fight?” The
mayor seemed surprised by the question. “No, no sign.”

Surely the Seth
Yarra couldn’t still be down the coast. They should have reached
here by now, even plodding at their slowest pace. Perhaps they had
turned north.

“I thank you,
mayor Greyash. My men will stay in the field to the east of the
town unless it becomes necessary for them to be elsewhere. We will
depart your town tomorrow morning, if not before. You will permit
us to pass.”

The last was
not really a question, and the townsfolk recognised it as such.
They quickly moved to the sides of the road and Cain rode through
with his twenty men. They rode on for a mile further until they
came to the start of the western cliff path, where they dismounted.
This path was certainly no better than the one they had descended.
Cain walked up the path with a handful of men. It was awkward. The
footing was poor and the path sloped uncomfortably towards the
sea.

“Colonel.”

He turned and
saw that one of his men was craning out over the drop. It made Cain
want to tell him to pull his head back in, but he didn’t.

“What is
it?”

“There are
bodies down there.”

Damn. Now Cain
would have to look. He edged closer to the crumbling lip of the
path and looked. He could see them. There were two, laid out on the
rocks below, but by the look of them they had fallen from further
up the track. He pulled his head back and eased away from the
fall.

“How many did
you see?”

“Five,” the man
replied. He must have had a better head for heights than Cain.

“All west of
here?”

“Aye, Colonel,
all west.”

He led them
upwards, but not for long. They came to a chasm, a split in the
cliff, and there was no way across. There had once been a way, by
the look of it. There were rough stone footings for what might have
been a bridge, and recently, too, by the look of it. He turned to
the man with a head for heights.

“Look down
there and tell me what you see,” he said, pointing to the chasm.
The man stepped forwards and leaned over, then got down on his
belly and pushed himself even further out. A couple of the other
men took hold of his legs without being asked.

“More bodies,
colonel,” he said in the end.

“How many?”

The man
shrugged, a difficult thing to do when hanging over a cliff by your
legs. “I can’t count ‘em,” he said. “Too many.”

“More than
twenty?”

“Aye, much
more.”

Not Tilian,
then. “Can you tell what they are?”

Another of the
men touched him on the shoulder. “There, sir.” He was pointing
across the gap, and following his arm Cain could see a body, or
what seemed to be a body, crushed against the side of the path.
There was a sword lying in the dirt beside him, and the armour was
a recognisable style.

“Seth Yarra,”
Cain said.

“Captain Henn’s
work, sir?”

“It must be,
and it explains why he hasn’t come back to Berrit Bay. He took the
bridge out to trap them.”

“Do you think
he got them all?”

“I don’t know,”
Cain replied. “I hope so, but three hundred against twenty – if
even a fifth of them got free he would have been in trouble.”

But what now?
If Tilian had won he would be heading back to Berrit Bay by the
main road. If he’d lost, then Seth Yarra would be doing the same.
Either way his course was obvious. He must take control of that
road and wait. It would not be long before one or the other came
down it.

He gestured and
his men began to make their way back down the slope, edging with
their backs to the cliff. There was no room for him to pass and
lead them down, so he followed at the tail, kicking stones away
before placing each foot to be sure of not slipping. It took some
time to get back down.

Sheyani was
waiting for him. She was grinning like the cat that got the cream.
It was odd because he’d left her with his men in the field the
other side of town. He smiled back.

“Glad news,”
she said. “The Seth Yarra are defeated.”

“And you know
this how?” he asked.

She shifted her
horse and he could see two men standing beside her. They were not
armed, but they had the bearing of soldiers. As if to confirm his
judgement they both saluted.

“Colonel
Arbak,” one of them said. “I bear a message from Captain Henn.”

“Which you have
already given to my wife,” he said dryly, but he didn’t mind. “Go
on.”

“Victory, sir,”
the man said. “Captain Henn had us remove the bridge on the path
and wait on this side. He got them all, sir. We saw him on the path
after the battle. He told us to wait, and said he would be in
Berrit Bay again in a day and a half, or two at the most. By
tonight, colonel.”

Done then. One
problem solved and one yet to be mastered. There was another force,
Cain knew, to the east of here. It still nagged at him. He was
troubled by the idea that each of these forces was a sacrifice, a
thorn big and irritating enough to draw hundreds of men out of
position, but to what end? Jidian had scoured the country through
eagle eyes, and he had found nothing. The only threat came from the
Seth Yarra ships still at sea.

He rode back to
the town, slowly so that the two men on foot could keep pace
running alongside. He rode through the town, and caught sight of
the mayor again, standing to one side with the rest. He stopped his
mount opposite the man.

“Mayor
Greyash,” he called out. “Will you join me tonight in my tent? You
may bring your council with you, if you wish, and dine at my
expense. We have something to celebrate.”

The Mayor bowed
and nodded. “Aye, I shall,” he said. “And thanks to you for the
invitation, my lord. It will be an honour.”

Cain rode on.
He didn’t particularly look forward to the mayor’s company, nor
that of his council, but he would make sure that they heard the
tale of Tilian’s victory from the mouths of Tilian’s own men, and
that they knew they had been saved. He had always believed that men
should know when others had fought and died on their behalf. With
luck Tilian himself might be there to lend credence.

When he got
back to the camp he sent a hundred men to each of the cliff paths
and a hundred more to guard the road from the north. Victory or no,
he was not in a mood for surprises.


Twenty Eight – The Brael

It was night,
but the sky was not dark. It was not the moon. That orb was far
below the horizon, and although the stars blazed away in all their
winter glory it was not they that lit up the sky. Some god mightier
than any he had known had draped green curtains across the
darkness. They shone with a light of their own, like fireflies do,
and almost the same cold hue.

Narak had never
seen anything like it. He could see the brighter stars through the
curtains of light, and they moved. They moved as though some
celestial breeze ruffled them with ponderous airs, so slow was the
motion.

Avatar was keen
to keep moving, it seemed. He stood and waited while Narak
marvelled at the spectacle. Narak did not care. There were so few
wonders left in the world that had not become commonplace to a god
of fifteen hundred years that he was determined to enjoy it, to
take his time and admire every moment.

“We will stay
here for the night,” Narak said.

“There is
danger,” Avatar said.

Narak tore his
eyes away from the sky. As usual there was nothing to be gleaned
from Avatar’s appearance, his expressionless face and burning
eyes.

“A new danger?”
the Wolf’s confidence had grown since Sithmaree had shown him the
trick with heat, drawing it from all the wolves. He once again felt
that anything was possible, that he might actually succeed on this
ill favoured quest.

“This land is
the place where the Brael dwell.”

“The Brael?”
The name meant nothing to Narak. How could it be that there were so
many things in the world of which he had no knowledge? The
mysteries of this journey were making him feel alive again, young
again. “What are the Brael?”

“The Brael are
many things,” Avatar replied. “And they are dangerous.”

It was a
typical Avatar speech: short, pithy, pointless.

“Well, I have
you here to protect me,” he said. He had learned over the many days
of their sharing of the road that the way to get more information
out of Avatar was to play this game.

Avatar stared
at him, as though evaluating what answer he must make to elicit the
desired response from Narak. Narak stared back.

“You wish to
know more?”

“You are
perceptive.”

Avatar cast
about once, as if checking that what he said would not be
overheard, but it was a gesture that made Narak think that perhaps
the danger was real. He looked about himself, but there was only
snow and ice and rock.

“The Brael are
ancient,” Avatar began. “They have been in this world longer than
men. They are hunters. They draw their life from the warmth of the
snow, from the spark of the sun.”

“What do they
hunt?” It seemed to Narak a poor thing to interrupt now that he had
got Avatar started, but a hunter? In this waste?

“They hunt each
other, which is to say they hunt everything that moves. To them you
move, and therefore you are Brael.”

“And so are
you.”

“The avatars of
dragons are not palatable,” Avatar said.

Narak laughed.
He could not help himself. His mood was light enough, and the
dragon’s humour, intended or not, tickled him.

“Tell me more,”
he said. “What do the terrible Brael look like?”

“Heart of
stone, claws of ice,” Avatar said.

Not much of a
description. “How large are they? Do they have eyes? How fast do
they move?” He was determined to prise more information from
Avatar. The creature was astonishingly reluctant to let anything
out.

“Small as a
pebble, large as a house, they have no eyes, but see by vibration,
by movement, and they will know you by the beating of your heart.
The stone is slow, but the ice is fast.”

Again every
question was answered, but Narak was none the wiser. Avatar was
speaking in riddles, as near as he could tell, as though he were
forbidden from plain speech altogether.

“You’ll be sure
to point one out if we should see it,” Narak said.

Again the
stare, the blue fire eyes unmoving on him. Avatar had a faintly
unnerving stare, there being no pupils in his eyes it was
impossible to tell exactly what he was looking at. He did not know
if those eyes could look to the side as a man’s might, or if they
stared always in the direction of the head. Also they never
blinked.

Narak was
determined to enjoy the lights in the sky, however, and he declined
to move from his vantage point on an outcrop of rock above a
shallow valley. He had good visibility in all directions but one,
and he felt it a secure spot, Brael or no, and he leaned back on
his elbows and enjoyed the sky.

Avatar stood
nearby, and never turned his face up. He was looking only at Narak,
but after a while he spoke.

“I can show you
a greater wonder than this,” he said.

Narak sighed.
Avatar was not subtle. Even Narak would have disguised a lure
better than that, and he counted himself clumsy at this sort of
thing.

“What wonder is
that?” he asked, not taking his eyes from the slow waltz of lights
in the sky.

“The palace of
Cobran,” Avatar said, and as Narak glanced down he thought he
detected a sparkle of red in the creature’s eyes.

“Cobran lived
at Hellaree,” Narak replied. “I have seen Hellaree. It is a broken
ruin.”

“His fortress
was at Hellaree,” Avatar said. “It was at Hellaree that he died,
but his palace was where he lived and took his pleasure, far beyond
the reach of mortal men.”

“And that
palace is nearby?”

“Two days
walk.”

“And it is
worth seeing – a greater wonder than the lights in the sky?”

“Even the
dragons, at the height of their folly, did not destroy it.”

Folly. It was a
mild word to describe the carnage that the dragons had wrought
before they were brought low, but he was wiling to forgive the
diminishment of their crimes, given the burden of guilt they had
borne over so many centuries.

“Tell me what
it is like.”

“Words cannot
capture it,” Avatar said. “The eyes may do so for a while, but the
memory cannot hold it, such is the wonder of the place.”

He should have
a market stall, Narak thought. Nowhere is what he claims.

“Very well,”
Narak conceded. “I will eat, and they we will go to Cobran’s
palace.”

* * * *

It was night,
and they were still walking.

Looking back on
it, Narak could never decide when it began. It was quick. It was
very quick. He felt something, a stillness, a quiet moment that
should not have been quiet, but he had already noticed Avatar
beginning to pause, a slowing of the step he was taking, a tension
in his own arms, as though they had received the warning before his
brain could grasp it.

A second later
the ground around them had erupted. The snow swirled about him,
creating a fog through which it was difficult to see what was
happening.

Narak was
quick, too. His hands flew to his blades and had them out in the
air in that same second, but there was nothing to strike at, and
then everything. Ice seized him. Fingers of ice reached out of the
snow and seized his legs, his waist, tried for his arms, but he was
already hacking at them. Ice shattered against the fine steel,
making another fog about him.

But the ice did
not stop, it came again and again, and while he managed to keep his
arms free, the thickness about his legs grew and began to
squeeze.

Brael. It had
to be. Heart of stone, claws of ice. He spun himself around,
testing the grip on his legs with all his strength, and he felt it
crack. For a moment the was a slackening of the pressure, but that
moment of inattention almost cost him the freedom of his right arm,
and he had to hack even more viciously to escape.

With a sense of
shock he realised he was losing.

Every moment
that he fought the ice around him became thicker and higher. Soon
he would be walled up, trapped in the tiny space that his blades
could keep open, working harder and harder to stay alive, and in
the end he could not win.

Avatar had
called the Brael dangerous, but he had not said how fast they were,
or perhaps he had. The memories would not come clearly. He thought
perhaps it was the cold affecting his mind, but he shouldn’t be
cold any more. He had the wolves now, the trick that Sithmaree had
taught him to draw heat from the wolves.

Something
nagged at his mind, but his sword caught in the ice, and for a
moment he thought that it was stuck fast, but a great blow from his
other hand shattered the trap and freed it. Next time he might not
be so lucky.

He struck again
and again, with all his strength, but steel is only steel, no
matter how cunningly made by Telan artificers, and ice is only ice.
The shattered pieces bound together and reached for him again and
again.

He had to stop.
He had to do something else. But soon after he stopped the ice
would close and he would be bound up, unable to breath, unable to
see, dead.

Narak folded
his arms across his chest, blades outwards, and drew in a deep
breath. He could hold his breath for a long time – that was another
Benetheon talent, and one that he had used many times. He retreated
from the fight, reaching back into the Sirash, reaching for the
wolves.

They could not
come to him, but they could give him what he needed.

Head south.
Seek out the sun. Be warm.

He felt them
respond, running out from under the trees into sunshine, racing
down the sides of hills into warmer air, seeking heat, and Narak
allowed the heat to flow into him, to infuse his body, to gather in
his blades. Narak’s flesh could not withstand the heat he needed,
but his steel blades could. Ten thousand wolves gave him a trivial
portion of their body heat, and he felt himself begin to sweat
within the ice. His hands burned, and deep within his frozen prison
he felt the glow.

Narak opened
his eyes. The ice was retreating. His blades shone the colour of
tangerines and flames licked along their length. Ice flashed into
steam wherever they touched, and what was left of the ice fled
before them. His body hurt again, suffering from a surfeit of heat,
but he welcomed it, kicking his feet out of the ice, delighting
fiercely in their release. He roared out in pain and anger, and in
joy to be free again. His swords chased the last of the ice back
down to the ground, and there at its source was a stone. It was
black, veined with yellow, the size of a man’s head, and as he
watched it moved. It rolled impossibly across the naked mud where
the heat of his blades had melted the snow. A stone should not roll
on flat ground.

This thing had
been concealed beneath the snow. Heart of stone. Brael. He followed
it. As Avatar had promised it was slow, as slow as the ice had been
quick. He struck at it with his sword, and it shattered violently,
fragments flying past his head. They buzzed as they flew, one scrap
clipping his head and knocking him backwards.

He sat in the
snow, stunned for a few seconds by the violence of the impact, and
putting a hand to his head found that it came away smeared with
blood, though he could feel no wound.

He stood again.
Where was Avatar?

There was a
column of ice nearby, like a child’s snow soldier built on a
winter’s day, but no eyes, no arms, and far, far too tall. It
glittered and moved in the starlight, writhing like so many ice
white snakes. He walked towards it, relishing his power, feeling
each step crunch deep into the snow, the fresh wind cool on his hot
skin, the pain in his hands and arms begging him to release the
burning blades.

He reached out
with his blades and placed the flats of them on each side of the
column. He dare not cut at it lest he damage Avatar in some way.
Steam leapt out, boiling away into the sky, and the ice withered.
It cracked and fell, melting and deforming. The shape that was
Avatar emerged from its midst, his white blades drawn, his eyes
burning red, fire red.

Avatar’s stance
relaxed, and the threat of fire went from his eyes. He looked at
Narak and the glowing swords.

“I did not know
that you could do that,” he said. “It is not a Benetheon
skill.”

“Believe your
eyes,” Narak told him. “I am Benetheon. I can do it.” He shrugged.
He had expected thanks, but he remembered the fire that Avatar had
created to distract the snow wraiths. The creature was never in any
danger from the Brael, he guessed, but had taken longer to free
himself than Narak.

Narak let go of
the heat, his blades ticking as they cooled. The pain left his
hands and arms. He took a deep breath of the cold, dark air.

“You killed
it,” Avatar said.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“It attacked
me. They attacked us.”

“The Brael are
not warriors. There was no intent. It was harmless. You could not
eat it.”

Harmless? Yes,
he supposed it had been. The Brael had been fleeing when he had
struck it, but it had seemed the right thing to do, the Narak thing
to do. Justice dispensed without thought. And was that justice at
all?

“The things you
say are true,” he admitted.

“It is in your
nature to kill,” the avatar said.

“As I
understand it,” Narak said, “I am an amateur beside yourself.”

Avatar looked
away, and Narak felt a pang of guilt. It was unfair to tax a
chastened creature so brutally with its past, especially when that
past was so far away. Yet for all that distance through time he
felt a kinship with those ancient dragons at the moment of their
defeat. He knew guilt. It pursued him all the way from Afael, from
the island of the king of blood and fire, from a thousand places
and times when he had acted in haste and repented of it with a
cooler head.

“What you say
is true,” Avatar said. “But we are all changed.”

“True but
unkind,” Narak replied. “I am sorry to have said the words. My
fault, as always, is impatience, haste, speed.”

“You have that
which we lacked,” the creature turned and looked once more to the
north.

A conscience.
He had a conscience, and it gnawed at him. His memory fed it with
faces and blood, and it lived fat on his deeds.

“You promised
to show me a palace,” he said, driving his guilt down once more. It
did not do to dwell on those things he could not justify. It was a
lesson he had learned in the forests, or the wolf had learned them
even if the man had been slower to understand the lesson. The wolf
was a simpler creature. Now he needed to be the wolf, to imitate
the wolf for a while at least. There would be a time for doubts,
but it was not now, and not in this company.

“I will show it
to you,” Avatar said. “But you will not understand it.”


Twenty Nine – An Audience

When he saw the
pyres the first time he knew that the time was right. There were
three, just three, but three men dead of cold and hunger meant the
rest of them were weak and ready to break. But if he took the
opportunity it could all unravel very quickly. The Telans could
turn on him in the moment of his victory, and then it would
transmute into defeat as surely as stones fall.

Skal knew that
he would have to talk to Hestia.

He stood on the
walls and watched the pyres burn, and he understood that the Seth
Yarra leader would also be at a crisis point. The man could not sit
by and watch his soldiers die, three by three, ten by ten, fifty by
fifty. Skal knew that it could only get worse for them. It would be
only a matter of days before they attacked. For Skal it was
obvious. However strong the chain was, the Seth Yarra army would
only get weaker from this point, relatively weaker. Their commander
would be picking his point of attack even now, or maybe it was
already chosen.

He had done his
best to ensure that his end of the chain appeared strong. After
Hestia’s trick had been exposed by the Durander mage he had flooded
his walls with men, and even resorted to trickery to make them seem
more then they were. He had pulled men from the inner forts, used
barrels to hold spears above the battlements, dredged up every
trick he had been taught and invented a few on his own.

This was his
solution.

He had thought
it through for days. Hestia’s ruse to point the enemy to his end of
the chain had been clever, but the motive had been weak – the
preservation of her own power. Skal’s motive, and his execution of
the ruse, was superior in every way. He sought nothing less than
total victory.

He went down
from the walls and found a few men who could act as an honour
guard. He did not want to venture into Telan territory alone, at
least not with the message he had to deliver. He feared that they
might attack him, and then they would discover what he was, and
that alone might be enough to break the alliance, even though
Hestia, too, was Farheim, though he was certain she would do her
utmost to hide the fact.

He went down
below the fort and through the connecting tunnels, dimly lit by
small lamps, just enough to see the way. He passed the second and
third forts which he also controlled. At length he came to the
third door. This marked the boundary between what his Avilians held
and those forts under Hestia’s control. It had seemed odd to him
that there had been so little intercourse between the two forces at
first. They had been comradely enough on the road, but now that he
had learned of Hestia’s ruse he understood. She could not afford to
have Avilians wandering about and learning her secret.

He banged on
the door. A small window opened and a Telan face peered out.

“What do you
want?”

“Lord Skal
Hebberd to see Queen Hestia,” he said. “Council of war.” There was
a moment of disconcerted muttering behind the man, and footsteps
raced away.

“I have sent a
messenger,” the Telan face said. “We will await the queen’s
word.”

Skal nodded so
that the face could see, and stood, legs set wide, in the middle of
the passageway. It was a pose that conveyed impatience in a lordly
manner. It said: surely you don’t expect me to wait long?

The minutes
ticked by. Skal imagined the messenger gaining access to Hestia,
delivering his message. She would take a moment to think, then give
our orders that would take men down from the walls, stripping them
of their excess compliment so that he would not see and know. When
it was done she would send the messenger back.

Seven minutes.
The footsteps came running back down the corridor beyond the door.
Whispered words.

“The queen will
see you, Lord Skal,” the face said. There was a sound of bolts
being drawn, the shrieking protest of a rusty hinge, and the door
opened. There were five men there. The face was a captain.

“I will escort
you myself,” the captain said.

They went on.
The three doors beneath the Telan forts were open, and they marched
through quickly, mounting stairs in the last until they came up
within the keep, and finally to a door that was guarded by two
large soldiers, heavily armed and armoured. The captain nodded, and
the two men stood aside, allowing the officer to push through the
door. Once inside he, too, stood aside, and Skal indicated that his
own men should wait outside with the Telans.

“Lord Skal. I
am pleased that you choose to visit me.” She was dressed like a
queen, a dress of blue and gold, a gold band that hinted at a crown
set about her head, and she looked supremely beautiful, Skal
thought, draped across a chair that was doing its best to pass for
a throne. She looked deliberately casual, which in itself was a
kind of formality that Skal was familiar with. It was an implied
superiority.

He bowed, half
bowed as a lord should to a lady, and that was formal, too. It told
her that she was not his queen. “I am honoured by your favourable
greeting, Queen Hestia,” he said. “But I come with grave news of
the war. May we speak alone?”

Hestia was not
stupid. She knew that he had something to say that might not please
her subjects, and she hesitated for only a moment.

“Captain, you
may leave us,” she said.

“My queen…” the
man started to protest. He did not want to leave his monarch alone
in the company of a foreigner, even one who had been in that
situation many times before.

“Go,” she
snapped. “Lord Skal is no threat. I owe him my life twice
over.”

The captain
retreated. The door closed. Hestia smiled.

“What is it,
Lord Skal?”

“You will be
attacked within three days,” he said.

“Me?”

“This fort.
This end of the chain. They will come soon.”

She looked
momentarily confused, but then her eyes narrowed. “How do you know
this?”

“It is time,”
he said. “They have begun to burn their dead, and they will attack
what they see as the weaker end of the chain.” He pulled a chair
from the side of the room and sat down in front of Hestia. “I saw
your ruse, the men on the walls. I doubled it.”

She laughed,
but it was a bitter sound. “I should have known better that to try
to trick you, Lord Skal. It seems I have been outplayed.”

“Nonsense. It
was a good idea, but you should have spoken to me first. I will
lend you five hundred infantry to meet the assault. That should be
enough to repulse them without weakening your other forts.”

“That is…
generous. Why?”

“Have you
forgotten that we are on the same side, Hestia? I have not. Seth
Yarra is our enemy.”

“You will not
shame me, Lord Skal. These men are the army of Telas – all of it.
You have but one regiment of Avilians, one of many, and you equal
our number. I cannot spend my men as freely as you.”

“I assure you
that I am a miser when it comes to that currency. But it is my
intent to use their attack to defeat them.”

“How?”

“I will use
Durander magic,” he said.

Hestia was
quite still for a moment, as though uncertain of the words she had
heard.

“Durander
magic?” She breathed the question as though the words were some
kind of poison, and Skal thought he might have made a mistake. “You
have a mage in your pocket, then?”

“I have one who
is willing to help.”

“It is a
trick,” she was vehement now, her voice coloured by certainty.
“They will use the chance to kill me.”

“It is what
they said of you,” Skal replied. “But Seth Yarra is their enemy as
much as ours. The mage will help. It is the only way to win.”

“I cannot
countenance this,” Hestia said. “The Duranders cannot be trusted.
Whatever they say they will do something else. You must not speak
with them again.”

“You do not
command me, Queen Hestia. I am Avilian. I am your ally, nothing
more.”

“If you go
ahead with this, the alliance is broken.” She stared at him, daring
him to say that it was so.

“I had hoped
that you would be more farsighted than this,” Skal said. “The
Duranders have the most to fear from Seth Yarra. Their way of life
is the most different from the invaders’ plan, their precious book.
This hatred that has been nurtured in you cannot be based on
experience, because there is none. You squabble with the Duranders
as we squabble with the Berashis. In this war such things do not
matter.”

“Do not speak
to me as a child, Lord Skal. How dare you tell me, Queen of Telas,
what the Duranders are to us?”

“I have studied
your history. I think you will find, if you examine it with a
neutral eye, that neither you nor the Duranders have any particular
cause to hate one another. It is merely a tradition.”

Hestia’s face
was flushed. He had never seen her so angry. He had pusher her far
enough. His hope was that she might consider his words once he had
gone, and that her native intelligence would tell her that he was
right. He hoped that she could rise above the prejudice that had
been drummed into her as a child. For now there was no more to be
said or done.

“You will…”

“I will take my
leave of you, Queen Hestia,” he interrupted, another offence, and
one designed to underline his disappointment.

“I have not
finished with you!” she shouted.

“Remember what
I am,” he said, turned on his heel and walked to the door. If he
had been an ordinary man she would have had him detained, punished
even. An Avilian lord, even one who had done her great service,
would not be immune from such treatment. But Skal was Farheim, and
a good blade before he was that. If her men tried to restrain him
hundreds would perish by his sword. This she knew.

His judgement
was correct. She did not speak again, and Skal departed her
fortress without further trouble, walking quickly back along the
connecting tunnels until he came to the first Avilian guards.

“Bolt the
doors,” he told them. “Allow none to pass save the queen herself.
If they try to force the door, collapse the tunnel.”

His men looked
at him in surprise. Collapsing the tunnel meant the Telans were
hostile, and they were in Telas, pinned in a Telan fort by ten
thousand Seth Yarra. It was not a desirable position, being so far
from succour with enemies on two sides.

“All will be
well,” he reassured them. “Victory is near.”

Victory indeed.
A thousand Avilian cavalry attacking the rear of an unsuspecting
Seth Yarra army. They would be ground between his men and the
castle walls.

Now all he had
to do was wait.


Thirty – Golt

Cain’s dinner
with the mayor went well. Tilian had arrived at the end of the
first course when the mayor, a man who on closer acquaintance
smelled faintly of fish, had been generous with Cain’s wine,
especially to himself. The man was in expansive mood, and treated
Tilian like the hero he was. He listened, awestruck, as Tilian gave
his report to Cain.

A roaring
success.

But Cain was
still worried. Tilian reported killing approximately three hundred
Seth Yarra. An equal force had marched north, and by now would have
met the Avilian army and been destroyed. There were still four
hundred the other side of Golt on the Afaeli border, and it was his
job to solve that little problem. They had fortified their
position. Jidian had seen it. Cain had the misfortune to have never
seen a Seth Yarra position. He had been told about the one at
Finchbeak, and one of the officers who frequented the Seventh
Friend had drawn him a sketch last winter, so he thought he knew
what to expect, but seeing was seeing, as Sheyani was fond of
reminding him, and there was no substitute.

Still, he had a
thousand men. He had Sheyani and her pipes. He would prevail.

The morning
after the mayor had been escorted on his unsteady return to the
town of Berrit Bay Cain took his men once more up the eastern cliff
road and set out for Golt and the enemy that lay beyond it. The
journey would take four days.

His information
was already three days old, so it would be wrong a week when they
sighted the Seth Yarra camp. That worried him, because he knew
about the ships that cruised off the shore. There could be eight
hundred men waiting for him when he got there, or even a thousand,
and cavalry were little use against ditches and stakes.

But there was
nothing that he could do about it. He had his orders, and would
follow them.

He had sent a
rider back to Bas Erinor with news of Tilian’s victory, and a
suggestion that the captain be honoured once more. The young man
had achieved a bloodless victory when outnumbered fifteen to one,
and Tilian’s Ghosts were become a name that people swore by in
Avilian. He had even suggested that Tilian had played his part and
should travel back to Bas Erinor with his men to enjoy a well
earned rest, but Tilian had refused. Cain was unwilling to make it
an order. He valued enthusiasm and a sense of duty.

So they rode
eastwards.

It was not
particularly cold. The sun made a welcome appearance most days, and
the sea breeze, when it blew, was a warming breeze. Each night they
camped on open ground, sentries set, and slept untroubled by
intruders and alarms.

Sheyani had
become introspective. She spoke little, and spent her evenings in
meditation. Cain missed her attention, but he knew better than to
disturb her. If she was behaving in this odd manner it was because
she needed to. It was important. He trusted her completely.

On the third
day they passed Golt. Or that was Cain’s intention. They sighted
the city mid morning, and it was a pretty sight. Golt was the royal
city of Avilian, and because untidiness offended the king it was a
tidy city. The walls, built in the ancient style, sloped gently
between strictly vertical towers. The walls were made of sandstone,
and the place lived up to its billing as the golden city.

Beyond the
walls Cain could see towers and spires, as though the entire city
was populated by palaces, and well it might be. Cain had never
entered Golt. In all his life he had never set foot across its gate
lines, and he admitted to himself that he was curious, but one did
not enter Golt without a summons, and now was not the time. They
were riding to war. But Cain’s eyes kept being drawn back to the
city. The towers of Golt glittered in the winter sun. They were not
simple stonework, many of them being dressed in tiles of red and
blue, green and gold. Flags of a thousand designs fluttered in the
sea breeze from the forest of towers, and he could not name one of
them.

He had varied
their line of march north of the road, which led to the city gates.
He intended to pass a mile clear of the city, but shortly before
they made their closest approach one of his officers rode up beside
him.

“Men approach,
colonel,” he pointed.

Sure enough
there was a small column of horse galloping out from the city on a
course designed to intercept them. He estimated thirty or forty
men, and gave the order for his small army to stop and await their
arrival.

He was
impressed that his own men waited in silence. There was no idle
chatter. Perhaps they were tired. Whatever the reason they stood in
brown meadow grass and their dust cloud drifted away while the
column of horse thundered towards them.

Cain watched
them draw close. They were fine horsemen. They rode in good order,
cloaks flying, metal jingling, their animals in a neat double line
as though they were exercising on a parade ground rather than
riding over rough country.

As they reined
to a halt before him he could see their scarlet and gold uniforms,
burnished helmets, jewelled swords. Their mounts were similarly
adorned, draped in red velvet, reins and bridles decorated with
silk and gold. There was enough value in their trappings to pay his
men for a month.

He allowed them
to speak first.

“We will have
your name and your business,” the officer said. He had his hand on
the hilt of his sword, his head thrown back in arrogant
superiority, but the dust clung to him everywhere. He looked like a
dishevelled prince. Cain looked across at Sheyani, and shared a
resigned look with her. A glance at Tilian was enough to see that
his bow was no longer on his back, but across the front of his
saddle. All Tilian’s men were the same. A slight shake of his head
was enough.

“I am Colonel
Cain Arbak, Regiment of the Seventh Friend,” he said. “My business
is fighting the war.”

For a moment
the glittering officer’s arrogance wavered. He had clearly heard
the name. But it was a moment only. He was an officer of the King’s
Guard, his uniform shrieked it, and he was not going to be
intimidated by a new minted lord with a few victories to his
name.

“And these
men,” he pointed to Tilian’s small, scruffy band. They wore nothing
that resembled a uniform, but as was their custom dressed as
foresters. “What are they?” His eyes had not missed Tilian’s
bow.

“Captain Tilian
Henn, knight of Avilian, victor of Narak’s Forest and Berrit Bay,
and a portion of his command,” Cain told him. This had even more
effect on the guardsman. Cain saw his eyes widen.

“You must come
with me,” he said.

“We are riding
to war,” Cain protested. “There are Seth Yarra little more than a
day’s ride from here.”

“They are no
threat,” the officer said, and he clearly meant that they were no
threat to Golt with its strong walls and powerful garrison, no
threat to the king.

“They must be
dealt with,” Cain said. “All of Avilian does not live behind such
fine walls.”

If the
guardsman recognised the insult he did not show it. He eased his
mount closer to Cain and lowered his voice. “I would gladly ride
with you, Colonel, but if the king learns that such names rode past
Golt and were not brought before him my commission will be worth
less than dressmaker’s rags. You will follow me. I command it on
behalf of your king.”

Cain thought
about protesting. He even thought for a moment about nodding to
Tilian, and all these pretty guardsmen would fall dead from their
horses, but that would be madness: satisfying, but madness.

“We will follow
you,” he said.

The guard
officer shook his head. “Just you, and Captain Henn, and half a
dozen others. The rest of your men can camp here and await your
return.”

He would have
preferred to leave Tilian in charge. He had the men’s respect, many
of them were in awe of his reputation, and that would have been
good for discipline, but that choice had been taken from him. The
others were untried.

It was a
difficult choice. He had four volunteer lieutenants who had never
seen a battle, all of equal seniority, now he must pick one, make
him a captain, and if he was forced to undo that choice it would
blight the man’s career.

“Give me a
moment,” he said to the guardsman. He rode over to Sheyani,
explained his problem to her, keeping his voice low so that others
could not hear.

“Me,” she said.
“Leave me here.”

“Not in a
century,” he said. “I need you by my side in Golt. You know these
people and their games. This is a royal court.”

“And you are a
soldier,” she said. “Play the soldier and you will be all
right.”

“No,” he
insisted. “I need you.”

“Then pick
Worgil. He’s quiet, but steady. The others respect him, and he
won’t do anything foolish.”

He nodded.
Worgil hadn’t escaped his notice, but he wasn’t the brightest of
the four. Steady was a good word for Worgil. He would be a rock,
and take his work seriously.

“Lieutenant
Worgil,” he called, the man rode to him.

“Brevet
Captain,” he said. “You’re in charge. Make camp and wait here.
Defend yourself if you must, but otherwise camp here and wait.”

Worgil’s frown
overrode his surprise. “Aye, colonel,” he said. “We’ll be here when
you’re finished with the king.”

Cain liked the
emphasis – when he was finished with the king, when it was like to
be very much the other way around. “Good man,” he said, and rode
back to the guardsman. He pointed at Tilian, Sheyani and three of
the better dressed veterans. “With me,” he said, and turning to the
guardsman. “Let us go.” He wanted to get this over with quickly, if
possible, and back on the road.

The guard
officer wheeled and rode towards the city, twenty of his men behind
him. The others waited until Cain and his party followed, and then
brought up the rear. It was an escort, but not an especially polite
one. Perhaps the king’s guards did not do polite.

They rode in
silence, and as they drew close Cain studied the city as a soldier
does, looking for weak points, for signs of slackness and
overconfidence. He saw men on the walls, men in the towers. He saw
bows, the glint of spears, and knew that their approach was watched
keenly by dozens of eyes. This was not a city to be attacked
lightly. It was strong, stronger that Bas Erinor despite the
reputation of the high city for being impregnable. The king took
his safety seriously.

The gates were
shut as they approached. This was another admirable thing in time
of war, and it also gave Cain a chance to inspect them. These were
no ordinary gates. They were the gates of the royal city, and as
such they were not simple wood decorated with iron studs. They had
been tiled and painted. Cain had never seen anything like it. It
was a picture, a huge painting rendered with considerable skill.
The painting was of a dragon, winged, vast and wreathed in fire,
blocking the entrance to Golt. It was only the lack of motion, the
stillness of the flames, which gave it away as a lie. The monster
was green, its eyes as black as coal, mouth open, and teeth the
size of a man’s forearm displayed between lips drawn back in a
ferocious snarl.

“Is that what
dragons really look like?” he asked Sheyani.

“A small one,
perhaps, Sheshay” she said. “Nobody really knows.”

“A small one?”
Cain laughed.

The gates
opened, splitting about the painted dragon’s nose and opening
outwards to reveal a heavy iron portcullis that was already half
raised. The gates made no noise. It was odd to see them move
silently. Cain had seen many gates open and close, but never
without a squeak, a squeal, a curse from the men tasked with the
labour. It seemed unnatural to him, ghostly.

They rode
through.

Glancing back
he could see archers on the gate tower looking back at him. They
had arrows on the string.

The streets of
Golt were not thronged with people. They were clean and paved.
There was no market trash or tavern vomit to mar them. Indeed, Cain
could see no sign of a tavern of any kind. The people were sparse,
and though they looked at Cain and his party with interest they did
not call out or stop and stare. They all seemed well dressed,
wealthy, neat.

The houses were
fine, too. His impression that the town was filled with palaces had
been quite wrong. There was a great many towers, but they graced
houses of all sizes, and most were mere decorations – skeletons
from which banners fluttered against the pale blue sky. Their noise
was like the applause of a distant crowd, or perhaps the
frustration of a thousand caged birds.

The towers were
all different heights. Cain tried to find two that were the same,
but could not be certain that any were. Some were certainly larger
than others, and he recognised the banner that flew at the summit
of this heraldic hierarchy. It was the king’s own, a gold rectangle
with a wolf and a bear clutching a shield between them, and the
shield quartered with swords and lilies.

He assumed that
the height of the banner in some way spoke to the seniority of the
house it represented. Politics.

They came to a
second gate, not painted this time, but no less solid than the
first. There were more archers, more keen eyes, and another silent
opening of the way. This city was a fortress.

At the third
gate Cain began to suspect that the king was afraid, though it was
not a thought he would have spoken aloud. To Cain, and to the great
majority of Avilians, the king was a ceremonial figurehead, a man
with no real power. He was there to sign documents, to give
continuity to the kingdom, and to be above the squabbling of the
lesser houses. But here, within the concentric layers of the city
of Golt, it seemed the king had real power. Someone certainly
did.

Inside the
third gate they dismounted in a sunny cobbled bailey, and their
mounts were led away.

“What do I call
the king?” Cain asked. He kept his voice almost to a whisper so
that only Sheyani could hear. She smiled.

“Lord King will
do,” she said. “But you can be as generous as you like.”

“Do I bow or
kneel?”

“Bow from the
waist. Men kneel to gods, not other men.”

There was no
time for more coaching. The guard officer approached them and told
them to follow, and so they did, entering the royal palace through
a door that was three times Cain’s height and thrown open to the
winter breeze and the smell of the ocean. The room inside was vast.
A high vaulted ceiling was supported by thick pillars, each rising
a full fifty feet. Each pillar was painted to resemble something
that it was not. One was a giant man, another a tree, a third a
snake of mythic proportions, there was a giant arm, palm flat
against the roof, a fire with smoke rising above it. It was a hall
of wonders.

They walked
half way across and turned left, entered a small, human sized
doorway and climbed a flight of stairs. They were very work-a-day
stairs, the sort you might find anywhere, and Cain suspected they
were being taken in the back way.

They reached a
chamber that must have been above the huge hall, and it reminded
Cain of the duke’s reception room in Bas Erinor. There were
comfortable chairs, deep, leather bound things that looked new and
smelled of the tanner’s art. There were tables set with glasses as
fine as any Cain had seen, and wine decanted and ready for anyone
who should wish a draught. There was food, too, small confections
that might be picked up and placed on the tongue, and gone in a
bite.

There was a
delicacy to the place that made Cain less than comfortable. He
didn’t want to touch any of it. Tilian did not seem to be effected
in the same way. He strode to the table and poured himself a glass
of wine, and then drank half of it down.

“What are we
doing here, colonel?” he asked. “We have work to do.”

“We have no
choice,” Cain said. “The king commands.”

“But why?”
Tilian was clearly frustrated, and alarmed at having to face the
king. “Why would he command us to not do what needs to be done?” He
drained the glass and made to pour himself another.

“A clear head
would be wise, Captain.” Cain said. Tilian put the wine back down,
the mild rebuke striking home.

“What are we
supposed to do?” he said.

“Bow from the
waist, call him Lord King. That’s all I know.” He glanced across at
Sheyani, who was smiling. “It’s all very well for you,” he told
her. “Your father was a king. You understand all this.”

“I do,” she
said. “But it was a mistake to bring me, Sheshay.”

“Why?” There
was an edge to her voice that he didn’t like. She had perceived
some danger.

“I am a
Durander Mage. They will not trust me. They cannot trust me.”

“You are my
wife,” Cain said. “The things you have done, surely…”

“You do not
know kings, Sheshay. They do not trust easily. You they can control
– enough men with swords, enough archers, and you cannot harm him.
A mage is different. They do not know how to be safe.”

“That’s
ridiculous. You have no cause to harm the king. You are pledged to
Avilian.”

“I am pledged
to you, Sheshay,” she replied, and something in her tone told him
that this was her highest pledge, the only one that mattered.

“Well, I am
pledged to serve the duke, and the duke the king. It is all the
same.”

She shook her
head, but their conversation was interrupted by the return of the
guard officer with a small troop of dandified men, ostensibly
soldiers.

“The king will
see you,” he said. “Follow me.”

They followed,
exiting the waiting room by a different door and walking down a
wide corridor lined with guards. There must have been fifty of
them, and not one of them moved so much as an eye as they passed.
It was as though they were made of stone. They passed through
another broad door, and into another ante-chamber. There were more
guards here. On the far side of this room was another double door,
thrown open, four men standing either side of it. Beyond this Cain
could see a crowd of men dressed in unimagined finery. It was all
silks and satins, garish colours, gold and jewels glittering in
ostentatious competition.

The guard
officer led them through the final door, and into the presence of
the king.

King Sebaliol
Beras, second of that name, was a man of forty or so years, average
in height, average in looks, thin, but with a keen eye and an air
of disdain. His hair was cut short, touched with grey at the
temples, and trapped by a slender band of gold, decorated with
rubies. He sat sideways on his throne, elbow resting on one ornate
arm, and his face resting on his hand. His eyes fastened on Cain as
soon as Cain entered the room.

The king was
dressed in red and black, and more simply than his noble subjects.
There was another man, dressed in black, who stood beside the
throne, hands folded into the sleeves of his simple robe, hood
thrown back to reveal an ancient face, lined and grey and
impassive.

The guard
officer bowed, and the noise of conversation in the room faded
quickly.

“Lord King,”
the officer said. “May I present to you Colonel Lord Cain Arbak,
City Councillor of Bas Erinor, Lord of Waterhill, Knight Talon of
the Berashi Order of the Dragon, Victor of Fal Verdan, and the man
who held the White Road this summer past.” It was a list of titles
that Cain would not have remembered. Was he still a city
councillor? He supposed that he must be, though it had been many
months since he had even spoken to another councillor.

He bowed from
the waist, as instructed, making it a deep, almost horizontal
bow.

“And also
Captain Sir Tilian Henn, Knight of Avilian, Victor of Narak’s
Forest, and also, I am informed, victor of Berrit Bay.”

Tilian imitated
Cain’s bow almost perfectly. The king studied them, not speaking
for a moment. Then he beckoned.

“Approach me,
Lord Waterhill,” he said. Cain did as he was told, stopping a
couple of paces short of the two low steps that fronted the dais.
He did not know if it was right that he should meet the king’s
gaze, but he did, thinking it a fitting thing for a soldier to
do.

“May I call you
Cain?” the king said.

“Of course,”
Cain said, then remembered his manners. “Lord King.” There was a
snigger somewhere in the crowd at his hesitation, but the king
smiled.

“Your praises
are sung, it seems, by every songbird in the realm, Cain. Are you
worthy of it?”

“No, Lord
King,” he replied. This time there was no hesitation.

“No?”

“Lord King, I
am a soldier. I take orders. I give orders. Like all others I do
the best that I can. There is little merit in duty when it is so
common a virtue.”

The king
clapped his hands. “A fine answer,” he said. “And I judge it an
honest answer. You please me, Cain.” The king leaned back, his eyes
drifting to the grim figure by his side. “Yet I had heard – the
songs say – that Cain Arbak is a man of middle years, and that he
had but one hand.”

Cain had ceased
to think of himself as that older man. He had grown accustomed to
his young body, his two hands. Yet he saw at once how it might
look. Some of these would think that he was not Cain Arbak at
all.

“We live in a
time of miracles, Lord King,” he said. “The hand which the Wolf
took from me he has returned. The years that I wasted in the
service of money have been returned to me.”

“You walk with
the Wolf, then?” the king asked.

“I do, Lord
King, but what happened to me, the hand and the years, is a mystery
I cannot fathom. The Wolf has not seen fit to speak to me since
that day.”

“And I guess
the Lady who had not been named is Sheyani Esh Baradan, Mage of
Durandar, your wife.”

“I am, Lord
King.” Sheyani replied although she had not been addressed
directly. It was a statement of who she was, thought Cain, the
boldness that came with royal blood.

There was a
stirring in the overdressed crowd, whispers that quickly died
away.

“You are a
Halith, are you not?” the king asked. Again the whispers broke out
and died away like waves on a social shore.

“It is my
chosen path,” she replied.

The king
inclined his head. It was not exactly a bow, but it was a clear
mark of respect, and Cain was surprised. The king was acknowledging
her if not as an equal, then at least as a person of high
blood.

“You have your
pipes with you,” the king said. “I asked my guards not to take them
from you as I asked them not to take the soldier’s swords. It would
be an insult, and I will not insult those who risk all for Avilian.
Will you play for me?” The speech had been directed as much at the
grim councillor as his side as it had been at Sheyani, but the old
man did not flinch, although Cain noticed that his face grew a
little more sour.

“Here, Lord
King?” she asked. “Now?”

He waved a
hand, a gesture that took in the whole room. “There are some here
who doubt Durander magic,” he said. “And others that fear it. I am
not drawn to either camp, Areshi, but I have not heard court piping
for many, many years, and it would please me to hear it again.”

Cain looked
around the room, and he saw uneasy faces. Some of the guards were
standing a little more rigidly, hands on hilts. It was a dangerous
moment, but he caught Sheyani’s eye, or she caught his. He nodded
to her. “Camaraderie,” he said.

She lifted the
instrument to her lips and began to play.

The tension in
the room dissolved. The warmth of the music invaded them all, and
suddenly they were all together, the happy subjects of a wise king,
and the king’s smile broadened. It was a slow, liquid tune that
Sheyani played, the same one that stilled any trouble in Cain’s
inn. It plucked at their fellow feeling, warmed them all before the
fire of unity, the charm of belonging.

She picked up
the pace of the song. Cain could hear a more martial note in it.
She was playing victory, the certainty of it, the strength of
Avilian arms, and the might of the nation. She mingled it all, and
feet began to tap, the guards and even some of the ruffled
courtiers stuck their chests out, fingered the hilts of their
swords, eager to battle Avilian’s foes.

The music
stopped. Sheyani did not end it abruptly, but allowed it to die
away on a series of falling notes. The room woke again, gently
eased from the dream of fellowship. There were exclamations of
wonder, and the sea of whispering rose still higher.

“I thank you,
Areshi,” the king said. “His smile was still broad and there was a
brightness in his eye that had not been there before. “I know that
you are keen to be about your duty, but I insist that you, that all
or you, stay this night in Golt as my guests. You will dine with
me, and in the morning you will leave us, I have no doubt, somewhat
the poorer for your absence.”

Cain bowed
again. It was probably the best that he could have hoped for. “We
are honoured, Lord King,” he said.

It was the end
of their audience. The guard officer led them out of the throne
room and back to the waiting chamber with the wine and the
dainties. Cain permitted himself a glass of wine. He poured it
slowly, watching the purplish liquid swirl in the glass. He sipped
it, and it was very fine.

“I think the
King knew my father,” Sheyani said.

“Really?” The
thought took Cain by surprise. “Well, it would explain the warmth
of our reception, but how?”

“I do not know
the circumstances, but my father told me once that he had met an
Avilian Prince. He said that he was well disposed towards the young
man, though he did not say the name. I am sure he would have
mentioned if it was the Crown Prince, though.”

“Mortality is
high among kings and princes…,” Cain said. He stopped talking,
remembering Sheyani’s father.

“I know it,
Sheshay,” she said.

“What will
happen now, Colonel?” Tilian was growing anxious again.

“We wait, I
suppose,” he said.

“For a while,”
Sheyani confirmed. “They will be preparing rooms for us. There will
be clothes suitable for a banquet, wine and food in the rooms, and
a bath. I suggest we make use of the bath. I think they expect
their guests to smell of soap.”

“And our
weapons?” Tilian asked.

“Wear them. You
have the King’s dispensation.”

There were
worse fates, Cain supposed, that being the honoured guest of the
King of Avilian in the Palace at Golt, but just at the moment he
could not bring himself to look forward to it. A bath and
comfortable bed were a different matter.

He decided that
he liked the King.

* * * *

The following
day they were farewelled from Golt much as they had been invited,
escorted fore and aft, but now it was with respect. They had the
King’s favour.

Cain was keen
to be on the way. It was not far to the Seth Yarra positions on the
Afaeli border, and they would arrive by nightfall. Only then would
they know what kind of challenge it represented.

The banquet had
been a low key affair for a royal occasion. Sheyani had told him as
much. There was the king, of course, and his grim advisor whose
name turned out to be Gorgal, and a small coterie of the exalted,
no more than twenty all told. There had been more servants than
lords.

The wine was
excellent, but the food was better. Cain had never had a better
meal, and it revived in him an enthusiasm he had once possessed for
the preparation of food. He had been a cook, and a good one, but
nothing like this.

He had
embarrassed the servants by asking questions about the spices, the
sauces, the cooking times and methods, but King Sebaliol had
permitted him to indulge himself, and he had had a fine time of it.
So much had he learned that he had felt the urge to write it down,
and a faint longing for the kitchens in the Seventh Friend.

Sheyani had
talked to the king for most of the evening. It turned out that her
father had met him once, shown him kindness when he was a junior
prince, played for him. Sebaliol had been the third son, and
destined for a comfortable estate and a life away from the madness
of Golt. It had not turned out that way. The second son had been
killed in a hunting accident, or at least nobody could prove
otherwise, and the eldest had died when his ship had been wrecked
at sea. Sebaliol himself had survived at least one assassination
attempt, and seventeen plotters had lost their heads over the
affair.

All the detail
merely confirmed to Cain that all he wanted was Waterhill and
Sheyani to share it with him.

Sheyani had
played for them again, and the king had been so delighted by her
performance that he had offered her anything she desired, if it was
in his power to give it.

“Anything,” he
had said.

“I have a
husband who is brave and kind and clever, and rich” she replied. “I
have a house at Waterhill that may be the prettiest in Avilian, and
one day I will bear my husband many sons and daughters. There is
nothing more to be had from life, Lord King.”

“Then I will
drink to your health and long life,” the King said. “May you live a
hundred years, and all of them be filled with joy.”

The king had
supped a deal of his fine wine by this time, so he did not notice
that Sheyani’s face darkened a moment before she smiled and thanked
him for the toast, but Cain noticed. He knew they would be up with
the dawn and riding hard, and his glass stayed untouched for most
of the evening.

So they rode
across the brown grass plains to the east of Golt with the sea a
constant companion, its endless blue prettier than any sapphire.
Cain’s mood was light, and he worked to preserve it. There would be
time enough for grim deeds and grim thoughts when he saw the enemy.
For the present he was content to enjoy the freshness of the sea
air, the kindness of the sun and the favour of the king. It was a
happy day.

They did not
reach the Seth Yarra fort by sunset, though Cain was sure it was
only a few miles off. He set more guards than usual, sending them
further afield to scout the land that lay ahead, and camped in a
valley where his fires could not be seen for more that half a mile
in any direction save from the sea. Now it was that he returned his
focus to the coming fight.

Men would die.
Taking a position like the one that lay ahead, however hastily it
had been built, would be costly. There was nothing that he could
really do, nothing he could consider, that would be of real value
until he had seen the lie of the land, but he tried never the less.
He reviewed his strengths, considered the materials that might have
been used to build and noted their weaknesses.

He was pulled
from his contemplation by Sheyani.

“Sheshay, there
is something we must speak of,” she said.

Cain was
sitting on a rug, his back propped against a cushion against a tent
pole. He looked up and saw that she was sitting opposite, a frown
on her face.

“The king wants
to marry you?” he asked.

In spite of
herself she smiled. She came and sat next to him. “You say the
silliest things, Sheshay,” she said. “No, this is a serious
matter.”

“What is
it?”

“I have been
thinking, for days I have been thinking, and I think there are
things that I must know, that we both must know.” Cain waited.
There was no need to urge her on. She would tell him in her own
way. She took out a knife. It was slender, the length of a man’s
hand, and sharp. She held up her own hand, showing it to him, the
smooth olive skin, the short-clipped nails. It was a small, perfect
hand, and he was about to reach for it when she slashed it with the
knife.

It was a
deliberate act, and Cain managed to prevent a cry from escaping his
lips, but he grabbed at her hand. Sheyani managed to avoid his
grasp, but she held up her hand so that he could see it again.

“Look,
Sheshay,” she said. He did. There was no mark on her flesh. The
hand was as perfect as it had been, though now smeared with a
little blood. There was no oozing cut, no trace.

“How?” he
asked.

“I will explain
later,” she said. She held the knife, still coloured with blood,
over a small bowl, holding the point down so that a couple of drops
fell into it. She cleaned the steel on a cloth. “Now you,” she
said. Cain obediently held out his hand. This was magic. He
recognised the flavour of ritual. It was a magic knife perhaps, a
blade that cut without cutting.

It hurt when
she cut him, but a brief glance was enough to tell him that he was
not injured, though blood had certainly been drawn. Two more drops
went into the small bowl, and Sheyani cleaned the knife again, and
put it away somewhere beneath her jacket. Now she took out a small
phial, a thing of delicate glass no larger that the end joint of
Cain’s smallest finger, and unstoppered it, allowing a few drops of
liquid that it contained to join the blood in the bowl. She stirred
the tiny amount of liquid with her finger and it congealed into a
reddish paste.

“Now I will
explain, Sheshay,” she said. She put the bowl on the ground between
them. Settled herself and looked into his eyes. “You and I are
different,” she said. “What happened to us has at the White Road
has changed us. It has made us something else. We are Farheim.”

“No,” he said.
“Farheim were monsters created by the god mages. It cannot be
because there are no more god mages.”

“There was no
magic in the knife, Sheshay,” she said, as though she had read his
thoughts. “The magic is within us. We will not age, we cannot be
killed by sword or bow unless we are dismembered. I have been most
careful in finding this out.”

“Then how were
we created? Is Narak a god mage?”

“I do not think
so,” Sheyani shook her head and frowned. “I think it was an
accident, and I think that Wolf Narak was part of it, but I cannot
be sure.”

“And this?”
Cain pointed to the small bowl of bloody paste.

“Calling magic.
It is ancient, and yet passed down through all Durander mage lines.
We all know it. It is client magic.”

“What does it
do?”

“It allows the
Farheim to speak to their creator.”

Cain looked
down at the paste. “Both of us?”

Sheyani
shrugged. “I have changed it so we will call together. I understand
the principle. It is taught.”

“So what
happens?”

“That is less
well known,” Sheyani confessed. “There are stories, but they do not
agree.”

“What will
happen if you are wrong – if we are not Farheim?”

She shrugged
again. “It is unknown. Probably nothing will happen.”

“Probably?” He
looked at the paste again. “How does it work? What do we have to
do?” He wasn’t happy about this. Firstly there was the idea that he
was Farheim. He didn’t like that at all. Farheim were mythical
monsters, the rampaging servants of the god mages, killers. There
was no sympathy in the folk tales that Cain had grown up on for
Farheim. They were always evil, always bad, and always on the
losing side. It was like being told you were a demon.

Then there was
the other side of the equation. If he was Farheim, and he still
wasn’t ready to admit to that, then there must be a god mage
somewhere. That worried him. God mages were the only thing worse
than Farheim. It worried him even more that he had been chosen to
become Farheim.

“To cast the
spell you must put the paste on the tip of a blade and break the
skin,” Sheyani said.

“Are you sure
that we want to do this?” he asked.

“A choice
between knowing and not knowing is not a choice, Sheshay,” she
replied. It was yet another piece of Durander pocket wisdom. Cain
disagreed. Not knowing was sometimes quite desirable. As a common
soldier he had often been much happier not knowing the damned fool
plans of his superiors. Besides that, he was not sure that it was
his ignorance that he wished to preserve.

“This god
mage,” he said. “Perhaps it would be better not making ourselves
known to him. After all, we’ve had no sign, no call on our
services.”

“I do not think
there is cause to fear,” Sheyani reassured him. “Whoever the mage
is, they will be known to the Wolf, and the Wolf still lives.”

“As far as we
know.”

“No, I am
certain. When I was held at High Stone I made a link with his
dreams, and sometimes I still feel them. I know when he sleeps and
when he wakes.”

“So you think
this is a good idea?”

“It is
necessary,” she said. Sheyani drew his blade again and waited until
Cain had drawn his own dagger. It looked like a sword next to her
delicate steel spike, though it was at least as sharp. “Just the
tip,” she said. “Touch the tip to the paste, then cut the skin. I
will say when.”

Cain did as he
was told. For all his misgivings he acknowledged that this was
Sheyani’s area of expertise, and while he felt free to question and
suggest, hers was the final word. He was war, she was magic, that
was the way it was. He dipped his blade into the paste. There was
no sensation, no hint of magic. He hovered the tip over the palm of
his left hand, ready to thrust down, matching Sheyani’s actions
exactly.

“Should we
really be doing this now?” he asked, last ditch.

She smiled. It
was her amused smile, the one she smiled when she knew he was half
joking. “Yes,” she said. “Now.”

He jabbed down
with his blade, a stroke just strong enough to break the skin, then
withdraw. Nothing happened. He looked at her.

“Maybe…”

Everything went
black.


Thirty One – The River Gate

The third day.
A fine mist covered the ground outside the city, drifting a little
and pooling in those places where the ground dipped, sketching the
contours of the land. It was a cold mist, but Jerac didn’t feel it.
He was in the guard house above the gate. There was a fire here,
and a pot of thin soup bubbled over it. A small bowl of soup sat on
the table before him and he sipped at it gingerly. It was hot. He
was alone with his soup and the fire.

Below him the
other men of the morning watch stood either side of the gate, and
the gate was closed, only the postern was unbolted to allow the
passage of late travellers, and only then if they knocked and said
their business. This was the quiet time. Dawn threatened, the mist
being favoured with a little pink, the eastern sky no longer quite
black, but filled with scattered dark clouds against the pale
light, freckled with stars. It could have been the moon, but Jerac
knew that the moon had set two hours ago over the dark sea, and so
it must be dawn light. The pink betrayed its origin.

At dawn they
would open the gate proper. It was nearly time. He shovelled in one
last spoonful of soup and pushed the bowl away, keeping his mouth
open and sucking in air to cool it. He swallowed, and it
burned.

It had been a
good three days. The men, his men, had been afraid that he would
use his temporary rank to abuse them, to make their lives the hell
they might suspect they deserved, but he had not. He knew that he
had been given this job by the major to test him as much as to test
them, and his was the bigger trial.

He had been
fair. None of them would have said he was soft. He’d been severe,
but fair. He asked nothing of them that he didn’t demand of himself
twice over. That was because he knew he was better, stronger, more
capable. Physically he could have crushed any of them, but that was
not the way to win respect. He’d learned that.

Now it was gate
hour. He glanced out the window again. In a minute, perhaps two,
the sun would break the line of the horizon, lighting up the city,
the fields, the roads, burning off the mist. He went down the
stairs, taking them two at a time, striding out into the cold air
at exactly the right moment.

“Gate ready,”
he called.

The men were
already standing in position, ropes braced. He nodded to Bisalt,
and the man knocked back the steel bolts that held the gate in
place, one by one, striking them with a mallet. Jerac looked up at
the top of the tower, waiting for the light to touch it. Even on
cloudy mornings there was a noticeable difference when the sun
rose, but today it would be clear as a bell, sharp as a knife.

There was smoke
in the air, wood smoke, he could smell it. The smoke caught the
light above the tower, just for a few seconds, like a magical
crown, then the pale stones caught fire, golden light picking out
the tops of the battlements.

“Gate open,” he
called.

The men heaved.
The gate swung inwards, revealing the ghost light of the wall’s
shadow, mist swirling in from the half dark.

There were
people out there, waiting in the night. This was usual. Each
morning people would come to the gate before dawn. They were
traders, farmers, drifters and travellers of every description who
had horses and wagons that would not fit through the postern. These
waited for dawn. Dawn was the key that let them in.

There were a
few waiting inside, too. A couple of wagons loaded with general
goods, a minor nobleman with a couple of companions. Jerac Fane,
acting lieutenant Fane, was now the arbiter of the gate. His men
stepped out and in, holding back the traffic until he decided – the
gate was not wide enough for traffic to pass both in and out.

Jerac nodded to
the nobleman. Blood had its privileges, and he would be through and
away quicker than the rest. A swift glance told him that there were
only two wagons waiting inside, and nothing else, so he nodded them
through next. The inbound wagons would have to be checked. The city
extracted duties on certain good, on wine and spirits, meat and
honey, silk and herbs, many various things, and some things were
not allowed to be shipped without a licence. Weapons, principally.
Any man could carry a sword, but if you had more than you could
reasonably wear you had to get a licence.

Bisalt jumped
up onto the first wagon, and the drover spoke to him. He lifted a
blanket or two, cut open a couple of sacks.

“Wheat and
potatoes,” he called down. Jerac nodded and Bisalt jumped down
again. The wagon rolled past. The Duke had never taxed the
essentials. Even lumber passed free. Jerac had been grateful for
that when he’d been Alos and a carpenter.

The second
wagon held barrels. Wine. Bisalt jumped up again and spoke with the
drover. There was a guard on this wagon, a man with a bow and a
sword.

“Seven casks,”
Bisalt called down. “Borne Holm Red.”

Jerac looked at
the list. Seven casks. That was twenty gallons a cask, and so a
hundred and forty gallons. It didn’t matter what kind of red.
“Seven florins,” he said. The drover had the money ready, and paid
it out, one coin at a time, into Bisalt’s hand. Bisalt jumped down
again and showed the coins to Jerac, who wrote an entry in the day
book: wine – seven casks – seven florins. Bisalt put the coins in
the strong box.

That was it.
That was the job. It was easy, even boring. In winter there were
only a few wagons coming through the river gate, and by the time
the sun was properly up and lighting the road, the road was empty.
The strong box and the ledger went back into the guard house, and
the men relaxed, Bisalt still looking down the road to see what
might be coming.

* * * *

Shortly before
noon a horse came down the road at pace. It was just one horse and
one man. Dust trailed behind it, blowing away towards the sea.
Jerac was upstairs again. It was his job to tot up the duties for
the shift and hand over the ledger in good order to his relief, and
he was nearly done. In a moment or two the major would arrive for
the afternoon shift and he would be free to make his way back to
the Seventh Friend. Since he’d been on gate duty he’d moved down
into the town again. It was only for a week, but he thought it
worthwhile.

Bisalt called
up the stairs.

“Man and horse
approaching. Looks in a hurry, sir.”

Jerac glanced
out of the window and saw them. The man looked tired, hunched over
his mount’s neck, and he could see that the horse was well
lathered, even at this distance. He closed the book and went down
to the gate. He stood with Bisalt and watched the man approach.

“He’ll kill
that horse, riding like that,” Bisalt said. He was disapproving,
almost angry. Jerac understood. A horse was a valuable thing, but
he reserved his own judgement until he better knew the cause.

“Maybe he has a
reason,” he replied.

“Well, let’s
discover it then,” Bisalt said, stepping forwards. The other men
stepped out with him, barring the gate with their spears. The horse
turned and skidded, snorting to a stop a couple of yards before
them.

“Murder,” the
rider said. “Murder on the road!”

“Step down
then,” Jerac said. “Tell us your tale.” He wondered, though. If
there was murder on the king’s highway it would like as not be
bandits, and there had been no tales of bandits this far south for
more than three years. What could have driven them to such
dangerous ground?

One of Jerac’s
men took care of the horse, found a blanket and stabled it while
the horseman, who calmed down quickly now that he was with armed
city men, told his tale.

His name was
Bolis, Hecmar Bolis of Shalewood, and he had been travelling south
to volunteer, of all things, to serve with the Seventh Friend. He
had been on foot, and making his way alone. Fifteen miles north of
the city, up on the plateau, he had come to the edge of Gathering
Wood, the green carpet that clothed the top of the scarp and the
slopes close to the road. This was where the people of the city
were permitted to hunt, most of the noble game having been
exterminated long ago. It was mostly rabbits and dwarf deer they
shot and trapped.

At the edge of
the wood Bolis had spied two wagons on the road, stopped in the
morning sun, and men on them, and so he had approached. From here
his account became vague and alarming. The men on the two wagons
were dead – four of them altogether – and shot with arrows. There
was another wagon, a little way beyond, that had gone off the road
and smashed against a tree. Two men in this wagon were dead also,
and also shot to death. Bolis had taken a horse, and in fear for
his life had ridden as hard as he could for Bas Erinor.

It was a
peculiar story, and in some ways made little sense to Jerac.

“The thieves
left a horse for you?” he asked.

Bolis shook his
head. “No, captain,” he said. “The horse was loose in the woods,
the shaft on the last wagon had broken when it hit the tree, I
guess, and the horse ran off. The other horses were dead.”

“Dead? How
dead?”

“Shot with
arrow, like the men,” Bolis said. “A lot of arrows.”

That was
insane. A horse, even a waggoner’s nag, was worth a handful of
silver coins. No bandit would throw away such bounty.

“Could you tell
what the cargo was?” he asked.

“Aye, captain,
I could. It was all there. Sacks and barrels, oil and grain I
thought, though I didn’t stop long to see.”

“It was all
there? All?” If the cargo had not been pilfered then they were odd
bandits indeed, and oil was a valuable load. It fetched a guinea a
barrel in the King’s Loyal Market.

“All there,
captain, as though they had been frightened and run off.”

Three wagons,
six men and five horses, all taken and then abandoned. Taken
swiftly, too, by Bolis’s account. What could have frightened such
bold and ruthless thieves?

“Did you see
any sign of them, or of any others?”

“No,
captain.”

“Anything else
you saw?”

Bolis seemed to
think for a moment, the nodded. “One thing most strange,” he said.
“The men was tied, the men on the wagons, I mean. They was tied to
the uprights by their legs so they couldn’t jump or get off the
wagons.”

Jerac heard the
stamp of a man coming to attention outside the guardhouse. It was
still a few minutes shy of midday, but that would be the major
arriving.

“Wait here,” he
said. He went outside and delivered his own salute. The major was
alone, first to arrive for the afternoon watch.

“Books ready,
lieutenant?” he asked. “Monies bagged?”

“All ready,
sir,” he confirmed. “But we’ve had an incident.”

“An
incident?”

“A report of
murder on the road,” Jerac said.

“Well, you’ll
write a report and submit it in the usual way, lieutenant,” the
major said. “It happens from time to time.”

“It’s an odd
one, sir,” Jerac said. He didn’t want to let this go. It troubled
him. He could not think of a circumstance that would have fathered
the events Bolis had reported. What he wanted was to go and see for
himself.

“In the
report,” the major said.

Jerac nodded.
Acting lieutenants did what they were told by majors. He went back
inside and found the other book, the incident book, and sat down
with Bolis again.

“Now,” he said,
dipping his pen into the ink. “We’ll start from the beginning.”


Thirty Two – Pascha

The blade was
perfect. It was slender, long, light as a feather, but it was not
yet the blade. She played with the shape, allowing it to belly out
a little as it approached the point, but she thought that ugly. It
made the sword look weak and badly made. She changed it back,
making it straight and even along its entire length until the
narrowing at the tip.

She curved the
blade. Narak’s blades were curved, just slightly, and she imitated
their form, a curve like a resting bow, retaining just the memory
of its strung self. She liked the look. It seemed to beg her to use
it. The shape cried out to cut the air, flesh, bone, anything.

The handle was
still formless, a cloud of expectation. She gave it form, stretched
it so that it might accept two hands, bound it with silver strands
like rope so that it might be good to grip. She discarded the idea
of a finger guard. A simple disk separated the handle from the
blade, just enough to stop another blade from sliding onto her
fingers.

She reached out
and held it. It was too light. Even a mage blade needed weight, and
so it grew heavier in her hands until it felt strong, potent. She
changed the shape of the grip so that it grew into her touch,
fitting her hands perfectly.

“Good.” Pelion
was watching, but not instructing any more. She had mastered this
simple act of creation, and this was a practical exercise, a
demonstration of her skill.

She allowed her
imagination free reign, and colour ran up the steel. But it was not
steel, she reminded herself. On Narak’s sword it would have been
steel, but this was mage iron, the imagined, indestructible blade
that was an expression of her power. As long as she lived it would
remain inviolate. As long as she had the strength it would cut
anything. When called it would be the embodiment of her will.

The bade took
on the appearance of a flame, red and gold, shining with its own
light, and within the flame there were lines etched on the metal, a
depiction of sparrows and leaves.

“Sparrows?”
Pelion asked. “Quaint, but hardly terrifying.”

Pascha
abandoned the construct. It faded. She still held it somewhere in
her mind and could call it forth at will, but for now her attention
switched to Pelion.

“Must you make
so many pointless remarks?” she asked.

“I’m sorry if I
disturbed you, but really – sparrows?”

“Men can learn
to fear anything, or to love the same. You know it as well as I,”
she said. A symbol was a symbol, and she was still fond of
sparrows. She thought of them as her special tribe, her loyal
ones.

“As you
wish.”

Pelion was a
fine teacher, if you could ignore his tendency to divert on the
slightest provocation into tales that showed him in a flattering
light. She was learning fast. There was more to learn than she
could ever have imagined: subtleties within nuances, tied up with
ambiguity. Every new peak she reached turned out to be the
beginning of another ascent, and yet she knew that she was already
formidable. She could sweep aside all the so-called mages of
Durandar in a moment, crush all the kings and armies on the six
kingdoms, and blast Seth Yarra from the face of Terras. Even Narak
could not have stood against her now.

Only one thing
could match her.

“Will you not
tell me of dragons?” she asked.

“I will, but it
will be the last thing that you learn,” Pelion said. This was one
of the two chains that he bound her with. She knew nothing of
dragons and Pelion had spent a thousand years learning their
weaknesses. She needed that, or she would simply be a thing that
existed on dragon sufferance. It had been a surprise, a shock to
learn that they still existed.

“Well then,”
she said. “I will rest and meditate on what you have taught
me.”

She turned and
walked away, slowly, calmly, allowing her feet to brush the lush
green grass. The grass rebuked her. It was Pelion’s creation, as
were the trees, the stream, the bridge, the sky. He had also made
the Bren, a complex and dangerous race. She had made a sword. She
was once more at the foot of a steep ascent.

Pascha sighed
and sat down in the shade of a palm tree. Every day she spent here
it seemed more like a prison, and yet every day she learned more.
She wanted to be away. She wanted to be out in the world, wielding
the power she now possessed. Yet she knew that once she departed
this place she could never return, and never learn another secret
other than by the efforts of her own mind, by trial and error. She
wanted to squeeze every last drop of knowledge from this particular
bitter fruit.

She let her
frustration go, closed her eyes, and breathed in and out, listening
to her body. This was how she had learned to relax. She turned away
from anger, and from everything, making the darkness behind her
eyes her only world.

How, then,
might one create life?

Pelion had done
it. Cobran and the seven had done it. It could therefore be done,
and nobody had told them, instructed them.

What was life?
Life was will, and existence, and continuing – whether by
procreation, like the Bren, or persistence, like the dragons. Life
was a spark. Sparrows were alive, and they were no more than a
candle flame of life, yet they flew and mated and laid eggs and
died.

All life had an
origin. But no, there was no origin for men. Men had always
existed, hadn’t they? She found she could not be certain of it. All
she could say was that if they had an origin it was lost in time.
How far back would you have to go, she wondered, before there were
no men, no sparrows, no wolves? Perhaps there was a time when there
had been no world, no sun, nothing at all. The thought of it was
overwhelming. Yet if everything had an origin, then there was a
time before everything, before anything. It was an interesting line
of enquiry, but ultimately fruitless. She would learn nothing from
it.

Had Pelion
solved this mystery? Did he understand the origin of all things?
She dismissed the idea. Pelion did not strike her as a man who had
unwound the mysteries of existence.

So what,
then?

The simple
answer was to take something that was, and make it into something
else. This was not the creation of life, but it would be a way to
imitate creation. So the Bren could have come from, say, ants. It
was a spur of the moment thought, but when she thought about it
there were certain qualities the Bren possessed that suggested
ants. They lived beneath the ground, they bred specialist
creatures, and ants had soldiers and peasants. Could there be a
Bren queen, she wondered?

Even this
insight, the creation of one thing from another, only took her one
step down the road. There was so much more to learn, so much that
she needed to know.

There was a
sound, a jarring sound, a tearing screech like nothing she had ever
known. It seemed that the ground shook, and suddenly there was a
smell of wood smoke, and strangely a smell of Afaeli sausage. She
turned, and the air before her seemed to glaze, like a mirror. But
instead of herself, the mirror’s surface showed two people, and she
knew them at once.

“Sheyani?
Cain?” She was surprised. She was beyond surprise. She only had a
moment to dwell on the fact that Cain seemed the least surprised of
the three. Sheyani was open mouthed, but after a moment of
confusion dropped to her knees.

“Eran,” she
said. “We only sought to know your name.”

Eran? It was a
title, an ancient title. She knew it, but could not place it in
memory. It was reason that gave her the meaning. It was what the
Farheim called their lords. This was not something that she knew,
not with any certainty, but it made sense. It was the sort of
knowledge that the Duranders would have preserved. This spell,
also, this magic that brought them to her, she did not doubt that
it was some ancient rite. The Duranders hoarded magic like gold,
even when they had no use for it.

Her next
thought was that Pelion would know, and that he would not be
pleased. He was keeping her here, deliberately isolated, and here
were two people from the outside world, the real world.

“Can you carry
a message for me?” she asked.

“Of course,
Eran,” Sheyani said. Cain just nodded.

But what
message? And how? Narak was in the impossible north, she had no
idea what she might say to Jidian or Sithmaree, and these two were
shut off from the Sirash in any event.

“I am with
Pelion,” she said. “In time I will return. When I do the Sirash
will end, the Benetheon will be undone. Do you understand?”

Sheyani nodded,
but Pascha could see that the words troubled her.

“Take this
knowledge to Wolfguard. Tell Caster. Ask him for the ring from my
finger. He will understand. It is a calling ring. Use it to tell
Narak what I have told you.”

The mirror
shook. Pascha turned to see Pelion only a few feet away, a staff
raised over his head, his face red with anger and the staff glowing
with power. He swept it down towards the image of Sheyani and Cain,
but Pascha hadn’t finished yet. Her hand reached out and the flame
coloured sword was in it. The staff and the sword met. Thunder
rolled, sparks flew, but Pelion’s weapon was held.

“Tell Narak
that I will return,” she said. “Tell him not to do anything
reckless. I will have the power. Now go.”

Sheyani was
clearly afraid. “We cannot,” she said. “You must send us back.”

Typical.
Typical Durander only having half of what was needed and doing it
anyway. She could not hold Pelion for ever.

“I do not know
how,” Pascha said.

“You must say
the words,” Sheyani cried. “The words are Hilas Shalembaram!”

Gibberish,
Pascha thought. A useless spell preserved two thousand years.

“Hilas
Shalembaram,” she said. The mirror vanished with a pop. She allowed
Pelion’s staff to slip past her blade and strike the ground, and
the blade vanished from her hand.

“How dare you?”
Pelion roared. “You have violated this place. You have violated my
mind!”

“Nonsense,” she
said. “I did nothing.”

“You brought
Farheim here!”

“They brought
themselves, and you never said that I was forbidden visitors.” It
was a victory, she knew. Pelion could have made his captive
universe proof against intrusion, but he had clearly not thought it
necessary. Sheyani would not be back. Pelion would ensure that it
was impossible. “You thought the spell forgotten. You should have
known better.”

Pelion
glowered, but said nothing. After a moment he turned and walked
away.

A victory
indeed. Pascha knew that she could not have held Pelion for ever,
but neither could he have held her. She thought that perhaps he
would have weakened first. It was the first time that she had felt
truly strong in his presence. She knew that he was a shadow of what
he had once been, but her power was waxing more quickly than his
was waning.

She wondered if
Sheyani would carry her message.


Thirty Three – The Empty
Fort

Cain sat down
hard. He’d been afraid, he admitted it. When Pelion had come for
them with that glowing staff, he was certain that his days were
about to end. Then Passerina had stopped him. Just stopped him.
Even through the magical link, whatever it was, Cain had been able
to feel the power, raw and hot.

Sheyani looked
shaken, as shaken as Cain felt. She was standing, staring into
space.

“Are you all
right?” he asked.

Sheyani turned
round. She looked annoyed as much as anything. Cain couldn’t see
fear or surprise any more. “It should not have been her,” she
said.

“Her? You mean
Passerina?”

“It should have
been Narak.”

“You expected
Narak?”

“The Wolf
believes. He has always done his duty. He has respected his burden.
The Sparrow was the weakest of them all.”

“And yet…” Cain
hadn’t known who or what to expect, but he wasn’t happy that it had
turned out to be Passerina. He still felt that she didn’t like him.
He’d accepted in his own mind that he wasn’t responsible for the
death of Perlaine, and even Narak had got past this, but Passerina
still blamed him. Yet he hadn’t sensed hostility.

“She is the
denier,” Sheyani went on as though he had said nothing. “She turned
her back on the gods, on her power, on the needs of the art. She
was never a friend to us.”

“And yet it is
her. If we are Farheim and she made us so, then she is a god mage.
She was with Pelion. Gods and demons damned, Sheyani, she was with
Pelion. We saw Pelion! Nobody has seen Pelion for two thousand
years except the Benetheon. It is what is.”

Sheyani looked
angry. For a moment he thought that she was going to shout at him,
but instead she closed her eyes and covered her face with her
hands. He waited for two breaths, three, until she lifted them away
again. The anger was gone. She looked grave, but there was the hint
of a smile there.

“Never change,
Sheshay,” she said. “Promise me that.” She reached out and took his
hand.

“It’s not a
thing I can promise,” he said, holding up his other hand, his new
minted right hand. “It doesn’t seem to be something I have control
over.”

She sat next to
him, leaned against him, but said nothing.

“Are we going
to do as she asked?” Cain said.

“We must. We
cannot disobey a command.”

“She asked,
Sheyani. She didn’t command, and we didn’t agree to do it.”

Sheyani sat
upright again and looked at him. “She is a god mage…”

“She is
Passerina. She has more power, it cannot be denied, but she is
still the same woman who stood with us at Fal Verdan. Besides, we
have other duties to fulfil. I am commanded to deal with the Seth
Yarra, not requested. I shall do that before anything else.”

Sheyani studied
his face for a moment, as though trying to determine if her was
serious or not, and then she nodded.

“Then I will go
to Wolfguard alone,” she said.

“No. I need
you. There may be a thousand men behind high walls at this Seth
Yarra fort. You are my tactical advantage. Without your pipes it
might take a year and another thousand men to take the place.”

“But…”

“God mages or
no, these men rely on you, and so do I. There’s no telling how many
might perish in a naked assault on this position. And how will you
get to Wolfguard? It’s the other side of the Dragon’s Back past
land held by Seth Yarra. You’d have to pass through the Green Road
and travel half a thousand miles, and find a place you’ve never
been.”

“The ring will
guide me.” She held up her hand with the wolf’s head ring, Narak’s
wedding gift to her. She might be able to do that, Cain thought.
She just might.

“We shall take
this place, and then we will go to Wolfguard together,” he
said.

She nodded, a
little too quickly, Cain thought, as if this promise was what she
had wanted all along.

“Then we must
eat and sleep,” she said. “If we are to make war tomorrow we must
be rested.”

The next
morning they broke camp by dawn’s light. There was no sea breeze,
and the tents seemed lifeless, submitting meekly to the men who
pulled them down and packed them away. Cain was not a superstitious
man. He did not believe in omens, but the fact that the wind had
abandoned them made him uneasy. The air had a dead feel to it
without the smell of the sea and the distant cry of gulls.

There was a
thin mist. It made everything damp, and would not disperse. He knew
that the sun would take care if it when it rose high enough, but
that would be an hour from now.

The camp was
quickly packed away and they began to march, seven hundred foot
soldiers bracketed by cavalry, moving swiftly across the pastures
of the coastal plain. Cain sent twenty men ahead. He sent Tilian’s
men, and Tilian, to scout out the road, to see what lay before
them.

It was not a
long march. They should have made the distance the night before. It
took no more than an hour to reach the Seth Yarra fort, but twenty
minutes before they reached it Tilian came back.

He wheeled his
mount alongside Cain’s. He looked worried.

“They’re gone,”
he said.

“Gone?”

“The fort is
there. The Seth Yarra are not. They’ve left.”

“The fort is
empty?”

“Yes. I rode up
to the walls. I shouted. Nothing. There’s a trail heading north. At
least a thousand men on foot.”

Cain carried on
riding for a moment. Gone. A thousand men had gathered, built a
fort that would have kept them safe for months, then abandoned it.
This had to be deception, pure and simple. It was a feint. But
where were the men? If a thousand Seth Yarra had headed north then
Jidian would have tracked them. But Cain had no way of contacting
the eagle god. He could not move to intercept them. He would have
to follow.

For all that he
trusted Tilian he decided to see the Seth Yarra fort for himself.
It was not that he doubted the enemy were gone. Or perhaps it was.
He could not conceive that such a position would be built and then
abandoned. He wanted to know how long they had been gone. Could
they have caught them if the king had not delayed them by half a
day?

“I will inspect
the fort,” he told Tilian.

In truth it
would be useful. As Sheyani had pointed out, he had never seen a
Seth Yarra fortification. They threw them up wherever they stopped,
it seemed, and yet never near Cain. It would be instructive if he
was forced to assault such a position one day. He had no doubt that
it would be built according to the book.

They rode the
rest of the way there in silence. Cain was trying to put himself in
the Seth Yarra commander’s position. They had landed. They had
built a fort. They had abandoned it. Why?

His only
thought was that they had been ordered to do so, but had they
withdrawn – been picked up and taken out to sea, which meant they
could be anywhere by now – or had they gone inland? The trail that
Tilian had spotted suggested they had gone inland. And what lay
inland? Just here there was nothing much. It was farming country.
There was a lot of woodland which stretched westwards past Golt in
patches. It had once been the King’s forest, set aside for his
pleasure, but bits of it had been gifted to various lords and
villages had been built, fields planted. There would be little
hunting of note these days.

The Seth Yarra
fort did not look like it could hold a thousand men. When he saw it
Cain was not immediately impressed. It appeared to be no more than
a double ditch surrounding a palisade of sharpened tree trunks. It
turned out to be a little more sophisticated. The ditches were
staked. They were deep enough to have gathered water and the water
barely hid the stakes. It would have been a difficult, costly place
to assault.

He rode to
within thirty paces of the walls. There was no sign of life. No
heads looked over the palisade, no alarms were raised. He saw that
the gate stood open.

A trap?

He left his men
on the western side and rode around the fort. A small stream ran
along the eastern wall, inducted into the ditch on that side and
allowed to escape at the southern end.

He borrowed a
bow from one of the men who rode with him and shot an arrow over
the wall. There was no response.

Back on the
western side he picked a handful of men and sent them to try the
gate. They rode shields up, expecting arrows, and went single file
along the narrow, winding path that traversed the ditches, leading
to the gate. Cain watched the first man in the line pause in the
gateway, then ride in. The second man followed. The rest waited
outside.

A minute
passed.

A head appeared
above the palisade and waved to him. He heard a voice call out in
Avilian.

“Empty!” the
shout drifted across the bare ground. “All gone.”

The rest of the
scouting party rode in, and still Cain waited. More heads appeared.
Even from this distance he could recognise them. They were his men,
and smiling. No trap then.

He left his men
again, and rode with Sheyani and Tilian and a handful more through
the gates of the fort. He had to duck down to his horse’s neck
going through the gate. It was designed for men on foot.

Inside the
place looked forlorn. There was nothing of any value, but Cain
could see half a dozen cold fire sites, a wicker basket with a torn
handle lay huddled against the palisade. The ground was beaten flat
by the passage of thousands of feet and bare as a threshing floor.
There wasn’t even any firewood. It was about as empty as it could
possibly be. He called Tilian over.

“Go and look at
those tracks again,” he said. “And look on the south side, too. I
want to know how many people came in here, and by what route.”

Tilian saluted
and was gone, Cain saw him ride out towards the main body of men
and collect his ghosts.

“What are you
thinking?” Sheyani was at his elbow. He gestured at the compound
within the palisade.

“A thousand
people?” he asked. “In here?”

“No more than
five hundred,” she agreed. “And that would be unpleasant.”

“The Eagle saw
four hundred people here, building this place. Time after time he
saw four hundred, but what if it wasn’t the same four hundred?”

He climbed a
ladder onto the platform behind the palisade and looked out towards
his own men. They had taken the opportunity to rest, but he saw
sentries posted.

“They replaced
the men here?” Sheyani asked “Why?”

“The ships,”
Cain said. “Think about it. Imagine it. The Eagle can’t see in the
night, and wouldn’t try. Each night a ship comes in, drops off a
hundred, two hundred men. They march up to the fort. The same
number leaves the fort and marches north, into the woods. By dawn
they’re hidden. Jidian can’t see them. There are still four hundred
men in the fort, the ship is back out at sea.”

Sheyani looked
out over the landscape. From this small vantage they could both see
the patchwork pattern of forest and paddock. It was a pretty
landscape, but it looked sinister to Cain.

“Where does the
forest take them?” she asked.

“North,” he
said. “North and west. Bas Erinor.”

When Tilian
came back he reported that men had come up from a small beach
nearby, about a thousand of them, and a thousand had departed
north, but that the tracks were made on many different days. The
last had left four days ago, give or take a day.

Cain blamed
himself. He had grown used to Seth Yarra being stupid. They always
seemed to do the most staid things. They never showed a spark of
invention. He should have expected something like this sooner or
later. They couldn’t all be bound by the book, not for ever.

There were less
than five hundred fighting men in Bas Erinor, and most of them
would be in the high city. If Seth Yarra took the gate, any gate,
the slaughter would be terrible.

“We ride at
once,” he announced. “We ride hard.”

“Where do we
ride, colonel?” Tilian asked.

“Bas Erinor,”
Cain said. “And we hope its still there when we arrive.”


Thirty Four – Holding The
Gate

The fire was
built high tonight, and Jerac was glad of it. A chill breeze blew
out of the north, a wet breeze that brought a night time fog. The
damp air seemed to bring the cold in with it, creeping under
woollen garments as though they were the thinnest cotton.

Dawn was on the
way, though. Perhaps the sun would drive the fog away and bring a
little warmth. He hoped it would.

He sat at the
table in the room over the gate and looked at the incident book, at
the entry he had written the previous night. He did not have much
of a talent with words. The entry in the book was no more than a
bald statement of events. He had written down the words of Hecmar
Bolis, merchant’s apprentice of Shalewood, as accurately as he
could. He had separated them from his own words so that it would be
clear what the witness had said and what had merely been
summarised.

It still made
no sense.

The dead men
had been tied to their wagons. They had been tied by their legs
only. He tried to imagine a circumstance in which that might
happen, in which he would choose to tie men in such a way.

They had been
prisoners, he guessed. Their legs were tied so that they could not
escape, and their hands were free so that they could continue to
drive their wagons. Why would you do that? Why not kill them men
when you captured them and drive the wagons yourself?

The only things
that occurred to him was that their captors did not know how to
drive the wagons, which was absurd, or that there were so few of
them that they could not spare men to be drovers. That, too, seemed
absurd given the number of arrows that Bolis had seen stuck in the
bodies. There must have been at least two or three archers to each
drover. That was twenty men.

The horses,
too. The bandits had shot the horses full of arrows as though they
blamed them in some way for something. It seemed wasteful. It
seemed vindictive. Most of all it seemed stupid.

None of it made
sense. He wished that he’d been able to ride out and look at the
scene himself. A witness was all very well, but seeing it for
yourself, that was better.

He poured
himself a hot tea and glanced out of the window towards the dawn.
There was not even a trace of light in the sky, but the fog might
hide it until close to the hour. He sipped the tea and closed his
eyes to savour the warmth trickling down his throat. He found that
he enjoyed simple pleasures again; a hot tea, a warming soup, the
sun on his skin, the feel of his muscles working, his joints free
from pain. There was a lot to be said for being young.

It must be
close to dawn now.

He blew out the
lamp in the gatehouse, and sure enough there was a faint glow to
the east. It was time to be going down. He looked out of the other
window briefly, and saw that there were people waiting outside the
gate – quite a lot of them – standing in the fog like so many
phantoms.

He buckled on a
breastplate, loosed his sword, and went down the stairs.

Bisalt was
waiting with the other men. The ropes were already laid out and
strained.

“Gate ready,”
he said. He looked up at the tower for the sign of dawn. It worried
him slightly that the fog might be too thick, and he might not see
the sign today, he might be late opening the gate. But really, who
cared? If he was two or three minutes late there wouldn’t be any
fuss.

There was
nobody waiting inside the city this morning. Usually there was a
wagon or a messenger on horseback, but today nothing. Who would
want to travel on such a miserable morning?

He felt a spot
of rain on his cheek. Well, that was all they needed.

“Weather could
be better,” he said. It was the first time in five days that he’d
passed a casual remark to the men he commanded. That had been
deliberate. He saw a couple of the men nod their agreement.

“True enough,
Lieutenant,” Bisalt said.

And Jerac knew
that he’d won. These men who’d picked on him, who’d shown him no
respect had changed. They respected him now. They accepted him as
their leader. He felt a small surge of elation, but kept himself in
check. His grip on them was still fragile. He glanced up at the
tower again to see if the hour of dawn had arrived, and there was
the faintest hint.

Bisalt had
already drawn the bolts and at his word the others would pull the
ropes and the gate would open to the day.

The words came
into his mouth, but got no further. He stood, silent and still, in
the mouth of the River Gate and stared at the bolts, at the studded
wood of the gate. A thought had struck him, and it was a thing as
clear as a sunny day, as clear as the tones of the morning
bell.

No. It wasn’t
possible.

“Sir?”

He looked
across as Bisalt. The man was puzzled. A glance up at the tower
showed a pale streak of light – the sign of dawn. It was time. It
was past time. Still he stood and said nothing.

Surely not. He
closed his eyes and tried to remember what he’d seen in the
fog.

“Shoot the
bolts, Bisalt,” he said. “Lock the gate.”

To his credit
Bisalt did not question the order with more than a look. He stepped
forward and hammered the first bolt home.

Jerac turned to
one of the other men. “Take a horse and ride to the castle,” he
said. “Tell anyone who will listen that the city is under attack,
that we need men to hold the gates.”

The man stared
at him for a moment.

“What?”

“Do it,” Jerac
barked. “Now!”

The man looked
across at his comrades, but finding no wisdom there ran for the
stables. The second bolt crashed home. The gate was locked.

It was simple
enough, really. The men on the wagons had been tied because their
captors couldn’t control the wagons, or wouldn’t. Horses were
taint. And why the wagons? Because seen from the air a column of
men with horses couldn’t be Seth Yarra. They would be passed over
without a second glance. When Jerac had looked out of the window
he’s seen the shapes of men. Men standing. There wasn’t a single
horse or wagon, and men on foot wouldn’t wait for the gate to open,
they’d come through the postern before dawn.

The
postern.

Jerac’s eyes
found it in a moment. The bolts were drawn back. The postern was
open. Even as he raised his arm to point, to tell Bisalt to bolt
it, he saw it swing back on its hinges, bursting open, and armed
men stepped through.

It wasn’t as
big gate. Really it was only large enough for one man at a time to
pass through, but they came quickly, three, five, seven. Jerac’s
sword was in his hand. He didn’t remember drawing it, and he was
running towards the postern, only six of seven steps, but
everything seemed slowed down. He saw Bisalt jump back, sword
coming free. He saw one of his own men, hands still on the gate
rope, cut down from behind.

Then he was
there, and two cuts of his blade killed two men. There were too
many of them, though, and he was forced back. As he passed the
fallen guard he stooped and drew the man’s sword. Now he had two.
It had been an instinct, but he found that it worked well. The
second blade gave him time. They were slow, but with one blade he’d
had to parry blow after blow, and had not time to strike back. With
two he had time.

Jerac Fane
began to kill them. He was aware of Bisalt and the others on his
right, trying to force the enemy back to the postern, but most of
his mind was on the men before him. He found the rhythm had
changed. He was moving forwards.

Some of them
were trying to draw the bolts, hammering at them with sword hilts,
and they were succeeding. If the main gate opened they would pour
in, and the gate would be lost.

An arrow took
one of them down. A glance showed Jerac that Bisalt had pulled back
and was shooting. The others were still fighting to try to retake
to postern, but were being held.

“Cut the
portcullis down!” he shouted, hoping that Bisalt would hear over
the sounds of battle. With the iron portcullis down the gate
couldn’t open. Even if it didn’t close the postern, it would
restrict them to coming in by the smaller gate, and he thought he
could handle that.

They had one
bolt drawn, but they weren’t being clever. He could see that men
were pressing on the outside of the gate. It was straining inwards,
and that made the bolts harder to draw. It was buying him time.

By now he had
to mind where he put his feet. There were a lot of bodies littering
the ground, and he was adding to the pile. The Seth Yarra were
hammering on the last bolt now, and inch by inch, fraction by
fraction, it was drawing back. The gate bulged. It could snap, he
realised. The bolts were only cast iron, after all, and not meant
do such duty as this on their own.

“Mind the
gate!”

Jerac heard the
cry from behind, and stepped back. The portcullis roared down,
chains dragging through their channels with a sound like thunder,
but it didn’t reach the ground. The postern stood open, and the
portcullis struck the top of it, tearing away the top hinge,
shattering the top of one of the sturdy planks of which the small
gate was made, but the postern held. Drunken and broken, it did not
submit to the portcullis, but held it up four feet from the
ground.

The falling
iron had killed three Seth Yarra, including the man working the
bolt, and Jerac was able to spring forwards again and attack. He
killed two men, and suddenly he was alone on this side of the gate.
He stood for a moment in the unexpected lull, but it was a moment
too long.

Arrows flew
through the postern. Most missed, but he was struck in the thigh,
the hip and the stomach. It hurt a lot. He ripped the point out of
his stomach, and the pain lessened. The other arrows followed,
ripped out and cast aside, and Jerac was only half surprised to
find that he was uninjured.

He kicked at
the postern. It should have had no effect. The small gate was
sturdy, even shattered by the portcullis it was a formidable piece
of timber, but it moved. He kicked at it again, and an arrow caught
him in the calf. He tore it out and kicked a third time.

The postern
collapsed, and the portcullis completed its interrupted journey to
the ground, burying half its spikes in dead flesh. Jerac jumped to
one side where he could no longer be seen from outside.

“Up on the
wall,” he called. “Bows up on the wall.”

Bisalt didn’t
move. He was staring at Jerac, open mouthed. It was awkward, Jerac
supposed. How was he going to explain this? He’d been shot with
arrows four times. His men couldn’t have missed seeing it, not all
of them.

Jerac ran
across the mouth of the gate, grabbed Bisalt and dragged him into
the gate house.

“What in the
gods name, what are you?” Bisalt said.

“Your officer,”
he replied. “Now pick up your bow and get up on the tower. The
bastards might be bringing up ladders.”

Bisalt snapped
out of it. He grabbed his bow and ran up the steps. At least that
was something that Jerac could deal with later. How long had it
been since the rider had left for the castle? Probably no more than
five minutes, though it seemed that five times as many. He reached
the top of the wall with his own bow in hand and looked back into
the town. There was no sign of any help.

“There’s a lot
of them, Lieutenant,” Bisalt said.

There were.
Looking out into the fog he could see hundreds of figures. They
were still trying to force the gate by the look of it, packing into
the space immediately below. Jerac shot an arrow into the mass of
men, and saw a body fall.

“How many
arrows have you got?” he asked.

“Fifteen,
perhaps twenty,” Bisalt answered. The other men were arriving now,
so it was four bows against… he looked over the wall again… four
hundred?

“Just keep
shooting, and keep your head down.” As in to emphasise his point a
volley rattled against the wall, some of them arching over into the
street beyond. Jerac shot another couple of arrows. Sooner or later
this was going to get more difficult. They would pull back out of
range and mount a proper assault now that their surprise was lost.
They had to do what they could while it was easy.

It took longer
than he’d thought it would. They kept pressing the gate fruitlessly
until Jerac’s men had spent nearly all their arrows. At this range
every shot was as good as a kill, so he reckoned they must have
taken eighty or so, including the ones that fell trying to get
through the gate.

It made no
difference at all.

There were
still hundreds of men out there in the fog. He heard shouts, and
the men below the gate ran back out of bowshot. He looked around at
the men. They looked scared.

“Arrows?” he
asked.

“Three.”

“Two.”

“Five.”

He had none
left himself. His last had taken a retreating figure in the back of
the neck, pitching him forwards. He pointed at the man who had two.
“Give yours to Bisalt,” he said. “Then come with me.”

There was still
no sign of men from the castle. Fifteen minutes had passed. He
hoped that at least his own man would come back.

He ran down to
the guard room. There was another quiver of arrows here – about
another twenty, he guessed. He sent the man back up with orders to
share them out, then went out into the street. Anyone at the gate
could have shot at him, but he ignored the risk. He wasn’t going to
get killed anyway.

The street was,
as he had hoped, littered with Seth Yarra arrows. He took off his
cloak and laid it on the ground. They he heaped all the arrows he
could find onto it. He didn’t bother to count. There were a
lot.

He’d just about
finished when a party of men rode up. He looked at them. There were
twenty of them. Just twenty. He was expected to hold the gate with
twenty four men?

“Lieutenant
Fane?” one of them asked.

“I am,” he
replied, picking up his loaded cloak. “I hope by all the gods that
you brought bows,” he said.

“Aye, sir, we
did,” the man answered.

“Why so few?”
Jerac asked.

“They broke the
main gate,” the man said. “It’s a proper war down there. If not for
your man’s warning we might not have held them.”

“Up on the wall
then,” Jerac said. “And keep your bowstrings quiet until they come
again. It’ll be ladders next time, I think. And take those horses
down a side street. If you quarter them here they’ll be full of
Seth Yarra arrows.”

The men did as
they were told, and Jerac carried his rough made sack of arrows up
to the wall. The men there were glad to see him and his burden. He
laid the cloak out and told them to fill their quivers.

“Twenty more to
come,” he said. “Help from the castle.”

“Twenty?” It
was Bisalt who questioned. It was always Bisalt. If he had a choice
of sergeant it would be Bisalt.

“Aye, that’s
all,” he said. “But at least they brought bows.”

Jerac looked
over the wall. It was getting lighter now, and the power of the sun
was combining with the wind to banish the fog. It was still there,
but very much lessened. He could see the Seth Yarra drawn up. He
could see them preparing.

Their situation
was not impossible. As the new men began to take their places on
the wall he considered it carefully. This was the river gate, and
just outside the walls flowed the Erinor River. The only approach
was over the gate bridge. The bridge could not be broken, as much
as Jerac would have liked to break it. It was stone and ancient,
and would resist any attempt to pull it down. It did, however,
limit any assault to its meagre width. The upshot of that was that
they only had twenty feet of wall to defend.

It took them a
long time to come. It was almost so long that he had begun to
believe that they might not. The sun had cleared the tower and
illuminated the Seth Yarra lines to the extent that he could count
them. He made it three hundred and seventy, give or take a dozen,
and he could see the ladders.

They came in a
rush. Jerac had time to loose only five arrows before the first
ladder thumped against the stonework. By chance it was close to
him, and he put a boot against it and kicked with all his strength.
The ladder stayed kicked. It spun out and away from the wall,
falling heavily among the mass of Seth Yarra soldiers.

Some of his men
continued to fire arrows into the mass and others, in time honoured
fashion, reversed their swords and used them to hook the ladders
and push them away. Still others stood back with swords drawn,
waiting for the first step upon the wall.

It looked
ordered and neat, but in a minute it degenerated into bloody chaos.
Seth Yarra soldiers leaped onto the wall from ladders that had not
been pushed, swords swinging. They were brave men, but not
especially skilled, and the guardsmen from the castle more than
held their own.

This was a
battle of attrition, however, and Jerac could see quite quickly
that they were going to lose it. For every guardsman that fell the
enemy lost five, six, or seven, but it was not enough. Now was the
time to throw caution to the winds. He had been fighting within
himself, holding an area of the wall the same size as the other
men, and holding it well. He repelled ladders easily, leant his
blades generously to those either side of him. He desperately
didn’t want to make a spectacle of himself, but if he did not, then
the rest of these men would die.

He began to
fight as he could. He pushed his men to one end of the wall and
held the other himself. He fought with no regard for safety,
because he believed himself to be unkillable. He kicked and
slashed, stabbed and punched, moving faster and faster as he found
a new rhythm. He began to kill men by the dozen. To his surprise
his success seemed to draw more and more of the Seth Yarra to his
part of the wall. They clamoured to face his blades, pressed their
ladders to the battlements at his feet, even turned their backs on
his men. It became a slaughter. They had lost sight of the military
objective.

A horn
sounded.

As quickly as
the assault had begun, it ended. Jerac snatched up his bow and shot
three of the retreating Seth Yarra. Then he sat down on the edge of
the wall, looking at the carnage and feeling a weariness that had
nothing to do with tired muscles. The dead littered the wall. He
had lost five men, but Seth Yarra had lost over a hundred. They lay
piled at the foot of the wall, and scattered across it. He had
never seen the like, but then that was to be expected, this was his
first battle.

Bisalt
approached him.

“Do you think
they’ll come again?”

“They might,”
Jerac said. “I don’t know. Did you see the way they came for me?
Why did they do that?”

“They mistook
you for the Wolf,” Bisalt said. “They are promised life after death
if they kill the Wolf. One of the prisoners said.” He looked at
Jerac. “Frankly I would have made the same mistake.”

“I’m just a
man, Bisalt,” Jerac said. “I’m no Wolf.” Bisalt nodded, but his
eyes didn’t believe it. Why should they? After all, he’d seen Jerac
shot with arrows. He’d seen him fight like some sort of demon. He
had to say something more. “I don’t understand it. It’s Wolf magic,
though. The Wolf did this to me.”

“You’re
Narak’s?” Bisalt seemed impressed.

“Aye, I’m
Narak’s, though he never said this would happen. I was an ordinary
man before.”

Bisalt smiled.
He seemed somehow relieved. “So the Wolf is with us even when he’s
not,” he said.

If they wanted
to think of it that way it suited Jerac, but he’d been honest. He
didn’t understand it. All he’d done was buy Narak a drink, back in
the days when the Seventh Friend was still the Wolf Triumphant,
back in the days before the war when he’d been an aging master
carpenter of cautious habits. He’d recognised the Wolf, told him he
knew who he was and been granted favour. Simple. As he understood
it he’d live an extra year or two, be free from illness, that was
about all.

Yet now he was
Jerac Fane, the Wolf by proxy. The word would spread. His life
would change.

He looked out
at the Seth Yarra again. They didn’t seem to be preparing another
assault, so he picked a couple of men and sent them down to the
street to gather as many arrows as they could find.

It was proper
morning now. The sun was up and shining. He looked across the city
towards the main gate. It was south and east, and he could see
smoke over that part of the city, rising and being quickly
scattered by the breeze. A proper war, the man had said. He guessed
that meant fighting toe to toe in the streets, but he didn’t think
it any more proper than the bloodbath on top of this wall.

He heard hooves
and looked down. Fifty men on horseback approached. He recognised
the major. Jerac didn’t go down. He waited on top of the wall
because that was his place. The major came up and stood for a
moment looking out at the enemy, taking in the bodies at the foot
of the wall. Jerac’s men had tipped the Seth Yarra who’d died on
top down among their comrades, and some had fallen in the
river.

“How many men
did you lose?” the major asked.

“Five,
sir.”

“Five?”

“Yes, sir.”

The major
didn’t speak for a while. He stood and looked at the enemy who
waited in ranks some two hundred paces down the road.

“How did you
know?” he asked.

“Know what,
sir?”

“Not to open
the gate. That they were Seth Yarra.”

“No horses or
wagons, sir. Men on foot would have come through the postern. And
the murders on the road. I thought they must have used captured
wagons to deceive the Eagle, sir.”

The major
nodded. “Good thinking,” he said. “Good work, too. We’ve secured
the main gate, so I’ll leave the fifty men with you. You can keep
the command, and the rank, I should think, but the duke will have
to confirm it.”

“Thank you,
sir.”

The major
turned to go.

“Sir?”

“What is it,
lieutenant?”

“Permission to
attack them, sir.”

“Attack? You’ve
got seventy men, Fane. There’s over two hundred out there.”

“We’ve got
horses, sir.”

“Aye, you have,
and a gate that’s barred and won’t open. Have you ever led a
cavalry charge before, Fane?”

“No, sir. Never
held a wall either.”

The major
laughed. Jerac wasn’t sure he’d ever seen the major laugh
before.

“I like your
thinking, lieutenant,” he said. “But just hold the wall for now.
There’s no need to go seeking glory.”

“I was thinking
of the villagers, sir. If that lot run they’re not going to leave
the country be, are they? We should stop them before they get
started.”

The major
nodded. “True enough, but I can’t risk losing the gate. Get the
portcullis up again and then send for me, and we’ll see if we can
spare a few more men.”

“I’ll do that,
sir,” Jerac said. “Thank you.”

He watched the
major leave and then went down to examine the portcullis. It was
quite intact. The problem was the chain that was used to haul it up
and down. The chain attached to a rope that was normally tied off
on the south side of the gate, just outside the gate house. When
Bisalt had cut the rope the gate had fallen, but the rope was no
longer the required length. It had been dragged into the stone
channel that was cut through the wall. It could no longer be
reached.

Jerac put his
eye to the hole and used his sword blade to reflect light so that
he could see. It was there. Not so far, really, just a couple of
feet. He tried to push his hand in to grasp it, then stopped. It
was futile. However strong he was he couldn’t raise the portcullis
with a couple of fingers gripping a frayed hawser.

He looked about
him. The fifty men had gone up onto the wall to await the next Seth
Yarra assault, if it came. The mouth of the gate was empty. He was
alone.

He stood as
close to the portcullis as he could. He bent his knees and crouched
down, getting a firm grip on the bottom cross bar, shifting his
hands until they felt comfortable. Then he lifted. He lifted with
all his strength.

Nothing
happened. He stood up again.

“There’s an
easier way.”

He turned round
to see Bisalt, who had just emerged from the gatehouse. The man was
grinning, as if he was pleased to see that there were some limits
to Jerac’s abilities.

“And that
it?”

“Look,” Bisalt
pointed to the top of the gate arch. “You see the bar that runs
across at the very top? It’s designed for just such a purpose. We
can attach a block and tackle to that and it makes the lifting
easier.”

A block and
tackle. Of course. Jerac had used them hundreds of times as a
carpenter. He’d used one to move the heavier pieces when he’d
rebuilt the Seventh Friend bar for Cain Arbak.

“You know where
we can get a block and tackle?”

“I know where
we can get three, sir. We keep them in the guardhouse. Never
thought to use them, though.”

“Show me.”

There was a
cupboard in the guardroom that he’d never opened, and the pulley
blocks were hanging on pegs on the wall. Ropes were carefully
coiled beneath them. It took ten minutes and the loan of a ladder
for them to get the blocks hung and threaded, the ends tied to the
bottom crossbar of the portcullis.

“Get me thirty
men,” he told Bisalt. And another rope to thread the chain when it
shows.”

Bisalt came
back a few minutes later with a mob of volunteers happily rolling
up their sleeves. They’d heard the conversation between Jerac and
the major, and they fancied their chance of a slaughter, a chance
to be at the Seth Yarra with a significant advantage.

Bisalt
organised them, lined them up in three groups, and told them to
pull. The portcullis came up slowly but steadily. Jerac hooked the
rope out of its slot and fed it through his hands until he came to
the point where it looped around the chain. He told them to stop,
cut away the old rope and attached a new. He tested it, heaving on
the rope with all his might, and it held.

“Lower it,” he
called.

Someone had
taken the opportunity to drag the Seth Yarra bodies away from the
gate mouth, and now all that remained was to remove the blocks and
all would be ready. He pointed to one of the men.

“You, go and
find the major. Tell him that we are ready.” Jerac looked up at the
sun. It had taken a couple of hours to regain control of the
portcullis, but now they could attack. He ran up the steps to the
wall. Looking out he could see that the Seth Yarra soldiers were
still there, perhaps thinking to besiege Bas Erinor by stopping up
the road. Well, he would teach them differently.

He waited
impatiently atop the wall, eyeing his intended victims. They had
not even had the sense to retreat as far as cover. Half a mile
beyond their position was a copse of trees. It was nothing special,
but would have shielded them from the full horror of a cavalry
charge. He willed them not to move, not to see the danger.

The major came
quickly. He climbed the steps to the wall and stood next to Jerac,
looking out.

“Do we attack?”
Jerac asked. He could feel the tension in the men around him. They
were keen. He could feel their eyes on him.

“Come with me,”
the major said.

“Sir?”

“Come.” The
major led Jerac back down onto the street and mounted his horse.
The major didn’t speak, but waited patiently while Jerac unhitched
one of the guardsmen’s horses and swung up into the saddle.

They rode
through the city. It was quiet. The streets were unnaturally clear
of folk. There should have been a market today, but the square that
they rode through was empty. They turned up an alley, then onto the
broad road that led from the foot of the Devine Stair to the main
gate. It, too, was unnaturally empty, though here and there he
could see wagons hurrying in both directions.

Now he could
see the smoke, still billowing in the wind above the gate, the
smell of burning was strong and tasted bitter in his mouth. Up
ahead he could see a line across the road, and as they drew closer
he could see that it was a line of wagons turned on their side – a
makeshift defence. There were not many men on this barricade, and
those that were there seemed relaxed. This was safe, then.

Closer to the
gate he could see that it was closed, the portcullis – a much
larger affair than the one at the river gate, was down.

They passed
bodies laid out on the side of the road. There were dozens, perhaps
hundreds. One side street seemed paved with them. He recognised
some of the dead – they were men he had eaten with only yesterday,
guardsmen. But there were others laid out here as well. He saw the
bodies of men, women and children, civilians, citizens of Bas
Erinor.

The city around
the gate seemed flat from a distance, and as they approached the
gate itself he realised that many of the houses had been burned.
This had been a good neighbourhood, too good for Jerac Fane – and
even too good for Alos Stebbar. He could never have afforded even
the cheaper houses that clustered possessively close to the
landmark that was the main gate. Gateway, they’d called it, he
remembered. Now they were little more than rubble. Charred beams
lay at odd angles among the half tumbled walls, still smoking.

Jerac
remembered the soldier who’s spoken to him earlier. A proper war,
the man had said. Now he understood.

“How many men
did you lose, sir?” he asked.

The major
turned in his saddle. “Two hundred,” he replied. “About three
hundred citizens, too. We’ve been ferrying the wounded back to some
of the buildings close to the stair.”

Jerac knew the
strength of the garrison well enough. It had been stripped to deal
with the Seth Yarra incursions east and west. Only five hundred men
had remained to defend the city. With two hundred gone and more
injured their situation was perilous indeed. He realised that the
major was teaching him, demonstrating to him the burden of
command.

“We cannot
attack,” he said.

“I’m glad you
see it that way, lieutenant,” the major said, but he didn’t
smile.

A man ran up as
they approached. “No movement, sir,” he said.

“How many are
out there?” Jerac asked the man.

“Three hundred,
give or take. They’ve taken up positions about two hundred paces
down the road.”

Jerac turned to
the major again. “Prepared positions?” he asked.

The major
almost smiled. There was an upward twitch at the corner of his
mouth. “We think so,” he said. They kept archers back on the
assault, almost as though they expected to fail. Now they
wait.”

“If we charge
them we will not achieve the result we hope for,” Jerac said,
almost to himself. “We will lose many men and we will not destroy
them.”

“It would be a
gamble,” the major said. “But the stakes are very high. If we lose,
we lose Bas Erinor.”

“So we must
wait and they must wait.”

“Eventually
they will attack. They cannot wait as long as we. Colonel Arbak is
in the south and we have thousands of men approaching from the
north. Both will eventually get here, and either will finish it in
our favour.”

“Can we send
for help?”

“We have. A
rider left as soon as they withdrew out of bowshot. We cannot say
if he got through, but he was watched until he was out of sight.
Even if he gets through it will be at least two days before help
arrives.”

It was a trap.
It was a trap that Jerac had very nearly fallen into. If he had not
sent for the major, if he had just attacked because he knew it was
what he wanted to do, then his men would have been cut down by
arrows, his charge broken on some kind of defence, and he would
have struggled to hold the wall against another assault, which
would surely have followed. It was a lesson he welcomed, and he
appreciated the way in which the major had taught it. He had been
allowed to see the truth for himself, to draw his own
conclusions.

“I will go back
to the River Gate, sir,” he said. “I will hold it.”

The major
nodded. He looked pleased. “Do that, lieutenant,” he said. “Do
exactly that.”


Thirty Five – Skal

Lissman came to
wake him before dawn. It was bitterly cold, and Skal was wrapped in
furs and blankets, his head too. He was dreaming of his father. It
was an oddly unaffecting dream. He was watching, it seemed from a
distance, as his father was building something – a wall perhaps.
His father looked old, older than Skal had ever seen him, and he
looked tired, but he kept putting one stone on top of another.

“My lord, there
is movement. Wake up, my lord.”

He felt
Lissman’s hand on his foot, heard his voice, and the image of his
father dissolved into the frozen darkness.

“Movement?”

“Seth Yarra, my
lord. They are on the move.”

Skal rubbed his
face with the blanket, ran a hand through his hair and scratched
his scalp. “Can you tell which way they are moving?” he asked.

“Too dark,
sir,” Lissman replied.

Skal had taken
to sleeping in his clothes. It really was cold, and in the small
dark hours of the night he envied the men sleeping packed together
beneath the ground. It might be stuffy down there, but it was
noticeably warmer than his tower room, despite the fire that was
lit here every night.

He pulled on
his boots, pulled on a thick tunic and a heavy coat, and buckled
his sword around his waist. He longed for a hat of some kind that
would keep his ears warm, but he had not thought to bring one, and
had to make do with a scarf. He followed Lissman down the stairs
and back up again onto the wall.

There were not
that many men here this time of night, but a row of braziers burned
brightly, and most of the men were close to them, seeking what
warmth was available. These were the men he did not envy.

“Still moving?”
he asked one of them.

“Aye, colonel,”
the man said. “Not very good at being quiet, I’d say.”

Indeed, Skal
could hear them himself. It was like the noise of the sea, but
punctuated with the odd clink of metal and the occasional curse. He
listened carefully. It was difficult to tell what they were doing,
but there was certainly no element of retreat. The sounds were not
getting fainter.

“Bring another
fifty men up here,” he commanded. “Lissman, get the horses saddled
– all three forts – and do it quietly.”

The man set off
down the steps, leaving Skal on the wall. He looked at Morianna’s
calling ring. Was it time? No, there was a while yet. He must wait
to discover where the Seth Yarra would strike. It may yet be that
they would assail his own position, and he would have to fight on
the wall.

A man brought
Skal a hot tea laced with honey, and he thanked him. It was a
welcome distraction from the cold. He wrapped his hands around it
and sipped it carefully, getting as much benefit through his
fingers as down his throat. He shuffled from side to side, kicking
his toes gently against the wall to try to preserve some feeling in
them, and waited for dawn. Seth Yarra would not attack until
dawn.

More men
arrived, filing up from the warmth below and taking up positions
along the southern side of the fort. Their noise drowned out the
tell tale sounds from beyond the wall, and he passed the word for
silence. When he could hear again he was sure that the Seth Yarra
noises were a fraction quieter, and that they had moved westwards.
Yet still he waited. He did not want to be undone by wishful
thinking.

Dawn came,
eventually. This deep in winter dawn was not too distant from
midday, and this alone put Seth Yarra at a massive disadvantage.
They had perhaps five or six hours in which their book would let
them fight. Skal had twenty four. When it came, dawn showed Skal
that his luck had held. The Seth Yarra army, or the certain
majority of it, was drawn up in front of the western most fort:
Hestia’s stronghold. His counter deception had worked.

Skal trotted
down the stairs to the courtyard. It was full of horses and men,
all standing quiet. He found Lissman.

“Have them
stand ready,” he said. “There is something that I must do before we
attack.”

He had not
shared the detail of his plan with anyone. Only Skal knew what help
he could summon from Morianna. He ran up to his room and wrapped
his hand about the ring he wore.

“Now is the
time,” he said. “The Seth Yarra attack the western end of the
chain, and they will never be as vulnerable as they are now. Come
to me, Areshi, and we will destroy them.”

Nothing
happened.

Foolish to
expect an instant response, he supposed. She might be bathing. She
might be doing anything at all. He laughed at the idea. He sat and
waited. After a while he went back down to the courtyard, and back
up onto the wall.

The fight had
begun. He could see the Seth Yarra soldiers carrying their ladders
to the wall, arrows pouring in both directions like so many black
wasps. The still morning air carried the sound of steel on steel,
and the ferocious war cries of the Telans. Looking around him he
saw that he men were watching him, waiting for an order. They
didn’t understand what they were doing.

Lissman
approached him. “Sir?”

“I’m waiting
for an advantage,” he told the man. He left the battlements and
went back to his room. He sat on his bed, gripped the ring again,
making sure that it was entirely covered by his hand.

“I hope that
you can hear me,” he said. “If we do not move soon the advantage
will be lost, and the battle will go however it will go. This is
the time. My men are waiting. They’re going to think I’ve lost my
mind.”

He sat and
looked out of the window. Somehow he had been sure that she would
not let him down. Yet here he sat. He was going to have to do
something else, soon, something intemperate and unplanned. He had
not thought to make a reserve plan.

He had to use
the cavalry, but so few of them could get out of the fort’s narrow
gates that they would not be an effective force. Perhaps he could
attack the Seth Yarra lines – there were only about a thousand men
left there by his estimate. But that would still be difficult. They
would have the best part of half an hour to prepare before he could
get sufficient men out and mustered for an attack. They would be
ready, and his losses would be heavy against prepared positions
thick with archers.

No, his best
ploy would be a mundane feint combined with reinforcements sent
down to tunnels to Hestia. Whatever he did, he could wait no
longer. He stood. But even as he stood he felt a draught on the
back of his neck, a warm draught.

“The delay was
unavoidable,” she said. “I was in council with Hammerdan.”

He turned in
time to see the doorway close. Morianna stood beside his bed, the
hood of her brown robe thrown back. Her expression was half a frown
and half a smile.

“You’re in no
danger doing this?” he asked.

“Only that
which I will face here,” she said.

“Then let us do
it.”

Skal led her
down to the courtyard. There were surprised mutterings from the
men. Some recognised her garb as that of a mage, but most seemed
completely puzzled. She stood close to the wall, laid a hand on the
stone.

“Here?”

“As good a
place as any,” he said.

“And where do
you want the way to open?”

Skal was taken
aback by the question. He knew, of course, that a Durander magic
door could open between two distant places. He had seen this. He
had walked from his bed chamber to some room in Durandar with a
single step. Yet his head refused to grasp this completely. He
still imagined a door as a door, that it was merely a passage
through a barrier. He had not got past thinking that Morianna’s
magic would take them through the wall of the fort.

Was there an
advantage to emerging elsewhere? Skal studied the map in his head.
He imagined the line of the Seth Yarra defences, the line of the
forts, the bend of the river, the land around them. What was the
ideal point of attack? Obviously it was behind the Seth Yarra
defences. They were designed to defend an attack from the north. If
he came at them from the south he would do more damage at less
cost.

“The western
end of their line,” he said. “About two hundred paces south.”

Morianna
nodded, and she began to work. She produced a rock of chalk, water,
a candle, and began to sketch out a door on the fort’s south wall.
Again Skal watched with fascination as she made single strokes, all
straight lines, and the shape slowly formed. This was a larger
door, wide enough for twenty horsemen, tall enough for horses to
pass through.

He dragged his
eyes away from the spectacle.

“You know what
to do,” he said to his men. “Destroy their defences, burn their
tents, any food or firewood you see, burn it. Don’t waste time
killing men you don’t have to kill. Leave that to the winter.”

If only he
could have had the Telan cavalry as well. Then he might have risked
an assault on their main force. But this would do. He didn’t envy
the Seth Yarra commander if this attack was successful. He’d still
have the best part of ten thousand men, but nothing to feed them
with, and two hundred miles of difficult country between himself
and succour.

The mass of
horses and men stirred restlessly. They were mounted now, and Skal
could see the eagerness in their faces. They were keen to be about
their work. He wished he was riding with them today. It would not
be a glorious battle, but it was important.

The wall before
them began to shimmer.

“Remember,” he
called. “Ride back to the point that you emerge, not to the
fort.”

The way opened.
It was most peculiar. He could see through the wall, and what he
saw in the distance was the line of forts. He was looking back at
his own position.

“Go!” he cried.
“For Avilian and the Wolf!”

They went. Rank
after rank, swords singing from sheaths as they rode through
Morianna’s magic doorway, they flowed from the keep, riding up
through the passageway from the tunnel below, up the steps, across
the bailey and out into the fields south of the Seth Yarra
line.

Skal felt the
urge to run up to the battlements, to see with his own eyes, but
there was little point. He had a fine view through the wall.

“You guaranteed
my safety, Lord Skal.” Morianna was looking at him. It seemed for a
moment that they were the only two left in the bailey, though Skal
knew there were men up on the walls and down below. His entire
infantry force remained in his three forts.

“I did,” he
said. “And I stand ready to defend you with my own blade if the
need arises.”

“One man? One
blade? Forgive me if I feel less than safe, Lord Skal.”

“Hestia’s
forces are engaged. I have given the order to seal the tunnel
beneath the forts if the need arises, and I am more than just one
blade, Areshi. I am Farheim.”

Morianna was
clearly shocked by the revelation. Her mouth opened to speak, but
no words came forth. It closed again. The way she had created
flickered, then vanished. The wall of the fort became just a wall
again.

“Get it back!”
Skal shouted. “Get it back now!”

Morianna did
not seem to have heard him. Finally she found her voice. “Farheim?
How can that be? Who do you serve?”

“Open the door,
damn you!” he shouted. “Those are my men out there.”

“Tell me who
you serve.”

Skal was in no
mood for conditions. He had a thousand men out on the plain with no
way back. It had been a mistake to tell Morianna, clearly, but now
it was done. He drew his blade.

“Open the door
again or I’ll make a present of your head to Hestia myself,” he
said.

She must have
seen the look in his eyes. She flinched, and Skal saw genuine fear
in her face. This was probably a mistake, too, threatening a mage,
but he was desperate. The door should have stayed open.

She began to
sketch with the chalk again. Her hand was shaking.

“I’m sorry, I
mean you no harm,” Skal said. “But my men – you understand?”

Morianna did
not speak for a while, but carried on with her work. She seemed to
grow calmer, for her hand ceased to shake.

“I understand,”
she said. “You are like the Wolf. I was there when Narak threatened
Hammerdan because he had dared to trespass against one he held to
be his own. You are the same. I did not intend to close the way,
but you broke my concentration, Lord Skal. It is not an easy thing
to do.”

“I am not
Narak’s,” Skal said. “You asked who I serve, but no service has
been asked of me, nor demanded, but that of Bas Erinor and Avilian,
which I accept willingly. But I am in Passerina’s favour.”

“But you are
truly Farheim?” She darted a quick look at him. Skal shrugged.

“So I surmise,
and so I have been named. A Seth Yarra soldier called me such when
he had run me through and I did not die. Every wound I receive
heals in a moment. I am stronger and faster than any I have met,
saving only Narak.”

Morianna paused
again. “Seth Yarra? One of them named you?”

“Aye. I did not
think they would know such things, but they must.”

“So they must,
if they named you. You say that you were in Passerina’s
favour?”

“These last few
months.”

“But she cannot
have made you Farheim,” Morianna said. “She does not believe.
Passerina is the denier.”

“As I said, I
do not know. No god mage has come to claim me.”

Morianna
finished her sketch, and the door shimmered back into being. Skal
looked out again onto a scene of devastation. Fires raged up and
down the Seth Yarra line. His men had done their work thoroughly it
seemed. There was danger now, however. The force that had been
attacking Hestia had fragmented. They had seen their camp attacked
and thousands had turned from the siege and were racing back
towards Skal’s cavalry. They were close to being within
bowshot.

“Come home,”
Skal muttered to himself. “Turn and run, damn it.”

The job was
done. As far as Skal could make out from this distance there was
little that could be salvaged from the wreck of the Seth Yarra
camp. Tonight they would have little or no shelter, they would eat
the burnt remains of their food, and they would contemplate the
unbroken walls of the chain. It was exactly what Skal had
wanted.

Yet his men did
not turn and run. Perhaps they had been mixing with Telans too
long. Perhaps they had forgotten his orders, or perhaps they simply
desired to enjoy the heat of battle a little longer before
returning to the frozen idleness of the siege. Whatever it was,
they charged the Seth Yarra.

It was a good
charge. The men wheeled their mounts into a line and rushed
forwards with all the discipline he could have expected of them,
but that they were disobeying his orders. Their problem was that
the Seth Yarra force was no longer bunched. As they had hurried to
recover their lines they had spread out. This meant that the
cavalry charge cut through them as though they were not there at
all, but it also meant that Seth Yarra archers off to the side had
time to shoot again and again into the Avilian ranks.

The volleys
were not devastating, but men fell. Men died who should not have
died. Skal cursed as he watched them wheel once more and come back
through the enemy ranks, cutting and trampling and losing still
more men.

He prayed that
they would not turn again, that one charge would satisfy their
blood lust, because if they did there would be a chance that the
Seth Yarra would reach Morianna’s door before the last of his men
had returned. That would move the battle to within the fortress of
the chain, which he would avoid at almost any cost.

To Skal’s
relief the men did not turn again. They rode for the door with
commendable speed. He stood aside and watched them come,
thundering, drumming over the threshold of the way. He contained
himself until they had crossed into the bailey and it was thronged
with jubilant men and thick with the smell of sweating horses.

Morianna closed
the door. Skal had a last glimpse of Seth Yarra running towards
him, their faces etched with rage and desperation, and then there
was only the wall.

He looked for
Lissman. Lissman had been in charge.

“Captain
Lissman?”

Lissman rode
out of the mass of horses, his mount easing through the equine
press. He was grinning.

“Did you see?”
Lissman asked. “We cut them like wheat.”

“I saw.” Skal’s
tone and his face should have warned the man, but Captain Lissman
was too bound up in his own triumph, bathed in the glory of the
fight.

“How many did
you kill?” Skal asked. “In that last charge, how many?”

“At least two
hundred,” Lissman said. “Probably more. Certainly more. Three
hundred, perhaps.”

“Three hundred?
And how many did you loose, Captain?” This was not natural for
Skal. His inclination was to shout at the man, to call him a fool,
but he had watched Cain Arbak do this a dozen times, and he had
seen how effective it was.

Lissman’s smile
fell from his face. He realised, in an instant, that he was not
being congratulated, that praise would not be the order of the day.
‘Lose? I could not say. Twenty, perhaps? Good odds at the best of
times.”

“Twenty-seven,”
Skal said. “Twenty-seven men died in that last charge. They were my
men, Captain. I lent them to you, and you did not bring them
back.”

“But the odds,”
Lissman protested.

“And what do
you think would have happened to those Seth Yarra had you not slain
them so valiantly?”

Lissman stared
at him as though he did not believe the question. “Happened to
them?”

“Yes. Now that
their shelter is burned and their food destroyed?”

Lissman stared
and did not speak. Skal could see the point dawning on him, the
futility of that last charge, the waste of lives. Skal saw Lissman
swallow. He saw guilt. Now was Cain’s moment, the exact time. If he
waited a minute longer Lissman would be forced to either debase or
defend himself, and neither served a purpose. Skal turned away. His
eyes rested on Morianna, who, he guessed, had observed the exchange
with interest.

“Areshi, may I
offer you some refreshment? Our fare is poor, but something can be
found, I am sure.”

“I would be
glad of a chance to speak with you, Lord Skal,” she said.

Skal left
Lissman struggling with his unarticulated guilt and led Morianna
into the fort’s keep. He did not go up to his room – it would not
have been quite appropriate – but instead took her to what might
have passed as a reception room. But this was a fortress, pure and
simple. There were no luxuries to offer, no soft chairs or fine
wine. The room had bare stone walls, a stone flagged floor. The
windows were not glassed, though they were no more than slits and
Skal had ordered them stuffed with cotton rags to keep the heat in.
The one thing that the room did have was a fire, a great roaring
fire and dozens of lamps. There were benches and tables here, too,
rough hewn pieces suitable for the regular abuse of rough hewn men.
It was a warming room, a place where his men came to restore
themselves when they came off duty on the wall. Just at this moment
it was empty.

Morianna sat
herself down in a chair, one of the few actual chairs in the room.
It faced the fire. Skal sat on a table, one knee drawn up to his
chest, his other leg swinging free.

“I truly do not
know,” he said, anticipating her first question.

“I believe it,”
she replied. “But there is a way of knowing, and it will prove the
truth of what you say, that you are Farheim.”

Skal thought
about that. A way of knowing? Doubtless this was some Durander
spell, some ancient piece of magic that they had preserved against
the day. But did he want to know? It seemed to Skal that he had
been made Farheim by accident. The only reason he could imagine
that he had not been visited by his ‘benefactor’ was that his
benefactor was not aware of him. He rather thought he would prefer
it to stay that way.

Skal wrapped
his hand in cloth and poured a cup of tea for each of them from the
large kettle that hung over the fire. It was a simple herb drink,
unsweetened, but it was hot and restorative. They both sipped.

“This way of
knowing, how does it work?” he asked.

“It is a
calling. You and your maker will meet.”

“So he will
know me and I will know him?”

“That is
so.”

“Then if you do
not mind I will not do it. I have enough problems to deal with at
the moment without interference from some resurrected god
mage.”

Morianna seemed
surprised, and from what Skal knew of Duranders he could understand
that. They idolised the god mages, thought themselves the
inheritors of their spirit, the guardians of their legacy.

“You decline to
meet the one that made you?” she asked.

“I do. I am a
soldier of Avilian, Areshi, and a loyal one. I have my duty, and
when it is discharged, when this whole mess of a war has been
resolved one way or the other, I may seek another. I may not. The
future will bring what the future brings. Is that not a Durander
saw, Areshi? Do not try to walk in tomorrows footsteps?”

“It is, Lord
Skal, but is it not a soldier’s duty to anticipate, to seek
allies?”

“Both. But I
anticipate complications, and cannot be sure of alliance.”

“It is an
opportunity you should not dismiss out of hand, Lord Skal.”

“Nor shall I.
Now that you have presented me with the possibility I shall think
on it every day. If I should come to the conclusion that you desire
I can call you, can I not, if you permit me to retain this
ring?”

He saw that she
had intended to take the ring back. It would hardly do for one of
the seven, one of the rulers of Durandar to be at the beck of a
minor Avilian lord, but there was another side. Morianna and the
other mages would be desperate to know who the god mage might be.
It was fifteen hundred years since Pelion had withdrawn from the
world and the Duranders clearly thought they had waited long
enough. Now was the time of their reward. He suspected that had she
been capable she would have forced him to undergo her ritual,
forced him to reveal the name.

Morianna
nodded. “You may keep the ring, Lord Skal, but use it only in this
particular matter.”

“I cannot
promise that, Areshi,” Skal replied. He’d always believed that you
should use the advantage when you had the whip hand. “But I will
promise to use it only to preserve the knowledge that you seek.” In
other words his own life. It had occurred to Skal that having a
mage of the path of Abbadon on call might well serve to get him out
of a difficult position, should he find himself so sorely
pressed.

He would not
tell her about Hestia. The idea if Hestia being Farheim would
offend the Duranders deeply, possibly beyond reason. He had sensed
the insanity of hatred on both sides of their traditional and
ancient divide.

Morianna seemed
uncomfortable with the idea of Skal keeping the ring, but no more
than that.

“Very well,”
she said. “Keep the ring, but use it with care.”

“With utmost
care, Areshi,” he replied.

That seemed to
satisfy her. They talked of the war for a while longer, but neither
seemed to have any significant news. There were rumours of a battle
at Wolfguard, Narak and Passerina had not been seen since. There
had been attacks on Jidian and Sithmaree, neither of which had been
successful, and that was about the sum of it.

Morianna left
as she had arrived, and Skal caught another glimpse of her room
through the door she created, caught another taste of the air. Then
he was alone.

* * * *

It was almost
immediately clear that Hestia and the Telans knew what he had done.
The tunnel between the Avilian and Telan held forts was not
blocked, but the Telans would not open their door, and refused to
speak.

It was
childish, Skal thought, but it was what he had expected. In truth
he was more interested in the havoc his men had wreaked upon the
Seth Yarra camp. It had become a busy place. As the day waned he
could see the desperation of the enemy. They knew what the night
would bring and they strove to rebuild what they could, to create
shelter from the wind, and places where they might be warm. Skal
knew it was futile. They had almost no wood left for fuel. Most of
their food was spoiled, their tents burned.

It was going to
be a terrible night for the soldiers of Seth Yarra.

Already there
was a lively breeze, dusted with snow, blowing out of the
north.

He went down
from the wall. There were not many men guarding it now. There was
always the chance that their desperation would lead Seth Yarra to
attack once more, but they had tried once and failed. They were
weaker now, and it was unlikely that they would succeed. They would
know this.

Besides, his
ruse had worked. The attack had been directed against Hestia’s
fort, and he had taken advantage of that to win the battle. It was
a perfect example of Cain’s dictum that a soldier’s duty was to win
the battle, not to kill the enemy. He had destroyed their ability
to maintain the siege.

He did not
think that the enemy had the heart for another attack.

He went down to
the warming room. There were a few men there who had just come off
the wall, standing in front of the fire, stamping their feet,
rubbing their hands and talking to each other. Skal was in need of
the same thing. He had been on the walls for two hours, and could
barely feel his fingers. His ears were as numb as wood, despite the
scarf. He was certain that he could have cut one off and not felt a
thing.

He poured
himself a hot tea from the kettle and stood by the men. Their
conversation died, much as he knew it would. It was his job to
either restart it or leave them to their own devices.

“Another quiet
watch?” he asked.

The men
grinned. They had stood and watched the attack on the other end of
the chain, the opening of a magical door, and the burning of the
Seth Yarra camp.

“Quiet enough,
colonel,” one of them replied.

“Aye,” another
chipped in. “Any quieter and we’d have won the war.”

They laughed
together.

“Well, now
we’ve rescued Telas from her folly do you think Avilian can survive
without us?” Skal asked.

He saw the men
exchange glances, and he saw what the glances said. These men
wanted to go home. It was what he wanted, too. They’d spent long
enough in this foreign place, and their welcome would be positively
threadbare after Skal’s dalliance with a Durander Mage. He could
leave Hestia to hold for the rest of the winter, but could he get
his men back through the Green Road?

He needed
Passerina. He needed someone to tell him what was going on, how
many Seth Yarra stood at Fal Verdan. Could he force his way
through? Would he need to call on the Berashis for help?

“I think they
could manage in a pinch, colonel,” one of the men said. The others
nodded their reluctant agreement. It was a soldier’s thing to say.
They wanted the comforts of home. This time of year was
traditionally the soldiers’ rest, the time spent with families, and
he had brought them here to fight. Yet they would stay and fight
again, and again, and for as long as he asked it of them. Silently
Skal thanked Cain for showing him how to do this.

“Myself, I’m
inclined to be in Bas Erinor,” he told them. “I miss the ale at the
Seventh Friend. I don’t think the siege will last another week, but
I don’t much fancy marching south in this weather, not with wounded
men.”

Again the men
nodded. Skal was happy that he had done his part. These men would
tell others, and before tomorrow night it would be common knowledge
among the men that Skal wanted to lead them home now that victory
was assured, but he hesitated only on behalf of the wounded. It was
true enough, if somewhat simplified.

He drained his
tea, turned the cup upside down on the mantle over the fire and
left them. “Get some sleep, lads,” he told them. “You’ve earned
it.”

He went
upstairs to his bitter room with its ineffectual fire. In spite of
the tea he was feeling weary, and he kicked off his boots, threw
his tunic on the floor and rolled himself up in furs and blankets.
He was asleep almost at once.

In the morning
he awoke to find the Seth Yarra lines deserted. They had gone south
in the night.


Thirty Six – Cobran’s Palace

Cobran’s palace
was beyond belief.

It stood in a
valley, nestled in the near impossible cold of the far north, a
place where nothing lived that was not itself frozen and strange
beyond words, and he saw grass and flowing water. He saw the sun
higher in the sky than it could be. He saw magic.

There were no
protecting walls here. This was not a city like Dun Vilant. Flowers
bloomed in a wild profusion of colour beneath the walls of a
glorious, convoluted building, white alabaster arches, golden
towers and silver pillars, violating the frozen land. Fountains
defied the ice.

Considering
that Cobran was dead two thousand years it was a wonder indeed.

“How is it
done?” he asked.

Avatar
shrugged. It was a peculiar movement of the shoulders, almost
human, but not quite. “Magic,” he said. “Dragons have no magic and
know nothing of it.”

“Is it warm
within?”

“If I tell you
not to enter, you will. I know this now,” Avatar seemed almost
resigned.

“But…?

“It is a
prison. A creature is trapped within this structure that cannot
leave, is bound there through the power of our will. If it sees you
it will kill you, and for once you must believe me when I say that
you are not its equal.”

Narak studied
Avatar, but as usual it was a fruitless exercise. The creature was
adept at showing nothing at all of what passed within its head.

“Tell me what
lies within,” he said.

“Very well. It
is Torgaris who is imprisoned here.” Avatar said the words as
though they were some revelation, but seeing the lack of reaction
from Narak he went on. “Torgaris is a dragon, one of the nine. He
is also called the lord of despair. He believes himself damned and
unredeemable. He is the only dragon on whom Pelion’s magic
failed.”

“Failed? He has
no conscience?”

“He has too
much.”

“That makes no
sense, Avatar. Too much conscience?”

“You could say
that it has overwhelmed his sanity. Whatever words you hang on it,
the truth is that Torgaris saw no reason to seek redemption or
forgiveness. He has embraced despair and damnation as his lot.”

Narak looked at
the palace, the flowers and the fountains. Such a terrible thing
trapped in such a beautiful place made a kind of sense, like water
might be employed to cage the hottest fire.

But Narak could
sense something beyond the grass and the white walls. He could
sense life. It was not precisely the creature that Avatar had
described.

Narak was used
to sensing the thoughts of his wolves, the simple desires and
fears, the comfort and comprehension that passed for happiness.
This thing beyond the wall was no wolf, and he should not have been
able to sense it, but he could. There was no denying it. This
creature was not the unmitigated servant of despair that Avatar had
painted. In the midst of the darkness there was a flame, a blue
flame.

How can you put
a colour to something that you cannot see? Narak did not know, but
he sensed blue, a hard, bright blue. He sensed need.

“Answer me a
question, Avatar. If you see need, is it not right to offer
help?”

“If it lies
within your compass.”

“And if you do
not know?”

“You would be
unwise to enter, Narak.”

“But he calls
me, Avatar. Torgaris calls me. Can you not hear it?” It was true.
The feeling was almost like a voice, and it almost called his name,
but in another way, like a lock calls a key. It was almost as
though he had developed another sense, similar in a way to the feel
of the Sirash, but different, too.

“I hear nothing
but your foolish words, Wolf Narak. Nobody calls you, and if you
enter Cobran’s garden you will never leave.”

Narak stood in
the snow and listened. The sensation was very strange. He had often
wondered what it must be like for the wolves when he called them in
the Sirash, and he imagined it must be like this, some nameless
sense outside the usual five. Perhaps the wolves perceived it as a
scent. Their lives were dominated by scent. Narak heard Torgaris
almost as a song, almost as a dance. There were no words. He shook
his head, blocked his ears, closed his eyes to see if the feeling
would go, but it stayed, strong and true.

He could deny
the call. He could stand and continue walking north with Avatar
until he came at last to the place his dreams had shown him. He did
not doubt Avatar’s warning. Torgaris the dragon lay trapped within
those pretty walls and would like as not kill him, but he did not
fear such a death. In spite of what he knew he felt that he would
be safe. Something within the calling reassured him.

“I will enter,”
he said.

“I forbid it,”
Avatar said, drawing himself up to his full, impressing height. He
was a head taller than Narak at least.

Narak laughed.
“What will you do? Kill me?”

“We have
travelled thirty-seven days together, and we have completed more
than half our journey. This is not the time to throw away your
life.”

“Trust me,”
Narak said.

“Trust you? How
can I trust you? You swim weakly in a sea of ignorance. You are
tossed from side to side by whim and fancy. What is there to
trust?”

Narak stared
back at him. How could he explain? He had quickly learned to trust
his wolves, though he understood them very little at first, and he
had trusted Pascha and Remard and Beloff. None of them had been an
open book to him, yet each had instincts that he had trusted
completely.

Narak did not
reply. He left his sled by Avatar and walked down across the snow
towards Cobran’s palace. He was as curious about the place as he
was drawn to it. The building, the central mass, was vast. It
certainly seemed so as he approached it, but it was also in
proportion so that it did not look awkward or overbearing as a
castle might. It settled its bulk into the land, spreading out in
open cloisters and small pavilions that scattered into the gardens
with a pleasing effect.

The top of the
highest building was a golden dome. He guessed it might be a
hundred feet across, perhaps more, and that was surrounded by a
mixture of small and delicate golden domes and silver towers, the
latter being much higher, almost to the height of the great dome.
Further from the dome there were long, low buildings with curved
walls and roofs, all white, and interspersed between them were
smaller, square towers with silver roofs.

The whole thing
glittered more than a starry night.

He could not
see a single window.

Narak came to
the edge of the snow and stopped. Driven by curiosity he bent down
and scraped the snow back from the ground. Beneath it was bare
rock, though just an inch away he could see lush grass.

He pushed one
hand over the boundary. It felt like he was pushing through a skin,
and it gripped his hand slightly. He felt the warm air on his
fingers. He felt sunshine warming his blood. He stood again and
stepped through.

Inside the
garden it was a summer day. He inhaled the scent of flowers, birds
sang in the trees, and the sun stood high above. He stripped off
his coat, his heavy jacket, his gloves and laid them on the grass.
He crossed the lawn to the closest fountain and dipped his hands
into it, drinking deeply. It was water, but such water as he had
never tasted. It sparkled on his tongue, filled his mouth with a
delightful coolness, and soothed his throat. He splashed a few
drops on his face, and felt quite revived.

He looked about
him. Just a few paces away he could see the snow, and beyond on the
frozen hillside the figure of Avatar standing beside his sled. The
creature had not moved a step.

He turned and
looked at the palace. It seemed like a great white hill, riven with
passes that reached into its cool and inviting interior. He stepped
forwards, walked across the lawn to a path of white marble. He
followed it past a low building that had been crafted to resemble a
many peaked tent, but built wholly of seamless white stone. Further
he went, and he passed through a door into a passageway that curved
to his left.

Now that he was
within he saw why there was no need for windows. The entire
structure was translucent. Yet it was magical, too. When he looked
at the wall it was opaque, and merely glowed with the sunlight that
fell upon it. When he lengthened his gaze to look at the sky or the
mountains he saw them as clearly as if there was no wall at all. It
made him quite dizzy for a moment.

He walked on.
At the end of the curving passage he came to a door that seemed to
have been made from a single ruby, its surface cut into a million
different facets so that it glittered as much as the rest of the
place. He pushed, and the door opened.

Within lay
another corridor. He thought it a corridor, though it was as wide
as an avenue, for it curved away in both directions and likely made
an entire circuit of the great dome. Here the floor was smooth as
glass, and he could not guess how it had been made, or even what it
was made from. It had a reddish hue that the light picked up and
used to paint all the walls so that he felt as though he was within
a great blood vessel.

The illusion
was aided by the doors that opened inwards, each being round and
about half the height of the great corridor.

There was still
no sign of Torgaris. He had expected to be met and challenged
almost the moment he stepped onto the grass. He still heard the
call, the half dance, half song, but there was no real sound, no
movement as he walked deeper into the palace.

He traversed
the corridor and examined one of the round openings. It seemed that
each gave onto a suite of rooms, but offered no opportunity to
progress further. It was remarkable that each suite had a bed in
its bed chamber, apparently freshly made, and that fresh water ran
in an eternal stream through another room, carried by a channel
that ran along the wall at waist height. There was a bath, too. It
was smaller than his arrangement at Wolfguard, a more human size,
but equally functional it seemed.

He wandered the
corridor until he came to a larger door. This one was full height
and barred by twin doors made of wood. These were not the studded,
planked doors of Avilian custom. They were polished smooth and
inlaid with woods of different hues and textures so that they made
a picture. The workmanship was exquisite.

The image was
of a man, rendered larger than life with a firm jaw line and fiery
eyes. He was reaching across the doors’ divide, hand open and palm
down in a gesture of blessing, and before him knelt the peoples of
the world. Hundreds were represented here. Narak could make out
kings in crowns, dark skinned islanders, red haired people of the
north.

It was an
expression of arrogance, beautifully crafted.

He was amazed
that none of the work was damaged. This place was supposed to be
Torgaris’ prison, and in addition a place that was created by
Cobran, whom the dragons had destroyed, and whom, in any
interpretation of justice, was responsible for their present
plight.

He pushed
through the door.

Torgaris was
waiting for him. The dragon was coiled in the centre of the chamber
under the great dome, his eyes fixed on the door. Narak had never
seen a dragon in the flesh. He had only seen the images sent to him
in a dream, and he was overwhelmed by the sense of sheer power
emanating from the monster.

Torgaris was
black. His scales were black, his talons were black, his wings were
black, and even his eyes were black. It was like looking at a
living shadow, a vast and sinuous piece of the night that had come
alive.

The dragon said
nothing. It did not move so much as an eyelid, but Narak felt its
stare like a hot wind.

“Torgaris,” he
said.

The dragon
raised its head a couple of feet. It was huge. The eye alone was
almost the size of a man’s head, and he had no doubt that a sheep
could vanish within its maw in the blink of an eye.

“Why have you
come?” Torgaris asked. His voice was thunder and ice, rolling and
scraping from his black throat.

It was not the
question he had expected. Why had he come? He had come here because
Avatar had brought him to show him the city as promised, but that
was not the right answer. He had come north because he wanted to
find a solution to the war that ravaged the six kingdoms and
threatened to destroy the millions of Seth Yarra, but that, too,
was not the right answer. He had come within the palace because he
was curious, because he had felt the need radiating from within,
because, because…

“You have been
waiting for me,” he said.

Torgaris stared
at him still. The black eyes had not left him since he had come
through the door, but it seemed to Narak that the stare
intensified. It grew hotter.

“Once, I might
have believed that,” Torgaris said.

“You called
me,” Narak replied.

“I did
not.”

“I hear the
call even now,” Narak replied. He stepped closer, just a few paces.
His natural caution was being eroded by the song, it was almost
physically dragging him forwards, and the closer to Torgaris he
came the clearer it was, and the clearer it was the more he
understood it. “Will you permit me to approach?” he asked.

The dragon’s
lips drew back, revealing teeth that were shockingly white against
the black skin, lips and tongue. They were long and sharp. “It will
save me the trouble of chasing you,” it said.

Narak felt no
fear. He stepped closer until the dragon’s head loomed over him and
the power of the call filled his body with its vibration. It
quickened his blood, hummed in his ears, and resolved itself into
two things. One of them was a word, and the other was a deed.

“Lower your
head,” he told the dragon. Surprisingly the creature obeyed. The
great head dipped once more to the floor, and rested just two paces
from where Narak stood. The dragon’s eye ridge was a little above
the level of his own eye, but the long snout taped down to a height
just above his waist. He placed his hand on the snout, squarely in
the middle.

The scales were
hot, but bearable. He felt power rush into him through the contact,
a river of desire. He closed his eyes and spoke the word that came
rushing in with it.

“Adelir.”

Torgaris’ head
was suddenly gone, snatched away and rearing high above him, his
great dark wings spread across the room and claws raking the stone
floor.

“What did you
say?” the dragon demanded.

“Adelir,” Narak
repeated.

“How do you
know this name?”

“It is what you
call. It is the name you call, and it drew me here.” He gazed up at
the dragon towering above him. It was clearly angry, but he saw at
once that it had changed. Where he had touched it, at the exact
point that he had laid his had one of its scales had turned sky
blue, and the eyes, the angry eyes, had brightened so that they had
whites, and the pupil, a sickle slash across them, was blue
also.

But Narak was
awash with magic. It was almost as though he had lost all volition.
He was a passenger within his own body, gawping out at the events
that were unfolding. He saw his own hand rise, heard words coming
from his own mouth.

“It is a
promise, Torgaris. I am Adelir. The promise is Adelir. You know
this.”

The dragon’s
head swept down until it nearly touched his face. The eyes examined
him.

And Narak
understood. The magic that had seized upon him made itself known,
and he knew what Adelir was, what he was, what the promise was.

Dragons were
not magical creatures, but they were made of magic, filled up with
it, and somehow that power had formed itself into a desire, and the
desire had become a prophecy, and the prophecy a spell.

It had been
cast upon him. Narak was also Adelir, The Awaited, the instrument
of salvation for which the dragons, all of them, had wished for two
thousand years, and two thousand years is a lot of magic.

“I cannot
believe this,” Torgaris said.

“You are
changed already,” Narak said. “The mark of Adelir is upon you, and
your eyes can see what they could not.”

Torgaris turned
and looked down into a pool of water, there were several in the
great room, and stared for a moment at his reflection. He spoke
then in a quiet voice as though to himself, but it was still quite
loud enough for Narak to hear.

“Can it be
true?” he asked. He continued to stare into the water until Narak
began to fear that he had simply turned to stone. He could detect
no drawing of breath, so movement of the eye, nothing.

“Torgaris?”

Still nothing
stirred. Narak’s voice echoed around the chamber, and it seemed
somehow profane in the silence of the room with the frozen black
dragon so still and all other sound banished. Narak could no longer
hear the birds, there was no wind, and apart from the subdued beat
of the song that had called him here the world had stopped about
him.

He did not
speak again. He did not move. He waited.

Time stretched
on. Narak could not have said how long it was before Torgaris
moved, only that it was a long time. Hours had passed.

The dragon
swung his head away from the pool and once more turned his gaze
upon Narak. “I believe,” he said.

At once the
blue scale upon his snout flared brightly, colour leaping from it.
A blaze of blue raced down the dragon’s back, a flash of summer
lightning, and when the light was gone Narak saw that Torgaris was
no longer unmarked black, but that instead a line of blue, brighter
at the head and darker towards the tail, marked out the scales that
ran along his spine and the plates and spines that rose from
it.

At the same
moment the magic released Narak, and he stood and stared at the
spectacle before him. He remembered every word he had said, every
understanding he had gleaned from the spell, yet he could not quite
say what it was that he had promised.

“You will
permit me to leave?” he asked.

“I will not
prevent you,” Torgaris replied, “but the others will know. The
others will come.”

“The
others?”

“The dragons,
the nine, all except Kirrith, who is bound by his oath.”

“They will come
here? All of them?” It was a prospect both exciting and troubling.
Nobody except Pelion and Cobran’s seven had ever seen the dragons
gathered. Eight of the nine would come, and there would be a
gathering of power such as had not been seen for two thousand
years. Narak wanted to see that. It worried him because they were
coming for him, for Adelir, for promises. The best that could
happen was that the magic would seize him again. He would become a
puppet to its power. The worst was that it would not.

He would have
to tell Avatar.


Thirty Seven – Free

They made camp
six miles east of bas Erinor. The sky was beginning to darken, and
if they had ridden hard for the city they would have made it at
about nightfall, but Cain decided to give his men a rest instead.
He reasoned that they would fight better when rested, and that the
Seth Yarra force, if it had not already taken the city gates by
nightfall, would not move again until dawn. Nothing would be lost
by refreshing his men.

He chose an
open meadow for their camp, posted the usual sentries and sent a
couple of Tilian’s men west to see what they would make of the Seth
Yarra positions in the dark. Tilian himself he kept in the
camp.

It was a cool
night, and they were far enough away from the city and shielded by
woods on all sides, so he permitted fires. He had driven his men as
hard as he dared, and they had done well. He could not afford to
drop many. For all he knew he would be facing an equal force of
Seth Yarra and, even if they were still without the walls, they may
well have prepared their position. He needed all the men, and he
needed them fighting fit.

Strangely they
seemed in a good mood. The atmosphere about the camp was almost a
carnival one. Some men sang, others talked in cheerful voices, told
each other tales appropriate to the hour. More than once as he
moved among them he heard the tale of Fal Verdan, though none of
these men had been there.

He shared a hot
cup with several fires that night, and at each he was greeted
warmly, and with the nervous enthusiasm that men often show before
a battle that they fully expect to win. He was glad of it. It meant
that many of them would sleep, though of course there would still
be those who worried their way through the dark hours until dawn.
Cain would be one of them.

He made his way
back to his own tent and found Sheyani sitting outside by a roaring
fire. She seemed deep in thought, and she did not hear him approach
until he sat down beside her.

“Are you
worried about tomorrow?” he asked.

She smiled. It
was a little forced. “No,” she said. “Not tomorrow. You will do
well.”

“Something
else, then?”

“It is
Passerina.”

“You were
surprised that it was her.”

“Yes. As you
know I expected it to be Narak. Passerina has always been apart
from the Benetheon. She has not been as… accepted by the occult
court.”

“You mean they
had sneered at her and now they will be afraid that they will be
repaid in kind?”

She grinned.
“You have the gift of clarity, Sheshay.”

“They won’t try
to do anything stupid, will they?”

“Against a god
mage? It would be unthinkable. Of all the kingdoms Durandar is the
one that has best kept their memory alive. We know what they are
capable of.”

“Then why do
you fret?”

 

“Hammerdan will
be scared. He is not popular. He has estranged the Wolf, and now if
he learns that Passerina is Pelion’s heir he will not have a clear
path. He may act against his own court to secure his position, for
there are many who would gladly see him fall.”

“Then we shall
not tell him.”

“I still count
some of them as my friends, Sheshay. If I could tell them before
Hammerdan learns the truth it would be a great help to them.”

“Can you do
that?”

“Not without
Hammerdan knowing. He will sense the link. He will assume that
whoever I speak to has betrayed him.”

“Perhaps
someone at Wolfguard can help.”

“Indeed so, but
Wolfguard is months away, I fear.”

“Well, we shall
do our best,” Cain said. “There is no more that we can do.”

Sheyani stared
at the fire. “Yet if I could think as you do, Sheshay, I am sure
that I could see a way to achieve my ends. There are open doors in
your mind where mine are closed. I know magic well enough, but I
see only those things that others see.”

“You flatter
me, Sheyani,” Cain said. “A few tricks and you think that I am
clever.”

“It like
telling the swallow he is swift when he only looks at other
swallows,” she said. “You never see how the rest of us stumble
along behind you.”

“It is
experience,” Cain insisted. “Nothing more…”

His words were
interrupted by the massed cries of birds, and a moment later the
camp was full of them, flying and calling, rushing to the east as
though pursued by an army of hawks. He heard men cry out in
surprise all over the camp, for it was quite dark, and none of
these should be flying at all, let alone rushing through a crowd of
men.

Sheyani leaped
to her feet and looked upwards. She searched the sky for a moment,
and then pointed.

“Look!”

Cain followed
the line of her arm, and saw movement. It was a clear night, and
the winter stars blazed in unashamed glory above the meadow.
Something was occluding the stars. It took a moment for his mind to
adjust to what he was seeing. The he saw.

“Gods and
demons!”

It was huge.
Something quite vast was flying above them, slightly to the west.
He could hear nothing for the noise of the birds and the surprised
shouts of his men, but he watched as great wings rowed the shadow
across the sky, and felt the wind and a faint scent that marked its
passing.

Sheyani had
covered her mouth with her hands.

“Was
that…?”

“A dragon,” she
said. “A dragon in the sky.”

“But they are a
myth,” Cain said. “There are no dragons.”

“There are
nine,” Sheyani corrected him. “And may the gods help all of us if
they are free again.”


Thirty Eight – The Last
Secret

Pelion was
furious. She could not doubt it. He had disappeared after the
incident with the Farheim, and she had not seen him for two days.
Even for Pelion this was highly unusual. She had spent the time
wandering the small gardens of Pelion’s mind and thinking. She had
been trying to add to the gardens as well, but with only mixed
success. There were no edges to add on to because Pelion had made
the place a perfect circle, there being no beginning or end but a
very limited size.

Pascha had
adopted the rationale of her insight. Instead of trying to create a
new thing she had chosen some fragment of the garden and begun to
embellish it. What had once been a small copse of trees had become
a wood, admittedly of modest proportions. She had changed the trees
from birches to oaks. She liked oaks.

The wood was
satisfying, but she considered it incomplete. A wood should have a
brook running through it, a little water to give it life and motion
and a sound that was not just the sound of trees. She had always
thought a brook gave a wood direction, too. Wherever you were you
could strain to hear its song, and by that know your way.

She spent a
morning creating the brook. It was difficult. With the wood there
had been a lot to work with. The birch trees had been almost
willing to become oaks, and quite happy to multiply. They had
broadened and spread, reaching up for Pelion’s eternal sun, roots
burrowing down into the soil. Trees she understood because they
leant themselves to understanding.

The brook did
not want to flow. She made a meandering gully, a depression that
danced prettily through the trees, and she added water. Nothing. It
seemed that no matter how much water she created it simply sank
away into the earth.

Pascha went
back to Pelion’s stream and examined it. It was a fake. It was more
akin to the fountains at Bas Erinor than it was to the rills and
rivers that flowed in the forest around Wolfguard. Pelion had
simply lined the channel with clay.

She was not
sure is this was a sign of inability, or perhaps a practical
solution to a problem that, when all was said and done, existed
only in Pelion’s head. Whatever the cause, she chose not to emulate
it. It quite put her off the idea of creating a stream.

She decided to
grow the wooded area instead, to make it into a forest. Her brief
stay at Wolfguard – not yet over in reality – had reacquainted her
with the pleasures of the forest, and so she set about building a
forest that had, if not the scope, then at least the character of
the land around Narak’s home.

She was getting
good at multiplying oak trees. The problem was to expand the wood
in such a way that it didn’t distort the rest of Pelion’s reality.
Not only would it be uncomfortable, but Pelion would be even
angrier that he already was. Still, she had it all pretty much
under control, so she was surprised when Pelion appeared without
warning.

“Stop doing
that,” he said.

Pascha ignored
him. If Pelion wanted a contest of wills she thought she was ready
for him. She felt as strong as she had ever been.

“Do not be
childish,” he said.

She turned to
him. “Childish? It is not I who has been sulking for two days.”

Pelion flapped
his hands in irritation, an old man’s gesture. “No,” he said.
“There is not much time. I must teach you again.”

“Teach me?”

“Dragons. You
must know about dragons.”

“Truly?” She
felt the thrill of forbidden knowledge. At least she was going to
learn about them. But Pelion had said it was the last thing he
would teach her. It meant that her studentship was coming to an
end.

“Yes,
truly.”

“Then our time
together is nearly over,” she said. She could not keep a hint of
sadness from her voice. For all his tempers and pomposity she had
grown fond of the old man. More significantly, it meant that her
only direct source of mage lore was to be taken away from her. But
Pascha had spent her time well. No master had ever had a more
diligent student. Her knowledge had blossomed, grown almost as
rapidly as her oak trees, though she was still deeply aware of the
gulf that separated her from Pelion.

“The end is
close,” Pelion confirmed. “Closer than I would have liked, but
events have forced my hand.”

“Something has
happened.” It was not a question.

“Indeed it has.
Dragons move again across the face of the world, and we must act
quickly if a disaster is to be averted.”

Pascha felt a
moment of panic. This had something to do with Narak. Narak had
been on his way to meet with a dragon called Kirrith, according to
Pelion. Now this. It must be connected in some manner.

“Is Narak
unharmed?” she asked.

“So far as I
can tell he as well as ever, perhaps better,” Pelion said.

“Will you tell
me what has happened?”

“I will…”

“And in a plain
way so that I may understand it fully?”

“I will. This
is too important for you to fail to grasp it.” It was almost
impossible, Pascha decided, for Pelion to open his mouth without
some trace of condescension coming out of it.

Pelion sat by
the side of one of her trees and gathered himself. He laid his
hands carefully in his lap.

“You know that
dragons were created by Cobran and the seven, made without
conscience or empathy, nothing at all to restrain their lust for
mayhem and destruction. You know that I created the Pity Stone, the
thing that gave them what they lacked and buried them in shame and
guilt for what they had done.”

“Of
course.”

“The Pity Stone
was a curse. It was as much a curse for those of us who remained as
it was for the dragons. Needless to say it is a curse that we all
sought to break, but the stone was too well made, and none of us
have been free of it for a moment.

“The dragons,
however, had something that we did not. In their making they were
not given magic. They have no knowledge of it and cannot wield it.
In this Cobran put his faith, and was wrong to do so. They were,
however, made of magic. It was necessary to do this in order that
they be impossible to kill, that such vast creatures be able to
fly, breathe fire, do all the things that they are able to do. They
are most unnatural.

“This magic
resides within them, and is not subject to their will. However,
there is a part of a man’s mind, and so a dragon’s, that is also
not entirely related to will, and dragons are inclined to dream, to
hope, to long for what they do not have. The dragons long for
innocence.

“This longing,
shared among them, grew into a belief – a religion if you like.
They began to believe that they deserved salvation, that their
deeds were not entirely damning, and they began to believe in hope.
Some of us suspected that this hope might one day become manifest,
that there could be such a thing as hope magic if it was the
unconscious will of the whole convocation of dragons.

“It has come to
pass. The dragons believe that they have found their saviour, or
they hope that it is so. It amounts to the same thing, I
believe.

“They have been
called together, and from all the corners of the world they come,
abandoning their exile because they hope they have found the one
who may restore their innocence, who might make them again as they
were on the day of their creation.

“They believe
that Narak is their saviour.”

“Narak? That’s
preposterous. Narak is a Benetheon god…”

“It may be
true. Narak is a robust creature, and more so since your escapade
creating unintentional Farheim. Remember, he received a third of
all that you took from the Seth Yarra that you fed on. I did not
give him so much when I made him wolfgod.”

“What will
happen?”

“I cannot begin
to guess.”

“But you fear
some consequence?”

Pelion was
silent for a while. He would not meet her gaze, but studied his
hands. “It was all hastily done,” he said. “The making of the
stone, the using of it. There was very little time to act. I do not
know what will happen if the stone is destroyed. It may be that the
dragons will revert, become again what they were.”

“Narak will not
destroy the stone,” Pascha said.

“He may. If he
becomes a vessel for the wishes of dragons he may have no
choice.”

“Narak is
stronger than that. He will not endanger what he loves.”

“The forest?
The wolves? You put your faith in that?”

“More than
that. I put my faith in Narak. He will do what is right.”

“I thought so
once,” Pelion said. “Well, I hope that you are right. It will make
no difference to me, whatever happens.”

“Do you know
more? Is there anything that will help me?”

“Much.” Pelion
smiled. “It will take days to tell it all.”

“Then let us
begin.”


Thirty Nine – A Thing to
Remember

With Seth Yarra
out of the way the new hostility of the Telans became more of a
concern. He had done what he could for the injured men under his
command, and the nearest thing they had to a physic, a horse
doctor, told him that all would be well or dead in a fortnight –
well enough to travel or dead enough to bury, at any rate.

Skal wanted to
be away. He sensed it all around him, too. His men considered their
job done. They had supported an ally, been part of two victories,
and now it was time to return home.

He could manage
the logistics. He had enough horses and they were well enough fed
to make the journey to where more food and some winter grazing
might be found, but he had no idea what had happened to the Seth
Yarra. Had they fled south to rejoin their command, or had they
merely moved south to re-provision? Would they return? If he left
the Chain and marched south only to meet ten thousand of the enemy
it could be a disaster. He needed to know.

Morianna was
his best bet. She had offered him such help at one point, and he
wondered if she would be inclined to keep her word.

He had time,
though. He sent a handful of scouts riding south, leaving before
dawn and returning after dusk. They could only manage two dozen
miles out in this fashion, but he was reluctant to send them
further afield because it would mean having them camp out in the
bitter cold of night. As yet he did not require such sacrifice of
them.

They found
nothing. Well, that was not strictly true. They found bodies. It
seemed that the Seth Yarra army had been closer to succumbing to
winters assault than he had believed. Now, deprived of their
shelter and food, they had begun to die. His scouts reported
bodies, dozens of them, marking a desperate trail through the
country, heading due south.

Under the
circumstances he did not believe they would be in any state to turn
around and come back to resume their siege of the Chain. Even so,
it paid to be cautious. If he had been the commander in the south
he would have sent a relieving force, and those would be fresh
troops, well fed and fit for battle.

He called
Morianna.

She was quick
to respond this time. It was less than a minute before a door
opened and she stepped through.

“You have
reconsidered?” she asked the question almost the moment her foot
touched the ground in his room. Her expression was eager.

“I have given
it some thought,” he said. “But I am not yet ready.”

“Then why have
you called me here?”

“When we first
spoke you offered to provide me with intelligence, to scout the lie
of the land so that I might know where the enemy was, and in what
numbers. Will you honour your promise?”

“The situation
has changed.”

Yes, Skal
thought. There is something else you want from me.

“That is true.
With your help we have won a victory, the siege has been lifted.
Yet my duty is still to Avilian. I must see my men safe before I
will consider satisfying your curiosity.”

“You offer me
very little, Lord Skal.”

Skal shrugged.
“Should I offer more? We are allies, and in that spirit, I believe,
your offer was made. Has that changed? We have banished Seth Yarra
from your borders and the threat to Durandar has lessened. Does
this end our alliance?”

Morianna
smiled, but it was a political smile. “You speak well, Lord Skal.
Avilian has been a friend of Durandar if not of Hammerdan, and that
is the path I tread. I will help you without condition, but I must
ask you to earnestly consider my request. It would be a significant
advantage to our alliance within Durandar if we knew the identity
of the god mage before Hammerdan discovers it. We do not know what
he knows. He may, even now, be closing on the answer.”

“Not through
any help of mine,” Skal reassured her. “I stand with Avilian, and
Avilian stands with the Wolf.”

“Yet there may
be others with your especial gift who have no such loyalty.”

Skal thought of
Hestia. The possibility of her siding with Hammerdan on anything
was about as remote as a cat learning to speak. Yet it might be
true. There might be other Farheim whose loyalty was not so
assured. It would be rash to assume that the queen of Telas was the
only other.

“Earnest
consideration,” he promised. She had played his own card of
alliance against him, he realised. That had been clever. He was
bound now by his own sense of honour to eventually do as she asked.
In truth he had thought a great deal about it, and he was almost
certain that he knew the name that Morianna wanted, and that she
would not be pleased to hear it. If there was indeed a god mage
that had changed both Skal and Hestia into what they now were, it
could only be Passerina.

The deal having
been struck, Morianna returned to Durandar, promising to provide
help when it was needed. They arranged for that help to be
available as close to two weeks from this date as she could manage.
Exactly what the help would be she did not say, only that it would
provide the intelligence that Skal required.

That business
dealt with, Skal began to prepare for their departure. He needed to
pack as much food and fodder as the men could carry. He set Lissman
to organising the loads while he pored over maps. The lie of the
land was simple enough. Skal wanted to get down off the plateau on
which the Chain was built as quickly as possible. He knew it would
be warmer lower down, and there would be farms, grazing, food.

The map showed
Skal that his quickest route to lower ground was east. If he headed
directly for the Dragon’s Back he would drop down into the Heron
Valley, and from there follow the valley south until he could head
east again to reach the pass at Fal Verdan. The problem was that
the main road followed the Heron River north. It was the place he
was most likely to encounter the enemy.

On the other
hand, his scouts had told him that the besiegers had retreated due
south, and due south was an evil road. The plateau extended
southwards like a finger, pointing at Telas Alt. If they had held
that course he had nothing to fear from them. They would be on hard
ground a long time.

Fourteen days
he intended to wait. Hestia sent a message to him on the tenth
day.

He was eating.
It seemed to Skal that important interruptions always happened when
one was eating or sleeping, the two simple pleasures that a soldier
could boast. A junior officer rushed into the warming room, face
flushed, eyes worried, and quite out of breath.

“Sir…”

Skal waited for
the man to gulp down more air.

“Telans,
sir…”

“Where?”

“At the
gate.”

Skal fed
himself another mouthful of the stew and put down his spoon. He
stood. “How many?”

“Five, sir. One
lord, four soldiers.”

The man had
answered his question before he asked it. Hestia had not come. She
had sent a messenger. He followed the officer at a leisurely pace.
He was certainly not going to run. For Hestia he might have
quickened his stride, but not for some glorified herald.

When he reached
the bailey it seemed that his men were ready for a fight. They were
gathered below the walls, waiting for him, faces grim. For five
men?

“Open the
gate,” he said.

They hauled on
the ropes and the gate swung open. The narrow gap revealed the five
sent from Hestia. Emmar was at their head. They walked in through
the gates without a sideways glance at the Avilian soldiers all
around them.

Skal studied
Emmar. The man has been his enthusiastic friend only a few weeks
ago, and he was curious how things had changed between them. It was
a good sign, he thought, that Emmar was frowning. He was clearly
troubled by this duty, but at the same time Skal did not doubt that
he had volunteered for it.

“How do you
fare, Captain Emmar?” he asked.

Emmar nodded.
“Well enough, Lord Skal” he said.

“And the
Queen?”

“Healthy,”
Emmar replied. “She wants to see you.”

“That was her
message?”

Emmar coughed
and looked away.

“Not her exact
words,” Emmar confessed.

“And what were
her exact words?” Skal asked.

Emmar coughed.
“She demands that you stand before her to be judged for the treason
of consorting with the enemies of Telas while under her
command.”

Skal shook his
head. It was all he could do to stop himself laughing out loud.
There were so many things outrageously wrong with Hestia’s message
that he did not know how to respond to it. Firstly he did not
consider himself to be under her command. He was an Avilian Lord
commanding an Avilian regiment. He had never ceded his authority.
Secondly, he had not consorted with the enemies of Telas, but with
the allies of Avilian. In addition to that she had no right to
demand anything of him, nor to judge him for any action that did
not materially harm her subjects of her lands.

On top of all
that, he was Farheim. None were fit to judge him, save one whose
name he did not know with certainty, and did not wish to know at
all.

“Emmar, how am
I to reply to that?”

“I cannot say,
Lord Skal.” Skal thought the captain was embarrassed by the message
he bore. Yet for all that, he had delivered the essence of it in
his first rendering. It was simply that she wanted to speak with
him, and after his unconventional sally against the Seth Yarra
besiegers, this was the only way she could do so and save face. But
Skal had the same problem. He could not surrender his pride and
authority before his men.

“I am leaving
in four days,” he told Emmar. “I will take all my men and supplies
back to Avilian. Tell your queen that I am saddened that our
victory did not meet with her approval, and that I wish her further
victories over our common enemy.” He turned to Lissman.

“Captain, the
Telans will be leaving now,” he said, and with that he turned and
walked back into the keep. He was not certain of Emmar. The man
clearly had some sympathy with his position, but he was Telan. His
first loyalty was to his nation, then his queen, and after that
Skal could not have guessed if his hatred of Durandar ranked above
his young friendship with an Avilian lordling. Whatever the case,
his message would go back to Hestia, and Skal would go back to
Avilian.

He was sad. He
could not deny it. There had been a moment when he would have given
up everything for Hestia, but she had pushed him away, and after
that tried to trick him. She was right, too. He saw that. There was
nothing for them, no path that they could tread together.

He poured
himself a cup of wine. He would have liked to get roaring drunk, to
ride out and indulge himself in a little senseless slaughter. There
was a lot of anger in him as well, and anger and sadness do not
make wise drinking companions. He envied lesser men, men who had no
family, no patent duty that bound them as surely as poverty ground
down the poor. He envied Cain. Cain had somehow managed to rise in
a charmed life where duty and desire had marched hand in hand.

He drained the
cup and looked long and hard at the bottle. Four days and he would
be rid of this place. He rammed the cork back into the bottle’s
neck and left it where it stood. Duty won again.

Two days after
that Morianna returned. He had not called her, but it seemed that
she had returned via his own chamber, for she sauntered out of the
keep as though it was the most natural thing for her to been here
in a Telan fortress.

She was not
alone. The young man at her side was half a head taller than her,
but really little more than a boy. His chin had yet to acquire the
roughness of manhood and his skin was a child’s. He was dressed in
a simple robe of dark red wool.

“Areshi, what
is this you have brought me?” Skal asked as she approached. The
young man’s eyes flickered to him with the slightest hint of
resentment.

“Lord Skal, I
present to you the Mage Urgonial, a Thalisterine.”

“Thalisterine?
A healer?”

“Urgonial has
many skills, Lord Skal. He is my student, and an adept of the
Abadanon path. He is also one of the most skilful practitioners of
the scrying art that we have. He can scout for you where others
cannot.”

Skal looked at
the boy. Well, he was not a deal younger than Tilian when he’d
first met him, and that stripling had already become a legend to
Avilians. He stuck out his hand.

“I am glad to
have your service, Areshi,” he said. For a moment the boy seemed
taken aback that Skal had addressed him directly, but then he took
Skal’s hand and shook it. It was not the firmest grip that Skal had
ever known. The boy was no warrior, but then Skal would have been a
fool to expect it.

“I will do my
best, Lord Skal,” he said.

“Can you ride?”
Skal asked him.

“Of course,”
Urgonial replied, as if to say that any fool could ride. There was
a touch of arrogance about him that Skal might have recognised in
himself as a youth. It did not make him dislike Urgonial, but
rather the opposite.

“I’m glad to
hear you say it, Areshi. We ride in two days, and the going will
not be easy. We are bound for the Green Road and Avilian.”

“That is a long
way,” the boy said.

“It is, and we
will rely on you to see us on a clear road.”

“I can do
that,” Urgonial said. “As long as you do not expect me to wave a
sword about.”

Skal grinned.
“We have plenty of sword wavers, Areshi. We shall not need you for
that.” He saw a slightly disapproving look on Morianna’s face. She
perhaps thought her apprentice a little fresh in such grand
company, but Skal did quite like the challenge. He turned to her.
“We will do well enough together, I think,” he said.

So it was
agreed that Urgonial would stay with Skal’s Avilians, and Morianna
returned to Durandar. The boy seemed to settle down easily enough,
though he did not mix with Skal’s men but preferred instead to sit
alone in a quiet corner with one of the books he had brought with
him. The men did not bother him.

Preparations
were well in hand. Urgonial scried the way ahead, using a water
bowl, a small yellow candle and a knife. He found no trace of Seth
Yarra within three days march of the chain, and so they determined
to depart as planned. All was prepared by the evening of the last
day, the regiment being in full marching order and ready to pack
and depart at dawn. The sun was already past its unimpressive
zenith when Skal was called once more to the gate.

“You must
come,” Lissman said.

“Emmar again?”
he asked. He was in the warming room, taking a last advantage of
its warm air and copious tea.

“It is the
queen,” Lissman said. “She waits before the gate.”

Skal was on his
feet in a moment. “How many does she bring with her?” he asked.

“None, Lord
Skal. She is alone.”

“Alone? Not one
soldier?”

“Quite alone,
sir.”

It was
unprecedented. Skal could not begin to imagine the consternation
among the Telans to see their reigning monarch ride out alone. Not
that there was any danger from Skal and his Avilians, but even
so…

He ran out into
the bailey.

“Open the
gate,” he called. Men strained and the studded wooden doors swung
back revealing a single black horse, and Hestia seated upon it. She
spurred the animal forwards, passing beneath the gate. She
dismounted as soon as she was within the bailey, threw the reins at
one of Skal’s men and strode towards him.

“We must talk,”
she said. Skal could not read her expression, except to say that it
was not contented. He nodded. This would be best conducted in
private, no matter what she had in mind. He led her to the warming
room, thinking that even in circumstances such as these his own
chamber would be a presumption too far. He ordered the men out of
the room and when they were alone barred the door.

“You should not
have come alone,” he said.

“You are
leaving tomorrow? It is true?”

“We are
returning to Avilian,” he replied, though he sensed this was not
what she wanted to hear, and she confirmed his guess almost at
once.

“No, you must
not.”

He shrugged.
“You want to put me on trial,” he said. “And the victory here is
won.”

“You are needed
here, Lord Skal,” she said.

“You have
enough men to hold the Chain. There will be no more Seth Yarra sent
north this winter, and my duty is to Avilian. We are not needed,
and if we were your people will never forgive my dealing with
Duranders.”

But Hestia
wasn’t talking about the war. He could see it now.

“I need you,
Skal, you. I don’t trust the others.”

“Emmar is
devoted to your cause. Many others, too.”

“They are
devoted to the throne, Skal. If someone put a knife in my back
tomorrow they’d bow at the feet of the man that put it there. You
know that.”

Skal laughed.
“Nothing to fear then,” he said. “And anyway, you do have
supporters. There are many who will stand with you against any
usurper.”

“There are many
who think I am a usurper.”

Skal turned his
back on her and looked at the fire. It was a good fire, recently
stacked with fresh wood and the logs were just beginning to succumb
to the flames. They cracked and spat, protesting at their
destruction, but it was to no avail.

“You do not
need me, or an Avilian army to secure the throne of Telas, Hestia,”
he said. He spoke without turning, as though he spoke to the
fire.

“You will make
me say…”

“No.” He
interrupted her, turning quickly. “No, I will not make you say
anything, and pray that you will not.”

“Why?”

“You are queen
of Telas,” he said. “Telas will fall into division without you, and
even if it does not, it will lack your will and your strong hand. I
know what you are, Queen Hestia. I am the same. No man will
overthrow you.”

“One already
has,” she said, taking a step closer.

“Please say no
more,” he said.

“Again, why?
You yourself…”

“I was wrong.
The war overmasters all. I must take my regiment back to Avilian.
You must prepare your people for whatever comes with the spring.
Nothing else matters.”

“Then why are
we fighting, Lord Skal?”

“For them,” he
gestured at the door, meaning all the men outside, all the people
of Telas, all the masses of the six kingdoms.

“And they are
more important that we?”

Skal shook his
head. “You know better than to ask that, Queen Hestia. There is a
price to pay for power, and this is it. You are both the most
important person in Telas, and at the same time the least.
Responsibility and honour are your gaolers.”

“Tell me that
you wish me gone, then, Lord Skal.”

“Gone? No.” He
looked at her, the softness of her throat, the young, blushing lips
and her dark eyes burning at him. “I want these few minutes to last
the rest of my life, but time is not so gracious. We must part and
go to our separate duties. You know it is true. Yet the war will
end, and if both of us still draw breath it is possible that things
may change.”

“You are cruel,
Lord Skal.”

“I hope not,”
he replied. “Because we shall survive the war – we are Farheim, and
others will fall but we will not. Somewhere in our conjoined fate
there is a god mage, the one who made us this way, and it may be
that our duties may meet our desires in some other service.”

“You think
Passerina will cast me down from the throne of Telas?” Again
Hestia’s expression had become unreadable. However much she wanted
to be with Skal she was still a queen and a woman that loved
power.

“You know her
history.”

“King Alaran.
Yes, I know it. You think it is a case of once a kindness, twice a
fool?”

Skal shrugged.
“No-one may know the future, nor read another’s mind,” he said.

“And after the
war, will you seek me out?”

“It is my
dearest wish that we shall meet again,” Skal said, and he meant it,
though what that meeting might bring he could not say. Hestia’s
glance made his heart beat more quickly, but she had tried to trick
him, she was steeped in royal pride and he thought that perhaps
there were many things closer to her heart than an Avilian
Nobleman. “And meet we shall, when there are no more battles to be
won.”

Hestia nodded.
“So you cast me out,” she said, a small smile twisting the corner
of her mouth. “Yet I am cast out with promises, and that must
sustain me.”

“So it must
be,” he replied. He stepped forwards and took her hand. It was the
first time he had touched her for weeks. Her hand was warm and dry,
smooth as a child’s.

“And will you
give me one token before you go, one thing to remember when you are
far away and I am besieged by duty?” She leaned into him, her face
very close now.

If one moment
could last for the rest of his life, he would have chosen this
one.

“Yes,” he
said.


Forty – The Ghosts Come Home – Bas Erinor

They had come
twice more, the Seth Yarra. The first time had been in the morning,
but it had not been a full blooded attack. He guessed it was a
feint, and that the real thrust was at the main gate where damage
had been done the previous day. His men had held them off easily,
and there had been barely a step upon the wall before it was over
and they were retreating to lick their bloody wounds.

The second
attack was more determined, and it seemed that more of them came.
There were certainly more ladders. Once again he felt that they
were drawn to him, and once again he fought with two blades, the
long sword which had been a gift in his right hand and the short,
borrowed blade in his left.

He looked
nothing like Narak, nor fought like him he was sure, but it seemed
that the Seth Yarra knew as little about it as he, for they came at
him like he was the Wolf himself, and they died.

Jerac took six
blows in that second fight. He counted them. It was hard for him to
say if any of them would have been fatal to a natural man, but he
thought at least one of them so. But Jerac healed. As soon as metal
abandoned his flesh the wounds knitted and the pain went. His
opponents seemed barely surprised by it, but they died all the
same.

Yet Jerac never
tired. As Alos he had been tired all the time. But Alos had been
old, and Jerac was not only young, but seemingly unstoppable. After
the best part of an hour on the wall his arms still felt light, his
breath came easily. He was ready to fight again, all day if it was
called for. Night was welcomed by his men, though. They slumped
along the wall, secure in the knowledge that Seth Yarra would not
attack after the sun had set. It was their immutable practice.

He longed to go
back to his room at the inn. Fresh as he was, he knew that he would
sleep, and a cup of ale would send him nicely to that desirable
state. He also knew that it was impossible. It was his duty to keep
the gate, and with that in mind he climbed into one of the hammocks
slung in the gatehouse, covered himself with a coat and closed his
eyes.

He awoke to
find someone shaking his foot. It was still dark, but the fire in
the guardroom had been kept burning, and the foot shaker carried a
lamp, so there was no lack of light.

“What is it?”
he asked.

“There’s
something up with the Seth Yarra camp, lieutenant,” the man
said.

“What sort of
something?” Jerac swung his legs over the side of the hammock and
nearly fell out, having to clutch the rim of it as it swung wildly
to and fro’. Whatever else it did, the near fall did a fine job of
waking him.

“Can’t say,
sir,” the man said. Jerac looked at him. He wasn’t one of the
original five, not one of the gate guards. Jerac didn’t know his
name, but he recognised respect in his eyes. He pulled on his
boots, buckled on his swords and threw a cloak about him. In less
than two minutes he was on top of the gate looking out into the
night. He could see the camp fires of the enemy, but there was
something else burning, too, and he could hear voices calling in
the night.

“How long ‘till
dawn?” he asked.

“Not an hour,
sir.”

He looked
again, but there was really nothing to see. That larger fire might
be no more than a minor accident among the enemy, a shirt left too
close to a fire, a lamp knocked over. He closed his eyes and
listened, allowed his head to filter through the distant cacophony
that drifted in from the camp.

He heard
shouts. The words meant nothing, just Seth Yarra gibberish. There
were other noises, too, much fainter. At this distance it was
remarkable that he could hear anything at all, but he was getting
used to miracles, especially those performed by his rejuvenated
body.

There, and
there again. He heard arrows flying. There was no noise of
swordplay, no steel, but amid the confusion there was from time to
time the buzz and thud of an arrow striking home. Men were dying
out there.

He turned and
looked east. There was no sign of dawn. If what they knew of Seth
Yarra held true, then someone was attacking their camp, for the
Seth Yarra were forbidden by their book from fighting after the sun
set, before dawn.

“Bisalt?”

“Sir?”

The man was
already beside him. It was remarkable how a man could change, Jerac
thought. They had been less than friends a week ago, and now the
man was at his right hand constantly, loyal as a dog, burning with
enthusiasm. Yet that was false. Bisalt had not changed a jot, not
really. He just saw Jerac in a different light. For Bisalt he was
now the Wolf’s hand in Bas Erinor, and there was scarcely a soldier
in the city, or anywhere for that matter, that did not worship
Narak.

“Someone’s at
them,” he said.

“Perhaps they
could use some help,” Bisalt said.

Jerac shook his
head. “Not yet. Our duty is the gate. But have the men stand ready
with bows. Dawn may bring more than light.”

Bisalt nodded
and was off among the men. Jerac heard whispered words, the rustle
of arrows as they were propped against the wall, the odd bowstring
creaking as it flexed. He loosened both his swords, and waited.

Dawn, when it
came, was quiet. There was little movement from the enemy camp.
Thin trails of smoke moved up through the sheltering branches above
it, but he saw nothing else. Certainly there was no assault upon
the gate.

“Half on
relief,” he said, and Bisalt was off again, sending every second
man down below for rest and warmth and breakfast. Jerac was
puzzled. He was certain about the arrows, and that could only mean
an attack, but now there was no sign at all from the camp. He would
have expected something either way. An attack from the enemy or
some sign from the men who had attacked them.

There was
something.

He saw a man
standing outside the camp, looking towards the gate. It was just
one man, and he did not seem to be wearing armour. There was no
helmet and no plate, but he could see what might have been a short
sword hanging down. From this distance it was hard to tell. The man
was joined by a second, and then more. They came out of the camp in
ones and twos, hefting packs onto their backs, and Jerac saw bows.
Several of them were carrying bows.

Were these the
men who had attacked the enemy in the night?

About twenty of
them gathered about that first figure, and then they began to march
down the road in perfectly slovenly ranks as though they were out
for an afternoon stroll. A bow creaked to Jerac’s left.

“Do not shoot
unless I give the word,” he said, loud enough for all to hear.

“They don’t
look Seth Yarra,” Bisalt said, appearing at his elbow again. “No
ladders,” he added.

It was true.
The men sauntered down the road towards the gate as if they hadn’t
a care in the world. They certainly didn’t look dangerous. Jerac
watched them come, and they walked right up to the bridge and
stopped, well within range of his bow, just on the bridge were all
on the wall could see them.

“Who’s in
charge?” one of them called up in city accented Avilian – a Bas
Erinor man. Jerac stood up.

“I am,” he
replied.

“Well, open the
gate then,” the man said.

“I’ll need your
name,” Jerac replied.

“Of course,”
the other said. “Tilian Henn, Captain, Second Regiment of the
Seventh Friend.”

Jerac knew the
name. Of course he did. Everyone knew the name, and they knew the
legend, too. He looked down on the motley bunch beneath the gate
for a moment, hardly able to credit that these shabby figures were
the legendary Henn’s Ghosts.

“Sir?” Bisalt
prompted him.

“Open it,” he
said.

Bisalt shouted
down and ropes were pulled, the portcullis began its steady rise.
Jerac abandoned the top of the wall and jogged down to the mouth of
the gate in time to see the first men step through the postern. He
made directly for the man who had declared himself to be Henn.

“Captain
Henn?”

“Aye,” Henn
said.

“Lieutenant
Fane,” he told him, thankful for a moment that he was an officer.
He offered his hand and Henn took it. “The Seth Yarra?” He gestured
towards the road and the camp.

“Dead or fled,”
Henn said. “Mostly dead.”

“There were
more than two hundred men out there,” Jerac protested.

Henn grinned,
and it made him look very young indeed. “Aye, lieutenant,” he said.
“We nearly ran out of arrows.”

Accept it,
Jerac told himself. Accept it like you accept yourself.

“You were with
Cain Arbak,” he said.

“We still are,”
Henn said. “If we got our times right he’ll have dealt with the
bunch at the main gate by now.”

“Well, I thank
you for your work, Captain,” Jerac said. “They’ve been troubling us
for a couple of days now.”

“Fane,” Henn
said. “Fane. I know that name. You’re the hero, the one that save
the duchess from assassins.”

“I was lucky
enough to be in the right place.”

“I heard you
slaughtered twenty men,” Henn said.

Jerac flushed.
“Ridiculous,” he said. “There were only five of them, and the
duchess killed one, and I took them by surprise.”

“Wouldn’t have
made any difference if there had been twenty,” Bisalt chipped in,
much to Jerac’s chagrin. Henn raised an eyebrow.

“Well, I’ll
look forward to the tale in full,” he said. “I’ll doubtless see you
in The Friend.” He signalled his men to move off, and they
shambled, grinning, past the gate guard. “Until then, Lieutenant
Fane.” He saluted and walked off down the street after his unruly
band, barely waiting for Jerac’s answering salute.

“Strange man,”
Bisalt said. “Started in the ranks, like you.”

“I’ll thank you
to hold your tongue, Bisalt,” Jerac scolded him. “I don’t want to
be puffed up around the city and have no peace. And tell the men
the same.”

“As you wish,
sir,” Bisalt said, but by his guilty expression Jerac guessed that
it was already far too late.

“Take out ten
men and have a look round that Seth Yarra camp,” he said. “See if
they’ve left anything we can use. And be careful, there might still
be some of them around.”

“Sir.” Bisalt
hurried away, glad, for once it seemed, to be elsewhere.

* * * *

The siege was
over. It had been a siege, Jerac supposed – a thousand men about a
city that was two miles across. It hardly matched the tales. There
had been a real danger of the lower city being burned, being
looted. Hundreds, perhaps even thousands would have been
killed.

Colonel Arbak
had fallen on the rear of the enemy just before dawn, and it had
been a brief fight. There were prisoners, but given the nature of
Seth Yarra there were not that many.

To his surprise
Jerac was left in command of the River Gate, told to oversee the
repairs to the postern. It was an unexpected pleasure. He picked
the men to do the work, and he knew them, of course, though they
did not know him. He chose men he had respected. Men who had a good
name in the trade, and he talked them through the job. They were
surprised, he thought, that a soldier should know so much about
their trade, but he told them that Alos Stebbar had been his uncle,
and that seemed to please them.

On the second
day after the siege a number of people in splendid apparel came to
view the gate. By the clothes they must have been from the Castle.
At first he didn’t recognise anyone, and simply got on with his
work, which was standing around looking alert for the most
part.

A horse sidled
up to him.

“You look well.
Lieutenant now, I hear.”

He looked up,
startled that someone from such company should be speaking to him.
It was the duchess, the Lady Maryal.

He bowed. “My
Lady.”

“You grew bored
of being my protector?” she asked, but there was humour in her
tone.

“It is much the
same here, My Lady,” he said. “And I did not choose this post.”

She laughed,
and a couple of noble heads turned at the sound. “Quinnial, what
are you going to do with this one now?” she asked. The duke rode
over to where he stood.

“Lieutenant
Fane,” he said. “What am I going to do with you? It seems that
trouble finds you out wherever you are put, but you have a talent
for surviving it.”

“I try to do my
duty. My Lord,” he replied.

“I confess that
I am glad that you do it so well, Lieutenant.”

That was it.
Another officer rode over to the duke and resumed their
conversation. Jerac was glad to be out of their eyes, and moved
away. He watched them mill about in the gate mouth, pointing up at
the parapet. It was the major, he realised, telling them what had
happened, making a tale of it. He hadn’t recognised the man. He was
dressed in considerable finery, red silks and cottons, a blue sash,
high black boots that gleamed with polish and bare headed. It
certainly didn’t look like a uniform.

Bisalt was, as
always, a couple of steps away, ready to be useful. Jerac closed
the gap.

“What’s the
major up to?” he asked.

Bisalt looked
at him, surprised. “You don’t know?” he asked.

“I asked you.
I’m not in the habit of asking things I know the answer to,” Jerac
said.

“You really
don’t know?” Bisalt asked. He was grinning now. Jerac scowled at
him. “He’s showing them round – his daughter and son in law – he’s
showing them the damage, telling them the battle as it went.”

“His
daughter?”

“His
daughter.”

Jerac looked at
the noble company again. There was only one woman among them.
“She’s the major’s daughter?”

“I can’t
believe you didn’t know,” Bisalt said.

“Well, how
would I? Nobody told me.”

“That’s funny,”
Bisalt said.

“No it
isn’t.”

“But don’t you
see?” the sergeant went on. “It’s the reason we were…” He stopped
abruptly. Jerac was glaring at him.

“I’m not
stupid, Bisalt,” he said. “You resented me because you thought the
major posted me to the guard because I saved his daughter. You
thought I wanted that posting?”

Now it was
Bisalt’s turn to be taken aback. “You didn’t?” Jerac didn’t answer,
just continued to glare. “The guard is the senior regiment. It’s an
honour.”

“An honour?
We’re lucky we saw any action at all. I wanted to be with Cain
Arbak and the Seventh Friend, with Tilian Henn. I’d have chosen no
rank at all and to go out and make history with them before an
officer sitting on his fat behind over a gate in the city.”

Bisalt stared
at him. The sergeant looked shocked. He was struggling to find a
reply. Jerac wondered if he should have told the man the truth, but
really he could not have done anything to stop the words. They had
just come out in an angry rush. Bisalt looked around, but there was
nobody nearby that might provide him with a response, so in the end
he fell back on the soldier’s standard response to an officer.

“Yes, sir,” he
said.

There was a
danger here that he might undo all the work he had done with these
men. He could see it in Bisalt’s face. The sergeant was proud of
his regiment.

“Still,” he
said, looking up at the gate. “We made a little history here, did
we not?”

“We did, sir,”
Bisalt said, and there was a trace of a smile back on his face. “It
was the first defence of a gate in Bas Erinor for over a thousand
years.”

“I hope it is
the last for another thousand,” Jerac said.

* * * *

That evening he
was roused from his room at the Seventh Friend by a hammering on
the door. It was his habit to sleep through until about eight in
the evening when he would rise, have a bath – a luxury that he
delighted in – then a hearty breakfast and make his way down to the
gate for the start of his guard shift.

The hammering
woke him, and he was surprised to see the last traces of daylight
still in the sky. It was far too early.

“Go away,” he
said.

The door
opened, a figure loomed in the doorway, blocking out the light.

“Can’t do that,
sir,” a voice said. He recognised it, of course. It was Tane
Bargil, the man who ran the inn. He was a big man who walked with a
limp, but still big enough to inspire respect, even lopsided.

“Damn it, Tane,
I’m trying to sleep,” he muttered, dragging himself upright.

“Sorry, Jerac,”
Tane said. “You’ve been summoned. They want you up at the castle.”
Tane never called anyone by their rank, even Cain Arbak was just
Cain. It was an honour to be called by your first name in The
Friend. It meant you were a regular.

Tane put a lamp
down on the table in the corner, and a bowl of steaming water and a
fresh towel beside it.

“Trouble?”
Jerac asked. He appreciated the hot water, but knew it meant there
was no time for a bath.

“For you? No.
You’ll probably get another horse or a sword or something,” Tane
said.

Jerac chuckled.
Tane didn’t believe in heroes, which was a good thing working in
The Friend. The place seemed to swarm with legends. It was
refreshing to be treated with the proper respect due to a man,
which was really very little.

“So what’s
going on?” he asked.

“I’m an
innkeeper, not an oracle,” Tane said. “But they’re all up there.
Cain, Tilian, all the lords and ladies. Haven’t seen anything like
it since the duke got married.”

“I hate
parties,” Jerac said. Not that he knew anything about them. Alos
Stebbar had not been to anything that might pass for a party in
forty years, not since all his siblings and cousins had been
married off. He was a tavern man. He liked to sit about with a few
friends and set the world to rights over two brace of ales. Dancing
and music were nothing more than distractions, though he had to
admit he liked the music in The Friend when Sheyani was
playing.

He washed
quickly and put on his best clothes, which were actually pretty
good. He wasn’t short of a penny after selling the carpentry
business, and he had a good coat, pressed trousers, polished boots
– enough to make any man think him uncommon. He made sure that his
lieutenant’s badge was firmly fixed to the coat, buckled on his
fancy sword, and clattered down the stairs to the bar.

It was noisy.
The fire blazed on one side and the bar was filled with men for
whom work was over for the day. Tane had a kettle hissing away over
the flames. Two men in guards’ uniforms waited in chairs by the
door, obvious by their sobriety among the revellers: his escort. He
took a scalding cup of tea from Tane and sipped it.

“You need
something?” he asked the men.

They both shook
their heads. Tane, always one step ahead, pressed a hunk of bread
wrapped around an Afaeli sausage, or half of one at least, into his
hand.

“Eat on the
way,” he said.

Outside there
were three horses. One of them was Lightfoot, his own mare. So they
were going to ride. He mounted, slapped his mount affectionately on
the shoulder and they moved off, trotting through the busy streets,
people scattering quickly enough to keep clear, though a few
unappreciative shouts followed them.

They rode up
the Divine Stair. He’d always walked before. It was different
riding. The drop on the down side seemed steeper, the view over the
city more impressive. Even in the failing light he could see it. It
looked better like this, jewelled with lamps and glowing windows,
the dirt and damage hidden by the dusk. He could smell wood smoke,
and the sea.

They rode
through the gate into the high city, nodded through by the men on
guard. The same thing happened at the castle gate, and they
dismounted in the bailey. Lightfoot was led away and his escort
walked with him through the castle.

Jerac had been
here once before, and he’d lost himself in the maze of passageways
and courtyards. It seemed simpler now. He followed his escort
through a series of courtyards and cloisters, down a long stone
flagged passageway and up a broad flight of steps. There were other
guards here, decked out in full dress uniforms, glittering with
polished steel and fake gold.

Here, too, they
were waved past. It seemed that all doors were open to Jerac
tonight. They reached the end of another corridor, a door was flung
open, and he was in the middle of it.

When Jerac
thought of parties, he thought of country weddings, tradesmen’s
weddings in the low city. There would be tables stacked with food,
too much drink, loud music with a solid beat and dancing, endless,
pointless dancing. Alos had been a man who sat close to the food
and closer to the ale at such occasions. Perhaps it was the reason
he had never married.

This was
different.

For a start it
was quiet. The men and women in the room were dancing or standing
or talking in hushed tones. If he’d dropped a glass everyone in the
room would have heard it break. There was music, but the music was
thin, gentle, and melodic. It danced the same way the people
danced, quiet and complicated. It made him nervous. It made him
feel clumsy just to see it. And if that was not enough the clothes
they wore were also like nothing he had ever seen. His own best
coat, probably the finest garment he had ever owned, looked dull
and workmanlike in such exuberant company. A rainbow would have
blushed to see it.

To top it all
it seemed that every man and woman was arrayed in enough gold,
silver and gemstones to buy half the city.

A man appeared
at his elbow.

“Lieutenant
Fane, will you follow me please?”

He nodded. He
followed. The man was small, thin, dressed more like a servant and
walked with his toes turned out. His shoes clicked rhythmically on
the stone floor as he wove a sinuous path along the edge of the
room. Every now and then he paused, waiting while some unheeding
aristocrat stepped into his path. Jerac was impressed that he was
able to cross the room without colliding with any of them. It was a
real skill.

They came to a
small, modest door, and the servant opened it, ushered Jerac
through, and closed it behind him.

This room was
quite different again.

It was well lit
but quiet. Jerac would have named it a study, but for the fact that
it was half the size of the public bar in The Friend. There were
six people here. He recognised Duke Quinnial, Lady Maryal, the
major, and Sheyani, and there was another man, a young man who
looked familiar, but Jerac couldn’t place him. They were scattered
about the room close to a vast oak desk, and had apparently been
discussing something before he had been pushed through the
door.

“Lieutenant,”
the duke said. “Sit down. Will you take a glass of wine?”

Jerac nodded,
having difficulty finding his voice in such exalted company. He
perched on the edge of a chair and took a glass from the duke’s own
hand. The chair, a monstrously comfortable contrivance of velvet
softness, should have been insulted by the way he used it, had it a
mind.

He sipped the
wine. They were all looking at him, and that made him even less
comfortable. He clutched the glass, afraid to put it down because
his hand would shake and he might spill it.

“You’ve done
well,” the duke said, leaning back and sipping from his own glass.
“You have performed better than was expected of you, better,
indeed, that we expect of anyone. You saved the duchess from
certain death, you protected the Eagle, who might have died if not
for you, and your timely warning saved the low city, if I’m any
judge of it.” His tone suggested that he thought he was.

“I really don’t
know how we can reward you, Fane. Especially after you held the
River Gate with just five men. Impressive.”

The familiar
young man spoke. “And there are stories,” he said. “It’s not just
that you held the gate, but the way you held it.” He glanced across
at the major, and it was the way he turned his head, the timbre of
his voice. Jerac’s eyes widened.

“Cain Arbak!”
he said.

Cain smiled. It
was him for sure. Jerac should have known at once. He was sitting
next to Sheyani, his hand resting on her arm in just the way that
Cain always sat, but he was young. He was young like Jerac.

“Yes,” he said.
“And the stories?”

Jerac didn’t
know what to say. Stories were one thing. Hearing a confession from
his own mouth was quite another. Yet there sat Cain Arbak, a man
he’d known well enough when he was working on the refurbishment of
The Seventh Friend, and Cain Arbak looked half the age Jerac knew
him to be. If anybody would understand it must be Cain. But he was
afraid. Even looking at Cain’s younger-than-it-should-be face he
was afraid to be different, to confess to it.

“Just stories,”
he said.

He saw Sheyani
look down at the floor.

“You walk with
the Wolf,” Cain said.

It was true. He
could hardly deny at having told Bisalt that it was so. He
nodded.

Cain sat back
in his chair. “You went through a change, then, some weeks ago, two
months perhaps. It would have been night or late in the evening
here.”

What could he
say? If he denied it, it would seem as though he lied. If he
admitted it, then his secret was laid bare. It was a simple
trap.

“Aye,” he said.
Honesty was a better fault, he decided.

“And you are
stronger, quicker, better than you were before? Be honest, Fane,
there is nothing that you need hide from us.” Cain’s eyes were on
him, and Jerac felt a reckless spirit take him. Why not say? This
was Cain Arbak, a man who he admired, and more to the point,
trusted. Cain had always treated him fairly, spoken fairly, acted
with charity.

“I am,” he
said. “And younger, too.”

Cain and
Sheyani smiled. The duke frowned.

“How much
younger?” the duke demanded.

Jerac
swallowed. There was an answer that was better than a number. “I
changed my name,” he told them. “I used to be Alos Stebbar.”

“Alos who?” It
meant nothing to the duke, but Cain studied his face.

“Yes,” he said.
“I see it. Do you see it, Sheyani?”

“I did not know
him as well as you, Sheshay.”

“Will someone
tell me the answer to my question?” the duke said, his tone a
little peevish. “You know this man, colonel?”

“I do, My
Lord,” Cain said. “Alos was the master carpenter who fitted the bar
at The Friend. At a guess I would say he was between sixty and
seventy years old.”

“And this is
the same man?” The duke seemed reluctant to believe it.

Cain looked at
Jerac. It was Jerac’s turn to speak.

“I am. My
Lord,” he said. “I awoke one morning like this, young and strong
again, yet stronger and better than I had ever been in my natural
youth.”

“You are more
intelligent, also,” Sheyani said.

“I cannot say,”
Jerac said. Why would she say that?

“I think it
so,” Cain said. “It is part of the tradition, Sheyani says.”

Jerac looked
around the wall of faces. They were all still looking at him, and
he was certain that they knew something which he did not.

“He certainly
has a remarkable grasp of strategy for a sixty year old carpenter,”
the major said. “And he learns quickly. All of his instructors have
said so.”

Cain turned to
the duke. “He must come with us, My Lord,” he said.

“I have not yet
agreed to let you go,” the duke said. “And now you want to take
away the hero of the hour as well.”

“You cannot
deny us,” Cain said. “It is the Wolf’s business, and all three of
us owe allegiance to the Wolf above that to Avilian, and besides,
do you think the Wolf’s cause less than our own?”

The duke
studied Cain. Jerac did not understand what was going on, but he
had picked up the suggestion that he would be going away from Bas
Erinor with colonel Arbak and Sheyani. The thought lifted his
heart. It was what he had always wanted. These two were of the few
in this age that cut the track for history to follow.

“It is true
that the Wolf has always been a friend of Avilian,” the duke
conceded. “He has never abandoned us in time of need.”

“Nor will he
now. We will be back with the army before spring breaks.”

“Very well, I
will permit it,” the duke said. “But you know it is a grievous cost
to us. You are our most reliable commander, our most trusted. You
know Esh Baradan’s value better than I, and without the lieutenant
here I should have lost my wife and my city.”

“I will leave
you with Captain Henn, My Lord,” Cain said. “You may trust to his
instincts.”

“Be that as it
may, he is very young, and his men do not inspire.”

“We shall see,”
the duke said. He stood up and glanced around the company. “And now
I have a more pleasant duty to perform. It heartens me to reward
those who have served Avilian well, and there cannot be a better
company than those who are gathered here in this room.

“Yet there is
one here whose rewards have been trivial compared to the service he
has performed, and another whose reward is long overdue. Major
Bessant, will you kneel before me?”

“My Lord” The
major seemed surprised, but he got out of his chair and knelt
before Duke Quinnial. Quinnial picked up an ornate sword that was
lying on the desk and drew it from its sheath.

“Major Karel
Bessant, for your long service in command of the castle and city
guard, for your loyalty to the house and city of Bas Erinor, and
not least for your defence of the city in the recent crisis, I
raise you up.” He tapped the major once on each shoulder. “You are
here named a knight of Avilian, and granted the sigil of Bas
Erinor.”

Jerac watched.
He had not even known that the major had a given name, and had only
heard the family name once. He had always been just The Major. Now
he was Sir Major – he had no idea what they should call him. Sir
Karel? He had never been taught these things, never having much to
do with titled folk. But Cain Arbak was just called colonel, so
perhaps the major would still be just the major.

The major stood
and bowed. Jerac could see tears in his daughter’s eyes.

“And now Jerac
Fane – or is it Alos Stebbar? We may have a small legal problem
with the name.”

Jerac was
suddenly the centre of attention again. “I do not know,” he
said.

“Surely it is a
man’s right to take a new name, My Lord?” Sheyani said. “Among my
people a new name is chosen on the day of ascension, the day upon
which one becomes a mage. This man’s change is as great if not
greater.”

“And there is
no deception in it,” Cain added. “You know both names.”

The duke
shrugged. “It is unusual, but there is no harm in it, I suppose.
Jerac Fane,” he turned to Jerac. “Will you kneel before me?”

“Me?” He was
startled. He had not connected their conversation with this. They
were going to knight him? “But…”

“Just kneel,”
Cain said.

Jerac knelt. He
was unprepared for this, had never considered the possibility, nor
dreamed of it. He had chosen a soldier’s life the second time
around to see great things. He had not thought to be an officer. He
had seen himself as a mere cog in the great machine of the Avilian
army, one sword among many.

“Lieutenant
Jerac Fane, also called Alos Stebbar, you have done great service
to the house of Bas Erinor, and to the city of that name. The
Benetheon itself owes you thanks. I am personally indebted to you.
In acknowledgement of your courage and prowess I raise you up. You
are here named a knight of Avilian and granted the sigil of Bas
Erinor.”

The sword
tapped him on the left shoulder and then the right. He felt dizzy.
It was like a dream. What would Bisalt and the others say, he
wondered? Would he awaken and find himself asleep in the guardhouse
hammock? No. This was no dream. He stood. He bowed deeply to the
duke.

“Duty done,”
the duke said. “Now I must spend some time with the blood out
there,” he nodded to the door. “They are drinking my wine and
eating my food, yet they will not be satisfied if Maryal and I are
not among them. When will you leave, Cain?”

“In the
morning,” Cain said. “We have tarried here long enough.”

Quinnial nodded
and Maryal stood and moved to his side, taking his hand in hers.
“You too,” he said to Cain. “Be among them for a while, shake some
hands, be kind. They need their heroes.”

“As you wish,”
Cain said. “But first we must speak with Sir Jerac a little.”

Jerac felt
another rush when Cain pronounced the words. Sir Jerac. That was
what he was now, what he would always be until he died.

The duke and
duchess left. The major followed them and Jerac was left alone with
Cain and Sheyani. Almost at once the mood changed. It was as though
the two of them had been waiting for the others to leave.

“Give me your
hand,” Cain said.

Jerac did as he
was told, stretching out his arm, and Cain took his wrist and
turned his hand palm upwards. He drew his dagger.

“What are you
doing?” Jerac asked, a little alarmed, though he did not try to
pull his hand away.

“It is a little
test, something that we must see before we speak freely. There is
nothing to fear, Jerac.” Then, as if he had second thoughts he
turned his knife and cut the back of his own hand, the one that
held Jerac’s. The wound was gone as soon as the knife left it. A
single drop of blood hung at the tip of the blade before falling to
the carpet.

“It is the
same,” Jerac said. It was like his own flesh that knitted at
once.

Cain cut him.
It was the same. The wound closed at once and there was no sign of
it.

“True then,”
the colonel said, putting his knife away.

“You know what
this means?” Jerac asked.

“We do.” He
glanced at the door. “You are Farheim,” he said.

Jerac was
puzzled. The word meant nothing to him. “What is that?” he asked.
He had never heard the word, though from the way the colonel spoke
it he knew it to be significant. He saw them exchange looks.

“There’s no
substitute for an education,” Sheyani said.

“Well, there’s
no time to explain it tonight,” Cain replied. He turned to Jerac.
“Just keep it to yourself, don’t say the word to anyone but us, nor
in the hearing of anyone but us. Do you understand?”

“I do,” Jerac
said.

“And be ready
to leave Bas Erinor at first light.”

“I will. Where
are we bound?”

Cain smiled.
“Wolfguard,” he said.


Forty One – Torgaris

He could not
tell whether Avatar had been surprised, angry, horrified or amazed.
As usual there was no physical display of emotion on the creature’s
face, but he had learned that when it hesitated, when it did not
move or speak, these were the signs that in another creature would
be significant. He just didn’t know how to read them.

He had walked
out of Cobran’s palace without a scratch upon him. That alone
should have been triumph enough to raise an eyebrow, if Avatar had
possessed them. When Torgaris had followed him out of the palace,
huge and back and infinitely dangerous, most creatures would have
fled.

Avatar watched
it all in stony, immobile silence.

He reacted only
when Torgaris crossed the boundary between the artificial summer of
the palace and the frozen, snow clad land around it. Even then it
was only a single step, and a single word.

“No.”

Torgaris
paused, half in and half out of summer, his great tail lashing
bright lawns and his forelegs planted in snow. The dragon peered
for a moment at Avatar, then snorted a blizzard. “No?”

“You are kept
here by the will of the others,” Avatar said.

“What do you
know, you claw clipping?” Torgaris said. “You can see that it is
not so.”

“How?”

“It was never
Torgaris that was imprisoned here, but Torgaris’s despair. That is
now banished, and so I am free.”

Avatar turned
to Narak. “What have you done?” he asked. It was not a reproach,
not angled at all, but simply a question.

Narak’s body
still vibrated with the magic that had been released within the
palace. “I answered the call,” he said. “I made a promise.”

“There was more
than a promise,” Avatar said. “There was a word.”

“Yes.”

Avatar looked
at him for a long while without speaking. Narak was aware of the
looming bulk of Torgaris behind him, warm as the embers of a huge
fire.

“This
complicates things,” Avatar said. “I did not expect this. Kirrith
did not expect this.”

Narak turned to
the dragon. “If we continue to travel north they will still find
us?”

“They will find
you,” Torgaris said. Something in the way the dragon said it made
Narak shiver in spite of the wolves, in spite of the furnace
presence of Torgaris himself, melting the snow all around him.

“Then we will
continue to move north,” he said. “We will follow the path that
Kirrith has made for us.”

“It is the only
thing you can do,” Torgaris said. “Kirrith will not move from his
lair, and you must stand in his presence for the promise to be
given.”

So they went
on. Torgaris did not walk. Walking was not a dragon thing, it
seemed. Dragons flew. While it was still light he was aware of the
black dragon’s presence high above them, sweeping forwards, falling
back, engaged in a joyous dance with the winds of the frozen land.
It seemed to him that not only the avatars of dragons, but dragons
themselves were quite immune to both heat and cold.

That night it
was well after dark when the dragon joined them again, drifting
silently over the barren landscape. Narak knew him more by his star
shadow than by the noise he made. It was a marvel that such a huge
beast could be so stealthy. Torgaris set down with barely a ruffle
of snow not ten paces from where Narak had wrapped himself in his
coat and furs.

“Are you
sleeping?” he asked.

“No.”

“Will you
answer questions?”

“That depends
on the questions.”

Torgaris
settled into the snow, coiling like a winged whip. The sound of his
scales riding upon each other as he sought comfort reminded Narak
of a vast snake, and Torgaris was not so far from that, he
supposed. There was the addition of four legs, broad wings
reminiscent of a bat, and the head, which was larger than it should
be, but apart from that he was very like a snake.

“You have been
abroad in the world?” the dragon asked.

“Recently I
have, but not so much before that.”

“Can you tell
me how men dwell upon the earth?”

“I do not
understand the question.”

Torgaris did
not rephrase his words at once, but shuffled a little in the snow.
Narak felt the movement through the rock against which he
rested.

“Have their
numbers increased?” the dragon asked.

Narak saw the
concern. “Since the war? Yes. The kingdoms are full again. Men are
everywhere. Everywhere except the forest and the plain.”

“And you keep
the forest?” he asked.

“I and others,”
he replied, but then realised that this was a falsehood. Narak was
the only one of five lords of the forest who remained. Pascha and
Jidian were of the air and Sithmaree of the plain. He did not
bother to correct his statement.

“There is war,
yes?”

“Yes.”

“And it is your
wish to end the war?”

“To stop it,”
Narak replied. He was sensible to the difference. One could end a
war by winning it, by wiping out every man, woman and child of the
enemy. “Too many people have died already, and the cause is
false.”

“Yet you are a
warrior, a fabled killer of men.”

Narak rolled
upright and looked the dragon in the eye as best he could. Here was
a creature that could destroy him in an instant, a monster of
legend, a fire breather against whom no sword or lance, no bow or
missile was worth a damn. Yet Narak was not afraid. The magic, or
perhaps his own brand of despair, lent him inexhaustible
courage.

“What is it
that you want to know?” he asked. “Am I happy to have killed so
many? No, I am not. Do I regret each and every one? No, I do not.
There are some whose killing left the world a better place. There
are others that I should not have killed, and many who died because
they gave me a choice of their death or mine, and I am still fond
enough of life to wish to keep it.”

“How do you
know?”

“How do I know
what?”

“If a man
deserves to die?”

Narak laughed.
“That is a vexed question,” he replied. “Wise men have ever mulled
that particular puzzle. There are even some who hold that no man
deserves to die, but only be restrained from harming others.
Myself, I am a creature of impulse, and I am often wrong, but, I
believe, more often right.”

“And it does
not trouble you, the times when you are wrong?”

“Aye, it does,
but you will not fathom my conscience by questioning me, Torgaris.
It goes deeper than words, and the skill of living with guilt is a
common one among men, and grows, it seems, with our misdeeds.”

“It grows not
at all with us,” Torgaris said. “Is there no rule that defines how
one should live, who you should kill and who leave alive?”

“There are
laws,” Narak said. It was true. In every nation of Terras there
were laws and courts and judges and men with weapons to enforce
their judgements. Yet in each nation the laws differed. Narak could
not claim to have obeyed them. He had never permitted their words
to restrict his actions. He was above the law, and his conscience
was his only judge. And he knew why it was that he thought this
way. “Laws are the tools of powerful men,” he said. “They offer
justice in some cases, but in many they do not.”

“Then there is
no guidance?”

“There is too
much. Hundreds of books have been written by wise men, or men who
think themselves to be wise, discussing and dissecting right and
wrong and all the shades between, but there is no stone in them –
it is all ash and feathers.”

“Yet I would
like to read them, never the less,” Torgaris said.

“In time,
perhaps,” Narak said. He carried no books, and he could not think
that any gentleman of Avilian would allow a fire-breather anywhere
near his precious library, so the chances of Torgaris satisfying
his thirst for words was slim. Yet Narak did carry one volume with
him. He had thought, in those last days back at Wolfguard, that he
would be spending time sitting by a camp fire alone with nothing to
pass the time, and so he had brought one book – The Tales of Karim.
It was exactly what the dragon required. It was an allegorical
treatise on morality and honour like nothing else that the kingdoms
possessed. It was ancient, and it was, if Narak was honest, the
yardstick against which he measured his own behaviour. It was years
– centuries – since he had last opened it, and he had thought to
re-read the familiar tales.

Narak rolled
out of his furs and went to his sled. It took a few moments before
he located the slim volume and carried it back to his bed. Torgaris
watched this all with interest.

“What is that?”
he asked.

“It is what you
asked for,” Narak said. “It is a guide to how you should
behave.”

“It has
rules?”

“No. It has
stories. Each story is like a rule, in that it shows an error or a
correct thing.”

The dragon
looked at the book. It was smaller than the smallest scale upon his
head. “I do not think I will be able to read it,” Torgaris said
with some regret.

“In this light
it would be a miracle anyway,” Narak said. “But stay and listen,
and I will read it to you.”

Narak could
read by moonlight, but there was no moon, so he kindled a flame and
lit one of the few candles he had brought with him. The dragon lay
silent in the snow, which slowly melted about his hot presence, and
Narak reflected that he should have had Torgaris or one of his kin
as a companion for the whole journey, and then there would have
been no need for fires or Benetheon magic to keep him warm. He
opened the book and began to read.

The dragon
listened silently, its eyes unblinking and faintly luminous in the
dark. Its breath was a warm breeze that blew intermittently across
Narak as he read, ruffling the pages, melting the snow around him.
At the end of the first tale Narak stopped.

“There are only
ten tales,” he said. “We have many nights.”

“Then we shall
hear one tale each night,” the dragon agreed. “I would like to
think about these words, anyway, before I hear the second, and I am
sure that the others will want to hear them too.”

The others.
Narak had not really thought about it before, but somewhere in the
world seven dragons were flying towards him, great shapes in the
night sky. The thought did not fill him with the fear that it
ought. He had to admit that he quite liked Torgaris. The giant
beast seemed curious, intelligent, and not at all hostile. The
last, of course, was subject to change, but there was little he
could do but follow the path laid out before him.

He snuffed the
candle with his fingers and rolled up in his blankets and furs
again. Sleep would be difficult this night. The next day promised
much.

* * * *

Narak awoke
before dawn, as was his habit. He lay in his bed for as moment and
stared at the rock next to which he lay. There was not a flake of
snow left on it, just grey stone flecked with tiny white crystals.
He felt warm.

He rolled over
and looked at the dragon, or where the dragon should have been, but
Torgaris was gone. The place where he had been last night was like
a piece of baked earth, still radiating warmth. Not long gone,
then, Narak assumed.

He stood and
made his way over to the sled, pulling out of it his meagre
breakfast of dried meat and fruit, stale hard biscuits. He sat
down, looked up at the rock beneath which he had slept and nearly
fell over backwards.

There was a
dragon coiled on the slope above where he had slept, and it was not
Torgaris.

He knew at once
that it was not Torgaris because this dragon was white, brilliant,
clean white with yellow eyes. It was staring at him as only dragons
seemed able to stare, unblinking and completely focussed.

“You are
smaller than I expected,” it said. Its voice, too, was different
from Torgaris. It was smooth as silk, as rich as fine wine, and a
good octave higher pitched.

“I am a man,”
Narak replied. “Most of us are about this size.”

“You are a god,
or so they say,” the dragon said.

“I was a man
before that, and the change did not make me any taller.”

The dragon said
nothing more, but continued to stare. Narak felt the same song he
had experienced in Cobran’s palace, but it was more muted. He could
resist it with ease. He began to eat.

“You are
scruffier, too,” the dragon said.

“Do you know
how ridiculous you sound?” Narak asked. “I have been travelling for
many weeks with no particular comfort and a great deal of effort.
How do you expect me to look?”

“We were called
to see a marvel,” it said. “I do not see one.”

Narak finished
his food. It was still quite dark. He looked around but could not
see any sign of either Avatar or Torgaris. By this time Avatar was
already waiting for him on a usual day. He looked up at the dragon
again.

“You are
Hesterion,” he said.

“Well, at least
you are not entirely unperceptive,” the dragon said.

“I feel you
calling me, Hesterion,” he said. “Come down from the rock.”

The dragon did
not reply, but it seemed to Narak that the scorn and levity went
out of it. It took on a hungry appearance. Hesterion did not leave
the rock at once, but uncoiled and raised his great, white head. He
seemed to tower above Narak, a pillar of white scales. Slowly, the
dragon subsided, and stepped, one foot to the other, the twenty
feet down the face of the rock onto the ground, a single step.

Narak did not
move, and there was no room for the dragon between him and the
rock, so it coiled about him, wrapping him in a small, hot fortress
with living walls. Its head came to rest atop the coils, the yellow
eyes looking down.

“Closer,” Narak
said. He held out a hand, and Hesterion slid his huge head to the
ground. He was not as large as Torgaris. Narak found himself eye to
eye. The song was stronger now, and he felt the magic begin to
flow, to wrap him up in its momentum.

He reached out
his hand and placed it on the dragon’s snout, and again felt the
rush of power flowing into him, a mighty waterfall of heat and
light that smashed against his mind.

“Adelir,” he
said. “The word is Adelir. The promise is Adelir. I am Adelir.”

Hesterion did
not leap back as Torgaris had, but the scale that he had touched
changed from white to silver, and Hesterion’s yellow eyes glowed
brightly. They held this pose for a while, man and dragon. Narak
understood. It was a question of belief. Hesterion must believe
that he was the one they had waited for.

The magic,
though, was undeniable.

“How did you
come by this word?” Hesterion asked. His voice was calm, but the
whole of his vast body was rigid.

“It is part of
you, part of Torgaris.”

“He told
you?”

“No, but I
heard it just the same.”

Hesterion
sighed, a gust of hot wind faintly reminiscent of cinnamon. “I
believe,” he said. On the words the silver scale flashed and the
colour ran in a streak down the dragon’s spine, just as it had with
Torgaris.

Hesterion
uncoiled, creating a passage through which Narak could walk back to
his sled. He put away the few things he had taken out for breakfast
and tied the furs and blankets back on.

A shadow
flickered overhead, drawing their gazes up, and Torgaris landed
nearby in the snow. He looked at Hesterion. “Two,” he said, with
some apparent satisfaction.

“All nine are
needed,” Hesterion replied.

“But two is
better than one. Two is not a delusion. Two is shared.”

Narak finished
packing his sled and hooked the straps over his shoulders. He began
to walk. It was apparent that Avatar was gone. He had been a piece
of Hesterion, and now that the white dragon was here in person
there was no need for an avatar. He would be walking alone from now
on. It made the day seem less enjoyable. Avatar had lacked a great
deal as a travelling companion. He had been almost relentlessly
silent, but his footsteps, breaking the snow in a steady rhythm
beside Narak’s own had been company of sorts. Even silent
companionship was better than none.

He walked
steadily, his steps eating up the bleak miles, and above him the
two dragons decorated the sky with an exuberant display of flight,
enough to make a hawk jealous.


Forty Two – To Fal Verdan

They left by
the river gate at dawn. It was a small company, just Cain and
Sheyani and Jerac Fane with ten men at their back. Cain had not
wanted to take more, though they had been offered a hundred. He no
longer felt the need of men to protect him. He put his faith in
what they were, the unkillable Farheim of ancient legend. Though he
knew, as one who had read ancient legends, that Farheim had been
killed often enough, though mostly by each other and latterly by
dragons.

He did not
expect to run into any of either on their journey to Wolfguard.

They rode up
the scarp road behind the city, and Jerac Fane asked to be allowed
to stop at the edge of the forest. There were broken wagons here,
pushed off the road, one of them still bearing a few arrow shafts
in the seat. Fane looked at them for a while, riding around them,
prodding them. He got down from his horse and inspected them more
closely.

“Why the
interest?” Cain asked.

Fane explained
it to him, told him the tale of the man who had come to the gate
with news of murder on the road.

“I believe it
was a ruse, colonel,” he said. “The Seth Yarra took the wagons and
the horses and rode with them so that the Eagle would think them
ordinary folk if seen from on high. Nobody else would have shot the
horses.”

Cain considered
this. If it was so, then it was a new sort of cunning. The trick at
the fort with the men passing through had been different, too. It
was as though a more subtle hand had taken command, and grew in
confidence in its handling of the Seth Yarra and their book.

“You are right,
lieutenant,” he said. “I agree with you. This was a Seth Yarra
trick, and a clever one by their standards.”

Fane seemed to
swell at the compliment. It was hard to believe that this was the
old Alos Stebbar remade. He seemed in so many ways to be a young
man. But then perhaps Alos had never been young. Some men are born
old, peeled of all daring and bravado, salted through with caution
and common sense. Such people were unnatural, old men in boy’s
bodies. Cain himself had been a wild one, always looked for when
something went astray.

It pleased him
to think that Alos had discovered how to be young when he was
reborn as Jerac Fane.

They rode at a
good pace, following the king’s road north, keeping west of the
river. Cain intended to take them by the quickest route to Fal
Verdan, and there cross the Dragon’s Back and so head north through
Telas. It would not be an easy road, but there was a good chance
that a small party, especially one with three Farheim and a
Durander mage, could pass unhindered. He did not imagine that even
Farheim could face several thousand Seth Yarra and emerge
unscathed, so stealth was his plan.

They made their
first night’s camp still deep in Avilian, and while nowhere was
really safe at least this was familiar ground, and the trees and
grass seemed welcoming, even stripped of their summer finery. He
posted guards, even here.

Cain invited
Fane to sit with them and eat, and the lieutenant accepted. He was
quiet though, answering questions that were put to him, but
otherwise not volunteering much. A few cups of wine seemed to ease
him as the night wore on, and he began to ask questions of his
own.

“How is it,” he
asked. “That we have not won the war?”

Cain shrugged.
“The enemy is undefeated,” he replied.

“But he is,”
Fane protested. “Every battle he fights, he loses.”

“It does not
matter.”

“Why?”

“Have you ever
seen a big man fight a small one?”

“I saw the Wolf
beat a man once,” Fane said.

“Aye, I’ve
heard that tale. You were there?”

“I was.”

“You must tell
us the tale while we are on the road,” Cain said. “But it is beside
the point: a big man and a small man. The big man is usually strong
and slow, while the small man is weaker, but faster. Such fights
always begin the same way. The small man avoids the blows of his
opponent, and strikes many of his own, but the big man is slow to
tire, and all he needs is to land one good shot to win the fight.
That is the contest that we are in. One blow from Seth Yarra would
be enough to finish us. We must win every battle if we are to
prevail.”

“But they have
lost two armies.”

“…which they
can afford to lose. There are already tens of thousand of Seth
Yarra in Telas, and more will come. The Wolf burnt their ships, but
they just came with more.”

“Then we cannot
win.”

“And yet here
we are. We continue to land punches on the big man, and perhaps he
is beginning to tire. The alternative to war is surrender.”

“What would
that mean?” Fane asked.

Cain was taken
aback for a moment. The thought had never entered his mind. He did
not know what surrender might mean, had never given it a moment’s
consideration. He was a soldier, after all. He was used to orders,
and orders were always plain enough.

“We would have
to worship their god, obey their book, if they let us live, and
there is some doubt as to that, after what they did in the south.
There would be no horses.” No more came to mind, but he saw Fane
glance back at his own mount.

“No horses?” he
asked.

“Aye, the Seth
Yarra have no use for them.”

“And the
Wolf?”

“The Wolf is
their chief demon,” Cain said. “They call him the god slayer. They
would not rest until he was dead.”

Fane looked at
the fire for a while without speaking. Cain waited. He understood
that this was a particular moment for Fane. It was pivotal in his
new life. There had been such a moment for Cain when the Wolf had
taken his hand, and even more when he had known himself and all his
failings for the first time. When he had known that he loved
Sheyani. He waited.

“Then it is
war,” Fane said. “Until the end.”

It was odd,
Cain reflected, what determined the actions of men. For Fane it was
a horse that he had been gifted and a god who had touched him –
nothing more than that. The idea of Avilian, the concept of
kingdom, the notion of the king and the lords of the land meant
nothing to him, even though he had been transparently awed in their
presence. It was Narak and the horse that captured his loyalty.

Cain had his
own reasons. Sheyani was the greatest of these. She was a mage, and
from what he understood of the Seth Yarra book her kind would not
be tolerated by the conquerors. It was enough for him. The Wolf,
too, had his loyalty, and the city. Cain loved Bas Erinor,
especially the low city, all its smells and markets, the narrow
streets, the broad highways, the Seventh Friend, the irreverent,
blasphemous, god cursed mass of the people. He would not see it
changed for all the peace in the world.

Cain admired
Duke Quinnial. The young lord was a good man. He loved his wife,
his city and his people, probably in that order. He seemed just. He
took his role as head of the army of Avilian seriously. He was
clever. But Cain wasn’t drawn to him as he was drawn to the Wolf.
Quinnial didn’t inspire faith in the same way. Cain had thought a
lot about dying in this war. He’d come close a few times. He was
beginning to wonder what it was he was dying for. He had so much to
lose now. His life was full of things he had never had – money,
prestige, love. It was a good life, and he would need a good reason
to give it up.

Sheyani, for
certain. He would die to save her, but he’d rather not. He did not
feel duty to be the pillar of his life as he once had. It was
important. In a way it defined him, but strip it away and he was
still a happy man – a happier man, perhaps, and that was a big
change.

The second
night they camped half way to the Berashi border, having covered
the best part of fifty miles. The roads had been empty. They had
passed only four wagons and a couple of men on horseback in the
whole day.

This night they
again sat apart with Fane for their evening meal, and Sheyani did
her best to explain to him what it was he had become, and what it
meant.

“So I cannot be
killed, and I will live forever?” Fane asked after her first
attempt.

“Neither is
true,” she said. “If your body is destroyed you will die. If your
head is cut off you will die. Eventually you will die of old age,
but it will be many years beyond a normal human span.”

“And the Wolf
did this to me? Why?”

“We believe
that it happened through the Wolf, but it was not his doing. It
seems to have happened to all that were in his favour, but not by
his hand.”

“So who?”

“It was
Passerina, the Sparrow,” Sheyani said. “She is the one.”

“But she does
not know me,” Fane protested. “I have never seen her. Why would she
do such a thing?”

Sheyani looked
across at Cain. It was a despairing look. “We do not know,” she
said. “All we do know is that there was an attack by Seth Yarra on
Wolfguard itself, and that Narak returned to fight there. We guess
that Passerina also returned. The change came upon us a day later,
no more, and on you at the same time.”

“And so you are
going to Wolfguard to find out what happened,” Fane suggested.

“We are going
because our Eran asked us to go, to bear a message.”

“But you said
that Narak was in the north, in the frozen lands…”

“Yes. But there
is a calling ring at Wolfguard, and by that means we may speak to
Narak.”

“I think I have
it now,” Fane said.

Sheyani didn’t
ask him to articulate his understanding again, and Cain was sure it
was because she did not want to have to correct him yet again. Fane
had no history. He did not know about the god mages, the god wars,
Pelion, the dragons, the Farheim. It was all new to him. As a
carpenter and a poor man in his youth his education had been good.
He had learned to read and write and do his sums, probably taught
by his father or mother. As a carpenter he had learned only what he
needed to know.

Most of the
people of Bas Erinor were like this, Cain guessed. They would be
surprised that the world was about to change. Cain himself had only
learned his history piecemeal. It was all a mess of old stories to
him. He knew some of the tales, but when Sheyani spoke it was as
though she held the thread that joined them together, bound them
into a tapestry that was both coherent and frightening.

She had told
him already that the war was over.

“Passerina will
end the war,” she had said.

He trusted her,
and took her at her word, as hard as it was for him to credit. He
had seen Narak fight, and could not imagine a more formidable
creature. Narak carved his path through an army as though they were
paper men, and yet it was beyond Narak to end the war. Now there
were dragons in the sky and Passerina was a god mage. He did not
understand either of them. In the stories the dragons had killed
the god mages and the god mages had overcome the dragons. They were
like two sides of the same mythical coin. Cain had always believed
that the stories were just that, tales to entertain, but Sheyani
held them to be solid truths, and that shadow in the night sky had
been real enough.

It could even
be that this was the end of all things. If there was to be another
war between gods and dragons then surely they had little chance,
Farheim though they were. The tales from the god wars were not
tales of men – it was not men who fought at all. They were just
swept aside in the carnage. It was Farheim who fought and died,
gods who plotted, and dragons that killed. Cities greater than Bas
Erinor had been levelled in a day.

He told none of
this to Fane. All they could do was hope.

They crossed
into Berash on the fifth day. Cain was greeted as an old friend by
men he did not know. He was, after all, a knight talon of the now
ironic Berashi order of the Dragon. What would the Berashi say if
real dragons came to Tor Silas?

They rode
through the kingdom for two days, and were met one evening by a
large party of mounted men in armour. Dragon Guard. Cain knew them
at once, and he knew the man at their head. It was Prince
Havil.

Havil had come
to meet them as soon as he had heard that they were crossing his
father’s kingdom. He had brought with him a whole cavalcade of
tents and wagons, a determined kind of hospitality, and that night
they dined in luxury at a table, beneath canvas.

They talked for
a while about the war, and it quickly became apparent that Havil
was less than happy.

“I am at a
loss,” he told Cain. “I do not know what to do. We have passed
mid-winter and still there is no word from Narak. We should be
preparing. In a month or two they will attack again, and we have no
plan.”

Cain made no
comment. He thought they relied too much on the Wolf, and in his
own mind it was simple enough. What forces they had should be
divided into three. One force could hold Fal Verdan, one the White
Road, and the other stay back in Avilian to face any unexpected
developments, such as new landings on the coast.

“He will
return,” Cain assured him. “And Passerina with him.” Havil nodded.
He did not understand the significance of Passerina, but Cain was
not about to explain it. There was no telling how Havil might react
to the knowledge that Farheim walked the earth once more. He had
not spoken the word in front of Quinnial for the same reason.

“I am certain
of it,” Havil agreed. “But we need time to prepare.”

“Do what you
can,” Cain suggested. “Make certain of the wall at Fal Verdan, keep
a reserve. What more can you do?”

“I will do
that, of course,” Havil said. “But I fear that something is amiss
with the gods. You heard that there was an attack on
Wolfguard?”

“Aye, Prince
Havil, I heard.”

“There was an
attempt to kill Sithmaree as well, in my own keep.” This was news
to Cain. He asked for and was told the details. It seemed to him a
desperate move, and one intended to prevent the contents of the
translated documents from getting to Wolfguard, and possibly to
Narak. But Narak had already left for the wall and would not have
seen it. He wondered what might be in them.

“There was an
attempt on the Eagle as well. It was our companion here, Sir Jerac
Fane, who prevented it.”

Havil looked at
Fane with new eyes, and this time the lieutenant did not seem put
out by the scrutiny.

“You saw the
assassin?” Havil asked.

“I did. He was
a man of average height, perhaps a little over. He bore a bow, and
his head was encased in metal.”

“It is the
same,” Havil said. “Three of my men saw him, only one of them lived
to speak of it. So someone tries to kill the gods. Who but another
god? Perhaps it was Seth Yarra you saw Sir Jerac.”

“Then I have no
fear of him,” Fane said. “When Jidian attacked him he fled.”

“He fled?”

“Aye, Prince
Havil. He jumped from the walls of the high city in his haste to
escape, but he did not fall, he simply vanished.”

“No more than
an assassin, then, as you say. I will leave my trust in the Wolf’s
safe keeping. If he flees from Jidian he will certainly fear
Narak.”

Cain was not so
certain, but he kept his opinion to himself.

Havil rode with
them, keeping them all in good company and considerable comfort,
until they reached Fal Verdan itself. This was strange for Cain.
His memories of Fal Verdan were jumbled. He remembered both pain
and victory. He remembered being afraid the first time he had seen
the Seth Yarra hoard approach the wall, remembered the shock when
the Telans had launched their night time attack, remembered the
mud, the desperation.

It was quite
different now.

The camp at the
eastern end of the pass was a village – a tent village, but still a
village. There were shops, a wine seller, a couple of bakers, a
butcher, a whole street of smiths. It was as bustling and lively as
Bas Erinor on a feast day. Soldiers were everywhere, but there were
women here, too. Some of these were clearly here for the
convenience and pleasure of the common soldiers, but others were
wives and mothers, daughters and maidens. There must have been
eight to ten thousand altogether.

They rode into
the camp and into the kind of greeting that a popular prince such
as Havil might expect. A rider had obviously been sent ahead, and
the people lined the first streets, cheering and throwing flowers
and herbs onto the road before them. The horses crushed the plants
and released a multitude of competing scents, richer and more
varied than any lady’s perfume.

It smelled like
a kitchen in a brothel, Cain thought, but he liked it anyway.

Havil took the
plaudits at the head of the column, but when the crowd realised
that Cain Arbak rode in the column he heard his own name called
out, and people shouted his praises as much as those of the
prince.

The centre of
the tent village was clear enough. An open space had been
engineered among the canvas, and someone had built streets of
wooden boards across it so that men and women might pass unsullied
over the mud. This more than anything told Cain that it was no
longer a soldiers’ camp.

They stopped on
the edge of this square. Havil dismounted, and his horse was taken
away. Cain, Sheyani and Fane followed suit. It was a casual affair
by Avilian standards. The prince was greeted and he and his party,
including Cain’s group, were led to a private tent as large as a
tavern. Cain recognised many of the Berashi officers, particularly
colonel Tragil, who approached as soon as he had properly greeted
his prince. Tragil was smiling, but his brow was furrowed with
concern.

“It is true,
then,” he said. “You have been touched by the gods.”

“So it seems,”
Cain replied. “All is well with Fal Verdan?” The change of subject
was quite blunt, but that was no more than Tragil should have
expected, and the Berashi commander barely missed a beat.

“Well enough,”
he said, his glance wandering back to Sheyani and Fane, who stood
behind. “We hold, and they do not attempt to take the wall, but
they have built one of their own since Skal’s little
expedition.”

“A wall?”

“Not so much a
wall, but if you were hoping to go on into Telas it cannot be done.
They have trenches, a palisade around their camp and spikes to
discourage cavalry. I wouldn’t like to ride against it now.”

“I must see
it,” Cain said. This was a disaster for their duty. How could they
carry Passerina’s message to Wolfguard if they could not get past
Fal Verdan?

“In the
morning,” Tragil said. “You have been riding all day. How many men
did you bring?”

“Ten,” Cain
said. Tragil raised an eyebrow. “We are on the Wolf’s business, and
ten serve as well as ten thousand for what we intend.” He did not
say that he meant to leave the ten to make their way back to Bas
Erinor and go on alone, just the three of them, to Wolfguard. He
had trusted in stealth and what they were, it should be enough to
get past the Seth Yarra, and it might still be possible. “I would
like to see the wall tonight, if I can. It will give me the night
to dwell upon it.”

“As you wish,
but you had best go now. Sunset will be upon us in an hour or
two.”

Cain quickly
made his excuses to Prince Havil and left the tent and its
festivities. Fane and Sheyani followed him. They walked the half
mile or so down the pass to the wall of Fal Verdan itself. It was
well manned. There was a good bustle of alert men both around the
base of the wall and on the parapet. Since he had been here the
ramshackle steps his carpenters had built had been replaced with
new timber, a robust looking set at either end of the wall.

Some of the men
recognised him, and he was saluted piecemeal as he approached,
climbed the steps, and stood on the parapet himself. He was
surprised how many names he recalled, and he made a point of saying
them, smiling at the men, returning their salutes. An officer
attached himself to their small party and stood with them, gazing
out at the enemy.

It was exactly
what he did not want to see. Tragil had not exaggerated in the
least. The ditch was deep and the earth thrown up before it like a
wall. This rampart was decorated with thick, sharpened stakes, each
well braced and pointed towards the wall. The whole thing formed a
huge semicircle, carefully placed just out of bowshot. The woods
that Tragil’s men had sheltered in when they had first been driven
from the wall were gone. Now it was a bleak land of mud and stumps,
and in the midst of it stood a stockade every bit as intimidating
as the ramparts. Men walked along parapets there, too, and scarcely
lower than Cain’s own position.

“When did this
happen?” Cain asked.

“They started a
month ago,” the officer replied. He was a captain, Captain Sinbel.
He’d been a lieutenant last time Cain had seen him, but that had
been over a year past. “These are the ones that replaced those
killed by Colonel Hebberd. They started building as soon at they
got here.”

“You didn’t try
to prevent it?”

“No, sir,” the
captain said. “Our task is to hold the wall.”

“How many?” he
asked.

“Ten thousand,
we think,” Sinbel said. “There is some traffic between here and the
south, and westwards to Telas Alt, but the numbers stay about the
same.”

There was no
way that even three people could pass through this line during the
day. There was no cover. There were no places where they would not
be seen by a dozen sentries.

“And at night?”
Cain asked.

Sinbel shook
his head. “Just as bad,” he said. “They hang lanterns on every
piece of wood, the whole length of it. It looks like an Avilian
festival eve, colonel.”

Cain looked.
Every piece of wood. It would be almost impossible to pass, but
almost was better than impossible. He would have to see it after
dark. The sun was beginning to set by now, and the light took on
that peculiar buttery colour that precedes scarlet. The whole scene
looked like a tapestry that he had seen in the castle at Bas
Erinor, a mass of men gathered in the foreground along their lines,
and the now stripped plains beyond looking unreal and golden in the
dishonest light.

“This is where
you fought.”

Cain turned to
Fane, who was standing and looking about him as though it were a
holy place.

“Not I,” Cain
said. “Colonel Hebberd held the wall when the Telans attacked.” He
pointed down the valley. “I was down there.”

Fane appeared
to barely register his words. He nodded, so he must have heard
them, but his eyes remained on the wall, the enemy, and the ground
between. Cain wondered what was going through his mind. He must
have known what it was like. Fane had stood on the walls of Bas
Erinor itself and fought. It was the legend that bewitched him,
Cain guessed, the legend of Fal Verdan.

The sky was
blushing pink before they left, and already there was a procession
of torches coming out of the Seth Yarra palisade to light their
defences. They left Captain Sinbel and walked back up the
valley.

“It will be
difficult,” Cain said.

“Difficult?”
Sheyani said. “Sheshay, it will be impossible.”

But Cain had
already seen their pathway. He looked high, at the rough, steep
peaks that lined the pass. After all, they were not natural men.
What might be an impossible climb for some would be easy, and if
they should fall, well, it might hurt, but they would not die.

His mood
lightened as the sky grew dark. They would be going on after
all.


Forty Three – Pascha’s Task

Pelion did not
know as much as she had expected. His tale of dragons was detailed,
fresh, as though the events had happened yesterday, but it was a
tale that had no beginning. Pelion did not know how they had been
created, did not know the magic that Cobran and the seven had
employed. He did not know anything vital.

That is not to
say that she did not learn. She now knew the names of the dragons,
could describe each and every one of them as though they stood
before her. She knew where each had done their crimes, how they had
been resisted – poorly – by the kingdoms of men. She knew, also,
how they had been bound by the Pity Stone. She understood what
Pelion had done, and how he had contained them.

From this she
learned other things, things that Pelion had not intended her to
learn.

She understood,
now, how all this had arisen.

The god mages
had been the worst of men. In any contest there are some who win
and some who lose. Among kings and lords it is the same. They all
play politics, seek advantage over one another. Only the rulers,
those who have reached the top, can appear unmoved by it all. The
god mages had been no different. The difference was that kings and
lords are kept in check by their mortality. They die. When they
die, some other man steps forward and the world changes.

The god mages
were immortal, and it seemed to Pascha that the greater their
inhumanity, the vaster their capacity for callous cruelty, the more
powerful they became. There was no word in Avilian for what these
men were, but she did not doubt that the best of them lost and the
worst prevailed until all that remained were twelve of the most
cruel, tyrannical and unpleasant men that had ever lived. If there
was a word for such men, then they had invented it: Dragon – a
thing without conscience or remorse.

Pelion had
created something that he himself had not understood. He had not
understood it because he lacked the gift that the stone itself
bestowed. He did not know pity, not until he made the thing.

Pelion had
unwittingly made something that not only saved the world from the
dragons, but from god mages as well.

And now she was
a god mage.

She studied
Pelion as he tried to teach her without admitting the truth. He
still writhed in the grip of his artificial conscience, living all
the time with the lie that the five had been good and the seven
bad. It was the same lie that she had been fed as a child, a lie
that she had believed through fifteen hundred years, but it was
still a lie. If the five had conceived of dragons first they would
probably have created them.

Pascha knew
that she was not the same as them. She wept for the dead. She was
riddled with regrets and longings. She kept her more base desires
in check. She did these things because she knew right from wrong.
She believed in the code laid out in the Tales of Karim: that power
brought responsibility; that honour mattered. Even Narak, her
famously bloodthirsty paramour, was a saint compared to these
monsters. Narak was tortured by the impulsive things that he had
done in his wilder moments. She knew he regretted the slaughter at
Afael above all things.

The god mages –
demon mages would have been a better naming – had been undone by
Pelion’s Star, the Pity Stone. It had shown them the vileness of
their own nature, forced them to see their crimes for what they
were.

How did she
know this? Pelion carefully avoided telling her anything of his own
actions before the god wars, or even during them until the creation
of the dragons. After that it was more or less an open book, but
even when she asked directly he avoided replying. He talked only of
afterwards, not before. He would not meet her eyes.

And afterwards?
It bore all the hallmarks of guilt. The five had done nothing for
two hundred years. Well, not quite true. It seemed that two of them
had taken their own lives. The remaining three had set about trying
to build a better world, to atone.

They had not
done a good job.

Seti and
Iarran, the names now corrupted to Seth Yarra, had travelled to a
new land and tried to create a just and peaceful society there.
They had created The Book as a guide for their new people.
Satisfied with their creation, they then removed themselves,
answering to their guilt in the most final way, and leaving Pelion
alone of all those who had once ruled the world.

In the time
between their creation and now their people had degenerated into a
rigid and fanatical society – one where men were punished for
laying one stone upon the other in the wrong way, where intolerance
had become a creed.

Pelion, too,
had tried to atone.

He had
established the six kingdoms. He had created the Bren, probably,
Pascha thought, to make a more malleable species than mankind.
Finally he had raised up the Benetheon. The Bren had become jealous
of their progenitor’s other children, and now sought to make war on
men, while the Benetheon itself was mostly dead or swimming around
the sea pretending to be fish. It was not a stellar record.

She took a
perverse pride in the fact that none of the twelve had been
women.

Their
discussions had become more intense. Pascha was pushing him now,
trying to squeeze the last secrets from him, and he was
surprisingly reluctant to divulge them. It was almost as though he
knew when the last words were spoken his purpose would at last be
spent, and there was no more call for him to be in the world, even
in this reduced shadow existence.

She found that
more and more she was able to guess his secrets. It was more than
native intelligence and luck. Perhaps it was because she was here,
living in Pelion’s mind, that parts of what he knew were constantly
leaking into her consciousness.

“Ants,” she
said when he brought up the subject of the Bren. “You started with
ants.”

Pelion’s
composure faltered for a moment, but he recovered almost at once.
“Yes,” he said. “A low beginning, but there was less that I had to
discard. There were other creatures, too, but I did begin with
ants.”

Pelion
explained the process, how he had laid magic upon magic to change
ants, by increment, into the Bren. It was not at all a simple
thing. The task had taken years. Ants may produce warriors, workers
and queens, but the degree of specialisation in the Bren was far
greater, and the mechanism for breeding whatever was desired
complicated in the extreme.

Ants are
simple. They have no minds, really, and so the collective mind of
the Bren had to be conceived and designed as well. Pelion had been
clever here. He suited the mind to the function. The messengers
were so tied together that they were really one creature, immortal
and omnipresent. The warriors were different again. A portion of a
warrior’s mind was subservient to the mind of the creature above
him, and that creature’s to the one above him, so that commands
could be passed instantly through the chain and the soldiery of the
Bren behaved as one. It worked only downwards, though. The
commander, whatever level he might be, saw only what he saw,
thought only what he thought. In this sense he was like a man.

The diggers,
the nurses, the many other specialities were each different in
their own way. They all shared something, though, a single thread
that ran through them all. Pelion called it the will of the Bren,
the common purpose. No one individual carried it. It was a sum of
parts, an average if you like.

Pascha was, for
once, impressed. The structures were elegant and robust, and the
Bren had proved it by surviving more or less unchanged for at least
sixteen centuries. But all things grow and change, and so had the
Bren. They chafed at their historical subservience to men, and so
they had rewritten their history, were in the process of rewriting
the laws that Pelion had left them.

Pelion knew
this, and he did not approve, but Pelion had cut himself off from
the world, and could no longer interfere. He wanted Pascha to do it
for him. Her task, Pelion told her, was to tame the Bren once
more.

“Tame?” she
asked. She did not like the word. It smacked of slavery, of dogs
and horses, and she knew that the Bren were proper creatures with
minds that were more or less the equal of any man.

“They stray
from their path,” Pelion said.

This, too, did
not seem right. She acknowledged that Pelion had created the Bren,
but once made they should be permitted to find their own path.
Trying to dictate too much might well lead to rebellion or the sort
of grievous error that now possessed Seth Yarra.

“And what is
their path?” she asked. “Where should they be going?”

“Going?
Nowhere. They should be staying. Their place is below the ground. I
made them that way. Now they lust for the rightful property of
others.”

When he put it
that way it sounded convincing, but something within Pascha
insisted that the Bren should be free to make their own way, to
choose their own path. It was as though everything Pelion now told
her seemed wrong or deficient in some fundamental truth, and that
made her look within for truth, and judge more harshly everything
he said. It also made her sad.


Forty Four – Wolfen

Three days it
took, and they were hard days, slogging through the bitter cold,
camping at night among the cathedral pines of the high plateau
where the frozen wind sought them out in the dark hours and chilled
their bones, wrapped up as they were in whatever they could carry
from the fastness of the Chain. Skal had not thought it would be so
hard.

He lost four
men. Most commanders would have been proud to have done so harsh a
journey and lost only four, but Skal counted each as a scar on his
honour. He had not thought to lose one.

Even so, when
they came through the final pass and descended at last to the Heron
Valley, green and patched with snow, he had felt a great burden
lift from him. It was still cold. After all, winter still held sway
over the whole country, but it was a living cold, not the killing,
frozen weather of the high lands.

They had
carried what they could, but the fodder to keep their horses alive
had taken the place of food, and so they needed to live off the
land. It was easy now for the horses. There was enough wild grass
for them to feed, but the men were not so easily victualled. The
Heron Valley was sparsely farmed, but there were sheep and cattle
here, and with three thousand men to feed Skal was prepared to
steal, borrow or buy what he needed.

Mostly he
bought. He bought with paper – no more than his word, really. He
wrote what he had taken, a price that he had agreed with the
farmer, and signed his name. Enough of them had heard of him, heard
that he had rescued their queen, and that was enough. He was able
to agree a fair price with most.

Urgonial kept
to himself. Wrapped in a thick cloak of nondescript colour the
Durander boy mage could pass for just another Avilian among
thousands. He sat his horse well and most of the time vanished into
the midst of the army. It was only in the evenings that he came to
Skal’s tent and sat with a black bowl of water, peering into it and
saying this and that about the world beyond.

Skal thought
the talent remarkable, though it was hardly tested. They
encountered no sign of Seth Yarra on the plateau, nor for three
days moving slowly south down the Heron Valley. It was on the
fourth eve that the mage saw something.

He stiffened
suddenly, and bent closer to his bowl, gesturing with his right
hand and muttering to himself.

“You see
something, Areshi?” Skal asked. They were alone together, as was
their custom. Outside his men were still setting up the camp for
the night and twilight was settling over the land. Urgonial hushed
him and continued to look at the water. Skal accepted the rebuke
and sat, wondering why he was taking this from a child.

He did not have
to wait long.

“There has been
a battle,” the boy mage said.

Skal was
instantly alert. “Where? Between whom?”

“Not far from
here,” the boy replied. “A few hours ride at most, into the hills
east of the river. I cannot tell who fought who, for I see only
bodies, and the numbers are not great. Perhaps a hundred. They lie
unburied. But they are fresh, Lord Skal. I see wetness in the
blood, and very little crow work done on them.”

“Can you say
the number of miles?”

“No more than
ten, no less than eight. Will you ride there? There is no
threat.”

“When men are
killed there is always threat, Areshi,” he said. “We must determine
who did the killing and why, and who was killed. Friend or foe, it
will be important just to know it.”

The boy nodded.
“I did not see further tonight,” he said. “With more time I could
have tracked them. I could do so in the morning if you wish
it.”

Again there was
a small reproach in what the boy mage said. He had asked several
times that they stop earlier so that he had more time to look
ahead, but Skal wanted miles behind him, and so pushed on each day
until the light began to fade. Urgonial had said that he could not
practice his art unless hidden from prying eyes, and Skal
understood. They were riding through Telas, and every man that
lived here was his enemy.

“In the
morning, then,” he said. “We shall discover where the victors are,
their numbers, too, and shape our strategy accordingly.”

He found it
difficult to sleep after that. He lay eyes open, staring at the
canvas above him that flapped and billowed in the lively night air.
He heard every voice that spoke in the night, saw the dance of
shadow flames against the tent walls as campfires died away around
him, but sleep would not come.

Some Telan
unit, perhaps, risen against the occupier and finally run to
ground. Or perhaps a large Seth Yarra patrol ambushed by rebellious
Telans. Either was possible, but he could not be certain of
anything. One thing that the war had taught him was that nothing
would ever be quite as he expected it. He needed to know if the
enemy was on his flank.

In the morning
he was gritty eyed with lack of sleep, but he was up well before
dawn, pacing the camp, his presence making officers chase sergeants
and sergeants chase men from their tents. They were moving before
the sun rose above the distant peaks of the Dragon’s Back. Urgonial
had already done his work.

Skal had
considered a patrol, sending just a few men to scout the area and
report back what they found, but he wanted to be there himself. He
wanted to see, and he didn’t want to leave his regiment, so he took
them all.

He sent out
scouts, of course, ranging a mile or two ahead of the column, and
half a mile to each side. He even left men in the rear to watch the
road they had taken in case they were followed.

Within two
hours the first of the scouts was back.

Seth Yarra. The
dead men were undoubtedly Seth Yarra. His scouts knew their swords,
their armour, their clothes, and there was no mistake. The men who
had killed them had moved further west, towards the mountains, away
from the easy country of the river valley.

Skal followed.
Now he was genuinely puzzled. He moved the regiment with even
greater caution, slowing even more so that he could send out scouts
on foot. He knew from Urgonial that there were about a hundred and
fifty men camped in a sheltered valley up ahead. It was a
moderately good position. He could not surround them, and to block
the other end of the valley he would have to circle round, a
manoeuvre that would cost him two more hours.

He didn’t deem
it necessary. He had cavalry. They did not. He outnumbered them
twenty to one.

There was
enough cover for him to get quite close. He moved archers into the
trees at the foot of the valley, moved cavalry in behind them. But
Skal didn’t want to kill these men because he wanted to talk to
them. There were a hundred or more dead Seth Yarra in the hills
behind them, and these men had done it, but as he sat astride his
horse and peered through the trees he could see them clearly
enough. These men, too, were Seth Yarra.

He gave the
order and his men rode out in line, blocking the valley with a
hundred horse, the archers close behind, ready to step through and
shoot a volley if they were needed.

Skal rode with
the first rank. It was not just that he knew that he was safe from
harm. Being here gave him immediate control over his men, and he
knew that he might need it to avert a slaughter.

It was plain
enough when the Seth Yarra saw them, which was almost at once. They
stopped talking among themselves. One or two of them shouted. One
or two others leapt for their bows or drew swords, but the majority
of them just stopped and looked. It was as though they had expected
this moment, Skal thought.

One of them,
still dressed in the remnants of his black tunic and armour, rose
to his feet and walked towards Skal. Skal gave the order to his men
to stand, and the line steadied. He heard bowstrings stretch behind
him, and gave the order again. He didn’t want a stray arrow to
start anything.

The cleanser
walked steadily towards them, finally stopping about twenty paces
shy of the stamping, impatient horses. He was a brave man, Skal
told himself, to walk into the face of the enemy. The cleanser
stood and looked up and down the Avilian line, and eventually his
eyes settled on Skal.

“Do any of you
speak the eastern tongue?” he asked. He spoke in Afalel, which
seemed to be their adopted speech, and he spoke with a thick
accent, but Skal understood his words.

“I do,” he
replied. His voice carried clearly. It was uncanny how silent the
valley had become. The Seth Yarra were silent. His own men, too,
were silent saving the occasional jingle of harness steel. It
seemed that the birds themselves had fallen silent.

“I am Jorgan,
son of Miran. I am…” he seemed to struggle for the right word. “I
speak for these people.”

“You speak for
them?” Skal was puzzled by the choice of words, even surprised.
“You are not their leader?”

Jorgan
shrugged. “It is the word we decided on,” he said.

“I see,” Skal
said, not seeing at all.

“I do not know
your ways,” Jorgan went on. “But I will tell you our intention, and
you may tell me what we must do, if you wish, or then we will
fight.”

“Jorgan,” he
said. “I have three thousand men.”

“We do not fear
death,” Jorgan said, and there was a glint in his eye, steel in his
tone, that suggested he was not lying.

“Then say your
piece,” Skal said.

“We are unbound
men,” Jorgan said. “We have cast aside the teachings of The Book,
and we stand ready to accept the wisdom of the one you call the
Wolf. We intend to worship him and do as he commands. We will no
longer fight but on his word, and in defence of ourselves.”

Skal was
aghast. “You’re changing gods?” he asked.

Jorgan raised
his head defiantly. “With good reason. We lose every battle. Our
men are slaughtered without purpose. Your god stands alongside you,
raises his sword beside yours, answers when you call, and when we
stood defeated and at your mercy before the wall of stones you
granted mercy. We were deceived by our own leaders, They said there
would be no mercy, that the virtues of the god were absent in this
land, and all that we believed is shown to be false.”

So much from so
little. Skal could guess what had happened. The wall of stones had
to be Cain’s temporary wall across the White Road. These men had
been part of the army that had marched north to attack him, and
been destroyed. Their remnant had attacked the wall and been
slaughtered until Cain had sent them away instead of finishing the
job. It was a familiar maxim. A soldier’s job is to win the battle,
not kill the enemy. Cain had lived his words, and this was the
result. They had turned on their own god.

The situation
was unprecedented, and presented Skal with a problem beyond his
experience. Militarily, these Seth Yarra were no value to him. He
could not count on them to support him in battle. He could not
trust them. They were few, and he could take them prisoner, but
that, too, would be a burden. They would need to be guarded and
fed, and in any conflict they would weaken him.

On the other
hand, they were a political bonanza. But politics was not Skal’s
strongest suit. He needed advice on how best to make use of them.
The very fact that over a hundred Seth Yarra had turned against
their god might weaken the enemy more than the destruction of
another of their armies. Hestia would know, he thought. The Telan
queen would see a way to use them well.

“I welcome your
change of heart,” he told Jorgan. “But I cannot leave you here to
roam these lands. Apart from anything else you will find the people
hostile, and the Telans will come and hunt you down.”

“We will
fight,” Jorgan said.

“That will not
do.” Skal looked over the Seth Yarra again. They were few, and if
he gave the order the problem would disappear in a welter of blood.
He glanced back at him men, wondering how many of them spoke
Afalel. He guessed one in five – enough for the entire regiment to
know what had passed between him and this Seth Yarra. Skal didn’t
want to kill them. Cain’s words again, and it would be Cain’s work
he would be undoing if he acted in haste. “You will come with us,”
he said.

“Are we your
prisoners?” Jorgan asked. It looked like he might be offended by
the wrong answer. Politics again.

“Not
precisely,” Skal replied. “You will march with us to ensure your
safety, and to reassure the people of Telas that they have nothing
to fear.”

“We can do
that,” Jorgan said. “But you must instruct us in how to worship
your god.”

Skal thought of
the divine city, the massed temples of bas Erinor, and wondered how
he would ever be able to explain such a thing to a man like
Jorgan.

“I am no
priest,” he said. “But I will do my best to show you our ways, and
you will then pass those on to your men.”

“It is
acceptable.”

“And you must
surrender your bows,” Skal said. It was a risk. Taking their bows
left them virtually defenceless against cavalry, yet allowed them
the illusion of arms. They could keep their swords and daggers. He
was unsure how Jorgan would react, but even so he was
surprised.

“I will have to
talk to them,” the cleanser said. “It is their decision.”

Skal watched
him walk back to the scattered remnants of the Seth Yarra army.
They stood and sat about in a disorderly manner, waiting patiently
for Jorgan to return. He watched as the cleanser spoke to his men,
though by this very act of consultation it was clear they were no
longer his, or not in the sense that Skal accepted. He could not
command them. They were no longer an army.

There was a
discussion among the Seth Yarra. Skal could see that some were for
the proposal, and some against. It was all a question of whether
they trusted him or not, he supposed. Their choice was no choice at
all, in the end. If they refused to give up their bows they faced
an immediate end, though Skal was still unsure if he would order
them killed if they refused him. It seemed a waste. If they gave up
their bows they would be safe.

He slid down
from his horse. “Stay here,” he said to his men. He walked steadily
over to the Seth Yarra. Jorgan’s back was turned to him, but
someone must have said something, because he turned as Skal
approached.

“Jorgan, if I
speak to them will you tell them what I say?”

The cleanser
looked around at his men. “I will,” he confirmed, and said a few
words in his own language. There was a shuffling of feet. Some of
them leaned forwards, the better to hear.

“I am Lord Skal
Hebberd of Latter Fetch,” he began. “I am colonel and commander of
the second regiment of the seventh friend. I am known to the Wolf.”
This last was true, but the only time he had been close to Narak
was when his father had been killed and his titled stripped. Apart
from a few military conferences he had hardly spoken to him else.
But that was the point.

“My father was
a traitor,” he said. “He was the marquis and lord of Bel Arac. He
served Seth Yarra, but was killed by the Wolf.” He saw that this
raised a stir. Perhaps one or two of them knew his father’s name.
“Yet I have found favour, I command men, I have earned titles and
estates. It is a lesson.” He paused while Jorgan translated his
words. “If you can change your heart and work in the Wolf’s cause
without reservation it will be as though your life begins again.
The Wolf hold’s no grudge. He judges you for what you are, not what
you once may have been.”

He waited
again, listened to the tone of their talk. It seemed that he had
made an impression, because they sounded more positive now. The
doubters were less strident and the conversation was brief.

“We will
accept,” Jorgan said. “We will give up our bows.”

“And I give you
my word as a lord of Avilian that I will protect you,” Skal
said.

They began to
pass their bows forwards, piling them in a heap between the
Avilians and themselves, and Skal walked back to his own men.

“That was a
risk,” Lissman said. “They could have turned on you.”

Skal ignored
his concern. “They have not surrendered,” he said. “But they have
given up their bows. Arrange for them to be collected and secured.
Do not destroy them. We will be riding south with these Seth Yarra,
but they are no longer Seth Yarra. They are just men who wish to
worship Narak.”

“I heard,”
Lissman said. “You trust them, colonel?”

“Do you trust
me?” Skal asked.

“Of course,
sir.”

“Then
understand this. I judge them to be an asset. They will not be
harassed or mocked or provoked in any way. Treat them as you would
treat Telans marching with us – perhaps better. They will respond
well to signs of friendship.” He spoke loud enough that many men in
the line could hear him. He wanted this spread throughout the
regiment. Their guests would stay an asset as long as there was no
antipathy between them and the Avilians.

The remainder
of the day passed smoothly. His men heeded his wishes, and no
outward hostility was on display, though Skal heard a few
mutterings. The Seth Yarra – he would have to think of a different
name for them – marched in the centre of the column. Skal made sure
that half his cavalry brought up the rear in case of any second
thoughts.

That evening
they camped early, in full daylight. It meant a short day, but Skal
preferred to have everyone settled and fed before dark so that
nobody would be moving around unnecessarily in the night. He sent
an Afalel speaking messenger to invite Jorgan to share his meal. He
made sure that Lissman was there, too.

They sat on
cushions around a low table, which was actually no more than a
board set on more cushions. The tent was quite small, and well lit
by lamps. There was barely room for the soldier acting the part of
a servant to move around them.

First they
drank tea. Skal missed Tilian’s tea. The boy had made good tea,
just the way Skal liked it. But Tilian was a captain now, and if he
was still alive he was half a world away. Jorgan seemed familiar
with the concept of tea. He accepted the cup and sipped at it,
seemed to like it.

“Tell me of the
Wolf,” he said.

Skal
appreciated a man who got straight to the point, but he would have
preferred a little more time to put his thoughts in order. With
insufficient time to marshal his resources he fell back on
defence.

“What do you
know?” he asked.

Jorgan
shrugged. On a cleanser it seemed a very odd gesture. “The Wolf is
your god. He fights with two blades. He wears red armour. He cannot
be killed, though our leaders say he can. We are told that he is a
demon, though he looks like a man. These are all stories among our
soldiers, though I have never seen him.”

“The Wolf,”
Skal phrased it carefully. “Is one of our gods.”

“One? You have
two?” Jorgan’s eyes widened. “How many?”

“Seventy-three,
I think.”

“You have
seventy-three gods?”

“It could be
seventy-two.”

Jorgan stared
at him as though he had just declared that the sea was milk. He
shook his head.

“Must I know
them all?” he asked.

“I cannot name
them all, Jorgan, and I have lived in the kingdoms all my
life.”

“Then how do
you know which ones to worship? It would take all your days to
offer proper devotion to so many.”

“Our gods are
all different. They promise different things. Some are worshiped a
great deal, and others hardly at all. It is not deemed necessary to
worship any.”

“So,” Jorgan
paused, seeming to struggle with the concept. “You choose?”

“We do. During
times of war many pray to Maritan. He is our god of war, and it is
said that he may grant victory. But many more pray to Narak – the
one we call the Wolf. He is a god of flesh and blood, a Benetheon
God, and he walks and talks and kills our enemies.”

“A Benetheon
God? What is a Benetheon God?”

“It is a story.
If you wish I will tell it.”

Jorgan said
that he did, and so Skal told him the story of the Benetheon as he
had been told it in the nursery. It was a simple tale, and he
probably didn’t believe that it was entirely true, but it was an
explanation, and readily to hand.

“So there are
twenty like Narak the Wolf?” Jorgan asked when he finished.

“Not so many.
Some have died. Others have no interest in the world of men. As far
as I know there are only four who take our part in this war. They
are the Wolf, the Sparrow, the Eagle and the Snake.”

“And they are
all mighty warriors, even the Sparrow?”

“Especially the
Sparrow,” Skal said. It was speculation on his part, but if
Passerina was indeed a god mage then she was the greatest of them
all. “She is my patron,” he added.

Food arrived,
and the conversation was interrupted. Skal’s soldier-servant had
done well, and their usual unappetising fare had been beaten into
submission, and now seemed quite edible. The dried meat had been
soaked in a mixture of blood and water, cooked with spices and
vegetables and served with thick bread and one of the few bottles
of wine that Skal had been saving. It was a feast compared to even
the previous night’s repast.

Jorgan tasted
everything before he filled his plate, and he seemed more impressed
by the food than the wine, which he eschewed and asked for more
tea.

“You have not
told me how it is that you worship,” Jorgan said.

“It is a
question of style,” Skal replied. “If you meet the god, bend a knee
so that it touches the ground. The correct form of address is Deus.
Narak is not one who likes fawning or pretty words. He prefers men
who look him in the eye and tell him the truth. There are festivals
where one might be expected to go to a god’s temple, or as many as
you wish to visit. You may make offerings of sweet incense, wine
and food, but the incense is burned and the food is usually eaten
by the priests, so many do not bother.”

“It seems
haphazard,” Jorgan looked puzzled again. “I do not know how I will
explain this to my men if I do not understand it myself.”

Skal did not
know quite how to answer this. It was Lissman who found the right
words.

“Think of it as
freedom,” he said. “You are free to worship who you like, as you
like, certainly in Avilian.”

Jorgan seemed
to accept this. He ate in silence for a while, and when he spoke
again he asked for tales of the Wolf, his prowess, his deeds, and
Skal was happy to oblige, though most of the tales were of the last
war against Seth Yarra. He did manage to dredge up some tales from
the more distant past when the world was at peace and Narak was not
so feared.

In the morning
Skal waited until dawn lightened the sky before he ordered them to
break camp. Again, he did not want men moving around too much in
the dark. He feared misunderstandings, and thought them better
dispelled in the light of day.

By midday they
had covered only ten miles. Skal was aware that he had not given
Urgonial time the previous night to scry out the land ahead. He had
been too concerned with Jorgan and his Seth Yarra.

He had to stop
calling them that. But what else? Technically they were apostates.
From his own point of view they were converts to the Wolf. He
didn’t want to call them either converts or apostates, because they
both had implications that might stick. Lupines? Better, but quite
dry. Calling them Lupines would do them no favours. He wished he
had Cain’s touch with words. Though he only had it by report he
still remembered the Wolves of Fal Verdan, a great speech, he
thought, a speech that bound allies together, gave them a name, a
cause, and a battle cry all in one. These men were Wolf touched,
born again in the Wolf, a new pack, if you like. They needed a new
name – something simple that men would remember, something that
linked them to the Wolf.

Wolfen.

It sprang into
his mind. The meaning was clear enough to him, and would be to the
men. They belonged to the Wolf, were made by him. Wolfen. It was
just what he wanted. He reined his horse back through the ranks of
his men, moving aside and watching them pass until the Seth Yarra,
the Wolfen, marched past. He dismounted and walked alongside
Jorgan, leading his horse.

“Greeting to
you, Lord Hebberd,” Jorgan said. “We are honoured that you march
with us.”

“I need you to
ask your people something, Jorgan. I wish to gift you a new name, a
name that will make you different from those who still worship Seth
Yarra.”

“A name? What
name?”

“Wolfen,” he
said. “In my tongue is means that you are made by the Wolf,
Wolf-made and Wolf-belonging.”

Jorgan
considered this. “I think it is a good name, and it is true. I will
speak to them, ask them if they will be known by it, and I will
tell you this eve when the march is over.”

Skal continued
to walk beside him for a while. “Your men, are they happy with your
situation?”

“They accept
it,” Jorgan replied. “They expected to die, so this is better.”

“If you
expected to die, why did you do it?” Skal asked. “Why did you turn
your back on Seth Yarra, fight with your comrades?”

“I do not think
you will understand,” Jorgan said. “Your way of living is so
different.”

“Even if I do
not understand, will you tell me?”

“As you wish.”
Jorgan looked at the men around him, the ones that perhaps he had
commanded. They ambled along, talking among themselves. Skal saw
smiles, an ease among them that he would not have thought to see.
“The Book was wrong,” Jorgan said.

“The Book? I
have heard of it,” Skal said. “Is that all?”

Jorgan shook
his head, and Skal knew that he had not understood. “The Book is
everything,” he said.

He pondered the
cleanser’s reply. It would take some thought to make sense of this.
In a superficial way he understood. Their religion was based on the
book, The Book, which was Seth Yarra’s truth. It was not a book of
parts, a thing that you could divide into those things that you
thought were true and those you did not. It was a whole, and if
not, it was nothing at all. To have the smallest part proven false
was to destroy it completely.

Jorgan was
right. He knew that he could say these words and still not
understand what it meant, not to them.

A rider came
towards them, raising dust and drumming the road, riding fast from
the head of the column. Skal saw at once that it was one of his
scouts.

“My Lord,” the
man said. “There are men ahead, a force of Seth Yarra.”

Skal swung up
onto his horse in a moment. “How many?” he asked. “Have they seen
us?”

“At least
several hundred,” the scout said. “They seem to be camped, and no,
I don’t think they saw us. Will we attack?”

“Not today.”
These short days were a problem. There was hardly time left to
manoeuvre for an advantage before the sun would be in full retreat.
“We will camp here, off the road.” He did not want to fight at all.
Enough of his men had died in Telas. If it was possible he would
try to slip past them in the night. If not he would attack before
dawn, but he must know their numbers and disposition.

He took his
leave of Jorgan and rode forwards, sending the scout to find
Urgonial, to get his tent pitched as soon as possible. He cursed as
he rode. He had begun to think that he would make it as far as Fal
Verdan without a fight, but it was not to be.


Forty Five – More Dragons

Arisanne the
Fair arrived in perfect starlight. Of all the dragons Arisanne was
the most feminine. Yet Narak knew that Dragons were neither male
nor female. They were simply dragons. How he knew this he could not
say. It was just something that had bled into him with their
magic.

Other things
were changing, too. He could not remember his night vision being so
clear. In his full aspect Narak had always been able to see in
darkness that blinded natural men, but it had been a poor thing
really. He had seen shapes, motion, could recognise most things for
what they were. Now it was different. He could see as sharply as in
the day. He could see colours, and he was grateful for that. If he
had not been gifted this colour sight he could not have appreciated
Arisanne in all his glory.

The dragon
swept three times above Narak as he walked, well below the others
who still flew high in the frozen air. His wings were stained glass
in the starlight, glowing with more colours than any rainbow. His
body, small by dragon standards, was red and gold, and smooth as a
river stone.

Arisanne swept
to an elegant landing just a hundred paces ahead of Narak, raising
his wings and stopping in mid air just a foot from the snow, and
then reaching down with his feet so that it seemed there was no
drop at all. Narak continued to walk, dragging his sled, until he
was twenty paced from the creature’s great head.

The impression
he got from the dragon was not the same as the others. They seemed
armoured, powerful, warlike. Arisanne did not have the spines and
plates of Torgaris and Hesterion. His scales were smaller, blended
easily together like a mosaic of vibrant colours. He resembled
nothing so much as a painted snake with wings.

Narak
remembered other things, too, but they were not his own. He
remembered Arisanne as he had once been. Vain. Spiteful. Arrogant.
Cruel. The dragon was staring at him with red eyes. Its breath
sparkled in the starlight, a thousand tiny ice crystals in each
exhalation.

“Arisanne,”
Narak said. “The tales of your beauty are not adequate. They do not
capture a tenth part.”

“What you see
is a lie,” Arisanne said. “I have no fair deeds to match this
skin.”

“What you are
is the truth, Arisanne. The past is what you have been. Your mind
is bloated with regret.”

“You see true,
man wolf. Are you what they say you are?”

Narak shrugged.
“It is for you to say.”

Arisanne did
not approach. He stayed half crouched in the position he had
landed.

“I desire
redemption as much as the others,” he said. “Perhaps more. In my
heart I paint myself black each day. I am more Torgaris that
Torgaris. But what makes you think that we deserve redemption? What
makes you think that we will accept it?”

“It is not your
place to accept or deny, Arisanne. The gift is given. The promise
is made. If you believe that it is so, then it is so. That is your
only choice.”

Narak was once
again unaware of thinking the words before he spoke them. They came
from that part of him that was dragon made. Arisanne did not lie.
He felt the pull of the magic strongly, even standing apart from
the dragon.

Arisanne
stepped forwards, and the power of the magic flooded him. He saw
the great smooth head, the blood coloured eyes just before him. He
saw his own hand reach out and lay upon the golden snout.
Arisanne’s scales were so small that his hand covered many, and it
looked as though he had dipped his hand in ink before touching the
dragon. His hand made a shape, a hand shape in black.

The red eyes
glowed hot. Narak smelled oranges, he smelled sunshine and dry,
baked stone.

“Arisanne,” he
said. “I am Adelir. The word is Adelir. The promise is Adelir. I am
Adelir.”

“The Awaited
One,” Arisanne said.

Narak said
nothing. He could not have said anything even if he had wished to
do so. He was in the grip of the magic, and the magic demanded that
he should wait, that the next words should be Arisanne’s. The
dragon continued to stare, and the red eyes grew almost orange with
the heat of the stare.

“We have not
earned this,” Arisanne said. “But in spite of myself I do
believe.”

The black patch
of scales grew, spreading down the dragon’s back like lacework,
weaving an intricate pattern through the mass of gold and red.
Arisanne raised his head and looked down at Narak. He felt the
magic fade, going back to sleep until a time when it was needed
once more. Arisanne turned away, as if troubled, and coiled tightly
at the foot of a slope in the deep snow. As he did this Torgaris
landed between them with a thump.

“Three,” the
black dragon said. “Three is better than two.”

“And none is
better than nine,” Arisanne replied.

“You will see
that it is not so,” Torgaris said.

Narak left
Arisanne behind in the snow and carried on walking. He had not
forgotten his original purpose in coming north. Kirrith had called.
This was a way to stop the Bren. In spite of the magic it was still
the uppermost thought in his mind.

It was always
night now. Day had fled completely, and Narak walked in the dark,
his steps crackling across the frozen ground. He knew the passage
of time only by the wheeling of the stars above him and the brief
false dawn that marked midday. The sky to the south lightened for
about an hour, and sometimes blushed the palest pink before night
solidified again.

He was drawing
closer to his goal. He knew by the images that he had dreamed, the
path given to him by Kirrith.

It was at
midday that the fourth dragon came.

Each time they
came he was overwhelmed by their differences. He had thought that
they would all look similar, or at least as men did with the same
form, the same general colours. Kelcotel surprised him again.

Narak had
stopped briefly to wet his throat and eat a few morsels of dried
meat and fruit in the brief ritual that now passed for his midday.
His head was pulled up from his food by a sound much like a great
wind. Kelcotel dropped from the sky and opened his vast wings with
a concussion that shook the snow. From head to tail the dragon was
covered in brown feathers.

He had never
imagined such a creature – a feathered snake with wings, a dragon
head covered with down pierced by long spines, almost with the
appearance of whiskers. There were four feet, like any other
dragon, and yellow, cat eyes.

The creature
fixed him with a stare. “You are Wolf Narak,” it said. “Your
history does not recommend you, wolf god.”

“Does it
not?”

“Given your
unimpressive size you are a monster as great as any of us.”

“But it has
taken me fifteen hundred years to accumulate the sins of your one,”
Narak replied. “And my remorse was not forced upon me. Besides,
should not the messenger of redemption be one who understands the
need?”

“So you are not
entirely witless,” the dragon said.

“And you are
not entirely scrubbed free of arrogance, it seems.”

“Do not mistake
me for the others, Wolf Narak. I understand. We rightfully bear no
more guilt that a sword, or even a stone. We were things used by
others to kill. That we had minds at all was little more than an
accident – a miscalculation. Pelion used what we had been given
against us, and now we are crushed by the full knowledge of the
pain and suffering that we unknowingly caused, the blood that
stains us. I know that we were innocent, yet I cannot escape my
share of the guilt laid upon us.”

“The innocent
have no guilt.”

“Except by
magic. We were made for evil ends. A sword cannot choose to be a
pudding spoon.”

“You think that
a conscience would exempt you from blame? I can tell you with
authority that it does not. A conscience is no more than a shadow
of a thing. It comes after the event and haunts you. It is a judge
that presides mostly over what is past. In the moment of the deed
it is no more than a voice in the ear, and it is so easy to
disregard.”

“So you
say.”

Narak stared at
the dragon. If their places were reversed he might have spoken the
same words, but there was no way that he could describe the guilt
that he felt. He had done things knowing that they were wrong. He
had killed the innocent. He had spent his rage and frustration in
places where it was not warranted. Conscience was a thing that
hinted, and then complained as though it had spoken plainly at the
time. It was not an honest councillor, Narak had found. It could be
bribed with anger and grief.

With Kelcotel
so close he could feel the magic again. It was not as strong as in
Torgaris or Arisanne, but it was there.

“My worthiness
aside…” he said, and raised his hand.

The dragon
paused. It was a pause that spoke volumes. It was resistance,
disdain, disappointment, and in a way also shame and self hate.
Whatever it signified it was futile. The magic drew his head down,
placed it before Narak.

The feathered
head was soft and warm. His fingers sank into the downy mass and he
felt the solid bone beneath. Narak spoke the word, the promise, and
as different as Kelcotel was from the others, so the change was
different, and quite wonderful.

A blood red
patch formed around his fingers. There was no hesitation now, it
was all spent, and Kelcotel spoke almost at once.

“I believe,” he
said.

Colour exploded
all over his body. Brown feathers became green, yellow, blue and
red, the hues spreading like fire until Kelcotel stood revealed as
a creature even more spectacular that Arisanne, a feathered
tapestry of unmatched beauty. The yellow eyes remained unchanged.
They looked at Narak.

“You are
remarkably strong,” the dragon said. “But then you will have to
be.”

The next day
four more dragons came.


Forty Six – Hidden Roads

Cain had led
them into the mountains about as far as they could go. He had
picked a broad valley between two low peaks and followed the stream
that flowed out of it, always picking the branch with the greatest
flow, guessing that it would have cut a wider gap.

It had worked
for a while. They had to ford the stream about twenty times as they
followed it, staying on the most level ground, walking with wet
boots, which Cain didn’t enjoy, but they made good progress into
the heart of the Dragon’s Back. It came to the end at a snow-choked
spring surrounded by steep and icy slopes. Looking up he could see
nothing put jagged peaks, the wind trailing thin clouds from their
uncompromising spires like so many white banners.

“We’ll have to
climb,” he said.

Fane was
carrying a rope. He’d scavenged it in the Berashi camp: three
hundred feet of best hemp from their stock of rope kept to repair
the gates should it be needed.

“I’ll go
first,” he said. He pointed to a col between peaks, a saddle that
must have been a thousand feet above them. “That one?” he
asked.

Cain looked at
the slope. It was rock and snow. There looked to be a good number
of handholds, but there was no way to tell how secure they might
be. “Be careful,” he said.

He needn’t have
worried on Fane’s account. The former carpenter swarmed up the
mountain as easily as if it was a ladder. Farheim strength and
stamina, Cain guessed. He watched as Fane found a secure position
and began to pay out the rope.

“Sheshay?”

He turned and
looked at Sheyani. She was almost as white as the snow. Her eyes
were wide and fixed on the distant Fane.

“What is it,
Sheyani?”

“It is high
places, Sheshay. They make be afraid.”

“You cannot
climb?”

“Not this.”

The rope
reached them. Up above, a long way above, Fane was fixing it
somehow, and now they should begin the climb. It was a thousand
feet if it was one, and the laying of the rope would have to be
done three or four times at least before they reached the col.

He had not even
thought to ask. Cain knew that some were fearful of heights. He’d
seen it in men before, men who were no use on a high wall but
deadly on flat ground. You had to know about men like that. You had
to know how to use them.

“I’m sorry,
Sheshay,” she said. “I thought that we could walk, or maybe a small
climb. I thought I might manage that.”

Cain looked up.
The rope was there, a few feet from his hand.

“Do you trust
me?” he asked.

“Of course I
do, Sheshay, but I cannot…”

“Then I will
carry you,” he interrupted.

“You
cannot.”

“I am Farheim.
You are small and light. If I tie you onto my back I can climb the
rope with ease. All you need to do is close your eyes and hold on.
Can you do that?”

Sheyani looked
up again. The distant figure of Jerac Fane was waving to them,
urging them to begin.

“Tie it tight,
Sheshay,” she said.

Cain gathered
the end of the rope. About twenty feet of it had coiled on the
ground in the snow. He took out his knife and cut a sufficient
length. A simple loop about them both would not do. She might slip
through it as he climbed. He raised his hand to Fane, signalled him
that there was a delay, and then tied the rope in a double loop. He
threaded Sheyani’s legs, one through each loop and fashioned a
rough harness around his arms and across his chest with the rest of
it. It felt secure enough. Cain knew enough about knots to know
that these would not fail.

“Hold tight,”
he said. He felt her arms lock about him, reminding him that she,
too, had Farheim strength. He took the end of the rope and began to
climb.

Had he been
moving from hold to hold as Fane had done it would have been very
hard. Her weight, slight though she was, unbalanced him, and he was
grateful for the security of the hempen rope. He went up hand over
hand, walking his feet up the ice and rock so that in no more than
a few minutes he approached Fane.

Fane waited for
them, but raised an eyebrow when he saw the manner of their being
tied together. The place where the lieutenant had stopped was the
smallest of ledges, perhaps nine inches wide and five feet long,
tapering into nothing. There were a couple of good handholds above
it, though, so that it was comfortable enough to wait here.

“Short stages,”
Cain said. “No more than a hundred feet, or the nearest safe
place.”

“Aye, colonel,”
Fane said. To his credit he said nothing more, but set off again up
the mountain.

It took the
best part of an hour to reach the col. Fane climbing short pitches
and Cain following up the rope with Sheyani tied to his back. She
didn’t speak a word. She didn’t cry out, and she probably didn’t
open her eyes, Cain thought. Her fear was ever present in the
ferocity of her embrace. Even with his own Farheim strength he
found himself short of breath, so tightly did her arms lock about
his chest.

At the col he
was astride two mountains, but the view was not entirely
reassuring. He looked west and found himself looking into a white
maze of twisted valleys and jagged peaks. The way forwards was not
obvious, and the mountains seemed to stretch for miles before
him.

Fane hauled the
rope up and threw it down the slope before them.

“You go first,”
he said. “I’ll brace the rope up here and come down after you. Find
a good spot to wait and signal me.”

Cain was
surprised that Fane was giving orders – or making suggestions – but
it made perfect sense. He and Sheyani would always have the rope
for security.

He began to
climb. It was hardly climbing, truth be told. He allowed his feet
to skate down the mountain and hardly touched it with his hands,
trusting in Fane’s strength the lower them as a steady rate. He
looked all the time for a ledge or crack big enough to support them
both. The mountain slope was well weathered, and there were many,
so he waited until he judged the rope was nearly paid out and then
wedged his feet in an icy fissure and found a secure hold for his
right hand. He leaned back a little – Sheyani’s grip tightened at
this – and signalled the distant Fane.

He waited until
he heard Fane just above.

“Can you secure
there?” he called.

“I can.”

He waited again
until Fane was set, and then began to descend once more. They went
on like this many times, Cain using the rope and the lieutenant
taking the strain until they finally reached the foot of the
slope.

Cain eased
Sheyani free, unwinding her hands. She resisted.

“We are at the
bottom again,” he said. She did not seem to hear, clinging to him
even more tightly. He did not try to force her arms, though he
probably could. Instead he knelt in the snow and talked to her in a
soft voice. It took a while, but in the end she relaxed. Her arms
released him, but she did not open her eyes. She sat in the snow as
though unconscious.

“We must do it
again,” she whispered.

“Yes,” he
replied. “But not yet. We will wait a while if you like.”

She nodded.

Fane had
arrived by now. He sat next to them in the snow, coiling the rope
again, watching them.

“Perhaps there
is a way we can walk a while,” he said. “I will go and look.”

He stamped away
through the snow, which was quite deep in places, leaving the rope
coiled beside Sheyani. Cain was grateful for his discretion. He sat
by his wife in the snow with the mountains rearing all about them.
No matter what Fane did there would have to be another climb, and
another, and another. It could go on for days.

“We can turn
back,” he said.

She opened her
eyes for the first time since they had reached flat ground and
looked at him. “No,” she said. “You must go on without me.”

“That’s never
going to happen,” Cain said.

“I cannot do
this,” she said. “Not again.”

“You must. We
will go back to Fal Verdan. There must be another way.”

“You know there
is not.”

“Then we will
not go to Wolfguard.”

“You must,” she
said.

“Sheyani, I
will not leave you. Where you go, I go.” The last time they had
been separated they had both been targeted and both had been lucky
to escape. Cain would not permit the same thing to happen. They
would live or die together.

“But it is our
duty,” she insisted. “The Eran asked it of us.”

“Burn duty,” he
said.

An uneasy
silence fell between them. Cain looked down the valley, but Fane
had vanished from sight around a corner and he could see nothing
but tracks. There was no birdsong here. There were no trees or
grass, but it was far from silent. High above them the wind
whistled and groaned around the peaks, and all around there was the
sound of ice cracking and ticking as the day warmed it.

“Do you want
something to eat?” he asked.

Sheyani nodded,
and Cain took out some food, dried and cold. He was beginning to
feel the cold, he realised. His hands were a little stiff, his
fingers flexed awkwardly. Another climb might be difficult unless
he could warm them. He wondered if Fane was feeling the same
thing.

They ate a
little. Time passed. There was still no sign of Fane and they were
both beginning to feel the cold.

“He should be
back by now,” Cain said. He stood up and walked twenty paces along
the tracks the lieutenant had left, but it didn’t improve the view.
“Do you think we should follow him?”

She said
nothing, but sat in the snow looking at her feet.

“We will not be
apart again,” he said. “I swore an oath to that effect. No duty
will make me break it.”

She looked up
at him. “I understand,” she said. “Perhaps I can managed another
climb if we wait a while.”

It was a brave
thing to say, Cain thought, and he loved her the more for saying
it. “Come,” he said. “Let’s go and find out what’s keeping Jerac
Fane.”

Sheyani stood
up. He could see that her joints had stiffened in the cold. She
shivered, rubbed her hands together vigorously. She glanced up at
the mountains, but quickly lowered her eyes again. “You lead,” she
said.

He set of at a
steady pace. It was strange, but wading through the snow didn’t
seem that difficult. He had expected it to be tiring, but his
breath hardly quickened. Looking back at Sheyani he saw it was the
same for her. Their new strength and stamina made this easy for
them when it would have sapped any natural man. They were quite
high and the air was thin, but it troubled neither of them.

They followed
Fane’s tracks. They walked down the valley and it broadened out.
There were several smaller valleys off to both sides, all of them
rising towards distant peaks, all of them choked with snow. They
could see that Fane had explored several of these. The tracks went
up and came back down. They ignored these diversions and continued
to follow the main track. It was surprising how far Fane had
walked. They had covered half a mile, and still there was no sign
of him.

Sheyani made a
noise. She pointed at something. In the distance she had spotted
Fane, and he was stationary, but he seemed to be digging at the
side of a mountain. They hurried through the snow, and when they
were drawing close Cain called out.

“Find
something?”

“Something,”
the lieutenant called back, and carried on digging, throwing scoops
of snow over his shoulders with his bare hands. Cain stopped beside
him and looked. Something was as fair a description as could be
made. What had caught Fane’s eyes was a piece of stone upon which
there seemed to be something carved. He had almost walked past it,
but a casual kick with a boot had revealed not one, but a line of
what seemed to be characters carved in the stone. Jerac could not
have recognised the script, but there was doubt that it was
deliberate and had meaning.

By the time
Cain and Sheyani had found him he had uncovered about ten square
feet of stone, smooth enough to have been deliberately cut, and if
time and ice had worn it away a little, there could be no doubt
that it was a mason-carved slab. Sheyani leaned forwards to study
the writing.

“Do you know
the tongue?” Cain asked.

“I have seen
similar,” she said. “I cannot say what it says, but it is very
old.”

Cain joined in,
digging with both hands, shovelling snow away. He found an edge, a
vertical edge that ran under more snow both upwards and down. He
began to work along it.

“It’s a door,”
Jerac said.

“You can’t know
that,” Cain told him.

“Just wait,”
Jerac said. “You’ll see.”

He followed the
edge upwards. Before he reached the top Jerac had found another
edge running parallel to Cain’s, and about seven feet to the right.
He began to clear that, and Sheyani joined in, digging down towards
the ground.

It took them
half an hour to clear it top to bottom, and when they’d done it
they stood back and looked. It was a square slab of grey stone, ten
feet high, seven feet wide. The writing was scattered about it like
a confetti of sentences. In places the script was larger, in places
it was deeper cut.

“A door,” Jerac
said.

“No handle,”
Cain replied. It was true. The surface was unbroken apart from the
writing. He looked at the edges. There was no cut stone around the
slab. It was set into the living rock, and set so perfectly that
the crack around it was never more than the width of a
fingernail.

“If it is a
door, how shall we open it?” Sheyani asked.

“Do we want
to?” Cain replied. They both looked at him. “All right,” he said.
“We want to open it.”

Jerac tried to
get a grip on the door, but it was impossible. He grunted and
strained, but the thing did not move.

“It’s probably
frozen in,” Cain said.

“It may be for
the best,” Sheyani said. She pointed to a symbol on the door, a
tall triangle balanced on its point, a line rising at an angle from
its flat top. “This is the symbol of Seti, the god mage.”

“This place is
his?”

“I do not
know,” she shook her head, looked worried. “I would have thought to
see this in a more prominent place if that were so, but it
certainly seems to be associated with him in some way.”

“There must be
a way to open it,” Jerac said.

“If it is a
door,” Cain said. “It may just be some sort of monument.”

“Here? Where
nobody can see it?” Jerac asked. “It’s a door.”

“Perhaps you
need magic to open it,” Cain said.

Sheyani put her
hands on the stone again and leaned her forehead against it. She
closed her eyes. Cain watched. She didn’t move for at least a full
minute, but then she abruptly stood back.

“There is no
magic that I can detect. If there is anything it has faded or is
beyond my knowing.”

Cain took his
turn at the door. He did not push or strain. He reasoned that if
this door was very old, and if had been used for many years, there
might be some signs of that use upon it. He ran his hands along the
stone, feeling for changes in the flat surface. He laid his cheek
against it, looked along the surface. He saw at once that although
it was perfectly smooth, it was not entirely flat. He stood
back.

“You really
want to see inside?” he asked.

There was no
reply. They just looked at him. Cain shrugged. He leaned forwards
and placed his hands in the two hollows he had detected and pushed
with all his strength.

Something
behind the door clicked.

Without a sound
it swung upwards, revealing a dark cavern beyond. Cain stepped into
the opening, and suddenly the cavern was no longer dark. Sections
of rock along its walls began to glow so that they could all see
the passageway vanishing into the distance.

“It goes west,”
Jerac said.

Cain was
apprehensive. This was magic indeed. The door had been a simple
machine, or could have been, but the light, and the doorway knowing
they were there – it could be nothing but magic.

“Do you think
it is safe?” he asked.

Sheyani stepped
past him out of the daylight. She looked at the lights. “Safe for
now,” she said. “And better than climbing another mountain.”

Cain was
uncertain. This was a place he knew nothing about, an ancient
place, and there had been ancient powers inimical to men. He
examined the closest light. It was a rock. It felt like a rock
beneath his hand, and there was no seam between it and the
surrounding rock. Some mage had touched it and made it promise
light whenever someone entered the cave, and so it fulfilled its
oath.

Yet the door
had been easy to open. Not to a natural man, he thought. It had
taken all his strength to trigger it. But to a Farheim it would be
easy.

Sheyani said
this had been a place linked in some way to the god mage Seti, and
Seti was a warrior mage, history suggested. He had many Farheim.
Who else could climb the slopes that had brought them here? Perhaps
this was a place for them.

Besides, he had
little wish to subject Sheyani to the terror of another climb. If
this distracted her for a while that was a good thing, and if it
happened to shorten their journey somehow, well that was also
good.

“We will
explore it,” he said. “But if it leads us nowhere we will cease
after an hour.”

They went in.
Cain led the way and Sheyani followed close behind. Jerac brought
up the rear. They had gone no more than twenty paces when a
grinding of rock made them turn. The door had closed again, and the
little square of snow and ice, the world beyond this tunnel, had
vanished.

“Well, I’m sure
we can open it again if we need to,” he said.

They walked
steadily. The tunnel did not rise or fall and the floor was smooth,
so it was easy going. It was, in fact, quite dull, and after
walking for almost half an hour with no change in their
surroundings Cain paused.

“Are you sure
this is heading west?” he asked Jerac.

“Aye, colonel.
It was pointing west when we began, and it’s been straight as an
arrow since.”

They must have
covered over a mile. He tried to think how far it was across the
Dragon’s Back east to west, and thought it must be two miles at
least until the peaks began to decline. Another half hour and they
might be drawing close to the other side.

They carried
on. It was difficult to keep track of time. He had promised an
hour, to turn back if there was nothing to find, and he was not
sure how much of that was left. He need not have worried. A few
minutes after he had asked Jerac about the direction they came upon
a room.

They did not
see it from a distance. It was only when Cain stepped out into a
larger space that it was illuminated, abruptly and in the same
manner as the passageway. He stopped so suddenly that Sheyani
walked into his back, trod on his heels.

The room was
not vast. It was perhaps thirty feet from side to side and
circular. The walls and ceiling were bare rock, rough hewn the same
as the passage, but there were twelve doors set in the walls, as
though this was a junction of some sort, or they were rooms. Cain
thought they must be rooms because they had doors. The corridor
from which he had stepped had no door to bar it; nor did the
corridor that continued on the other side of the room.

He moved to the
middle of the chamber so that Sheyani and Jerac could enter. Jerac
went straight to one of the door and examined it.

“No handles,”
he said. “How did you do the trick with the other door?”

The doors here
were different. They looked as though they were made of metal,
bronze perhaps, but smooth as a mirror. Indeed, he could see s
reflection, blurred and unrecognisable, every time he moved.

“The doors are
mage craft,” Sheyani said. She had moved to the other side of the
room. She was touching one of them, running her fingers across the
surface, and Cain saw at once that whatever they were made of it
wasn’t metal. The surface of the door rippled like water, and then
settled quickly again. He touched the one in front of him, and
rings spread from his finger, subsiding a few inches from his
finger tip. He pulled his hand away.

“I’ve never
seen anything like that,” Jerac said. “Can we step through
them?”

“You’d jump off
a cliff if you couldn’t see the bottom,” Cain said.

Sheyani walked
to the middle of the room. “Have you looked at the floor?” she
asked.

Cain looked.
Jerac looked.

“Dirt,” Jerac
said.

“Under the
dirt,” Sheyani chided him as though he were a student, and not a
particularly clever one. Cain brushed the dirt aside with a foot
and saw lines, clean lines cut in cut stone. He crouched down and
swept the debris aside with his hands, revealing more.

“How old is
this place?” he asked. Nobody answered. He hadn’t really expected
an answer. They worked quickly, sweeping the accumulated dust and
grit of centuries away from the floor and into the open corridors
to the east and west. When they finished the floor was impressive.
It was divided into fourteen divisions, one for the eastern
corridor, one for the west, and one for each door. The door
segments were carved with a multitude of symbols, curved lines of
script like the ones on the outer door that grew smaller the
further from the centre they were.

“If only we
could read it,” Cain said.

“Place names,”
Jerac said. “I don’t suppose they would mean very much to us if we
could.”

Sheyani got
down on her hands and knees and looked closely at the writing. She
shushed Cain when he asked her what she was doing, but he followed
her around the room anyway. She worked steadily round in a circle,
moving from the centre of the room towards each door, then back to
the centre for the next segment.

She stood
again, her clothes covered in dust. “Some of these symbols I know,”
she said. “You were right to think that they are doors to places,
but as Jerac supposed, those places no longer have any
meaning.”

“But you were
able to read something?” Cain could see it in her eyes.

“Something,
yes.”

“And?”

She knelt
again, pointed to one of the symbols – a circle with a single line
from the centre to the circumference. “This is a direction,” she
said. “And this,” she pointed again to a row of symbols. “This is a
number, perhaps a measurement of distance.”

Cain looked
where she pointed, but it didn’t help. They could have been tea
leaves in a cup for all the good it did him. He looked at
Jerac.

“You’re sure
this passage runs east west?”

Jerac
hesitated, then nodded. “Unless we have been turned around by
magic. The passage was straight. I was sure of the direction when
we entered.”

That would have
to do. He walked quickly around the circle and found two that
pointed somewhere between north and west. “Can you say the distance
of these?” he asked.

Sheyani frowned
and studied the script, tracing the characters with her fingers.
“No,” she said. “The form is unfamiliar, though I can name some of
the words. The numbering is different from our own. It does not
follow that the longer script is the further distance. I cannot
read it.”

“We could end
up anywhere,” Jerac said.

“We don’t even
know if the doors work,” Cain looked at both of them. “But at least
we think we will be further north and further west.”

“We could keep
walking to the end of the tunnel,” Jerac suggested. “See what’s
there.”

“Just a moment
ago you were all for trying the doors,” Cain said. Jerac shrugged,
but said nothing. Cain looked at Sheyani. “You think this is
safe?”

“I think the
doors will do whatever they were meant to do, Sheshay,” she
replied. “I cannot say if they are safe.”

Cain looked at
each of his companions, but there was no help there. They were
waiting for him to make up his mind. He looked at the closest door,
one that promised to take them north-west. It shimmered at him.
Surely such an elaborate thing could not be a trap? Nobody but
Farheim could have reached this place, and it had ever sign of
being a place used so come and go, a crossroads.

“This one,” he
said. “I will go first. Wait for a few seconds after I have gone
through, then follow.”

“Aye, colonel,”
Jerac said. Sheyani nodded.

Cain squared
himself before the smooth bronze doorway. He took a deep breath. He
stepped forwards.


Forty Seven – The Seed

It was almost
over. Pelion was not yet lost for words – she didn’t think that
would ever happen – but his speeches were becoming repetitive, his
sentences more loosely assembled as though he was stitching bits of
thought together without much of a plan behind them.

Pascha was
excited and sad at the same time. The thought that she would be
free again raised her spirits. This was a charming place, in its
limited way, but she did not doubt that it was a prison. She had
been brought here against her will and could not leave without
Pelion’s blessing. She had learned much, and part of her accepted
that this had been necessary, but still she chafed at the
restraint.

The gaps
between their talks – or lectures, a better word, she thought – had
grown longer. She had more time to think, to experiment, to
dream.

While she
yearned to be free she knew that with that freedom would come an
awesome responsibility. She would be a god mage, a wielder of
unimagined power, and more significantly, the only one of her kind.
The world would be hers for the taking.

But that would
be wrong.

She was as sure
about that as she had ever been about anything in her long life.
She had watched Narak turn down the crowns of the kingdoms of
Terras, and she had known, even then, that it was the right thing
to do. If she took power she could never relinquish it, and holding
it forever she would eventually succumb to its poison. She would
become a tyrant. She knew that this was in her nature. It was there
because she was no different from any other man or woman, not
underneath all the powers and trappings of godhood. She might rule
wisely for a hundred years, even a thousand, but eventually she
would become what Pelion had been, her conscience cauterised, the
rest of the world no more than perishable goods, their lives and
loves no better than coin in her hand, there to be spent as she
willed.

The immortal
should never rule. In the end they forgot what it was to be
mortal.

So what would
she do in the world? What was her place?

Now was not the
best time to consider this. There were immediate concerns that
forestalled all others. There were the Bren. They must be stopped.
They could not be allowed to destroy mankind as they intended. They
must be brought back to their place, taught once more the meaning
of Pelion’s law, the code which governed them.

There were
dragons, too. Something would have to be done about the dragons.
They represented a danger to everything. If they should be
unleashed upon the world again Pascha knew that she could not do
what the god mages of old had failed to do. She could not even
repeat Pelion’s poor solution. Such skill was beyond her at
present, and even if she possessed the knowledge and skill, she
doubted that the dragons would be so contained a second time.

She had tried
to persuade Pelion to leave the Sirash intact. There were two
reasons for this. She did not want her fellow gods of the
Benetheon, particularly Narak, to be diminished. After so many of
them had died it would be a final blow, a definite end to the
Benetheon itself.

More than that,
however, it would enable her to best the dragons should they
overcome the binding of the Pity Stone.

But Pelion
would not relent. It already worried him that she knew such a thing
was possible. As a god mage she could use the Sirash to kill or
control any creature, sparrows, wolves, men, even dragons. Her
mastery would be greater than any mage who had ever lived – even
Cobran would pale by comparison. Pelion would not permit such a
thing.

It would have
made her invincible – at least for a while.

Pelion had
assured her that the Talent, the ability to use high magic, would
rise again. Only killing those who had the aptitude would stop it,
and finding them would be difficult if not impossible, and that,
too, would be a kind of tyranny.

Perhaps her
role would be to protect men from her own kind.

Thinking gave
her no greater insights, so she abandoned it and decided to play
instead. She returned to the grove of trees, the nascent woodland
that she had been creating in her spare hours. It covered nearly
two acres now. When she sat in the heart of it she felt something
of the peace of the great forest. The light was the same tempered
green, the leaves whispered the same, ancient song. It was
comforting.

Soon she would
leave all this behind, and the pretending would be over. This
playground of Pelion’s would be no more than a memory, and
everything that she did from that moment would be real, have real
consequences. People would live or die. The world would change.

For a moment
she was enveloped by a feeling of inadequacy. She was Pascha
Lammeling, a shopkeeper’s daughter from Telas Alt. She still
remembered her father chiding her, her mother teaching her to bake
bread. The smells and sights, the memories of childhood had never
deserted her. The imperfect, wilful child that she had been still
lived within her. How could such a person be a god mage? How could
a little girl become what she had become? She had already made so
many mistakes, broken so many rules.

She shook the
feeling off. She was who she was. Fate had chosen her, or at least
Pelion had. She had the Talent. It was a burden, and if it ceased
to be a burden it would become a curse to every other living
thing.

Now she
understood what it had meant to be Narak these last four hundred
years. He was the one to whom they turned. Everything was expected
of him, the courage, the skill, the strategy to defeat any enemy.
Yet Narak was still Narak – not a god mage. He had his wolves, his
two swords and the brains he was born with. He had made a legend
out of those few things. She wished that she would do as well.

She looked at
the trees around her, tall and straight. Her trees. In every
respect they were trees as fine as any in Narak’s forest, but they
were not. They were not because she had made them, forced them to
be what they were. Natural oaks grew from acorns. These had grown
from almost nothing at all.

The wonder was
that she could feel the difference. Her eyes saw nothing, her hands
felt nothing, but there was a bell within her that did not ring
with a true tone when she looked at them. She examined the feeling,
and knew that it was not her hands or her eyes that told her this.
It was something else. She named it mage-sense.

She closed her
eyes, laid her hands in her lap and concentrated on the nearest
tree. She became aware of it like a mist, wisps of being that
coiled and knotted around each other, like a hundred miles of fine
cotton thread made into the shape of a tree. She allowed herself to
become aware of it all, to know the threads of her own magic in a
way that she had never done before. She drifted into it, became
part of it.

It was a
wonderful feeling, and as she absorbed the intricacy of the tree
she saw how it had been built, saw each thread leading to another,
and although it crossed and knotted and tangled she could fee the
whole as a single line.

She sat for an
hour, perhaps more, allowing herself the luxury of enjoying her own
creation. The more she dwelt within it, the more she grew aware of
the structure, the importance of various twists and knots. Here,
for example, was the place where she had changed the age, forcing
it to grow, and here the fundamental lie where something that was
not an oak had become one. It hung like a seed in the heart of the
tree.

How would it be
if she reached out and plucked away that seed? What would happen to
her magic tree?

There was only
one way to know. She reached out, but it was not with a hand, and
she was clumsy. The threads scattered before her will as though it
were a breeze, becoming a confused shimmer, and she lost sight of
the seed, the thing she had reached for.

It took her the
best part of fifteen minutes until she found it again. It took
almost that long for the threads to settle once more into their
pattern.

This time she
moved gently, slow as honey falling from a spoon. It was not really
as though she had a hand at all. It was more like she drew closer,
other parts of the magic drifting away until the tiny seed was all
that she was aware of, filling her mind.

Be no more.

There was a
rumple in the air about her that snapped her from her trance in a
moment. She looked about wide eyes, expecting to see Pelion nearby,
or that goat that haunted the place, but there was nothing nearly.
The trees still rustled, the light still flickered greenly about
her.

But the tree
was gone.

She looked
again. There could be no doubt. The tree that she had been sitting
in front of had vanished, its being unmade in an instant, and the
only sign that it had ever existed was a pit of soil crumbling in
upon itself where the roots had been.

Pascha stared
dumbly at the hole for some time. It had taken her hours to make
that tree, to bind it to growth and age, to form the trunk and
branches and myriad leaves. She had expected some change, a
transformation of some kind, but not this.

She was not
stupid. The implications of what she had done were apparent to her
at once. Her tree had not been a natural thing, and because of that
she had been able to see, or at least become aware of, the magic
that made it. The same, in theory, would apply to dragons and Bren
alike. If she could become aware of them in the same way, if she
could see the seed, or its equivalent, the thing that bound their
being together, then she could defeat a dragon completely, could
obliterate the Bren.

It was not a
solution. Dragons were more complicated than trees. They were not
imitations of nature, but violations of it. They were stuffed with
magic rather than painted with it, and she did not doubt that they
would resent her poking around in their substance to discover a
weakness, and such a resentment might be fatal, even for a
god-mage. But it was a start, a beginning, a thread that could be
followed, and that was better than nothing at all.

So that was it.
She could sense magic, could see it with some sort of inner eye,
touch it with some sort of inner hand. That was the one weapon that
she had that was not simple brute force.

“Pascha?”

Pelion was
calling her from somewhere outside her wood. She stood up and
walked in the direction from which the voice had come. It seemed
odd to her, but Pelion had never trespassed on the piece of his
world that she had marked as her own.

She emerged
from the wood on the edge of the perfect lawn, close to the bridge
over the stream. The sun was shining, but at once she noticed a
difference. The light was tinged with red, and the sun stood low in
the west.

Pelion was
standing on the grass, barefoot, clad only in the simplest white
cotton shift. He looked old.

“Time for one
more lesson,” he said.


Forty Eight – A Dual

It was a
picture in his head, even in the dark. He could see every road,
every hill, every copse of trees. His men were moving about him,
easing into position. The horses’ hooves were wrapped, swords and
mail muffled. In his mind’s eye he saw the right flank moving out,
like a hand reaching to cup the Seth Yarra camp in its grip. His
left flank would be hard against a steep slope, and nothing would
slip past them. It helped to see it all.

A few hours ago
he had sketched the whole plan out in the dirt outside his tent,
instructed all his captains as to their positions and purpose, and
it was a good plan. They had all approved. There had been a few
eyebrows raised when he had included the Wolfen officer in his
council. There was little trust among his Avilians of the
turncoats, but Skal thought it worth the risk. Jorgan listened
intently to his words, studied the maps he drew, but made no
comment.

He put the
Wolfen in the centre. It was a low risk position from Skal’s point
of view. His reserves would be directly behind them, a hundred
mounted men ready to ride them down if they should turn, but Skal
did not think they would. His instincts told him that these men had
genuinely changed sides, that their hearts were his for the taking.
He saw that Jorgan understood why he had put them in the centre,
and the significance of the reserve, and he saw that the man
accepted it. Jorgan had been an officer, and he understood the
necessity.

Now the time
for planning was past. He looked up at the sky. Through the
leafless black fingers of the trees he could see the stars, and in
the east there was a touch of colour. It was nearly time. He looked
ahead again, but there was nothing left to see of last night’s camp
fires, and the morning cook fires were not yet lit. The Seth Yarra
camp was swallowed by the darkness before them. They needed just a
little more light. If there had been a full moon he would have
attacked hours ago.

Waiting in the
dark he thought of Passerina, and he wondered if she was still at
Wolfguard, and what had happened there. He thought of Hestia, still
holding the Chain he supposed. There was so much that he did not
know. The other side of the Dragon’s Back could be a different
world for all he knew of happenings there. He wondered about Tilian
and Latter Fetch, and finally thought of Sara. He had almost
forgotten Sara in the last few months. For some reason the
realisation brought a sense of relief.

A horse
whickered somewhere in the dark, somewhere behind him. He doubted
that the noise would carry as far as the enemy camp, but he watched
keenly for a minute and listened to detect anything that might have
stirred, but there was no sound of alarm.

The sun was
making its presence felt the other side of the Dragons Back. The
mountains, now quite close, were little more than silhouettes, and
the sky above them was paling rapidly. It was only minutes until
the peaks would no longer shade them.

“Now,” he said.
His voice was no louder than a whisper, but he heard the word he
had spoken spread through the ranks of his men like a wave rolling
slantwise on a beach, a susurration fading away to left and
right.

His men began
to move. It was traditional to begin at a walk, a slow walk, and
the men around him did just that, the tempo picking up as they
went. A slow walk became a quick one, and as they approached the
enemy it transformed into a gentle trot, and then rapidly into an
all out run.

Now he could
hear the hooves of horses to left and right, and over his head the
hiss of arrows. One volley went over, then two. He had planned for
three, and just before they broke the boundary of the camp it
followed the others. Now there was chaos erupting among the Seth
Yarra. Men stumbled from tents. Those that were already awake ran
to meet the attack, but they were disorganised, and those first few
were cut down in moments.

So far, so
good.

They managed to
get in among the tents before any resistance could be organised,
and that made for more chaos. His men used the embers of last
night’s camp fires to set the canvas ablaze, drowning the light of
dawn with red and yellow flames. Now the battle dissolved into a
melee, and Skal found himself fighting among his men, cutting down
Seth Yarra as they came against him.

This was the
first time that he had fought, really fought, as Farheim. It
shocked him how easy killing had become. He went through them
almost without thought, cutting, stabbing, almost casually killing.
He had time to look around, which was something he had not
expected. He saw the right wing come thundering in, noted with
approval that the Wolfen were fighting as well as any of his own
men. It was almost as though the fighting happened at a slower
pace.

It was going
well. The right flank was rolling up, the centre was driving them
back, and the left flank was holding steady as a rock. They had
numbers and surprise. It would all be over in minutes.

But something
wasn’t right. Almost as soon as he thought the battle was over he
saw that his right flank was breaking. Something was happening over
there that he couldn’t see, and it was splitting the cavalry,
causing them to roll back, circling to come in again.

Skal moved to
his right, fighting through whatever was in his way. As he moved,
the situation on the right grew worse. His cavalry seemed unable to
make headway against whatever was holding them up, and he was
afraid that they would withdraw, leaving the flank open, and the
fight would spill out into the scattered woodland beyond.

As he drew
closer he saw that the problem was a knot of men that seemed
unmovable. There were a dozen dead horses and thirty men already
piled around them. He watched the fight as he approached. A trio of
men on horseback attacked, and failed. One of the horses was
beheaded with a single blow, its rider flung forward among the
enemy and slain. The second man was cut from the saddle, and the
third tried to avoid the same fate, but was knocked from his saddle
by an arrow, his horse running back into the ranks of the fallen
riders’ comrades who were gathering again at the limits of bowshot.
Clearly there was something more here than just Seth Yarra, and he
felt a chill down his spine, a sudden cold in the heat of
battle.

Skal had now
worked behind the group of Seth Yarra, carving a path through the
heart of the camp, and he came at them from the rear, cutting down
five bowmen before they realised he was there. The man at the point
of the group pivoted, and his sword nearly cut Skal in two. But
Skal was quick enough to parry the blow, and strong enough, for the
blow would have knocked aside a lesser man’s blade.

There was a
still moment. Skal and his adversary stood facing each other. Both
of them surprised at the meeting, it seemed. Their blades locked
together. Skal had a chance to see the man he faced, but could not.
The man wore a smooth sliver helmet that concealed his face
completely. Skal could see the eyes that met his own, but nothing
else. Apart from that he saw black armour, a green cloak, a sword
that glittered menacingly, and a dagger.

The stillness
passed. The silver headed man whipped his sword away and thrust
directly at Skal’s heart. The blow was quicker than any Skal had
seen, and accurate, but Skal parried it, stepped aside and replied
with a cut at the shoulder. That blow was parried too, but his
opponent seemed surprised by it, surprised in fact that Skal was
still standing.

“Who are you?”
the silver head said.

Skal answered
with a thrust of his own, deflected, but quick enough to clang off
an armoured shoulder.

The duel began
in earnest. Opening moves had shown each that the other was a
formidable opponent, and they circled. A few more exchanges brought
no blood on either side, but Skal now knew that he was facing an
Avilian trained fencer better than anyone he had ever seen. If he
had not been Farheim, blessed with great speed and strength, he
would not have survived the opening exchange.

But this man in
a silver helm was no man. Skal was sure of that. Their blades rang
in lighting exchanges, and he could see that his enemy’s form was
good, but there was a slight sloppiness, and Skal was convinced
that he was the quicker, and probably the stronger of the two. Yet
he could think of only one name that would fit.

This must be
Seth Yarra, the god.

For a moment
the thought made him doubt himself, and he got cut for it, saw the
eyes behind the mask smile, then frown as the cut vanished. Skal in
his turn used the pain and the other’s doubt to score a hit of his
own, working his blade so that it raked across the back of a hand.
It should have been enough. A cut hand would take away one weapon,
open up one side, but his blade failed to penetrate the skin,
sliding off as though he had struck armour.

This he had
seen before. It shocked him just the same. His opponent might be
Seth Yarra, but he was also Benetheon.

They fought on.
The longer they fought the clearer it was to Skal that he was the
better blade of the two, and also that this meant nothing. Each hit
he scored simply failed to penetrate, and his opponent’s less
frequent hits did him no damage. He simply carried on.

They briefly
disengaged. Neither of them was breathing heavily.

“Who are you?”
the silver helmet demanded again. “What are you?”

“I’m not a
traitor,” Skal replied. “I do not fight against my own.”

The reply to
this was a cut at Skal’s head. He knocked the blade up and thrust
at the throat, being rewarded by nothing more than surprise and
anger in his opponent’s eyes. They traded blows for a while longer.
It seemed to Skal that the fighting around him had stopped, and
when he had time to glance left and right he saw that it was true.
His blade and Seth Yarra’s were the only ones employed. They were
watching, both armies were watching to see which of them might
prevail.

Skal had never
imagined that he was fighting just for himself. He knew that this
duel was pivotal, but now it seemed that it had become the entire
battle. It also meant that he could no longer conceal what he was.
It must be plain to anybody who had eyes that this was not a fight
between natural men.

So he had to
win. He had to defeat a god.

How he could do
this he did not know. Neither of them seemed inclined to tire, and
neither could harm the other. It was a stalemate. But it made no
sense. Seth Yarra had to expect to meet other members of the
Benetheon. If he wanted to win the war he would have to seek them
out in the end unless he intended to hide behind his common
soldiers, and his presence here suggested otherwise.

Skal began to
watch his opponent’s blade, to study it in the moments that it was
still. There was something peculiar about it. The way the light
caught it made the metal sparkle, as though it contained thousands
of the smallest diamonds embedded in the steel.

Blood silver.
It had to be. Skal had never seen the stuff before, but reason told
him that anyone who expected to win a fight against the Benetheon
would have weapons tipped and edged with it. After all, his own
father had died for the crime of supplying it to Seth Yarra. It
made sense.

All he had to
do was get the weapon and victory would be his.

It was easier
said than done. There was no move taught for this, no technique to
master, so he would have to make one up. He had to find a way to
pinion the sword arm and rely on his superior strength to wrench
the sword free.

They continued
to exchange blows, and for a while neither scored a hit. Skal was
hanging back, watching, trying to see how he could execute his
plan. This had the effect of making his opponent bolder, and as
caution ebbed from his style Skal could see the opening that he
wanted. With Skal a quarter of a pace further away Seth Yarra was
overstepping his lunges, and there was a point on each attack when
he was unbalanced.

He waited a
while longer to be certain. He watched three more attacks, parried
them, saw the tipping point, the tiny advantage. The other’s
growing confidence helped. But Skal remembered his lessons well. It
was Harad, the only teacher he’d really paid attention to as a boy,
who had told him that you didn’t have to start well. It only
mattered who scored the last hit. Patience was as good at a second
blade.

So he was
patient, and when the moment came he was ready. Seth Yarra thrust
at him, overstepped again, and Skal moved forwards instead of back.
This was not without risk, and he knew that it was going to hurt,
but it was the only way.

He dropped his
sword and seized his opponent’s sword hand with both of his,
throwing his whole body into a twisting motion. He felt the bones
break beneath his hands at the same moment as the knife entered his
back. The pain was terrible, but he had the satisfaction of hearing
a sharp intake of breath, and feeling the grip fail on the sword.
He spun away, tearing the dagger out of his back with the motion,
and stood for a moment while the wound sealed itself and the pain
went away.

Now his
opponent was disarmed. For a moment he stood with just a bloody
dagger, Skal’s sword discarded a couple of paces to his right. Skal
could have attacked, He could have finished it then, but something
stayed his hand. Perhaps it was respect. This was a god, after all.
Perhaps it was the code he’d been drilled with as a boy, the code
that said you didn’t kill an unarmed man. Whatever it was, he
hesitated.

The wrist that
he had broken would heal quickly. Skal did not know how quickly,
but it seemed not quickly enough. Seth Yarra threw the dagger aside
and picked up the sword, and Skal knew that it was an acceptance of
defeat. Left handed, one handed, he was no match for Skal.

They stood like
that for a count of five.

Seth Yarra
vanished. There was a sound like a cork being drawn from a wine
bottle, a swirl in the air that kicked a little tornado of leaves
from the ground, and Skal was facing nobody. It was like waking
from a dream, as though the fight had never taken place. He was
surrounded by thousands of men, his own and Seth Yarra, and he
looked around at their faces, all of them the same in some way, all
stunned, all stilled with awe.

And why not? He
was Skal Hebberd, Farheim, Lord of Latter Fetch, and he had
defeated a god.

The Seth Yarra
threw their weapons down, an abject and immediate surrender. They
had seen their god bested. What point could there be to fighting
on? Skal felt his shoulders slump. He was tired. His body could go
on and on, but his mind had been beaten down by this test. He
turned and walked back towards the camp they had left before dawn
that morning. His tent was still there, and he wanted a drink,
several drinks. He became aware of Lissman walking at his side.

“My lord,” the
captain said. “You need to say something.”

“What?” What
did the man mean? To whom?

“The men, my
lord. They are afraid.”

Skal stopped
and looked. It was true. His men were looking at him with awe, but
also with something else. If he did not give them a reason to
believe, then their trust in him would erode. He stopped and turned
back to face them. He took a deep breath. His voice needed to
carry.

“I am your
colonel,” he said. “I am Skal Hebberd, Lord of Latter Fetch and
proud to be your commander. I am also the chosen blade of the
Sparrow. I am her champion, and my prowess is her gift.” He raised
the blood silver blade that he had taken from Seth Yarra. “Today we
have turned the tide,” he said. “Your children will sing of this
day, and their children, and so on for a thousand years.”

He looked at
Lissman, and the captain nodded. He thought it was enough, and it
had to be. Skal’s eyes felt heavy. He walked back towards his
tent.

It was a
victory. It was a victory like no other in the war, but he still
felt the pressing weight of doubt on his shoulders. He had made a
mistake, and it might be a terrible and costly one.

He should have
killed the bastard when he had the chance.


Forty Nine – Hajani, Bane

Narak was no
longer Narak. He was familiar with this. Many years before he had
ceased to be who he was – become something else. Once he had been a
boy, a young man perhaps. He had been Narak Brash, a hunter, and a
hunter’s son. That young man had been plucked from his life by
Pelion. It had been a good life, too. Narak had loved his mother
and father, and they had been pleased with him, glad that he was
their son. But you do not refuse the gods when they call.

Narak had gone.
He had left his happy home and his simple life, and he had become
the Wolf, a god himself, a small piece of the Benetheon.

He never knew
why Pelion chose him. There were cleverer boys, even ones that he
knew, and boys who were better at almost every task, every skill.
Yet he had chosen Narak, and Narak had been honoured, impressed,
and left his family and life almost unthinking, unknowing what it
meant.

Later he had
known the bitterness of regret. It was a lesson that he had never
forgotten.

For fifteen
hundred and a handful of years he had been the Wolf, and that was
what he had become, fully and truly. His solace was the forest, the
wolves, and his few friends. His home was Wolfguard. These things
defined him. Now he could feel them slipping away again. Wolf Narak
was becoming someone else.

It was more
than the dragon magic. Something had happened to him at Wolfguard
when he had been crouched over Pascha, worried for her life. She
had let something go, healed Caster, changed them all. That is what
had made him different, and the changes were making themselves
known. He no longer felt like Wolf Narak when he closed his eyes.
Things were no longer clear. The dragon magic was filling him with
uncertainties.

He no longer
needed the wolves. This was true in many ways. The trick that
Sithmaree had shown him, drawing heat from them, was no longer
necessary. He was filled with heat now, heat from the dragons,
enough to melt a dozen miles of snow. The wolves grew distant as
well. Every mile that he covered, and every dragon that he had
touched increased the distance.

Perhaps he was
becoming Dragon Narak, but he was certain that the dragons would
not accept an overlord as easily as the wolves had done. Wolves
believed in the pack. It was their way, and each pack had a leader.
It was the space he filled in all their hearts. Dragons had no such
convenient loyalties, and besides, this was about redemption, not
leadership. He was more a tool of these great beasts that the other
way around.

He looked up at
the stars. To his changing eyes they were a blaze of perfect light.
Each pinprick of light shining like the sun, and all the colours,
red, blue, yellow, like coloured light at midsummer’s eve. What
would the forest be to these eyes? Would he ever be able to look
upon such brightness again?

Torgaris flew
across the sky, a mile above him in the crystalline air. Even at
this distance he could recognise them, each and every one. There
were eight of them now.

Tanifay had
been the fifth to come. He was a modest size and a pure emerald
green, translucent like glass so that he glowed by night, shedding
the light of the fires within his belly. He could never fail to
pick out Tanifay against the night sky. Tanifay had taken on a
streak of blue, head to tail, at the touch of Narak’s hand, and
Tanifay was glad to believe, and polite.

And there
soared Daran, the longest of the dragons, great wings spanning
fifty paces or more, hardly needing to move them to achieve perfect
control. Daran was the finest flyer of them all. His colour was the
colour of ash, a swirl of black and grey along the length of his
slender form. He could not judge Daran, for the dragon had spoken
only two words – “I believe”. He had not admonished Narak, nor
praised him. There had been no questions, no doubts, no hesitation;
just “I believe” and a streak of white racing from Narak’s hand.
Daran had hardly looked at him, but instead leaped at once into the
air and said all that needed to be said with his wings. He was
graceful as smoke in a still room.

Seventh was
Hajani, a magpie beast, all black and white patches like some
child’s puzzle ineptly put together. There was such variety among
them that by the time he saw Hajani he had almost ceased to be
surprised. But the magpie was the jester. He mocked Narak, mocked
himself, made light of redemption, and made Narak laugh. It was as
shocking as any of the others to see such levity in such a terrible
creature. Hajani, too, believed, and was marked with red, a violent
red against his monochrome scales, and on the change he became
grave for the first time.

“If we are to
be redeemed, then who is to pay the price?” he asked.

Narak looked
into the dragon’s eyes, white as the eyes of the blind, unnerving
because of it. He did not know the answer, but the magic within him
gave him words to say.

“Past, present
and future, the price has and will be paid. It is not your
concern.”

“Indeed it is,
Wolf Narak, for I would not have the guilt of the price laid atop
the burden I already bear.”

“Those who owe
will pay.”

This seemed to
satisfy the dragon, and it turned and sprang into the air, joining
the circus that was now Narak’s constant companion.

The eighth
dragon to show itself was called Bane, and there was no mistaking
this creature’s purpose. It was as large as Torgaris, and slate
grey where Torgaris was black, his scales large and overlapping,
Gifted with spines and claws more than all the others with large,
grey eyes. Bane was thick set, powerfully made, a creature of war
if ever he had seen one. But he spoke softly.

“Do you fear
me, Wolf Narak?” he asked.

“To fear you is
to fear death, Bane. You are the death of cities, the death of men.
I do not fear death.” It was true. Narak had passed beyond caring
whether he lived or died. There was only this task to be done, the
Bren to be set aright, and the small matter of the dragons. If he
failed, then it would not be for want of trying, and he would
regret it, but he was not afraid.

“It is a good
answer,” Bane said. “I have been bane by name and nature, but never
by choice. Since I grew a heart I have loved gentler things. I can
hear an acorn drop a hundred miles away, and yet it is music that I
wish to hear. Do you know music, Wolf Narak?”

“I know it, but
I have no voice to speak of, and no skill with any instrument. It
is a gift I cannot give you.”

“No matter.
When we are free and in the world I will seek out those who will
play for me, and I will be glad to hear them.”

The image that
this conjured up was a startling one, and for Narak it gave him a
first glimpse of what the world might be like with these great
beasts loose once again. They would be princes of the air, each
with a court of their own, and in Bane’s court there would be
music, music day and night, singing and strings and flutes and
every kind of music that could be made. It was a vision of
happiness and hope, a prophecy of an unimagined world. He was
grateful for it.

Bane offered
his head and declared his belief. His mark was white, a jagged,
snowy line of great scales and spines, and he rose up into the air
to fly with the others.

Narak walked
on. He hurried, for he felt that he was drawing near to the end of
his journey. The images that had been sent to him by Kirrith, the
places he had dreamed, were coming to an end. There was a valley, a
high pass, a way that skirted around a great mountain, and then a
plain that he must cross. That was all that remained, and then…
Then he did not know what would happen. He had been shown no
doorway, no place where he might find Kirrith. There was just the
plain and the mountains, just a place. He assumed that he would
wait there.

He felt
stronger now; stronger than he had ever felt. He did not tire, did
not need sleep more than the odd snatched hour, and he walked
through the snow as though it were nothing at all. The valley was
three miles long, and he walked it in an hour, rising up at the
head of it to a high pass, turning between two sharp peaks, the
left taller than the right. There was cloud now, the sky thickening
with rolling grey, hiding the stars with a promise of snow. He
smelled the fresh snow before it fell, heard the wind before it
came.

He was through
the pass and heading down again, skirting the edge of a great
mountain when it hit. He passed through a white curtain, and beyond
it there was nothing. The snow was thick enough to eradicate the
light of the stars, and he was in night again, true, dark, starless
night. It was as thick and black as the lair in Wolfguard, but it
rushed at him, driving almost horizontal through the air.

He continued to
walk, feeling the land beneath his feet, knowing that if he
remained at the same altitude he would skirt the mountain. After
that he could not walk if he could not see. He reached the point
where he believed his descent to the plain began and stopped. If he
was so much as a hundred paces wrong he would walk off in the wrong
direction across the plain, and after the snow he would be
lost.

He looked up,
but could see nothing of his aerial escort. They were somewhere
high above him, invisible in the storm.

He sat, turned
his back to the wind and leaned forwards, tucking his head down,
folding his arms and resting them on his knees. He would just have
to wait. It was frustrating that he was so close. There had been so
many clear hours, so many perfect days, if such endless night could
be counted in days. A part of him suspected that this howling
blizzard was not a coincidence. Somehow it had been summoned,
perhaps by Kirrith, perhaps some other power.

It did not
matter. He could wait. He could wait for as long as it took.

He closed his
eyes.

He wondered
what Pascha was doing.


Fifty – Wolfguard

Cain stepped
out into nothingness. There was no floor on the other side of the
mage crafted door. For a moment he had an image of himself plunging
a thousand feet, smashing into the rocks at the foot of some snow
filled ravine. That image was replaced by one of Sheyani doing the
same, and a second later he landed on all fours, like a cat, just
ten feet below the door.

Glancing up he
could see nothing. Or to be more accurate he could see nothing that
indicated the presence of a door. He was at the foot of a small
cliff, no more than thirty feet high. It was all weathered rock,
spotted with moss and here and there a clump of shad grass.

Sheyani came
through. She came through the rock, or it looked that way. There
was no wavering of the rock face, no gap opened up around her. She
just stepped out into the air. She shrieked. Another man might have
laughed at her discomfort. There was no danger, after all, but Cain
moved quickly and caught her.

“Safe now,” he
said.

It was true. He
had no idea how far they had travelled, but under the shadow of
this small cliff he could see no sign of the Dragon’s Back. Its
white peaks were elsewhere. He took a moment to orient himself, to
see where the sun lay and which way was north.

Jerac came
through, and like Cain he landed comfortably at the foot of the
cliff, dusting his hands off and looking about.

“Where are we,
colonel?” he asked.

“West of the
mountains,” Cain said. “Beyond that…” He shrugged.

Jerac looked
around at the lie of the land and Cain followed his example. Apart
from the cliff this seemed a gently undulating landscape. Mostly
trees, but here and there he could see meadows carved from the
forest, so they were south of the Gods walk. In the middle distance
the meadows clustered more thickly about the line of a river. There
might be people there, shepherds, farmers of some kind.

“I wonder if it
goes both ways,” Jerac said. The same thing had occurred to Cain.
If the door above them could be entered from here it might be a
very fast way back to Berash, or even Avilian.

“I’ll give you
a boost,” Cain said.

He caught
Jerac’s foot in both hands and when the lieutenant was ready lifted
him up, or rather threw him, in the direction of the door.

Jerac’s head
and shoulders vanished into the cliff face, leaving his legs
sticking out for a moment, and then they, too, vanished. A second
later he stepped back out again and dropped lightly to the ground
beside them.

“Both ways,” he
said.

“We should mark
it,” Cain said. “It might be hard to find the same place
again.”

They built a
small cairn, gathering the larger stones that had fallen from the
cliff into a ragged mound that was waist high. It was an obvious
mark, but any casual traveller passing this way would have no clue
to what it might signify. Such markers were scattered throughout
the land. They marked anything from graves to meeting places, so it
would not catch a disinterested eye.

By the time
they had finished the sun had peaked and midday had passed, so they
sat down to eat. There was still fresh food that the Berashis had
given them at Fal Verdan, so Jerac kindled a small fire while Cain
wandered along the base of the cliff until he found a place where
he could climb, a fracture in the face that reached to the top. It
was only forty feet or so, and took but a moment to climb.

They were not
so far from the Dragon’s Back after all, it seemed. Once he reached
the top he could see the mountains not more that five miles away.
They had been concealed by the cliff and the low hills that it
belonged to. That meant that the river, the one he could see even
more clearly from here, must be the Heron.

He scrambled
back down, drawn more quickly by the smell of cooked meat which was
carried to him clearly on the light breeze that blew along the
valley side. He was hungry. Sheyani and Jerac were already eating
when he got back to the cairn, and Sheyani seemed quite recovered
from her ordeal in the mountains.

“Should we head
north west?” she asked. “Do you think there will be Seth Yarra
about in these parts?”

“I doubt there
will be many,” he replied. “This is thin country for living, and
not much to scavenge. There will be some, I am sure, but we can
avoid them if we keep to the woods. And I would head north for
preference, until we get to the forest. Then we can swing west. I
have never been to Wolfguard, and we must pick up the path
somewhere along the Gods walk.”

“If Narak is in
the north, will there be anyone at Wolfguard?” Jerac asked.

“He keeps a
household,” Sheyani said. “There will be many people there, I
imagine, and we know that Eran Passerina is there.”

“But she is
asleep, you said,” Jerac said.

“Asleep she is,
but also with Pelion, as we saw.”

Jerac shook his
head. “I do not understand magic,” he said. “It is all one thing
and another at the same time. I prefer things to be what they
are.”

“It would not
be magic if it were commonplace,” Sheyani said. She was clearly
amused, a sign of much improved spirits. “You are yourself a
creature of magic, Farheim Jerac Fane.”

“Well, then,
I’m glad I don’t have to understand myself,” he said.

“I think we are
all relieved,” she said.

Cain ate the
steak that Jerac had cooked and listened to the mild banter. This
had turned out to be a good day. If they had not been bound by
their obligation to Passerina, Cain would have gone back into the
room with many doors and tried them all. It would be useful to know
where each and every one of them led. It would be an effective way
of moving small numbers of men about the kingdoms.

On the other
hand, perhaps it was best kept a secret. It was always good to have
a dagger in your boot that nobody knew about.

They packed up
and began to walk. Jerac volunteered to walk ahead, as he had done
since they left Fal Verdan. He still seemed not quite at ease with
Cain and Sheyani, which Cain explained to himself easily enough.
After all, the man had been a carpenter, then a private, and
suddenly he was a knight and an officer. Cain had felt uneasy at
his own elevation, and was only now growing into it. The man seemed
happy enough with his own company, at least.

The woods were
quiet. At this time of year the birds were less demonstrative this
far north. Mating songs were saved for later in the year, though by
now it was technically spring, Cain realised, and further south
there would be green shoots, farmers would have started planting,
and there would be flowers in the gardens in Bas Erinor.

It also meant
that armies would be making ready for war.

He was pulled
from this brief reverie by the sound of steel being drawn up ahead.
He heard voices. Cain drew his own blade and glanced at Sheyani.
There was no point asking her to stay behind. Even if she had not
been Farheim she would have insisted on staying with him. They ran
forwards together.

It took only
half a minute before they burst out into a clearing and found
Jerac, blade drawn, facing seven men, equally prepared to fight.
But the men were not Seth Yarra. They looked Avilian to Cain.

“You’re
Avilian,” he said. “Or by your dress you are.”

“Aye,” one of
the men affirmed. “But what are you?”

“Your regiment
and commander?” Cain demanded. His tone carried some weight. He
sounded like an officer.

“Second Seventh
Friend,” the man replied. “Colonel Skal Hebberd.” His sword lowered
a couple of inches. “You?”

“I am Colonel
Cain Arbak,” he announced. “My wife Sheyani, and the man preparing
to kill you is Lieutenant Jerac Fane, First Seventh Friend.”

The man didn’t
lower his sword. He looked puzzled.

“You’ll forgive
me, my lord,” he said. “But I’ve seen Colonel Arbak, and he’s an
older man with one hand. You look like him, and the lady bears a
striking resemblance to his wife, but…” he shrugged.

Cain grinned.
“Favour of the gods,” he said. He drew his blade and reversed it,
offering the hilt to the man he’d been speaking to. “Take me to
Colonel Hebberd.” To Jerac he said, “Lieutenant, you can put that
away.

Jerac was gave
up his bade reluctantly, but followed Cain’s example. They were
escorted through the woods, following a broad gulley down towards
the river until they came to flatter ground and there, still among
the trees, they came to the camp.

It was a pretty
spot. The leaf litter had been cleared to make fires and there were
hundreds of men, tents, horses picketed along the east side. It was
like a small town, or a large town, even. The scent of wood smoke
was strong, and columns of it rose into the air. It seemed
imprudent to Cain.

They were led
to a tent at the centre of the camp. It was much the same as all
the other tents, except there was a space around it and a couple of
men stood by the tent flap, alert to any intrusion. Cain was
impressed by the lack of status. The Skal of old, the one he had
first met so many months ago would have insisted on the privileges
of rank.

The man, Cain
assumed he was an officer, but chided himself for not asking even
his name, addressed the guards.

“Prakis, this
one claims to be colonel Arbak,” he said. “To see the colonel.”

Prakis examined
them. He had a sergeant’s marks, and was a grizzled pole of a man,
thin and hard. But sergeant Prakis was no fool. He bowed.

“My lord,” he
said. “I will tell the colonel that you are here.”

It took no time
at all for Skal to appear. He swept the tent flap aside and stood,
silent for a few beats of his heart, staring at the three before
him.

“General,” he
said. “It warms my heart to see you. What brings you this side of
the Dragon’s Back?”

It was enough
for Cain. He knew that Skal, too, had been touched.

“Matters that
we should speak of in private,” Cain said.

Skal nodded and
they went into the tent. Jerac paused, not certain that he was
included in their councils, but Cain nodded him in with a quick
twist of his neck, and they ducked under the flap.

The interior of
the tent was simple. A bed made on the ground in the corner, a
table with maps, a chair. The floor was grass. Skal’s armour was
stacked in a corner, a Seth Yarra blade lay among it.

“We won’t be
disturbed?” Cain asked.

“Not unless I
will it,” Skal said. “What happened to you?”

“The same thing
that happened to you, unless I miss my guess,” Cain replied.
“Farheim.”

Skal looked at
Jerac and Sheyani. “Them, too?”

“And more
besides, I’m sure,” Cain said. “It seems anyone who was in the
Wolf’s favour was touched by it.”

“Not the Wolf
alone,” Skal said. “I was Passerina’s.”

Cain and
Sheyani shared a glance. It made perfect sense – more so than their
own change.

“Passerina is
the god mage,” Cain said. “We are all hers now.”

Skal said
nothing, but went to the entrance and called for wine and more
chairs. When he came back he looked pensive. “I thought as much,”
he said. “The Duranders want to know, but I’ve said nothing.” He
looked at Sheyani.

“They have
spoken to you?” she asked. “Who?”

“Morianna,” he
replied. “She’s loaned me a mage to watch over us, to scout by
scrying.”

“Morianna?” she
asked. “I knew her. She knew my father. She is clever, but it has
been a long time. I cannot say if she is Hammerdan’s or not.”

“She says not,”
Skal said. “The mage that travels with us is named Urgonial – he’s
no more than a boy, but he scrys well enough.”

“He’s here to
watch you more than watch over you,” Sheyani said. “Does she know
that you are Farheim?”

“She does.”

Cain didn’t ask
how. It didn’t matter. “This Urgonial, the boy, you said he was a
mage. What is he?”

“Abbadonist,”
Skal said.

“That’s
convenient,” Cain said. “We need to get to Wolfguard in a
hurry.”

Skal raised an
eyebrow. “I’m not sure he can reach that far.”

“If he is a
mage it should be possible,” Sheyani said. “There are only three of
us.”

“Why
Wolfguard?” Skal asked. They explained about the ritual Sheyani had
performed, how they had seen Passerina and Pelion, what she had
asked them. Skal didn’t hesitate. “Then I, too, should go,” he
said.

It was hard to
argue the point from a Farheim perspective.

“Your men,”
Cain said. “Who will command your men?”

Skal grimaced.
“You have a point,” he said. “Under normal circumstances I would be
happy to leave Lissman in charge, but things are not normal. We
have the Wolfen – Seth Yarra who have switched sides. They march
with us.”

This was a
surprise to Cain. He questioned Skal in some detail, and eventually
satisfied himself that theirs was a genuine change of heart. He
wanted to meet them, but if they were going to conclude their
business at Wolfguard they should try to do it tonight. There was a
chance they could get there and be back before dawn, but they would
have to take Urgonial with them, and Morianna would have her
answer.

“Call
Urgonial,” he said. “We will see if we can get this done.”

“I’ll talk to
Lissman, first,” Skal said. “If something should come up during the
night, of if by some chance we are delayed, then I don’t want them
to find us missing.”

It was a wise
precaution. A runner was sent for both Lissman and Urgonial. The
Avilian arrived first, and Skal quickly explained the situation.
Captain Lissman was not surprised to see Cain and Sheyani in Skal’s
tent. Like any good officer he had made it his business to know
what was going on.

Urgonial, on
the other hand, was struck dumb.

The boy mage
came into the tent as casually as an equal, but as soon as his eyes
fell on Sheyani his eyes widened and he stood for a moment, simply
staring, as though he could not believe what he was seeing. He
recovered himself and bowed deeply.

“Esh Baradan,”
he said.

Sheyani stood
and bowed in return. “I am honoured, Areshi,” she said.

“It is I who
enjoys the honour, Areshi,” he said. “I did not expect to see the
true monarch of Durandar here.”

“You speak
boldly, Areshi,” Sheyani replied. “You should know that I have
renounced my claim to the occult throne, and have been granted the
favour of the gods.”

Urgonial looked
confused. He looked from Sheyani to Cain and back, as though trying
to measure the truth of what he had been told.

“Renounced?
Then who will succeed Hammerdan?”

“It is no
longer my concern, Areshi,” she replied. “But I wish the kingdom
well, and wisdom in the choice.”

“He has done
this,” the boy mage said, his gaze now fixed on Cain. “He has
caused you to betray your people.”

“No,” Sheyani
shook her head. “If my people had wanted me to rule they would have
risen to protect my father. They did not.”

“The law…”

“The law says
that Hammerdan is king. It was the people of Durandar, and the
mages themselves who allowed Hammerdan his challenge. The law is
the law. It does not cease to be so because you do not like the
consequences.”

The boy mage
seemed to fold up, consumed by misery.

“You can still
serve me, and Morianna’s cause,” she said.

“If I can, I
will,” the boy said.

“I thank you
for it,” Sheyani told him. “And I must tell you that we need to be
at Wolfguard, and we must be there today.”

“Wolfguard?”
The boy’s eyes were curious. “Why Wolfguard?”

“Will you serve
me or question me?” she demanded.

Urgonial bowed
his head. “I overstep, Areshi,” he said. He turned to Skal. “May I
use the wall of your tent?” he asked.

“As a canvas?”
Skal had seen Morianna work. He knew what would come next. “Yes, of
course.”

The boy
produced a lump of chalk from within his clothing somewhere, and a
candle and a cup of water. He lit the candle, touched the water,
and began to pace to and fro’ in front of his workspace, al the
time mumbling words that Cain could not decipher. After a minute or
so of pacing he began to draw an image.

It occurred to
Cain that Urgonial had probably never been to Wolfguard, and he
wondered how the boy would know what to draw. The image that began
to emerge, however, did not look like a habitation of any kind. It
was a stone in a forest, a pointed monolith in a clearing. He
watched as the detail grew, the small patches of moss on the stone,
rendered by quick strokes packed together, the trees beyond
revealed by long sweeps of chalk. It was extraordinary to watch.
The economy with which Urgonial drew his image was astonishing. But
perhaps it was not all done with the hand. When Cain looked back at
a line that had been drawn a few moments earlier it seemed to have
thickened, taken on colour and substance.

“How does he
know this place?” he whispered to Sheyani.

“It is taught,”
she said. “Many important places are taught, and learned by rote,
and partly it is akin to scrying. He sees as he draws. One thing
helps the other.”

In five short
minutes the picture was alive. It ceased to be a picture and became
a doorway into Narak’s forest. Cain could feel the cold air blowing
into the tent, see last autumn’s leaves, a carpet of gold, shifting
in the wind.

“How far is
this from Wolfguard itself?” he asked.

Urgonial seemed
with them again. His eyes focussed on Cain. “No more than half a
mile,” he said. “We will need to walk due north.”

“We?” Cain
asked.

“Of course. How
did you expect to return?” Urgonial said.

“If you leave
the door open…”

“For how long?
A day? Two?”

“You are
right,” Cain admitted. “You must come with us.” He turned to Skal.
“Will you go first?”

They all walked
through, Skal first, then Jerac, and after that Sheyani and Cain
together with Urgonial bringing up the rear. As soon as the boy had
stepped out into the cold north he gestured and spoke a word. The
door vanished. It was noticeably colder now, and darker even than
inside Skal’s tent. The tall trees crowded the grey sky with their
naked branches and down on the forest floor shrubs hemmed in the
great stone, the duplicate of Urgonial’s art.

“North then,”
Cain said. Jerac set off at once, and Cain caught a questioning
glance from Skal. He shrugged. “He always seems to know.”

They followed
Jerac. They made no attempt at stealth because they wanted to be
seen. Cain had no more idea than the others what Wolfguard was,
what it looked like, or how well it was guarded. Their good
intentions were their best protection. No more than half a mile,
the boy had said. That would be ten minutes.

In the end it
was less. They came to a place where the trees stopped, and a large
clearing lay before them. In the centre of the clearing was a
mound, broad and shallow, but with a door, quite clearly a door,
facing them. Cain could see the planks that made it, the brass
handle on the outside, and an iron hook above it.

“Is that it?”
he asked. “Is that Wolfguard?” He was disappointed. He had expected
something grander, but it looked little more than a broad hut.”

“The tales
teach that most of it lies far beneath the earth,” Sheyani said.
“This is merely a doorway.”

Cain walked out
from the trees. He would rap on the door and see what happened, but
he was less than halfway across the clearing when two things
happened. The door sprung open, and he heard a whisper in the air
and an arrow took him in the side, knocking him over.

He swore.
Farheim he might be, but that did not deaden the pain.

Before he had
time to rip the thing from his side he was picked up and rushed
towards the doorway. He had a glimpse of Skal running past with
Urgonial tucked under one arm and then they were through the door,
and it slammed behind them.

Cain worked
himself free from the tangle of bodies enough that he could rip the
arrow from his flesh and throw it to one side. He felt the pain
fade.

“Now you will
tell me who you are and why you are here.”

Cain didn’t
know the voice, but he looked up to see the man who had opened the
door for them standing a few paces down a stone lined corridor. He
was a silhouette against the lamps that burned behind him, but Cain
could clearly see the hilts of twin blades poking over his
shoulders. Yet this was not Narak.

“You are
Caster,” Sheyani said. There was a degree of awe in her voice that
Cain had not heard for a long time.

“I know who I
am,” Caster said. “I want to know who you are.”

Skal was still
on his feet. He stepped forwards and made a polite bow.

“I am the Lord
Skal Hebberd of Avilian,” he said. “I an honoured to have the
favour of Passerina, who I believe is within this place. These
others are The Lord Cain Arbak of Avilian, his wife, the lady
Sheyani Esh Baradan, and Sir Jerac Fane, all in Narak’s favour.
This other here is the Mage Urgonial of Durandar, who brought us
here.”

Caster studied
them as they rearranged themselves and dusted off their clothes.
“An august gathering,” he said, but there was a slight hint of
irony in his voice. “But I fear you have come for no reason. Narak
is away and Pascha sleeps and cannot be woken.”

“She summoned
us,” Sheyani said.

Caster looked
at her to see if this was some attempt at humour, but seeing that
it was not he shook his head. “This is some Durander thing, isn’t
it?”

“She is with
Pelion,” Cain said. “We saw her. She told us to come here and give
a message to Narak.”

“Yet Narak is
not here,” Caster insisted.

“Passerina
wears a ring,” Sheyani said. “It is a calling ring. Whoever wears
and covers it can speak to Narak, though he cannot reply.”

“She told you
this?”

“And entrusted
us with a message.”

Caster
hesitated for a moment only, then he turned on his heel and strode
off down the passageway into the heart of Wolfguard. “Follow me,”
he called.

They hurried
after him. Caster led then down and down until the came to a
curving passage where the one they were following ended. Their
guide turned right and continued downwards, passing other doors.
Cain heard voices in one place, and in another smelled the presence
of a kitchen, but all they saw were closed doors.

In the end they
came to another cross passage, short and wide, and at the end of it
large double doors. Caster stopped before these and turned to face
them.

“Only one of
you may enter at a time,” he said. “The rest must wait.”

“Sheyani will
go,” Cain said. “She knows the message and is familiar with the
magic.”

Caster nodded.
He opened the door and Sheyani went in. Caster followed her inside
and the door was closed again. They stood in silence for a
moment.

“What was the
message?” Skal asked. Cain glanced at Urgonial. The boy mage seemed
to have recovered his composure, and it was certain that anything
said here would find its way back to Morianna. But what did it
matter?

“It is simple
enough,” he said. “Passerina is with Pelion. She will return, and
when she does the Sirash will be ended, and the Benetheon will be
no more.”

Skal and Jerac
seemed to accept the message. After you have accepted the
impossible the little extra credulity that might be demanded of you
is a small step. Urgonial, on the other hand, was slack jawed and
wide eyed at his words.

“Pelion?” he
asked. “Pelion lives?”

“After a
fashion,” Cain said. “I do not think that he is part of our world,
but still swings a good staff. I would not want to cross him.”

“What is the
Sirash?” Skal asked.

“I don’t know.
I assume it is something essential to the Benetheon,” Cain
replied.

The doors
opened again and Sheyani came out, followed by Caster. She nodded
to Cane. The message was sent.

“How long do
you wish to remain in Wolfguard?” Caster asked. “Will you stay with
us and watch?”

“I want to see
her,” Skal said.

“I have told
you, Lord Skal. She sleeps and cannot be woken. It would serve no
purpose.”

“Of all
Avilian,” Skal said. “Of all Terras itself I was the only one to
whom she granted the honour of her favour. You cannot deny me,
Caster. I am hers.”

Caster studied
Skal for a moment, then stepped aside. “Of course,” he said. Skal,
too, hesitated a moment. Perhaps he did not expect to be granted
his wish, but he went through the doors and closed them behind
him.

* * * *

Skal looked
around the room. It was huge, flooded with lamp light, thickly
carpeted. It contained only two pieces of furniture: a large bed
and a chair beside it. Passerina lay on the bed, covered by a
richly embroidered blanket, her hair was brushed and carefully
tidied, her eyes closed. She really did look as though she
slept.

Skal sat in the
chair and looked at her. She was tiny. A small woman, both ancient
and young, but asleep she was barely twenty. All the age was in her
eyes, in the way she spoke.

He felt
foolish. Why had he demanded to come into this room and see her?
Caster was right. She was asleep and would not awaken, not for him,
not for anyone until the time was right.

But he had
named himself her champion, her blade, and it did not seem right to
him that she should be guarded by another when she was this
helpless. He did not doubt Caster. The Sword Master was legendary,
and he had seen with his own eyes the affection that he had for
Passerina. It was no bad thing that he was her defender here, but
it was still Skal’s duty. If she was a god mage, then Skal was the
first among her Farheim.

But he could
not deny his other duties. He had a regiment to command. Thousands
of men depended on him, and he could not abandon them. He had a
duty to Avilian. He was a soldier in the Kingdom’s service and
could not abandon that calling until the war was won or lost. Then
there was Latter Fetch, his estate, his home. Hardly a home,
though. He had visited once, installed Sara, seen Elejine dead, and
then run off to the war again.

He could do
nothing until the war was over.

He took
Passerina’s hand in his and knelt by her bed. Her skin was warm and
dry, soft as a child’s. “You will understand if I do not stay and
do my duty,” he said. “I entrust your safety to Caster.” He looked
at her face again. She looked so untroubled. “I know that the world
will change when you awaken, Deus,” he went on. “And I claim my
place by your side. I will serve you in whatever way you wish, and
for now that is in the prosecution of this war.

“You chose me
for the highest honour, Passerina, and it has led to this. If the
others are yours by some accident then I alone am yours because you
chose me. You chose me.”

He stood,
carefully tucking her hand back under the blanket. For all his
words he was speaking only to himself. A small part of him had
expected her eyes to open, as though she had been waiting only for
his arrival, for his protection, but he knew that such a thought
was foolish. She needed no protection from him. When she awoke she
would be a god mage. If he was Farheim, then there could be no
doubt, and she was being tutored by Pelion himself. She would be…
He could not imagine it. There had not been a god mage for two
thousand years, but if there had to be such a creature then Skal
was glad that it would be Passerina. He thought her kinder than
Narak, yet strong in the same way that he was strong.

He went to the
door and opened it. The others were waiting.

“Guard her
well, Caster,” he said.

Caster did not
look surprised. He did not look affronted as he might well have
done. He simply nodded and smiled slightly, and Skal thought that
he understood.

“So,” he said.
“Will you stay and watch with us?” he asked again.

“I cannot,”
Skal replied. “I must return to the regiment. Things are delicate
there, and I believe they need me.”

“Then so must
we all,” Cain said. “Urgonial is in Skal’s service, and he is our
only swift way back to the south.”

Caster accepted
this. “You will at least stay to dine with us,” he said. “Cain,
Sheyani and Jerac, this is your home as well. You are Narak’s
chosen, and this is his place, and all are welcome here who travel
in such company.”

“We will stay a
few hours,” Skal said. “If it is agreeable,” he turned to Cain.
“Your duty is discharged, is it not?”

Cain nodded.
“We can forget the war for a few hours, I think.”

They followed
Caster out into the passages of Wolfguard again, but this time they
went up, following the curving stone walls until they came to more
great doors, and Caster pushed them open, revealing a room as
opulent as any Skal had ever seen. The room was dominated by a
table. At first Skal thought that its legs were simply trees, but
it dawned on him that they were carved to resemble trees. Nothing
so small could have looked so wizened. The table itself was smooth
as glass, but had been inlaid with a dozen or more woods of
different colours to depict different scenes from the first great
war.

It surprised
Skal that it was not show signs of age. The surface was pristine
despite what he assumed were four hundred years since it had been
made. Certainly it was a gift to Narak, and certainly it would have
been made in the immediate aftermath of the war.

He studied the
scenes where they were not obscured by plates and cups. They were
scenes of death, scenes of blood and slaughter. In every image he
could see the unmistakable figure of Narak, twin bladed, wading
among the dead and dying. No wonder the table seemed unspoiled. Who
could sit and eat at such a memento mori night after night?

“Where did this
bloodthirsty thing come from?” he asked.

“A gift from
the grateful people of Afael,” Caster said. “Fine craftsmanship,
but not to Narak’s taste.”

The remainder
of the room was not as eye catching as the table, but every piece
of furniture, every tapestry and rug was of the finest quality.
Skal poured himself a cup of wine and found both the cup and the
wine exquisite. The spread laid out on the table was also
exceptional, and he helped himself with gusto. Too long on the
road, he thought, too long eating hard bread and dried rations.

He saw that
Cain was also indulging, and Jerac was only restrained by his
unfamiliarity with such largess.

“You presumed
we would accept,” Skal said.

“I guessed,”
Caster replied. “But the food would not have been wasted. There are
many people in Wolfguard, and it would have been eaten.”

“And we have
not seen one, other than yourself.”

“Narak’s people
are used to a second sitting, Lord Skal. Wolf Narak is often not
the easiest of dining companions, and the men and women of
Wolfguard do not eat with him unless they are asked to do so.”

“Not even you?”
Skal asked.

“Not even
me.”

“My Pardon,
Caster,” Sheyani said. “We have not mentioned it, but I would like
to know who it was that shot at us as we came to your door.”

“I thought you
would have guessed,” Caster said. “He is everywhere, these days,
but mostly here.”

“The man with a
metal head?” Jerac asked.

“The same. I
have been out to hunt him, but as soon as I draw close he vanishes
into the air. I do not seem able to surprise him. And he’s damned
quick with those arrows.”

“I met him,”
Skal said. “He was with the Seth Yarra that we fought.”

Caster was
suddenly interested. He leaned forwards. “And did you cross blades
with him?”

“I did,” Skal
admitted. “He is Avilian trained, and I will swear he is
Benetheon.”

“And?”

“When I
disarmed him he fled, and his men surrendered a moment later.”

“He vanished
then?”

“He did.”

“And he was not
replaced by anything, any animal?”

“No.”

“Then how can
you say that he was Benetheon?” Caster demanded.

“I cut him a
dozen times with a good steel blade, and he did not bleed.”

Caster raised
an eyebrow. “A dozen times?”

“Or more,” Skal
assured him.

Caster laughed
aloud. “Well, Lord Skal, I can see that we must test each other
some time. It is a challenge that I look forward to.”

“I will be
happy to take it up,” Skal replied, “when we have more time.” He
drew his blade and laid it on the table. “This is what I took from
him,” he said. “You can see that it is blood silver, I think, and
not a Seth Yarra form.”

Caster picked
up the blade and weighed it. “Aye,” he said. “It looks Avilian for
certain. And he fought like an Avilian, you say?”

“Trained that
way, I’d swear.”

“It does not
help,” Caster said. “I have thought about this since we first got
wind of him. If he were Benetheon the others should have been able
to sense him.”

“I have given
it some thought myself,” Skal said. “Why does he wear a helmet that
conceals him so completely? He is afraid to be recognised – that
much is certain, but there is something else.”

“There is,”
Cain said. “He has been known to appear without his helmet. He was
in Bas Erinor, posing as Lord Hesham, and then he was bare faced,
but wore a silver circlet about his head, or so the duke said.”

“Blood silver,”
Skal said. “It hides him from the others.”

Caster banged
the table, jumping all the plates and cups. Cain snatched his cup
to stop it spilling. “So it could be any of them!” Caster said.

“Not a woman,”
Skal corrected him.

“And not a tall
man,” Jerac added.

“And not
Beloff. We know that Beloff died, and besides he was a loyal friend
to Narak.” Caster concluded.

“You did not
tell us that we had guests, Caster.”

The voice was a
man’s, and Skal turned with the others to see a tall, imposing
figure, broad and fine features, standing in the doorway. Beside
him stood a black haired woman, gazing at all of them with dark
eyes. She was stunningly beautiful in a fleshy way, swarthy skin
and thick lips. Skal thought her a sluttish parody of Hestia. It
was the sort of beauty that would age badly in someone that aged.
Sithmaree, of course, would not.

Caster was on
his feet and bowing. “Deus, Deus,” he said. “I would have sent a
message, but these are Narak and Pascha’s people, summoned by her
for a purpose, and that purpose was carried out.”

These were the
other two, then, the Eagle and the Snake. Skal found his feet and
executed a deep bow, saw that the others, too were following
Caster’s lead.

“Will you not
name our visitors?” Sithmaree asked, her eyes roving the four
men.

Caster did so,
briefly outlining who they were and where from. The two Benetheon
gods joined them at the table, much to their discomfort. Skal had
just become comfortable with Caster, thought he had some measure of
the man, and now there were two gods to deal with. Still, gods were
not so terrifying. Had he not nearly killed one the previous
week?

He noted that
Caster did not repeat the message that he must have heard when
Sheyani used the calling ring. These gods would be somewhat
diminished when Passerina returned.

“So did you
come to wake Pascha?” Jidian asked.

“As if they had
such power…” Sithmaree said. Her voice was dismissive, and although
she was quite correct her tone stung Skal. He recognised the
culprit as pride, however, and did not speak.

“She will wake
in her own time,” Cain said. He too, failed to mention the
destruction of the Sirash and the end of the Benetheon.

“You said that
she summoned them, Caster,” Jidian said. “But she has not
woken.”

“A Durander
rite, Deus,” Caster said. “This lady is Sheyani Esh Baradan.”

“Daughter of
the king,” Sithmaree said. “The former king, is it not? It is
Hammerdan now.”

Sheyani
assented with a nod of her head, but Skal could see that she was
quite taken aback. The great tragedies of her life, even her
kingdom, were footnotes to these gods. Benetheon they might be, but
they were not Narak, not even Passerina. They were detached from
the common run of humanity. Skal doubted that they had even heard
his name before, let alone that of his traitor father. His respect
for them dwindled a little more.

“Can you speak
to her again?” Sithmaree asked.

“The Eran said
that I should not, Deus” Sheyani replied.

“And must you
do as she says? There are things that we need to know.”

“I will do as
she says,” Sheyani said.

Sithmaree
smiled. “Even if I command otherwise?” she asked.

“She is not
yours to command, Deus,” Caster said.

Sithmaree
shrugged and turned away, picking a piece of smoked meat off the
table. Apparently she was unwilling to face down Caster. Skal
thought this odd, but perhaps there had been some sort of
confrontation before they arrived, some matching of skills. Skal
knew that Caster had been a legend in his own time, and doubly so
as a confidant of Narak, and now that he was Farheim, and the last
Ohas master in Terras he would be doubly formidable.

There was a cry
in the corridor outside. It sounded like surprise, and Caster was
on his feet and through the door in a moment.

“If it’s that
cursed metal head again…” was all they heard before he was gone.
They all followed, abandoning the table and rushing out into the
passage, swords drawn, but they had gone now further than the first
bend when they found Caster again.

He was on his
knees, and in front of him stood Passerina, red hair in disarray,
green eyes blazing like emeralds before a candle flame. Her eyes
flickered to them, and back to Caster. Skal imitated the sword
master yet again and knelt.

“Stop this,”
she said. “Stand.”

They stood, and
Skal was amazed to note that in the seconds that his eyes had been
averted her hair had tamed itself, wound like a living thing into a
neat plait down her back, and even as he watched her clothes
transformed from a soft cotton shift into something more practical:
stout trousers, a cotton shirt and leather jerkin.

She caught his
eye and smiled at him. “Lord Skal, I am glad that you are here. We
have some hunting to do. He is here.”

“He…”

“Metal head,”
she said. “This time he will not escape.”


Fifty One – Kirrith

Narak slept.
For the first time in weeks he slept and was free of dragon dreams.
His mind wandered its own paths, and as was often its habit it
became a morbid tourist through his past, stopping at moments that
he would rather forget, passing by the things he most desperately
wanted to remember.

He saw Afael
burning. It was something he saw often in his dreams: the great
ships in the bay roaring with flame, the waterfront ghastly in the
red light of the fire, and everywhere men were smiling at him,
saluting with a fierce sincerity, calling his name. And all Narak
could think of was the blood. He was covered in blood. It dripped
from his blades, ran in rivulets from his armour and stained the
ground.

In his dream he
threw himself into the sea to be free of it, but the cool,
cleansing water vanished as soon as he touched it and he was
standing once more, but this time over Perlaine’s body, her perfect
white skin stained with blood, her fine hair matted with dead
leaves and twigs.

He fell to his
knees, knowing that it was his error that had killed her, that he
should have been the one in this place at this time. But she turned
into mist before him and he found himself kneeling in the palisade
of the King of Blood and Fire, watching himself kill everything
that moved, and he wanted to tell himself to stop, but could not
speak.

He watched
every step, every cut, every tear and plea for mercy.

Then he was
elsewhere, standing on a high mountain top, and he could see all of
the kingdoms near and far, and in his hand he held a great sword, a
blade that could reach and destroy anyone or any thing from the
spot on which he stood.

The message was
obvious, even for a dream. The new Narak could not be the
capricious, destructive Narak of old. He could not afford a temper,
could not submit to the demands of rage. It made him think that
this was not, after all, an entirely natural dream.

A voice came
into his head, a clear, plain voice.

Wolf Narak, Deus, the
voice said. I am
Sheyani Esh Baradan whom you rescued from Lord Hesham at High
Stone. I speak to you know through Passerina’s calling ring, bidden
to do so by the Sparrow. She is with Pelion. She will return. When
she returns the Sirash will be no more, and the Benetheon will
end.

He recognised
her voice. He trusted the message. Sheyani was one of his own and
would not speak a falsehood. He wondered why she had not simply
used the dream magic that she had used before. It was distance, he
supposed. Durander magic was notoriously susceptible to
distance.

So the
Benetheon was to fall. Well, it was news, he supposed, but it was
all but dissolved in death, and that was a strong enough solution.
He did not feel its loss himself. He had changed. He was no longer
just a man, just a Benetheon god. He was something that he could
not name.

He awoke.

At first he
thought he was dreaming yet. The sky was a hard, brittle black,
studded with stars that blazed like a congregation of one eyed gods
staring down on him, watching him. He could see everything by their
light. The land about him was thick and white with snow, the
sharpness of everything but the highest peaks gentled beneath its
blanket. There was no moon.

The dragons
were no longer in the air. They stood in two lines, a bizarre
living processional avenue leading towards the shouldered mountain
of Kirrith’s dream. It was clear that he was meant to pass between
them.

He stood and
walked as far as the first pair of dragons. Torgaris was on his
left, Hesterion on his right. He could see that their eyes were
open, that they were breathing still, but apart from that they did
not move or speak to him. Statues, he thought. They are playing
statues that mark my road.

He touched each
of them, felt the magic within them rise in response, but even then
they did not move. Narak walked on to the second pair. Arisanne and
Kelcotel were flower gardens in the desert, a riot of colours
against the bleak white, grey and black of the frozen land. He
touched them, felt the power, and they did not move.

He went on.
There were many paces between each pair, and he passed Tanifay and
Daran, Hajani and Bane, touching each, and none of them spoke.

He reached open
ground beyond the dragons, and there was nothing. No door opened,
no tower or cave invited him to enter. He stood in the naked
starlight and looked across the empty snow. There was nothing
before him but emptiness.

He looked
back.

The dragons
were still as stone. Their eyes looked elsewhere. But Narak heard
the slightest sound, a whisper below the ringing of silence in his
ears.

Do not
surrender.

His eyes were
drawn to Bane. There was no sign that the dragon had spoken, but
Narak thought he recognised the timbre of Bane’s voice in the
words. All of them remained motionless.

He turned and
looked across the snow towards the mountain again. This was the end
of his journey. Somewhere out there was what he had been summoned
to see. He resettled the sled’s harness and began to trudge in a
straight line, extending the road that the dragons had made for
him, making a single track in the pristine snow.

The plain
before the mountain was wider than he had expected. It took him the
best part of three hours to cross it. The dragons were distant
specks on the snow by the time he paused at the foot of the
mountain. There was no path that he could see. There seemed to be
no ridge line by which he could ascend, just a simple steepening
slope.

“You want me to
climb?” he asked the mountain. Kirrith was here somewhere, inside,
in the dark. There was no answer. He had not expected one.

He took off the
harness. If he was going to climb he couldn’t do it with so much
weight on his shoulders. He placed a foot on the slope, sinking up
to his calves in the soft snow. It was scree underneath, the worst
possible footing.

This was
ridiculous. If it was a test of some kind it was certainly not a
test of his climbing skills. Neither would it be any test related
to his recently acquired role as the bearer of dragon magic.
Kirrith had summoned him in dreams, and because of what the Bren
were planning. Why any kind of test? Did they not want the same
thing?

He walked fifty
paces back and looked up at the mountain again. It would not be a
difficult climb if he were to attempt it; at least not once he had
got past the loose stuff. There were plenty of hand and footholds,
almost as though it had been made for climbing. Even so, he was
reluctant to ascend, because there was no guarantee that the
entrance he sought was at the summit.

He thought of
the Bren Ashet, the messenger. It was with Kirrith, and he was
certain that it had not climbed up the mountain. If there was an
entrance it would be below. Yet the dragon itself would not have
crawled through a Bren tunnel. It would have flown, and so again,
there would be a way in at the top. But Narak could not fly, and he
had no idea how suited to an approach on foot Kirrith’s door might
be.

He had to think
again. He could not fly and he could not dig. He sat in the snow
and looked at the mountain. Kirrith had shown him every step of the
way, but for this. It must be easy. There was no point in anything
else.

“Kirrith,” he
called. “You showed me the way and I have come. Now open the
door.”

For a moment he
thought that this simple approach had also failed, but the earth
began to shake beneath him, rocks broke away from the mountain’s
face and bounded down in a shroud of cascading snow and ice. The
air shook with the sound it made, deep and heavy. He felt it in his
gut. The snow swirled about him, but none of the great rocks that
fell came close, and he felt that was deliberate. He sat still and
waited.

When his view
had all but cleared, and just a glittering curtain of ice crystals
remained in the air, he saw the entrance. It was a cave, a dark
crack in the rock barely wider than his shoulders. It looked as
though it had simply been torn open.

Narak
stood.

“Thank you,” he
said.

He walked to
the dark maw and looked inside. It was as it had seemed from a
distance: a raw split in the stone. There was no flat path to walk
on, no torches to light his way. He stepped inside and began to
scramble down, and down it went, plunging into the roots of the
mountain.

Narak’s eyes
could pick up the slightest trace of light, but a few twists from
the entrance and he was lost in darkness. The rocks about him were
sharp and uneven, and he had to progress by touch, using both hands
to brace himself as he eased his way forwards.

It took a long
time. In the dark Narak had no way to mark it and more than once he
wondered whether he had not entered a maze. For all he knew there
were hundreds of tunnels down here, but he had found no obvious
junctions. It could have been three hours, or it could have been a
day, and he had begun to doubt that he would ever reach the end
when the walls disappeared from his hands, the floor flattened out,
and he found himself standing within a vast chamber, lit by the
embers of starlight that filtered through from high above.

He looked about
him, but could see nothing but looming shapes in the darkness. It
was silent and cold and yet there was a great sense of space.

“Kirrith, I
have come,” he said.

The dark shapes
all stirred together, the whole floor of the vast chamber lifting
up above him and looking down. Narak had not believed a creature
could be so large. Kirrith was a dragon like the others, but he was
much bigger. His head was the size of a horse, his body thick as a
wind ship, his wings reached out so that it seemed they would
scrape the horizon.

Narak looked up
into huge green eyes that glowed in the faint light.

“Now,” Kirrith
said. “Now you must fight for your life.”


 Fifty Two – Pascha Awake

Pascha summoned
her bow, and it appeared in her hand. It was so easy now. Anything
she wished to happen simply happened. Now that she truly understood
how the deeper magics functioned they came at her beck, did what
she wanted. She had been stumbling around in the dark before the
battle for Wolfguard, and now she was all purpose and light.

“Caster, Skal,
take your blades, but I want him alive. I want to know why.”

“Alive?” Skal
said. “If what our prisoners said is true then this creature was
responsible for what happened before Henfray, for the slaughter of
innocent men women and children.”

“Never the
less,” Pascha said. “You will not kill him.”

“As you wish,
Eran,” Skal said, but Pascha could tell that he was reluctant to
accept the command. He wanted the kill for himself.

But Pascha was
serious. Pelion’s last act had been to show her everything, to let
her grasp the entirety of the world through the Sirash as only a
god mage could. She knew everything that was being done, where
every player in the great war stood and what they were up to. What
she did not know was why. She could see, but not understand, and
she wanted to understand.

“I will have
him alive, Skal,” she said. “If he is killed he will not be the
only one who dies today. Do you understand?”

She was not
sure how such a naked threat would be received, and now that she
thought about it, it was not something that she would ever do. Skal
was an asset greater than even Skal knew. But she saw surprise in
his eyes, and knew that he would not kill the metal headed man.
Skal fully grasped how badly she wanted him alive.

Jerac stepped
forwards.

“Eran, may I
also be of service in the hunt?” he asked.

She examined
him. She knew who he was, of course, and why he had come into being
as a Farheim, though for the life of her she could not comprehend
why Narak had chosen to bestow his favour on an elderly carpenter
on their first acquaintance. She thought the change wrought in him
was remarkable. The old man had become young, and the carpenter a
soldier, but that was mere surface detail. Jerac Fane was quite
different from Alos Stebbar on a much more fundamental level, and
he was still changing. She found him interesting.

“Why?” she
asked.

Jerac smiled.
“Why not?” he said. “It’s what I’m for, and besides that, I’m
getting bored.”

“As fair an
answer as any,” Pascha said. “Yes, come with us, but the same
applies to you. I want him alive and able to speak.”

“He’ll just run
again,” Sithmaree said. “As soon as you step out of the gate he’ll
loose an arrow and as soon as he sees he is pursued he’ll
vanish.”

“Not this
time,” Pascha replied. She watched Sithmaree and Jidian now,
knowing the effect that her next words might have on them, but she
was only speaking the truth, and they would realise it themselves
soon enough. “The Sirash is gone,” she said. “The Benetheon is
dissolved by Pelion. Do you not feel it?”

She could see
that Caster understood at once. Centuries in the company of a
Benetheon god meant that he was as aware as any man of what it
meant to them. Without the Sirash they were greatly diminished.

There was a
moment when Sithmaree might have been able to fool herself into
thinking it was a joke, but that moment passed. The Sirash was as
close to any god as their own skin, and it was the work of a second
to verify Pascha’s words.

“Gone?”
Sithmaree asked, and she had paled beneath her olive skin, her eyes
widened. “It has gone!”

Jidian, too,
looked shocked. “So we are brought down by Pelion’s hand,” he said.
“The very hand that raised us up. Are we mortal, then?” There was
despair in his voice.

“No,” Pascha
said. “You retain everything but the Sirash. You have your life,
your strength and skill. Your creatures will still obey if they can
hear you, but only then.”

“Why?”
Sithmaree demanded. Anger was to be expected. “Why take this from
us? It has something to do with you, does it not?”

“It does. The
Sirash could have been used as a weapon, and Pelion did not trust
me with it, though I asked him a hundred times to reconsider. He
would not.”

“Because you
were untrustworthy,” Sithmaree snapped.

“No more or
less than any being. Pelion’s fear was so great that he could not
trust his own shadow. Who I was made no difference to him.” She
paused. Sithmaree was still unsatisfied, but there was no time for
this. If their quarry realised that he was trapped he would retreat
into the great forest and they would have a cursed time of it
trying to track him and root him out. “Come,” she said, and walked
away from them. She made for the night gate, walking quickly, and
she was glad to hear steps behind her. Even being what she was she
had been uncertain that they would follow.

She paused
before the gate and looked back. It was just the three of them –
Caster, Skal and Jerac. She smiled.

“I will go
directly ahead from the door. Caster, you go to the left, Skal to
the right.”

“And me?” Jerac
asked.

“You will
follow me. We shall be a net and drive him before us, but I think
that we can outrun him. He will try to hide, I expect.”

“Do you really
need us, Pascha?” Caster asked.

“You think I’m
trying to make you fee useful?” she asked. “Well, no, I don’t need
you, but it would take me a week to corner him on my own, unless I
simply burnt off half of Narak’s forest or brought it down about
his ears, but either would probably kill him and I don’t want that.
This has to be done quickly. Does that answer you?”

“Forgive me,”
Caster said.

Pascha wondered
if she had changed so much. She did not feel it. In her head she
was still the Telan shop girl that Pelion had plucked from a
humdrum life, still the Benetheon god. It was all the same
person.

“Nothing to
forgive,” she said. “Now let’s get this done.”

She threw the
gate open and rushed out.

It happened
just as she had expected. She knew that she would be lucky to see
the arrow, so she listened for it. It came from the right where the
forest was thick, just a faint hiss in the air, and as she turned a
flash of light on the arrow head.

She caught
it.

It would be
more accurate to say that she drew them together, the arrow and her
hand, made them meet in a place just a foot from her chest, and
closed her hand about the shaft. She glanced at it. Blood Silver
tip, of course. She threw it aside and began to run directly
towards the archer, hidden as he was in the undergrowth.

She saw Skal
sprinting to her right along the edge of the mound that was
Wolfguard, following its curve to get to one side of their quarry.
He was fast. To her left Caster was already in the forest. She
could hear him tearing up the low growth that barred his way. His
passage sounded like a storm.

There was no
second arrow. It seemed likely that the bowman had turned and fled.
He no longer had the Sirash to run to, and so he would be on foot.
Pascha reached the spot where he had been hidden. There was a place
that had been beaten down. He had lain here for hours and
watched.

She ran on,
trying to follow his trail through the forest. There was a broken
branch here, a trampled clump of grass there. It was the thinnest
of trails, and it did not surprise her when she lost it. She
stopped and listened, hoping to pick up his sounds.

Jerac stopped,
too. He was only a few paces behind her.

The wind
stirred the leaves about their feet, which made it harder to hear
anything. She strained to hear, closing her eyes, trying to blot
out the sounds of nature and seek a rhythm of feet, anything.

The arrow
struck her in the neck. It bounced away, leaving her more shocked
that hurt. Their quarry’s stealth was exceptional, but the arrow
had been a mistake. It had pointed to him. She turned and ran
again. Jerac was alongside her now, keeping pace easily, it seemed.
The look on his face was unreadable.

They lost him
again, almost at once.

This was
proving to be more difficult that she had supposed. Their prey was
cunning and skilful, and there would be no more arrows to point him
out. He would have learned that lesson.

Now she would
have to resort to magic. If once she had caught sight of him it
would have been a simple matter. She had leaned from Pelion how to
mark people so that she always knew where they were. She had done
this to Caster and Skal, and was aware of them moving steadily
through the forest.

Stop, he has
gone to ground.

They stopped,
surprised that she could speak to them, perhaps, but a god mage
needed no calling ring. In truth she did not even know if their
quarry was still within the trap they had set for him. She might
have over run him if he had hidden well enough. She was beginning
to think that she had underestimated him altogether.

She reached
out. It was the same thing that she had done with the sparrows, the
same trick that had first given her a hint of the power that was
developing within her. She became the forest. She was trees and
mice and birds, wolves and deer, hawks perched high in trees and
snakes peering out from beneath fallen logs. She became
everything.

And there he
was.

He was moving
with consummate skill through the trees, crouched low. He knew
where she was, and that was not how it was supposed to be. She
tried to touch his mind, but the metal helmet he wore was a cold,
solid barrier, and she could not pass.

Skal, he is
heading back towards Wolfguard. Follow him wide and quiet. Caster,
go further out and do the same.

This was what
she had not wanted to do. If she stayed still she could direct the
hunt, but not be part of it. She could send Caster and Skal to his
exact position and have them hold him until she arrived. But there
was another way, she realised, a better way. She could use his own
skill and stealth against him.

The first thing
she had to do was hide. She was well out of sight now. She turned
to Jerac.

“Head back
towards Wolfguard, Jerac,” she said. “When I need you to stop I
will tell you.” Like this.

Jerac nodded.
He did not seem surprised or alarmed that she could speak to his
mind. He just turned and trotted off the way they had come. Pascha
looked about her. There was an old tree nearby, an oak. It was so
vast that it had gathered a nest of leaves in its first fork, a
ledge broad and flat enough to hold an armchair.

She went to
climb the tree, but stopped. Why bother? She willed herself upwards
and forwards, and found it simple. She denied the ground the
pleasure of her weight upon it and rose into the air, stepping
forwards until she sat gently in the tree fork. She lowered herself
among the leaves and dead twigs until she was well concealed. She
closed her eyes again and expanded until she was once more the
spirit of the forest.

If only she had
mastered all the skills that Pelion had shown her this would not be
necessary. Pelion could have perceived his prey and moved to that
location in the same instant. Truly he did not need Farheim for a
task such as this, but she had yet to master that last step. For
Pascha it was necessary to release the forest in order to move. She
had not developed the ability to combine two such different states
of mind. It would come. There were already indications that she
would be capable, but not yet.

Faster, Skal.
Stop when you get to Wolfguard’s rise.

She watched
them all. It was a dance now, a game. She moved her Farheim one at
a time, blocking any direction that he could move but her own. When
he tried to hide he sent one of them directly at him, but slowly
enough that he could slip away. It was not as simple as it might
have seemed. Their quarry was quick witted and possessed of the
sort of animal cunning that she would have credited to Narak, but
not to any of the others. Five times he slipped the net and had to
be brought back in. He seemed to realise that he was being herded,
and resisted.

In spite of it
all, and with the patience of a master hunter, she drew him closer
with every move.

It took an
hour. On her own she might never have done it, and she would tell
Caster that. She sat in the tree, a spider in her forest web, and
drew him in. He came so close that she could smell him, could hear
the small rustling of dead leaves as he came to the base of her
oak.

She waited
until she felt his hand touch the bark of the tree.

“You cannot run
any more, Deus,” she said. There was fear at once, a few hurried
steps, but then he stopped.

“Pascha?”

She stood up
from her place of hiding, her bow in hand, but no arrow strung. “I
want to talk to you,” she said. She could have killed him, and it
would have been over, but she desperately wanted to understand what
had made one of the Benetheon turn against the others, what had
made him kill. She feared the same demon might dwell somewhere in
her own mind.

“And after
that?”

“You know what
must come after that,” she said.

“I can still
run,” he said. “Your dogs are behind me and all the forest is
ahead.”

“You cannot
run,” she said.

“Faster than
you,” he said.

“I have
improved as an archer,” Pascha told him. “I can hit a mark at any
distance, no matter what lies between.”

“I can dodge
arrows,” he replied.

“Then run,” she
said.

He stood on the
balls of his feet, poised to spring away like a deer before a
hunter. Pascha stepped out of the tree fork and drifted to the
ground as gently as a feather in still air. This froze him in place
with astonishment.

“It is you,” he
said. There was a touch of awe in his voice. “You have hidden the
Sirash. How did you do that?”

“It was
Pelion,” Pascha said. “The Sirash is not hidden. It is gone. The
Benetheon is undone.”

“And what are
you?” he asked. “What are they?” He gestured behind him. It was an
angry, frustrated gesture. It had the flavour of defeat.

“I am what they
once called a god mage. I have the talent, and Pelion had given me
the knowledge. They…” she paused. “They are Farheim, but old
friends, too. Caster you know, and Lord Skal you met a couple of
days ago. He took your sword I hear?”

“You have
brought these… these abominations back into the world?” Now he was
angry. It was a storm of changing emotions, but all concealed
behind the blood silver helm. Yet anger without power is little
more than despair, and that was all that was left to him. Even so,
Pascha understood his words deeply. She would never have created
Farheim intentionally. She shared his opinion of the breed, if not
of the people she had changed.

“There will be
no more, Fash,” she said. “These are the last.”

“So you know,”
he said. “I wondered if you did.” He took off the helmet. He had
clearly been suffering beneath it for his hair was matted with
sweat, his face unshaven, his eyes bloodshot. There he stood before
her, Crow Fashmanion, Lord of the Air. “No more? Then why
these?”

“A mistake. I
did not know what I was, what I was doing. Now you will tell me
your story. Why?”

“Why?”

“The war,
killing your brother gods, everything. I know it was all your
doing.”

Fashmanion sat
down on the dead leaves, his shoulders slumped. He allowed the
blood silver helm to roll away from him. “You would never
understand,” he said.

“I understand
many things that you do not, and I want to know. Tell me.”

“Do we have
time?” Fashmanion glanced over his shoulder in the direction of
Wolfguard.

“We have,” she
assured him. She had already told Caster, Jerac and Skal to wait,
and they were standing some two hundred paces from where the crow
god sat, out of earshot, but a few seconds away should they be
needed.

“Very well. I
am glad of the chance to explain myself. Perhaps you will truly
understand.” Fashmanion made himself comfortable, sprawling against
the trunk of the tree. He pulled out a silver flask and sipped from
it. “It started with the last war,” he began. “I thought, at the
end of it, that I had been wrong to abstain. Narak gained such
influence, and the Seth Yarra seemed so harsh. It was a disaster
for the kingdoms, especially Afael. Well, you know that better than
most.

“I was afraid,
worried that they would come again. We knew nothing about them. Not
how many there were, where they lived, if they had any notion of
attacking again. I set myself the task of finding out.

“I sent out
crows in every direction across the sea: mostly to the east and
south because they had first landed in Afael. Hundreds died. They
grew too tired to fly and fell into the sea. As last, however, one
found an island. It was a small island that had never been visited
by men of the kingdoms, and yet it bore structures, shelters, and
there was the rotted hulk of a boat on the beach.

“I sent other
crows to the island, and the following spring I was rewarded by a
fishing vessel, unmistakably Seth Yarra, that came to harvest the
waters round about. I watched, and when they departed I followed.
Crows perched in their low rigging, and the fishermen didn’t seem
to mind. We came at last to a port, a village port, but beyond it
stretched a vast land. I sent more crows. Using the island as a
staging post I managed to get two hundred birds to Seth Yarra
lands, and then I began to explore.

“It was, as I
have said, a vast land. It quickly became apparent to me that it
was both larger and more populous than the kingdoms, and at first
this troubled me. How could we resist such a people? They were ten,
twenty times our number, their villages covered the land, their
towns bustled, their cities thronged with people.

“I sought their
kings. I found none. I sought their lords, and there, too I was
defeated. Imagine a society that has no lords or kings, where men
own the land they till, where if a man builds a house he owns it.
That is Seth Yarra. I do not say that they are better than us.
Venal men still seek power, still abuse it, but their sway is
limited.

“I became
interested in them, and grew less afraid. Do you know that they
have no poverty? Everyone owns their own life, charity allows the
most disadvantaged man to be master of his own destiny, to grow
crops, to feed himself, to build a dwelling. Every city has a
college of priests who study their book. You mock it here because
you do not understand it, but The Book of Seth Yarra is a wonderful
thing.

“It has laws
that are wise, it tells men how to plant and harvest, how to care
for their land, how to build houses, how to make pots, sew clothes,
make cloth, tan leather, make paper, smelt iron – it tells them
everything that they need to know for a full and prosperous
life.

“It also tells
them how to make war. The book, however, does not tell them to do
any of these things. It only says how they may be done. This is
important to understand. The making of war, the invasion as it
seemed to us, was a decision made by priests.

“I learned
their language. It took a century to become fluent. I learned their
laws, their ways, I made clothes in their style, and finally I
visited their land.

“What I saw
there convinced me that their way was better than ours. I cannot
say all the things that I saw, there were so many, but I saw a land
that was full and largely happy. Even in the cities the lowest of
the low had bread and shelter.

“I was low
born, Pascha. I was poor. I remember what it was like to go without
food for three days, to eat from the leavings of others. These are
the things that shaped me, and they shaped my desire to see Seth
Yarra overwhelm the kingdoms.”

Fashmanion
paused. His eyes were burning with a young man’s fervour. It was
something she had never seen in a Benetheon god, or at least could
not remember. Most of them were tired, worn out, jaded.

“You have
killed a hundred thousand men,” she said. “More. Is the price worth
it?”

“If I had won,
yes.” He looked down at his hands. “But now it is all come to
nothing. The lords and ladies will go on, the poverty, women and
children starving the alley behind a fat man’s house. It will all
go on.”

“You talk well,
Fash,” Pascha said. “You always did. Are you trying to convert me?
It’s a little late. You tried to kill me twice.” Yet despite that
she was moved by his words. She had never been poor. Her father had
been well to do, comfortable. But from her secure position she had
looked down on the poor with sympathy. When she caught a young
girl, she might have been eight – but looked six, stealing from
them she let her go. It was one of the most resilient memories she
possessed. She could still picture the dirty face, the terrified
eyes, wide and clear. The punishments for theft were severe. Why
had she let the child go? She had thought about it for many years,
and it was the same reason that Fashmanion had for starting a war.
Poverty, the sort of grinding poverty that plagued all the great
cities of the kingdoms, was an injustice in a land of plenty.

Like everyone
else she knew, Pascha had pushed this knowledge aside. She did the
same again, but this time with a promise to re-examine her
conscience at a later date.

“You see the
justice of my cause,” Fashmanion insisted.

“I see that you
would have killed us all,” she replied. “You had already assumed
the mantle of Seth Yarra. You would have ruled unopposed,
unquestioned, for ever.”

He stared at
her, his expression quite blank, and she had an impression of rapid
calculation. Then a lopsided smile appeared. “I would, wouldn’t I?”
he said. “Just like you’re going to.”

“You are a
fool, Fash. You’ve been so taken up with your little war that you
missed the real change. The dragons have awoken, and even now they
gather in the north.”

“Dragons? They
still live?” He seemed genuinely surprised.

“There are
other forces rising as well,” she told him. “If they are not
stopped the Bren will march on the last day of spring and wipe all
traces of Seth Yarra from the world, so if you had won you would
have lost.”

“It cannot be
true. Pelion restrained them.”

“They have
inherited the slyness of men,” Pascha said. “They have learned to
bend his words, reshape his laws according to their own ends. It is
only a matter of time before they discard them altogether and set
about destroying what remains of mankind. They do not wish to share
the world. So you see that your plan was doomed from the very
start. The world you were creating would have been no more than the
death throes of mankind.”

Fashmanion
seemed quite crushed. “You swear that this is true?” he asked.

“I do not need
to swear. You have brought mankind to the brink of destruction, and
it is only the good fortune that I am what I am at this time which
will save them.”

“Not Narak,
then?”

“Narak went
north in search of the Pity Stone, and has found dragons.”

“Let me
help.”

“Your war has
killed a hundred thousand people. You have killed six Benetheon
gods. Even if I wished to let you live you would be hunted down and
slain by a dozen others. You are already dead, Fashmanion.”

“And you will
kill me?”

Pascha did not
answer, but instead plucked an arrow from her quiver and fitted it
to the string of her bow.

Fashmanion was
quick. Perhaps he thought that her claims had been untrue, perhaps
he thought it was at least worth testing them. He drew his blade
and attacked, cutting at her neck and head. He struck four blows,
so swiftly that less than a second passed between the first and the
last.

Pascha parried
each of them with her mage blade, the sword that looked like fire.
It sprang into her hand on the instant that the Crow drew his sword
and met each fierce cut with an unmovable wall of power.

However, she
was forced to release her arrow, and it fell to the ground.

Fashmanion took
advantage of the space this created and leaped back and upwards,
abandoning his human form and becoming once more the crow. It was a
last ploy, for in casting off his human form he also discarded the
intelligence that went with it.

The crow few
away through the trees with rapid wing beats and Pascha picked up
her arrow. She put it to the string and drew it back alongside her
cheek. She closed her eyes. Fashmanion was there. Behind her eyes
there was no distance. She could see him as clearly as though he
flapped hapless in the air before her.

Pascha felt a
tear on her cheek. She had liked Fash. He had been one of the most
honest when they first met, one of those that wanted to do good, to
be good. He had been like Narak, a natural rival to Narak. How had
he changed so much from those idealistic days?

But perhaps it
was not Fashmanion who had changed. Perhaps it was her, and Narak
and all the rest of them. In the end it did not matter.

Pascha released
the arrow, and the light that was Fashmanion the Crow went out of
the world.


Fifty Three – The Perfect
Stroke

Narak took a
step back, felt the rough wall of the cave against his shoulders.
Kirrith’s vast head loomed over him, but he did not draw his
blades. There would be no point. Steel was useless against dragons,
and his strength was no match for this monster.

“Is that what
you called me here for?” he asked.

The giant head
retreated, turned, and suddenly the chamber was full of fire. In
one breath Kirrith washed all the walls about them with flame, and
when the flame died away Narak could see that a hundred torches had
been lit. The dark, frozen chamber had become a hall full of
light.

Now that he
could see the chamber he marvelled at it. The walls were sheer and
smooth as glass, but for the niches in which the torches burned.
The stone was so polished that it caught the light from the flames
and threw it back in a myriad of new shapes and motions.

It stretched up
to an unimaginable height – perhaps the height of the mountain
itself, and even with the torches lit he could not see a ceiling.
The walls vanished into shadow a hundred feet above the highest
light. There was nothing that might have been called ornamentation
in the chamber. There were two entranced on this level – the one
through which he had entered and another, smoother tunnel. The
second was Bren made.

He saw the Bren
Ashet, the messenger. It was standing close to the entrance to its
tunnel, watching him.

“I called you
here because I supposed you might be some use in preventing the
Bren Morain,” Kirrith said.

“You want me to
use the Pity Stone,” Narak said. “Well, where is it then?”

“It is here,
but I cannot give it to you.”

Narak stared.
It was the purpose of his journey. Months of walking through snow
and ice dragging a thrice damned sled, all the pain, all the
trouble and now that he was here the dragon was saying… what?

“Then why am I
here?” he asked.

“I want you to
have the stone,” Kirrith said.

“But…”

“Listen and you
will understand.” Kirrith shifted in his lair, and his scales
glittered. Narak could see no colour in them, but somehow they did
not seem black, not grey, nor any colour he could put a name to. “I
am sworn by my blood and the blood I shed to defend Pelion’s Star
from all who come here, to not give it up. It is the surety of my
race, the defence of mankind and all life. I swore to keep it safe.
It is an oath that I cannot break.”

“What does that
mean?” Narak thought he knew, but he asked just in case.

“It means that
we must fight, and you must defeat me,” Kirrith said.

“Kirrith, you
are a dragon.”

“I know this,”
the dragon replied, and for a moment there might have been a hint
of amusement in his voice. “But I have devised a contest that you
might possibly win. You will fight my avatar.”

“Can’t you just
give me the stone? We both want this.”

“You ask me to
break my oath?”

“Rather than
see the world burn.”

“It is not
given to me to make such fine judgements,” Kirrith said. “We are
ruled by the stone, and the stone will countenance no finessing of
conscience. If a thing is so, then it is so. My oath is
unbreakable.”

“Yet it can be
bent.” Narak didn’t really see the difference.

“It can be
honoured in different ways,” the dragon corrected.

“So I must slay
your avatar?”

“That will not
be possible, or necessary. I have given much thought to it while
you made your troublesome way here, and I believe the oath may be
satisfied by a single cut. If my blood is spilled, even from an
avatar, I may hold the blood oath fulfilled.”

It was
certainly a great degree of bending, but Narak thought he would be
able to handle an avatar. After all, he was more now than he had
been. He was filled with dragon magic himself.

“There is other
business to conclude between us,” he said. For a while Kirrith did
not reply, but stared at Narak with his baleful yellow eyes.

“The promise,”
Kirrith said, his voice lower, almost a whisper. “How can I believe
in that? It is no more than a dream made up by minds addled with
guilt and time.”

“I do not
understand magic,” Narak said. “Any that I have was gifted to me,
but it seems that understanding it is not required. It walks its
own peculiar path, and perhaps belief is all that is needed.
Perhaps not even that.”

“Put it to one
side,” Kirrith said. “You must have the stone, and to win it you
must fight. Bend your mind to that.”

Narak stepped
into the wider spaces of the chamber. It was large enough to
accommodate three or four dragons, even as large as Kirrith. He
drew his blades, flexed his fingers on the grips.

“I am ready,”
he said.

Kirrith
uncoiled a portion of his body and the avatar stepped forth. It was
exactly the same height as Narak, and the same build. If he had
been pushed to say so he would have presumed it modelled on what he
saw in the mirror. It, too, bore a brace of blades, but there the
resemblance ended. The face was no more than a suggestion of
features, and it had no eyes that he could see. It wore no clothes,
and seemed the same glittering absence of colour as Kirrith.

“Karimic
rules?” Narak asked.

“As you wish,”
the dragon replied.

The lack of
eyes was going to be a problem. Caster had taught him that eyes
were the traitors of a fencer. They often indicated some part of
his intent, or lied about it, and that too was a clue. No eyes
meant no clues.

They circled
each other for a while, and Narak noted the sureness of tread, the
stillness of the blades. The avatar did not try to impress as some
men did, swishing blades energetically in difficult patterns,
changing their footing, dancing. It just walked, one definite foot
following the other, its head turned towards him, blades held at an
easy distance from the body, ready to block any attack.

It reminded him
of Caster.

He closed the
gap between them, shortening his strides. The avatar did nothing to
maintain the distance. It seemed to be waiting for him, but he
closed in all the same.

It was Narak
who struck first – a lightning fast lunge at what passed for a
throat, followed by a series of three cuts to the neck, shoulder
and hip. Each was parried with precision and a strength that
matched his own, but he had no time to dwell on this because the
avatar launched its own attack hard on the heels of its defence.
Somehow it managed to cut and counter cut in the same movement, and
Narak was forced to parry with both blades simultaneously. He
jumped back out of the path of another attack and they began to
circle again.

He felt a pang
of anxiety. He had not faced an equal since the early days with
Caster. Any natural man would have fallen at his first assault.
Even Caster would have been hard pressed, but this thing was
untroubled. What if it was better than him? He pushed that thought
aside. He must win.

He attacked
again, this time trying to pass his opponent and attack from behind
as he spun round, but the avatar matched his turn and parried, then
cut at his head. He ducked the blow, but that was a mistake,
because he found himself struggling to get his blades high enough
to meet the next cut which came half a moment later, angling down
at his shoulder.

He slapped the
blade away, but the movement put him off balance and he was forced
to roll away, rising at once with both blades ready, and just in
time. The Avatar was on him immediately, cutting and stabbing with
great ferocity. He was forced back three paces, and then managed an
attack of his own, matching the avatar’s aggression, and pushing it
back.

This set the
pattern. It was Narak who initiated most of their exchanges, and
the avatar that countered. It was fast and strong, but it seemed to
believe that aggression was a weakness. Mostly it chose defence.
Narak began to adapt himself to its style, trying to draw it into
attack. More and more often his own attacks were little more than
feints, and once or twice he managed to deceive it, yet he never
managed to touch its skin.

Time passed. It
seemed that neither of them was tiring and the exchanges went on
and on. Narak was looking for a weakness, but even when the avatar
attacked he could see none. It was careful, and seemed determined
to avoid risk.

The implication
was obvious. It would have to be Narak who took the risks, Narak
who dared, else they could be at this game a month. He stepped back
and raised his blade, the Karimic gesture for a truce, and the
avatar stopped in a defensive posture.

“Your avatar is
a dull match, Kirrith,” he said.

“Yet a match it
is, for you at least,” Kirrith replied.

“We could be
here until midsummer,” Narak said. “If neither of us tires and
neither takes a risk.”

“That may be
true, but I think it is your impatience that will decide the bout,
one way or the other.”

“I will not
lose,” Narak said. Kirrith did not reply, he just looked down on
Narak with his yellow eyes, now dimmed in the torchlight. “Remind
me of the decision again. It is first blood?”

“If you cut the
avatar you win,” Kirrith said.

“And if it cuts
me?”

“It is no
matter. My oath has nothing to do with how much you bleed.”

So it was
weighted in his favour, and that more than explained the avatar’s
caution. It set his own path as well. To win he must be reckless.
But he would be carefully reckless. He would wait and watch.
Eventually he would see his chance.

They resumed
fighting. Narak altered his style, trying each and every variation
he knew. Hours passed, and the dragon’s chamber rang continuously
with the sound of steel on steel. The avatar was impressive. It
made no mistakes, but that in itself was a failing. It gave the
creature a degree of predictability. Each attack he launched drew a
response that exactly matched it. He began to form a plan of
attack.

When he had
been learning to fight he had spent hours talking with Caster. The
sword master was a mine of arcane information about the Ohas style
of fighting that he taught. It had begun with the Farheim. Legend
said that Ohas was a man’s name – given or family was not known –
he was just Ohas. Ohas had become a Farheim and had developed the
style to suit his new existence.

Men who do not
mind being cut in battle do not require shields or daggers. Men who
do not tire have different attitudes to battle. The Ohas style was
developed with these things in mind, and it took a remarkable
natural man to master the intricacies. Caster understood it all.
After the fall of the god mages and their Farheim Ohas had become a
style suited to assassins. It could only be fully utilised for a
short period, because natural men tired quickly, and so was ideal
for bursting through a ring of guardsmen, slaying your victim, then
escaping.

Others had used
it too. The Crastine Monks had adopted it, but they were also
assassins by any objective measure. It was just that the Crastines
did not care if they lived or died in their work. It took years of
dedication to become adept in the style, and only a moment to
perish.

Tradition has
it that it was a Crastine who had assassinated the first king of
Avilian after the king’s cousin had pledged fifty pounds of gold to
the order. The monk did his work, but the cousin, who briefly
ascended the throne before he, too, met a premature end via a
poisoned cup, outlawed the order. Within fifty years they had been
hunted down and wiped out.

Yet Ohas
survived, and the Crastine traditions survived. Chief among these
was the idea of the perfect stroke. The monks had developed an
attack which they said could not be stopped. It was a movement, a
shifting of the body and two blades against which there could be no
defence. It was deemed pure because the monks were as certain to
die as their intended target.

Narak, however,
was no natural man. He had the robust qualities of a Benetheon God.
He had been somehow changed by Pascha, and that was something that
Narak did not still fully understand, but he knew it had made him
stronger, faster, even more resilient. Thirdly he was infused with
dragon magic, and this also seemed likely to improve his
ability.

There was a
risk that he would not survive. He could see clearly enough that
the avatar’s blades were not blood silver, but he suspected that
they were just as deadly. He had heard tales from the god wars,
tales that suggested dragons could breach any armour, slice through
any magical defence.

Narak knew the
perfect stroke. He had practiced it briefly with Caster over three
hundred years ago, but he still remembered. The question was: did
he remember well enough? There was also some doubt as to whether
the perfect stroke would work at all against something as adept as
the avatar. It had been designed to kill men, and it certainly
wasn’t a man. Narak was inclined to think that it would work,
because he and the avatar were equals, or as close as made no
difference.

He drew it into
another attack, parried, and watched the position of his opponent’s
blades. That was it. Just at the moment it withdrew back to its
defensive posture: that was the moment to attack.

He backed off,
and took the opportunity while they circled each other to rehearse
the move in his head, to visualise his body twisting, his blades
moving just so.

He drew another
attack from the avatar, parried and watched the withdrawal.
Perfect. It was perfect, and that was its weakness. He attacked
himself. He cut twice with the same blade, leaving the other to
parry any riposte, and failed to make any impression on the perfect
defence. It was important that the avatar did not guess what he was
planning, so he attacked again and again, unleashing a storm of
aggression, battering at the avatar’s blades as though in
desperation. He knew what would follow.

The inevitable
attack followed. The avatar replied to his assault in kind as soon
as he relented. The pale blades hammered against his own, sought to
break or deceive his guard, but again they failed.

Now came the
moment. The avatar withdrew once more and he saw the tiniest gap
open up for his perfect stroke attack, but he did not take his
chance. There was the tiniest kernel of fear inside him that held
him back.

If he failed,
if he died, he would never see Pascha or Wolfguard again. He would
never run through the forest alive with the scents of spring, the
brightness of winter, the damp warmth of summer. The war, the Bren,
the dragons could all take care of themselves. He cared, he was
here because he cared, but if he died then he had done his best. It
was not those things that he would regret in the brief moment
between failure and death.

Narak very much
wanted to live for the simplest of reasons. He wanted to see Pascha
again, even if it was only to discover that she had changed beyond
his ability to love her. Then he would know. Then he could die.

He pushed it to
one side.

Now was not the
time for fear or doubt. Now he must be Wolf Narak, the bloodstained
god, the victor of Afael.

The avatar
attacked again. How simple it was now that the decision was made.
He had surrendered free will for this brief moment in time and
could no more change his course than an arrow in flight. He
parried. The avatar began to withdraw.

Narak’s blades
snapped forwards, he lunged, throwing his whole body into the blow,
feet leaving the ground, arms stretching, twisting and
striking.

The perfect
stroke.


Fifty Four – The Occult Throne

They were
waiting for her: Skal, Caster, Jerac, standing in the forest.
Perhaps they had heard the bowstring release. They had been close
enough. She carried the blood silver helmet in one hand, her bow in
the other. She didn’t stop, but walked through their line. They
followed.

“He’s dead
then?” Skal asked.

“Aye, he’s
dead,” she replied. It gave her no pleasure to say so, though of
course it had needed to be done. The Crow had committed nearly
every crime that could be named from treason and murder all the way
down to deception.

“Who was it?”
Caster asked.

“Fashmanion,”
she said. Nobody asked anything else. They followed her back into
Wolfguard. Cain and Sheyani were sitting in Narak’s converted
throne room with Jidian and Sithmaree. Urgonial had hidden himself
away in a corner. Pascha poured herself a glass of wine. She could
get drunk if she wanted to. Now she had the choice. She was no
longer bound by the limitations of the Benetheon.

She chose to
stay sober.

It was Caster
who spoke. He told the others the story of the hunt, that the metal
headed man had been Fashmanion, and his fate.

“I would not
have thought it,” Jidian said.

Sithmaree
picked at her food and looked resentful. She had still not come to
terms with the loss of the Sirash, and it surprised Pascha that
Jidian seemed so accepting. The Eagle was already looking forward,
getting on with his life. He was eating heartily, which was
something that he did well. Narak had always said that Jidian
lacked imagination, implied that he was stupid, but Pascha thought
of him as the steadiest of them all despite his shortcomings.

She drained her
wine. There was no point sitting here wasting time. She could look
ahead now, see the future in a way that she had never been able to
before. Some things cried out to be set right, others should be.
They had less than sixty days before the Bren acted, and everything
had to be ready by then. She hoped that Narak would be with her,
but she couldn’t rely on it.

“There are
things that we must do,” she said. They all turned and looked at
her, all except Sithmaree. “The war is not over,” she said. “Sixty
thousand Seth Yarra soldiers prepare for spring. They will march
north within a month. And something needs to be done to put Telas
and Durandar in order.”

“In order,
Eran?” It was Sheyani who asked.

Pascha looked
at the Durander. There was a light in the small woman’s eyes, and
why not? Why should this not be her time? The usurper Hammerdan had
been king of the occult kingdom for long enough. He had offended
too many times.

“Sheyani, come
with me,” she said. She turned to Urgonial. “You, too, boy mage. It
is time we spoke to your mistress.”

“Now?” Urgonial
seemed taken aback. “Do you want me to open a way?” he asked.

Pascha laughed.
“Your skills will not be required,” she said. “Come here and stand
by me, both of you.

Cain stood up.
“I will go with you,” he said. “I have sworn that we will not be
separated again.”

“Have no fear,”
Pascha said. “I like your wife, Cain. She is under my protection,
and no harm will come to her.”

“You are going
to Durandar,” he said.

“And yet there
is no danger. Trust me, Cain Arbak, it is better that you stay here
and prepare for your own trials, for they will surely come.”

Blink. It was
as though the world blinked and they were standing in the chamber
of the occult court, which was apparently in session. The great
round table was surrounded by hooded figures, the ceiling burned
with watery blue fire, and Hammerdan, who was on his feet and in
the middle of some pronouncement, stopped with his mouth open and
stared at them.

“Will you not
welcome me to the occult court, King Hammerdan?” Pascha asked.

“Deus…”

“Eran would be
the correct form of address,” she said.

Heads turned.
There was more than one exclamation from around the table.

“You claim to
be the true heir of Pelion?” Hammerdan asked. His eyes slid
sideways and rested on Sheyani. That she was here at all was an
affront to him, but he seemed to choose to see it otherwise.

“Then you are
most welcome here,” he said. “How may we serve?”

It was smooth,
she had to grant him that. He’d ignored the insult, handled the
surprise better than any of his council, and presented a model of
amicable, polite behaviour. She knew he must be seething
inside.

“I have come to
see justice done,” Pascha said. Now Hammerdan’s eyes rested firmly
on Sheyani, but they could glean nothing there. The Halith’s face
was still as granite; her eyes returned his gaze without
flinching.

“There was some
talk of a challenge,” Hammerdan said. “But it was not intended. I
apologise to the mage Sheyani Esh Baradan for any offence that
might have been caused. I withdraw the challenge.” It was enough to
appease. By Durander law it excused Hammerdan from the challenge he
had implied with the attempt on Sheyani’s life at Fal Verdan.
Pascha looked at her, and saw the corner of her lip twitch – a
hidden smile. The girl was quick enough and had seen Pascha’s game
almost at once.

“You think an
apology enough to answer for my father’s death?” Sheyani
demanded.

“The law is the
law,” Hammerdan replied. The course was set now. Pascha could just
stand back and watch.

“So it is,”
Sheyani said. “But that does not mean that you are not a coward, a
sneaker in the night, and unworthy to polish my father’s
throne.”

Hammerdan
smiled a mirthless smile. He thought he knew the game, thought that
Sheyani was trying to provoke him. He didn’t answer, though it must
have stung him to be spoken to in this manner before his court. It
would weaken him, and he knew it, but he had played this game
before. He would not challenge her because that would give her the
choice of discipline, and she was a finer Halith than he.

Sheyani walked
around the table until she stood before him, less than an arms
length, and their proximity served to show how small and fragile
she looked beside him, for Hammerdan was a big man.

She spat in his
face.

Hammerdan
surged forwards as if to strike her, but that, too, could be
construed as a challenge, and he stayed his hand, his face red with
anger and his eyes staring.

“I will not
disrespect the Eran,” he hissed, his hand falling once more to his
side. He stepped away from her, putting the table between them.
Pascha did not move. She did not speak. She was here to enjoy the
spectacle.

Sheyani was now
standing by Hammerdan’s vacant seat, and without speaking another
word she sat in it.

“You must not
sit in the king’s seat,” one of the hooded mages muttered. “You
must not.”

Hammerdan’s
demeanour changed at once. He knew what it meant. “You must beg my
forgiveness for the trespass,” he said. “That is the king’s seat,
and I am the king. No other may sit there.”

“It is my
father’s seat,” Sheyani said.

“And do you
claim it?” he asked.

“You are asking
if I challenge you, Hammerdan?” She looked him in the eye, but did
not vacate the seat. She leaned back. “I do,” she said.

“Then I
accept,” Hammerdan said. He turned to Pascha. “If the Eran
permits?”

“The law is the
law,” Pascha said, echoing the king’s earlier words. “Esh Baradan
may do as she pleases.”

Now Hammerdan
seemed elated, and there was perhaps an equal amount of discomfort
among the mages at the table. Some of them clearly favoured
Sheyani.

“Then we shall
duel here, now,” the king said. He threw back his cloak and drew a
long blade from a scabbard beneath his cloak. “Blades,” he said.
“We will fight with blades.”

Sheyani stood
and drew a dagger from her belt. It was a little more than a hand’s
span in length – good steel, but it looked inadequate faced with
Hammerdan’s sword. “This will serve me well enough,” she said.

Hammerdan
almost understood then. Pascha could see it in his face, a flicker
of doubt, but confidence washed it away and he smiled again.

“It is time for
the house of Baradan to end,” he said.

The council
chamber was a large open space, and the king stepped out away from
the table. He wanted to have room to swing his sword, to secure his
advantage. Sheyani followed. She did not move, showed no
inclination to circle, but faced Hammerdan, knife held half raised
in her hand, waiting.

The king took
this for what it was. Sheyani didn’t know how to fight. He did. His
smile broadened still further. “You will pay for those insults, Esh
Baradan,” he said. “You will die slowly.”

He swung his
sword, but it was a lazy, overconfident blow, and Sheyani parried
with her dagger, stopping Hammerdan’s blade in mid arc. The king
stepped back, surprised, and his second blow was harder, faster.
Sheyani blocked it again, but this time her dagger was angled the
wrong way and the blade bounced high, swinging over the top of her
head. She ducked.

The king was
into his work now. He was a competent swordsman, and he attacked
with intent, cutting rather than thrusting because he expected to
wear down her meagre defence. Any soldier understood the strain of
taking every blow on one wrist, and he expected Sheyani to buckle,
but she did not. She met blow after blow with her dagger, parrying
with various degrees of precision.

It could not go
on, though. Hammerdan was better than that. He swung one more time
and twisted his wrist, dodging the dagger and turning the cut into
a thrust. Sheyani saw the change and moved, but not enough. The
king’s blade pierced her shoulder.

Her cry was
matched by some of those at the table, and Pascha marked them.
These were Sheyani’s allies.

The king
stepped back, victory on his face. He knew that he had won, but it
was only for an instant. This was Sheyani’s moment, and she seized
it. The wound in her shoulder had healed as soon as the blade
withdrew, and now she leaped forwards, quick as a cat and drove her
short dagger into Hammerdan’s gut. She twisted it and ripped
upwards, leaving a terrible wound. The king shrieked and fell back
against the wall.

When she
stepped away the room was silent. The gasps that had greeted her
deadly blow were hushed, and they all looked at her with frightened
eyes. But Sheyani ignored them. She was watching the king.
Hammerdan was still alive, but it would not be for long. He was
bleeding profusely from the wound, and in agony. She stepped up to
him again and kicked his sword away.

“Now the
trickster is tricked,” she said. She touched her shoulder where the
blade had pierced her, as if remembering the pain, and her hand
came away with a smear of blood on it, no more. “I am Farheim,
Hammerdan. You were dead from the moment you drew your blade. Now
my father is avenged.”

One of the
mages rose from her seat and bowed to Sheyani.

“Hail Sheyani,
Queen of Durandar,” she said.

Pascha guessed
that this was Morianna, simply because it was her seat that
Urgonial had stood behind when they had arrived. But Sheyani did
not even look at Pascha.

“No,” she said.
“I am not your queen. I have renounced the throne and will not go
back on my word.”

“But you
challenged for the throne,” Morianna said. “You sat on it.”

“To avenge my
father,” she replied. “I am in the Wolf’s favour, and I am Farheim.
I cannot take the throne even if I wished it. It would be against
all natural law.”

There was a
pause in which the mages of the occult court were very careful not
to look at each other.

“Then who do
you speak for?” Morianna asked.

Politics again,
Pascha thought. It always came down to that. Here they were with
their king still dying on the floor behind them and already they
were manoeuvring to gain the throne. She could hardly blame them.
None of them could be worse than Hammerdan. But that was something
she couldn’t be sure of. Hammerdan had not been loved, but he had
kept the occult kingdom safe during the war, he had allied himself
with Narak – not that he had really had a choice, no king of
Durandar could be on the same side as Telas - in fact it was only
the manner of his rise and the way he had kept power that marked
him as unacceptable.

Sheyani passed
the cup.

“You ask me?
Better you should ask the Eran.”

But Pascha was
not prepared to name a monarch from a group of people she didn’t
know, and probably didn’t want to know. She gave Sheyani a stony
look. “Durandar is not my realm,” she said. “Decide among
yourselves.”

Morianna took a
step closer, her hands clasped before her. “Eran,” she said. “It is
our wish to serve. It is our purpose and our calling.”

There was
something more to this, Pascha realised. They were all nodding, all
looking pointedly at her. This was history and tradition, and she
knew nothing of it. She wished that Narak was here. He understood
these people. He would have known what to do, what to say. She
looked to Sheyani for help.

“It is our
tradition that the Eran will return,” Sheyani said. “This has now
come about. It is said that when the Eran return we will serve
them. You have the right to name the monarch of Durandar, according
to our traditions.”

No escape,
then. She could throw it back at them, but that could make things
more difficult later. What would Narak do? He would probably know
what to do, but what if he didn’t? He’d buy time, she guessed.

“Now is not the
time for me to choose,” she said. She looked round the faces. One
or two seemed disappointed, but most were simply attentive. “There
are seven of you,” she went on. Each of you will rule in
Hammerdan’s place for a period of a month, and at the end of that
time you will all attend me where ever I have made my home and I
will speak with each of you. Then I will name the new monarch.”

Again, a couple
of them still seemed dissatisfied, including Morianna, and there
were a few raised eyebrows, but none of them seemed prepared to
question her. Sheyani nodded her approval.

“Now we must
leave,” Pascha said. She didn’t wait.

The world
blinked again and they were back in Wolfguard. The others were
caught by surprise, but it only took a moment for Cain to see blood
on Sheyani’s hands and clothes and leap to his feet.

“Are you
hurt?”

“It is not my
blood,” Sheyani said. Pascha saw that Sheyani had changed in an
instant. She had been steely and grim in Durandar, but now Pascha
could see fear. She was afraid. For a moment she did not
understand, but then she saw. She was afraid of Cain: not of what
he would do, but what he would think. She was afraid of losing his
good opinion, his devotion. Still, the truth was the truth.

“It’s
Hammerdan’s blood,” Pascha said. “He is dead.”

Cain looked
from one woman to the other. He, too, could see that Sheyani was
troubled, but he did something that surprised Pascha: he didn’t ask
her what had happened, he didn’t look doubtful. He stepped over to
where Sheyani stood and took her in his arms and held her.

“It doesn’t
matter,” he said.

Whether he had
guessed, or whether he simply didn’t care she could not say, but
the sight of it moved her. Was this what she had thrown away when
she had left Narak? She had a momentary feeling of loss, but she
pushed it roughly away.

“Skal, are you
sober?”

Skal flushed
slightly. It was unfair of her to ask, because she knew he had been
sober since that day when his friend, his acquaintance, Kaylis
Faste, had tried to draw him into the plot that had killed Duke
Aidon. He’d tried to drink himself into oblivion that day because
of the news, because he felt both guilty by association and
helpless.

“I am,” Skal
responded, somewhat stiffly.

“Then we have
work to do.”

The world
blinked again, and they were standing in the bailey of a fortress.
Skal recognised it at once. They were in the Chain.

“Hestia,” he
said.

Their sudden
appearance caused a stir among the Telas soldiers. Most of them
recognised both Pascha and Skal. There was no hint of hostility,
but men ran off to fetch someone capable of dealing with such
esteemed visitors. They waited, but not for long. Captain Emmar was
the first to arrive.

He glanced at
Skal but his attention was drawn to Pascha. “Deus, we are honoured
that you choose to visit,” he said, and dropped to one knee.

“Stand up,
Captain,” Pascha said. She had never liked people kneeling to her
before, and she saw no reason she should permit it now. Emmar
stood.

“I will take
you to the queen,” he said.

He led them
into the keep and up a stone stair that would have passed for a
servants’ passage in any Avilian house, it was narrow and twisted.
At the top there stood a pair of guards and a door. The guards were
better dressed than the other men they had seen, but still looked
more ready for battle than a ballroom. Their armour was not dented,
but bore the marks of being hammered out, both had beards, one had
a tear in the leg of his trousers and a healed cut over one
eye.

The guards did
not question Emmar, or make any move to bar their way. They stood
to one side, and Emmar banged on the door.

“You may
enter.” The voice came from within: Hestia’s. Emmar pushed the door
open and then stood back. It was plain that he did not intend to
come with them. Skal stepped through first, almost as though he was
in a hurry. He didn’t even glance at Pascha. She stepped through
the door and heard it shut promptly behind her.

Hestia had done
her best to create a throne room. She sat on a substantial chair
that had been draped with velvet and silk, gold and red. There were
green cushions, a footstool, all mounted on a wooden dais. She,
too, was dressed for war. She wore black trousers of thick cotton,
a sword at her hip, a heavy padded woollen jacket and a mail shirt
over it.

Pascha found it
hard to read her face. She was not slumped back at her ease, but
instead leaning forwards, gripping the arms of her chair.

“Were you
expecting trouble, Queen Hestia?” Pascha asked.

“We are at war,
Deus,” the queen replied.

Pascha did not
bother to correct her use of the old title. “Do your people know
what you are?” she asked.

Hestia looked
at Skal, an accusing look, Pascha thought. “They do not,” she
replied.

“And if they
did?”

“They would
obey me.”

“I don’t
suppose they would have a choice,” Pascha said. She crossed the
room and sat in a chair to one side. “You want to continue to rule
in Telas?”

Hestia stared
at her, and again she was hard to read. She must have expected
this. She was Farheim and very long lived, and such a one ruling a
kingdom would lead to trouble, even civil war, as it had with
Alaran. It would be even worse with Telas.

“I think it is
best that I do,” Hestia replied.

“For the
duration of the war, I agree,” Pascha said. “But after that?”

“Even if we
win, the kingdom must be rebuilt. It will take years.”

Pascha smiled.
“We will win,” she said. “The war will end on the last day of
spring, but you must know that you cannot continue to rule. Your
span is now centuries.”

“I am the
rightful queen…”

“Through
marriage. Your blood is not royal, and you have no heirs.”

“You will force
me from the throne? Why can you not take it back, this gift? I did
not ask for it. I did not want to be Farheim.”

“If I had not
acted you would have died at Fal Verdan. Many things would be
different. The gift cannot be withdrawn. The only way you can give
it up is to die.”

Hestia’s head
fell. It seemed she was finally defeated. “Then you have stolen my
destiny,” she said.

Pascha felt the
smallest pang of guilt. She was not particularly fond of Hestia.
The woman was overly ambitious, driven to the point of obsession.
She was Telan to the core, and lived and breathed being Telan. Even
as a child in Telas Alt Pascha had not been so dedicated to her
country. It had just been the place that she lived.

“You would make
Telas great again?” she asked.

“It was never
great,” Hestia said. “It has always been drained by war and
crippled by fools.”

“How old was
your mother when she died?”

“What?”

“How old?”

“Why? Why do
you want to know that?”

“Answer.”

“She had seen
sixty three summers,” Hestia said.

“And you have
seen thirty-eight. Well, then, you may rule Telas for twenty five
years, and at the end of that time, your natural span, you will
select an heir and abdicate. You will enter my service for the rest
of your days, or if you choose it you may die. Is that fair?”

“Fair?”

Pascha didn’t
respond. It was the best offer she could make, perhaps overly
generous, and she thought that she might come to regret it. A
Farheim queen of Telas could be a dangerous thing, even for
twenty-five years. The other kingdoms, especially the Duranders,
would need some reassurance.

She could see
Hestia thinking, and it seemed that her gaze had settled on
Skal.

“Am I like
you?” she asked. “I mean with children?”

It took a
moment for Pascha to grasp her meaning, and then she did, and
understood why she had been looking at Skal.

“Farheim are
not sterile,” she replied. “You can breed an heir, though it will
not be Farheim, but a natural man or woman.”

Hestia’s gaze
shifted back to Pascha. “I accept your conditions, Deus,” she
said.

Pride was a
strange thing, Pascha thought. Hestia had no choice, unless she
wanted to die. Yet it pleased her that this had seemed to be a
negotiation, because pride was important, too. People needed their
pride. This was another thing that she had learned from Narak. The
Wolf always tried to persuade people to his way of thinking, even
though a naked threat was likely the quicker path. He killed
without hesitation, but it had always seemed to Pascha that he
never did so without cause.

“You will want
to be in at the end, I expect,” she said.

Hestia’s head
lifted. “The end?”

“The last day
of the war, the final battle, the defeat of Seth Yarra.”

“The last day
of spring?”

“Yes. We will
face the enemy at Fal Verdan. Take your men and march south. Skal
will wait for you, and impress upon your men that all parties will
be united in this, from Afaeli to Durander. There will be no petty
squabbles.”

Now Hestia
seemed to come back to life. Pascha was a little ashamed to be
using Skal as bait, but it seemed to have the desired effect. Not
only would Hestia be able to salvage some Telan pride by her
presence at the battle, but she would be side by side with Skal. “I
will see to it. We will leave here as soon as we can.”

“See that you
do,” Pascha said. She walked towards the door, and Skal turned to
follow her, but she stopped. “Don’t be too long, Lord Skal,” she
said. The door opened and closed behind her and Skal was still in
the throne chamber, alone with Hestia. It was the least she could
do.


Fifty Five – Dragon Kin

It happened
faster than even he could measure. His blades moved in perfect
arcs, just as he had visualised. The avatar’s blades moved, too,
but in a way they were also under his control. The right blade was
forced to parry, it met his own with jarring force, and the left
was drawn to strike at him by the opening he had left.

That was the
idea, of course. It was a life for a life.

He felt the
blade cut him. More than that, it pierced him, just above the right
hip. It was painful, and shocking. Narak had lived and fought for
centuries without a significant wound, and now he could feel steel
slicing through his flesh, jarring against bone, and the pain rose
up in his mind and all but swept aside his reason.

He fought it.
This was his only chance. One of his blades was held, but the other
was free. He could do what he liked with it, but he needed control.
He roared with pain, and found that shouting helped. He seized the
kernel of clarity that it made and used it. His free blade was
driving for the avatar’s throat, but at the last minute he changed
the thrust into a cut, brought the blade down in a slashing curve
that carved from shoulder to hip. It was his choice – a bloody cut,
but not a killing blow.

The moment of
clarity dissolved. The pain won, and he lay twisting on the floor,
the avatar’s blade through him, pinning him to the rock. If this
had been any normal fight he would have lost with that cut. Even
with the thrust he would have lost and won in the same moment, but
now the avatar pulled back its blade.

Then the most
wonderful thing happened. The pain went away.

Narak lay for a
moment, fearing that it was an illusion. He touched the place where
the avatar’s blade had ripped him open, but found no wound there,
and only the ghost of pain, more a memory, an expectation, than a
physical thing. He stood, picked up his blades and faced the avatar
again.

The avatar had
not healed. The gash he had engineered marred its smooth chest, and
it seemed to be leaking gold, not blood, from the cut.

Narak said
nothing. Kirrith said nothing. For a while he just stood and stared
and the avatar bled gold. He touched his non-existent wound again
and found that there was blood on his hand. The expectation of pain
was still there, but in truth it was gone. He was completely
healed. Even as a Benetheon god he had never healed so quickly.
This was something to do with Pascha, with what she had done at
Wolfguard.

“You are
Farheim,” Kirrith said, an echo of his thoughts, and the word did
not sound like a compliment on the dragon’s tongue. It sounded like
poison. But it made sense.

“I am what I
am,” he replied. “I was a man, once, a natural man, but I have been
changed many times, by men and women, gods and dragons. I do not
think there is one word for what I have become.”

“Narak,” the
dragon said.

“Yes, perhaps
that.”

“You have done
what I asked of you,” Kirrith said. He sounded almost resentful. It
might have been that he was part Farheim, it might have been that
his success triggered a change, but Narak could only guess.

“Now you will
give me the Pity Stone,” he said.

Kirrith didn’t
move. He didn’t speak. To Narak he looked as though something had
stopped inside him, some conflicting forces had met and could not
pass. He waited, but the dragon remained still.

“Kirrith?”

No reply, just
silence and stillness. His ancient oath must be strong, and
unwilling to surrender his duty to protect the stone. Yet his
promise to Narak and his desire to see the plans of the Bren undone
were also strong, and freshly made.

Narak looked
about the chamber and saw that there were boulders lying about. He
walked to one of them, a rock about waist high to him and fairly
round. He put a shoulder to it and battled it slowly across the
uneven floor until it rested below Kirrith’s head.

“Kirrith?”

There was still
no answer. The dragon’s head was still, its eyes dull in the light
of the torches. He saw a movement to his left, but it was not
Kirrith. A pale shape half concealed behind a rock. He recognised
it at once.

“Bren Ashet,”
he said. He should have expected it. The creature stepped out from
its concealment, stood staring at him, blinking. It was unhappy, he
remembered that blinking was a symptom of unease.

“Wolf Narak,”
the Ashet said, a reflection of his own words.

“The Bren
Morain knows what passes here?” he asked.

“The Bren Alar
forbids it,” the Ashet replied. “I only speak of that which it
commands me to speak.”

“So this is
secret? The Morain does not know?”

“That is
so.”

Narak nodded.
He was surprised that Kirrith, the Bren Alar according to Bren
mythology, could wield such power over the Ashet. It was a denial
of what they were. It was to his advantage, though. It meant he
could afford to ignore it. He clambered up onto the rock. He was
high enough now that he could reach Kirrith’s head if he stretched.
He stretched. He placed his hand on one vast scale that formed part
of the dragon’s upper lip.

“I am Adelir,”
he said. “The promise is Adelir. I am the promise.”

The scale on
Kirrith’s lip exploded with colour, flickering with every hue of
the rainbow. It continued to change, becoming a thing of
extraordinary beauty, and for a moment Narak thought he had failed
to stir the dragon, but then the great head lifted away, new life
and light came into the yellow eyes.

The head lifted
to an impossible height. It was almost as though Kirrith had taken
to the air, but his great wings remained furled against his body.
Narak had not thought that the dragon was so large, but uncoiled he
was twice the size of Torgaris. He seemed to grow larger and larger
as he rose up. Narak realised he was seeing the dragon as it was
meant to be seen, that these vast creatures had an aspect every bit
as disturbing as that of a Benetheon god – more so because of their
unparalleled size.

And Kirrith was
angry.

“I am Adelir,”
Narak said. The dragon magic was strong in him. It rose up as
Kirrith rose up.

“You ask me to
believe,” said the dragon, its voice sibilant, yet still just a
whisper short of a roar. The chamber shook, small stones clattered
about them both. “You should not have asked.”

“I could do
nothing else,” Narak replied. It was true. He had hardly been aware
of what he was doing. He had pushed the boulder, climbed upon it,
and yet there had been no conscious thought attached. He had wanted
to wake Kirrith from his frozen state, no more than that. He had
failed to perceive his own actions.

Kirrith closed
his eyes. There was a rumble as he drew in a gale of breath, and
Narak thought for a moment that he was going to be burned, but
Kirrith turned his head aside, and for a moment his whole body
glowed. The heat brought beads of sweat to Narak’s face, but he did
not mop them away. He watched, certain that no man had ever seen
such sights.

The dragon’s
huge head swung down again until it rested on the floor just feet
from where Narak stood, wisps of smoke drifting from the
nostrils.

“You are a
remarkable creature, Narak,” Kirrith said. Narak didn’t reply. What
could he say? Yes? No? Either seemed false.

The avatar,
which had been quite still since he had cut it, now moved again. It
discarded its blades and with its right hand touched the slash
across its chest. The hand came away smeared with gold. It reached
out and touched Narak. The Wolf didn’t flinch. He looked at the
gold, almost expecting it to be molten metal, to be burned, but it
lay harmlessly against his flesh.

The avatar had
produced another blade from somewhere, a short blade.

“I will give
you three gifts, Wolf Narak,” Kirrith said. “Each of them brings
with it a particular doom, as you will come to see with time.”

The avatar cut
him, just at the point where the dragon blood lay. The cut, of
course, healed at once, but the cut was not the point. For a moment
his blood mingled with that of the dragon, and the magic within him
responded. If the blood had failed to burn his skin it now
compensated for the oversight. He felt that his veins were on fire.
His body burned from toe to scalp, and he was blind. All he could
see was light, golden light.

It passed. The
pain and light diminished together, leaving him drained, slumped
but still on his feet. He had not felt so tired in living
memory.

“That was a
gift?” he asked, his tone sceptical, his tongue thick with
weariness.

“More than you
know,” Kirrith said. The dragon opened its mouth, a cavern full of
teeth, each thick as a man’s thigh at its base, and white as snow.
The avatar reached within and drew out two blades. They seemed
black at first, but on closer inspection they were the same absence
of colour that characterised the dragon’s scales. The avatar drove
the blades into the rock floor of the chamber, and they went in as
easily as if the rock had been butter.

Then a most
surprising thing – the avatar climbed up between the bars of the
teeth and into Kirrith’s mouth. The mouth closed. It was a simple
way of reuniting dragon and avatar, Narak supposed, but it looked a
little grim. He stepped forward and studied the swords.

“The blades are
yours,” Kirrith said. “They are pure dragon steel. They will cut
through rock, iron, common steel, and they will never blunt or
break.”

“Why?” He was
puzzled by the gift.

“The second
boon is driven by the first. You are no longer Benetheon god, nor
Farheim. You are dragon kin.”

“But why?”
Narak asked.

Kirrith’s head
moved until it was less that a foot from Narak, the huge head
hanging over him. “Because I am a fool who knows better, yet acts
not.” His voice was less than a whisper, a distant rumble in the
back of his cavernous throat. “Because I see the folly and do not
turn my head away. Because I hear the lie and yet believe.”

He rose up
again, and now the voice became a roar that shook the mountain.

“I
believe!”

The single
shimmering scale spread its light like a contagion down the
dragon’s back in an explosion of rainbow light. It was bright, too.
Just for a moment Narak could see the roof of the chamber in which
he stood, etched high above him by the lurid light. For that moment
he knew how large the chamber was, how vast Kirrith was, and then
the light was gone, fading as quickly as it had come, and when his
eyes had recovered from the bright assault he could see no mark at
all on Kirrith’s back. It was as though he had never been
touched.

Even here
within the mountain he could hear the roaring of dragons waiting in
the frozen waste outside.

Nine, as
Torgaris would doubtless say, was better than eight.


Fifty Six – Courtship

The world was
turning green again. Everywhere the trees were awakening from the
long sleep of winter, small flowers speckled the roadside with
colour, and birds were putting on their courting finery. Each day
was longer than the one before.

Spring.

For Tilian it
was a time of mixed feelings. He had always liked spring. Even in
the city where it found only a muted expression he had enjoyed the
season. It was the promise of summer, the lengthening days, the
brightening sky. He liked the greening fields, and especially the
first berry fruits in the markets, which reminded him of his
boyhood.

But now spring
meant war. Tilian was a soldier, and he would soon be fighting
again.

It had been
exciting at first: those heady days at Henfray, and then the long
march and the heroics at Fal Verdan. He had been proud, and prouder
still to be in the service of Lord Skal Hebberd, the hero of the
wall. He was still proud, but he was weary, too. He had killed a
lot of men. He had shot them with arrows, burned them with fire,
crushed them with stones, and even gutted a man with his own blade.
Each death weighed heavily upon him.

He could not
say that he regretted killing them. Each time there had been a good
reason, and this was war. He had seen what Seth Yarra had done in
the villages before Henfray, and he knew his cause was just. All
the same he was tired of fighting, and it seemed the odds were
stacking against him. He was young, and he wanted to live a full
life, but word had reached Bas Erinor of yet another great Seth
Yarra army gathering in Telas.

In each battle
more men died. Eventually his turn would come.

He pushed such
gloomy thoughts away and looked about him. He was on the road with
four companions, riding the king’s highway north to Latter Fetch.
The sun was shining, the air was fresh, and a westerly breeze was
carrying welcome scents from the trees and fields all about.

Latter Fetch
had briefly been his home, but it was no longer.

Duke Quinnial
had ennobled him, and one lord could not truly serve another, and
so his service to Skal has been stolen from him and been replaced
by another. They had made him Lord Tilian Henn of Low Kenrish. It
was a place that he had never seen. It was his intention to stop at
Latter Fetch for a last time on his way there. There were things
that he had left there, he told himself, things that he would need
for his new life, and he had a letter to deliver.

The four men
that rode with him were from his unit, his ghosts. The house and
grounds would be staffed, but the staff would all be strangers, and
he had seen how badly things might go wrong when Skal had gone to
Latter Fetch for the first time. Low Kenrish would not be the same.
The men he had with him were veterans. There was nothing he did not
believe they could cope with.

But first there
was Latter Fetch.

They crossed
the boundary, marked by a lime washed stone on the side of the
road, after a hard day’s ride as evening drew in. The fields seemed
tended, but there was nobody working there, which he had expected.
He thought it must be the planting season for many crops, but then
he was not a country man. He did not know their ways.

The southern
village transformed his unease into alarm. Almost every building
was burned. He and his men searched the ruins quickly, but they
found no bodies. The place brought back echoes of his road to
Henfray, the destroyed villages, the piles of corpses, but here he
could not even find a single grave.

So it was with
a mixture of hope and apprehension that he galloped the last mile
to Latter Fetch, looking ahead all the time until at last the house
came into view around a bend in the road.

There were
people here. There was damage. He could see the tell tale marks of
smoke above a few of the windows, but to his relief he could see
people working on the gravel before the house. Ranks of saw horses
had been set up and logs were being planed and shaped for building.
Horses were dragging timber from the pine forest, which looked much
the worse for wear. He was not surprised when Brodan stepped out of
the forest, bow slung over one shoulder.

“Captain Henn,”
he said. “We weren’t expecting you.”

“What
happened?” he asked, gesturing at the house. “Was anyone
killed?”

“Some Seth
Yarra boys came up the road,” Brodan said. “We lost a man at the
village, but apart from that it went well, though I think Lady Sara
lost a few books to the smoke.”

“Books?” He
remembered that she had been appointed librarian. Was she taking
that seriously, then? It seemed so. He dismounted.

“Aye, books,”
Brodan grinned. “We had news of you, captain. They said you’d been
fighting down on the coast with the first regiment.”

They swapped
stories, though Tilian was keen to get inside the house. Now that
he was here and could see the place he was in no particular hurry
to leave. Perhaps he would stay a few days among friends, help out
a little with the building. It seemed that Sara was carrying
through Skal’s plan to build new houses, a new village for the
estate staff in among the woods.

Jackan, who had
chosen to come with Tilian, echoed his thoughts. “How long will we
be staying, my lord?” he asked.

Brodan didn’t
miss the title. “My lord?”

Tilian smiled a
wry smile. He was almost embarrassed to admit to his elevation, but
proud as well. “Aye, Duke Quinnial did me after Cain broke the
siege on Bas Erinor. They gave me a place called Low Kenrish, about
two days east of here. Do you know it?”

“I’ve heard the
name,” Brodan said.

“It means
you’ll be captain here,” Tilian said.

“Me?”

“Can you think
of another? You certainly have my voice if that carries any
weight.”

Now it was
Brodan’s turn to smile. “Me,” he said. “Captain of my lord’s guard.
Well, why not? If this war goes on much longer there’ll be none but
lords and captains in Avilian.”

“Or none at
all,” Tilian muttered.

“Come, my
lord,” Brodan said, and there was not a trace of mockery in his use
of the title. “We have wine and food, and the fires will be lit,
and I am sure that the Lady Sara will be pleased to see you.”

Tilian had been
keeping thoughts of Lady Sara at bay. Like spring she was the
source of mixed feelings. He had been away from Latter Fetch for so
long that she might have forgotten her interest in him, but part of
him hoped that she had not. He wondered if she was still as pretty,
still as unruly as he remembered.

Brodan led him
straight to the library where they found Sara and a maid busily
restoring books to their shelves. The table was stacked with
volumes of all shapes and sizes and Sara was half way up a ladder
with a soft cloth, carefully wiping each volume as she restored it
to its rightful place.

“The Lives of
the Elder Gods,” she said. “On the fourth pile, there,” she
pointed. Her back was to the door and she had not heard them enter
over the noise of the working men outside, so Tilian had a moment
to inspect her.

Sara was
wearing a long grey dress, trimmed in white. It emphasised how
slender she was, perched on the ladder, leaning carefully to one
side as she read the spines of books. Her hair was tied back,
constrained in a queue that fell heavily between her shoulder
blades all the way down to her waist. It swung like a pendulum as
she leaned across, and the dark hair and cloth contrasted with her
pale neck and hands.

The maid saw
Brodan and Tilian and stopped, book in hand, mouth open.

“My lady,
Captain Henn is here,” she said.

Sara almost
dropped the book she was holding. She almost slipped off the ladder
as her head twisted around to see. Somehow she did neither,
gathered herself, and climbed carefully back down to the floor
before turning.

Tilian’s memory
had not played him false. Dark eyes, perfect, pale skin, straight
nose, a mouth that even now smiled at him.

“Captain, you
should have sent ahead,” she said.

Brodan butted
in. “No longer captain, my Lady. You have the honour to address
Lord Tilian of Low Kenrish.”

It was an
awkward moment. Socially Tilian was now above her in the
traditional pecking order. She was blood kin to Skal, who was, in
theory, Tilian’s equal. But Sara seemed to come to terms with the
change quite quickly. She smiled again, bowed the polite bow of a
near equal.

“I am indeed
honoured, Lord Tilian,” she said. “Will you stay and dine with us
tonight?”

“I will,” he
replied. “If you would be so kind as to quarter my men – there are
only four of them.”

“Of course,”
she replied. Sara walked around the table until she was no more
than two paces from him. She looked into his eyes, boldly, as
though searching for something. He could not tell if she found it
because he looked away. “Will you stay and talk with me, my lord?”
she asked. “Tell me your tale?”

“A soldier’s
stories,” he said. “Not fit for delicate ears.”

“You forget
where I came from, Tilian.”

“You forget
where I have been,” he replied.

She looked at
him, then nodded. “Perhaps,” she said. “But I have stories of my
own. We have not been entirely free of the war here.”

“So I saw,”
Tilian said. “You are not rebuilding the southern village?”

“No. It is a
little more labour, but it seems a perfect opportunity to execute
Lord Skal’s plan.”

Tilian
remembered.

“I have a
letter for you,” he announced. He expected her to be surprised. He
had never received a letter himself, had never delivered one
before, but Sara did not seem at all amazed.

“Oh, who is it
from?” she asked.

“I do not
know,” he replied. It had been given to him by a man who had found
him at the Seventh Friend. He had been quite relaxed at the time,
and not asked the man’s name. Perhaps he should have. He pulled the
paper out from within his tunic. It was a little crumpled, but the
wax seal was intact. It was quite plain on the outside; good
quality parchment with the three words written in a fair hand: Lady
Sara Bruff. He held it out and she took it.

“It is Manoc’s
hand” she said. “So the message will be from Nesser.” The names
meant nothing to Tilian, and he began to wonder what she had been
up to all the months that he had been away. She popped the seal
with her thumb and unfolded the letter. He watched her face as she
scanned the words. First he saw curiosity, then a small frown,
quickly followed by delight – a grin that made her look almost
childlike.

“Yes!” she
said.

“Yes?”

Sara smiled.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “It is book business. There have been
scholars here to study the books, and this is from one of them. He
asked me if I would welcome formal recognition from the Royal
College in Golt, and this is it.”

“The Royal
College?” Tilian knew that he was out of his depth here.

Sara put a hand
on his arm. “I will explain it all to you at dinner, Lord Tilian,”
she said. Tilian nodded. Now he understood. He had left a tanner’s
widow here at Latter Fetch, a girl, struggling to understand the
world into which she had been cast. Now he had come back to find a
lady, confident, and to some degree accomplished in her work.
Tilian was a soldier, and before that he had been less. His
education was poor, and he knew nothing outside the grim business
of killing people.

“I will leave
you to your work,” he said. Sara seemed about to say something, but
he withdrew, walked back down the corridor that led to the outside.
Here there were horses, men, weapons. These he understood.

He had barely
regained the open air when Brodan caught up with him.

“My lord?”

“What is
it?”

“Have we
offended you?” Brodan asked.

“Offended? No,
of course not.”

“I feel that we
must have,” Brodan said.

“Nonsense. Why
would you say such a thing?”

“Well, frankly,
my lord, you stamped out of the library like an angry child.”

It was
impertinent, no doubt of it. Not only was Brodan a lieutenant
speaking to a lord, but a soldier speaking to his commanding
officer. Yet what he said was true. Tilian was young, but he had
watched his lord learning from an older man, and he had learned the
same lessons. He had never seen General Arbak snap at a man who
told him the truth, and it was an example he intended to follow, as
difficult as that seemed just at this moment.

He looked at
the ground, then at the horses and men that had travelled with him.
Brodan was probably as close a thing to a friend that he had – he
certainly felt closer in station to the man than he did to Sara at
this moment.

“I am sorry if
I seemed angry,” he said.

“I do not need
your kind words, my lord,” Brodan said.

“Lady
Sara?”

“She does not
understand, my lord,” he said.

Tilian did not
answer at once, but walked away from the house in the direction of
the forest. Brodan followed. “She had changed so much,” he said
eventually.

“As have you,
my lord,” Brodan said. “But neither of you as much as the other
thinks.”

“You are
suddenly wise, lieutenant,” Tilian said. He had to bite back the
words or they would have come out as a rebuke. “And I hardly think
that I have changed at all.”

“You left here
a boy, a servant. You come back with your name known the length of
Avilian, famous in Berash, and I’ll wager it is cursed among the
Seth Yarra. You are no longer just Tilian Henn. You are the Tilian
Henn.”

“But not here,”
Tilian said. “If I’m known anywhere it is here.”

“She has
followed your career,” Brodan said. “She has friends in Golt and
Bas Erinor. She knows that you fought in the north, that you were
knighted, that you had victories in the south and met the king
himself. She knows that you were chosen by the Wolf. She asks for
news of you from all she meets.”

“They are just
stories,” Tilian said.

“For a clever
man you are quite stupid,” Brodan said. “She asks because she
worries, not because she wants to hear of your victories.”

“She worries?
About me?”

“Aye, she does.
I tell her that no Seth Yarra ever sees you, that you sneak around
in the bushes and pick them off with arrows, but still she
worries.”

Tilian almost
managed to grin at Brodan’s description of his war. “Well, if she
worries, then it means something, does it not?” he asked.

“It does,”
Brodan said.

“But she is so
clever…”

“You are no
fool, my lord.”

“Sometimes it
does not feel that way, Brodan.”

* * * *

Tilian thought
he had been tricked. Brodan did not show up that evening, and so he
dined alone with Sara. He had expected moral support, and at first
he had been at a loss for a topic of conversation, but he hit upon
the stratagem of asking her to talk about herself, her work, the
events at Latter Fetch, and so the evening went smoothly
enough.

He learned that
the writer of the letter was an old and venerated scholar called
Nesser who had visited Latter Fetch to view a book. They had become
friends. He had encouraged her to write a monograph on the book. It
had been well received, and again he had encouraged her to pursue
status as a scholar, and this had been granted her. The letter
informed her that she was now listed in the royal college as a
Scholar Ordinary of the college, which meant little to Tilian, but
apparently carried some weight among men of learning.

Sara told him
about the Seth Yarra attack, how she had hidden the books, hidden
herself, and emerged only later when the killing was done. He had
not realised that she had been in danger, and the thought troubled
him. What if she had been killed? He shied away from the idea.

The food was
excellent, and the wine, too. After a few glasses he allowed
himself to be persuaded to talk about his own war. He was still
clear headed enough to skip the less savoury details, but his
sketchy account was grim enough.

“Now it is
spring,” he concluded. “The fighting will begin again. Seth Yarra
have massed another army beyond the Dragon’s Back, and it must be
faced.”

“Have you not
done enough?” she asked.

“No soldier has
done enough until the enemy is defeated,” he said.

“It is unfair,”
Sara protested. “You have risked your life again and again while
the army sits in quarters for the whole summer. Let those men do
what needs to be done.”

She had a
point. In a bold moment Tilian had asked Colonel Arbak the same
question, and it was the colonel’s answer he gave.

“The army must
be preserved,” he said. “We have fewer men, and can’t get more as
easily as Seth Yarra. If we use the army and lose, we’ve lost the
war. If we use the army and win, but lose a lot of men, then, too,
we have lost the war. The army is our greatest weapon, and as long
as it exists we still have a chance. That is why the Wolf won’t use
it except as a last resort.”

“It hardly
seems worth having an army if we do not use it, and they used it at
Finchbeak road.” Sara said.

“There was no
choice at Finchbeak, and on the whole it is a good strategy,”
Tilian said. “It has kept us safe.” Hardly safe, but at least in
the game.

“I don’t
understand why they do not land another army on this side of the
Dragon’s Back if they have so many men,” Sara said. “Surely that
would be a great advantage to them?”

“It would, but
it takes a couple of days at least to put an army ashore and
organise it. In that time we could muster enough men to throw them
back. They would lose a great many soldiers. Also their book seems
to guide them away from such tactics. They will not land unless
they have time to fortify.”

“I would like
to see their book,” Sara said.

“Aye, so would
we all. It would tell us all we need to know to defeat them, but it
seems they have not brought a copy across the sea. We have failed
to find one among their dead, at any rate.”

“If you lay
hands on one, will you bring it to me?” she asked.

“I cannot
promise that, Sara,” he said. “The Wolf will want to see it, and
Cain, and Skal, and Duke Quinnial, I’m sure.”

They talked on.
The dishes were cleared away and still they talked, seemingly no
longer needing to search for things to speak of. It was only when
the maid came in and spoke to Sara that Tilian realised how late it
was.

“Shall I keep
the fire in your chamber, my lady?” she asked.

Sara flushed.
“Of course,” she said. “I will be up shortly.”

The maid
smirked and made herself scarce.

“Forgive me,”
Tilian said. “I have kept you too long.”

Sara looked him
in the eye, her cheeks still coloured. “I would rather spend an
hour like this one past than a week with the books, Lord Tilian,”
she said. “But the hour is done. Will you dine with me again
tomorrow?”

Tilian bowed,
feeling that it was a formal moment. “It would be both an honour
and a pleasure, Lady Sara,” he said.

As he walked to
his room he felt happy and full of anticipation of the day to come.
There was a spring in his step that he had not known since before
the war. Tomorrow he would see Sara again. Tomorrow would be
another good day. The feeling pushed all thoughts of war from his
head, and all thoughts of Lord Skal. He was assured for the moment
that Sara shared this feeling, and that she wanted to be in his
company as much as he wished to be with her.

Tilian was no
Karim. But for all his rough upbringing he knew how to show
respect. If he won Sara it would be for life, and he could afford
to be patient.

There was a
chair in the corridor outside his room, and as he approached it he
heard footsteps on the back stair.

Brodan, he
thought, checking up on me. Well, if it was a test he had passed
it.

* * * *

The next few
days passed quickly for Tilian. During the day he worked with his
men helping the folk of the south village build their new homes. He
found the work tiring, but satisfying in a way he had not known.
Each evening he could see the progress. Walls were higher, trees
were felled, paths were cut and sites cleared. It hardened his
hands and muscles in a way that soldiering had not.

Each evening he
took his tired body back to the house and bathed it in a tub of hot
water, and then spent the rest of the day with Sara. If he could
have lived like this for ever he would have done so.

He delayed his
departure for Low Kenrish by a day, then two. He had no desire to
see his new estate. Latter Fetch was where he felt at home.

He had been
granted twenty days leave. Four days had been swallowed by the ride
to Latter Fetch and four days must be allocated to the return. He
had now spent five with Lady Sara and time was running short. If he
was to visit Low Kenrish at all he must leave on the following
day.

He chose not
to.

Tilian did not
see it as a dereliction of duty. He would not be late reporting
back to his regiment, and he owed nothing to Low Kenrish – rather
the opposite. He was its lord.

He might have
been better served in making the journey, however, for a messenger
from Bas Erinor arrived the next day. Tilian was taking a break. It
was an unseasonably hot day and he had stripped down to a shirt,
sitting in the sun by the front door. The messenger came down the
road at a steady trot, kicking up a thin trail of dust, and seeing
Tilian idle rode directly up to him.

“Who’s in
charge here?” the man demanded.

“In charge of
what?” Tilian asked.

The messenger
looked taken aback. “In charge,” he said.

“Is it a
military matter?” Tilian asked.

“Yes.”

“Then speak to
me.”

The man
dismounted and looked Tilian over, clearly unimpressed. “Who are
you?” he asked.

“Captain Lord
Tilian Henn,” he replied.

The messenger
changed abruptly. “My lord,” he said. “A man was sent to find you
at Low Kenrish.”

“Well you found
me here. The message?”

“All leave is
ended. You are to muster with the army in ten days. If you fail to
join them in ten days you will follow to Fal Verdan with all
speed.”

“And the army
is still mustered at Dray Cross?”

“Aye, my
lord.”

It was a six
day ride, easy enough from here.

“My men in Bas
Erinor?”

“They will join
you at the muster point, my lord.”

So yes, easy
then. Six days to get to Dray Cross and then another ten to Fal
Verdan. He thought he’d seen the last of that place.

“Whose mark is
on the orders?”

“My lord the
Duke Quinnial’s.”

“You have
nothing more?”

“Just rumour,
my lord.”

“And the
rumour?”

“That the war
will end on the last day of spring…” the man shrugged. “Some even
say that dragons are abroad again, but you can’t put much credence
in rumour.”

“Indeed not,”
Tilian agreed. He pointed to the door. “Your duty is done,” he
said. “Go and tell the kitchens to feed you and give you something
to drink. Will you travel with us?”

The messenger
looked pleased. “I will, my lord, if it’s agreeable.”

“It is.”

He watched the
messenger go in search of food and then strolled across the gravel
in search of Brodan. The lieutenant was waiting for him by the
woods.

“I saw him ride
in,” he said. “News?”

“We are
recalled,” Tilian said. “We leave in the morning.”

One more day.
One more night. Tilian would have liked to have stayed until the
last moment, but he knew it would be wrong. He needed to get his
men back together, to make them a unit again. It had been so long
since the fire. He wondered if he’d see Lord Skal again.

“I’ll get them
ready,” Brodan said. He walked off, tapping men on the shoulder,
calling to others. The new houses would have to wait. It was war
again.

That night he
shared his evening meal with Sara for the last time. It was a
faintly melancholy affair, and he was more subdued than usual. Sara
did not argue with his decision to go at once to join the army, but
he could see that it distressed her. Perhaps because of this their
conversation did not flow as on previous nights, but stumbled in
fits and starts. Each of them seemed to be trying to put into words
things that they were ill equipped to express.

Tilian was not
even certain what he wanted to say. These last few days had been
among the happiest of his life, and he could have said that, but it
would have been a fraction of what he needed to say. He could have
said that he loved her, but those words were worn thin by every
trader’s boy that wanted to get into a maid’s skirt. It would be
true, but ring false. He could promise to come back, but that would
be at best a hope and at worst a lie. Instead he talked about the
new houses, the progress on the paths, and the rumours from Bas
Erinor. They were all just empty words.

In the end they
were the only words he had, and he stood up to leave far earlier
than he would have liked. He excused himself, but turned back at
the door and looked at her face. She was sad, weeping without
tears, and he wanted to rush back in, to take her in his arms. But
instead the words came to him. He knew at once that they were the
right words, and did not hesitate to speak them.

“My lady,” he
said. “You are under the protection of Lord Skal, and it is my hope
that I shall see him at Fal Verdan. If I do, might I have your
permission to ask him if I may court you with a view to
marriage?”

Sara tried to
prevent herself from smiling, but the expression came anyway. She
looked down at the table, trying to hide it.

“I thought you
had already been doing that, Lord Tilian,” she said.

“Not at all, my
lady,” Tilian replied. “I have merely been discovering that I have
no wish to do anything else.”

Sara looked at
him, and her eyes were shining, the grin on her face now completely
beyond her control. She picked half a loaf of bread off the table
and heaved it at him.

“You silly
pup,” she said. “When did you ever need permission?”

He dodged the
loaf. “I’ll take that as a yes?” he asked.

“You can take
it with butter on,” she said and reached for another missile.

Tilian stepped
out into the corridor and closed the door before she could throw
it. Indeed he would take it was a yes. He had never seen her look
happier. He strode down towards his chamber with a grin that
matched Sara’s, resisting an urge to whistle. He had said the right
thing, exactly the right thing.

And he would
ask Skal, if he saw him. Skal had given everything to him. He
wanted things to be straight between them.


Fifty Seven – The Question

Skal was
surprised. He looked at the door for a moment, very much aware that
Hestia was staring at his back, and that she, too, was not
speaking. It was not Skal that broke the silence.

“Well?”

Skal turned.
She looked angry, but there was a storm of emotions behind it. He
was hardly unaccustomed to this, however.

“What?” he
replied, knowing it would incite her further.

“You heard
her,” Hestia said.

“Twenty five
years seems very fair,” he said.

“Not the
twenty-five years,” she said. “The other thing.”

“You want an
heir,” he said, his voice flat.

“Who else would
I want to be its father?” she asked. She stood from the throne and
approached him. Skal was in no mood for this, however. He stepped
back and she stopped a few paces short.

“I will father
no bastards for you, Queen Hestia,” he said.

“You think I
would ask it?”

Skal could
barely bring himself to speak. This was no time for diplomacy. If
Pascha was correct then the war was about to end, a new era would
begin on the first day of summer. He could speak nothing but the
naked truth.

“I do not trust
you,” he said.

She did not
seem surprised at his words, but shook her head. “I deserve that,”
she said. “I have used you and lied to you, but I swear that this
is different. You and I would raise the child. Who could be a
better father?”

“Some Telan,”
he said. “After all, Telas is your first love, perhaps your only
love.”

“Are you lost
to me altogether?” she asked. He could see that she wanted him to
say no. He could step forwards now and take her in his arms and she
would yield, all pride and prejudice thrown aside, but after that?
He wanted so much to do it, but his own pride was intact. He would
not be used again, not like this.

“You will have
nothing from me unless we are married,” he said. “Married in the
eyes of the world and all Telas knows it.”

“I agree,” she
said.

“You
agree?”

“We will be
married,” she said. “You will be king of Telas, but I will
rule.”

Skal could
hardly have asked for more. He had stopped worrying about the
elevation of his bloodline many months ago, but now the thought
came back to him. He would be the father of kings. Not Avilian
kings, it was true, but kings none the less. There was no ambition
higher than this.

And yet…

He could not
bring himself to say yes. His lack of trust was so great that he
feared some hook within the bait. So many times he had thought he
had the measure of her and then been proven wrong.

“The offer is
generous,” he said, “But I cannot answer now.”

“This, too, I
understand,” she said. “I have played you false too many times. If
any oath will reassure you I will swear it. I will be bound in any
way you name if you will agree to this.”

This was more
than surprising. It was startling – unprecedented. He looked into
her eyes and could see no deception there, but then he never
could.

“You mean
that?” he asked.

She nodded.
Perhaps it was true. Perhaps this one time she was being open and
honest, but wolves, as the saying goes, do not eat cabbage. He
would be a fool to think she had changed. Skal found that he was
very inclined to be a fool. Queen Hestia had been a stunningly
beautiful woman of thirty-eight years, but as a young girl she was
peerless. It was such a pleasure just to stare at her than he found
it hard to tear his eyes away. Add to that her obvious intelligence
and, well, he was struggling.

“You make my
life very difficult,” he said.

Hestia threw
herself at him, and he caught her, felt her body press against his
own. He did not doubt, held in the circle of her arms, that her
passion was genuine. She loved him as best she could. But that had
not stopped her from using him before. He allowed their embrace to
go on for a few seconds, and then he separated them, taking her by
the upper arms and stepping away. She looked into his eyes.

“You will not
regret it,” she said. “This I swear.”

“You will have
your answer at Fal Verdan, if we survive,” he said. He turned,
dragged his reluctant feet to the door and opened it. No matter
what reason said, he did not want to leave, but he mastered
himself, stepped through the portal and closed it behind him.

Pascha was
waiting.

“Done?” she
asked.

Skal was aware
of the guards watching them, of Emmar. He wondered if the door was
thick enough to have masked their words. He nodded, not quite
trusting his voice.

“Then we must
go,” she said.

Blink.

They were
standing on a grassy hill, bathed in spring sunshine. Skal looked
around, but could see no sign of the Great Forest, no trace of his
men. “Where are we?” he asked.

“Somewhere
private,” Pascha replied. “You wanted to speak to me.”

“I did?”

“To ask my
advice, about her.”

Skal stared at
her. If she was right he had not known it until now. But he was not
one to decline a gift. “If you have advice I would welcome it,
Eran,” he said.

“You are mine,
Skal,” she said. “I chose you. The others are just so much
happenstance, but you were in my favour. I will tell you the truth.
Hestia will live the best part of eight hundred years. For most of
that time she will be just as she is now, clever, beautiful,
tricky. A thousand years after she is dead you will still be young.
You are the strongest, the cleverest, the most deadly of all my
accidental Farheim. If you wed her and give her the heir she
desires you will see that child die, and its descendents. It is
very likely that you will see your line die out. Long life is
cruel, Skal, but you must learn to take what pleasures you can, or
it will become a burden you cannot bear

“Marry her.
Give her children. She will not betray you because I will not
permit it.”

“You heard
everything?” he asked.

“Everything.
But my ears are sharp, Skal. I do not think the others heard.”

Skal looked
about him again. In the distance he could see a river, silver and
sluggish, winding through green land cut into square fields. There
was a wood beyond, and further still a range of low, blue hills. He
could see a thin column of smoke rising above a house. He took a
deep breath, and there was a hint of wood smoke there, too, and
everything else.

“You have lived
a long time,” he said. “Did you ever love?”

Pascha seemed
startled by the question, but she replied promptly enough. “Twice,”
she said. “I was a fool both times, but for different reasons, and
in different ways. I regret neither.”

Skal smiled.
“Thank you, Eran,” he said. “Shall we go?”


Fifty Eight – A Message

Pascha sat
alone in her room at Wolfguard and tried to summon all the tasks
that yet remained before her plan could be called complete. It was
an arrogant plan, or so Pelion had named it, but he had still
smiled as he said it. Arrogance was perhaps a god mage’s
prerogative.

For all its
ambition it was a good plan, an elegant plan, a plan that might end
the war and bring peace at a single stroke. And it was all coming
to fruition, one fragment at a time. Skal was back with his men,
Hestia was marching south, Hammerdan was dealt with, and Fashmanion
was ended. She had sent messages to all the allied kings and they,
too, were responding. All her forces would be at Fal Verdan on the
appointed day.

Now she needed
to ensure the enemy’s presence. Both enemies.

She was certain
that she could control everything. Her power was such that neither
the Bren nor Seth Yarra presented a problem. They would obey her if
she made that plain enough.

She picked at
the tray that one of Narak’s people had left beside the bed. There
was always food on hand at Wolfguard. Narak’s people were the
finest to be found. She only had to wish for something, it seemed,
and someone would appear with it. Even the loss of The Wolf’s
remarkable steward had not changed things that much.

She pulled on
her boots, threw a cloak about her shoulders and went out into the
corridor. She turned left, downwards, followed the slow curve. She
did not meet anyone, though she knew there were people about. She
had taken Skal to his men, Cain and Sheyani back to Bas Erinor
along with the quiet one, Jerac Fane. She hadn’t known what to make
of Fane. He was one of Narak’s unaccountable whims – an old man
made young again, a carpenter who’d bought him a drink. She had no
idea what drove Narak’s choices in such things, but he was
invariably correct.

She came to the
moat. It had been drained again – a laborious process – and the
dead Seth Yarra removed from the corridors, the dark stains
scrubbed from the stones. It was almost as if they had never
attacked. She went down the steps, crossed the still damp stone –
small puddles remained from the draining – and climbed up on the
other side.

Now she was in
Narak’s personal domain. It felt deserted, as well it might. The
lord of Wolfguard had been away a long time. It was still
spotlessly clean. She passed the door that led to his study – still
locked, and a place she had not trespassed – and on past the lower
kitchens. It was all quiet and empty.

She had felt
something here before, a presence, a hole in the void. Now she felt
it again. This time she knew what it was.

Pascha walked
on until she came to the lair, the deepest, darkest corner of
Wolfguard. This was truly Narak’s place. It was unlit and unheated.
Her breath made clouds in the chill air and she picked up the last
lamp from its niche in the wall of the corridor and crossed the
threshold.

This was indeed
a place of ghosts. The lamp struggled against the darkness, and
Pascha against the weight of memory. For hundreds of years this had
been her place, too. She had shared it with Narak, slept on his
bed, eaten at his table. Here they had laughed, loved, argued and
fought. She set the lamp down on the table and sat next to it. She
closed her eyes and tried to cast herself back. Things had been
very different. There had been no war, no death to come between
them.

Had it all been
her fault? Was her desertion the spur that had created the
Bloodstained God? Perhaps if she had been at his side she could
have eased his grief at Remard’s death. He would have listened to
her. Perhaps. It might all have been different.

This was not
the time. The past was past. You cannot unspill blood.

Pascha stood
and walked across the lair to a point just to the left of the door.
She reached out her hand and it passed through the solid rock. She
pulled and it came out again, clutching a Bren Ashet by the neck.
It struggled pointlessly in her grasp, legs waving a foot above the
floor. She carried it back to the table and set it down.

“I have a
message for you, messenger,” she said.

The Bren was
blinking furiously, rubbing its neck where she had seized it.

“You are The
Sparrow,” it said.

“No.” She
stared at the pale creature. It looked faintly repulsive, like
something you might find under a rock. “I was. I am Eran Pascha,
true heir of Pelion.”

“It will be
contested,” the Ashet said.

“So I would
expect. The Bren have fallen into error.” The Ashet continued to
blink rapidly. It did not reply. “This is the message,” she added.
“The Bren Morain of the highest rank will come with what force he
deems fit to the place known as Fal Verdan on the last day of
spring, at dusk, and there we will decide the issue of my
inheritance or his. Do you understand?”

“I
understand.”

“He is to bring
Pelion’s crown.” The blinking became frantic until the Ashet simply
closed its eyes and stood, swaying, next to the table. “You thought
I did not know of it,” Pascha said. “I do. The Morain will bring
it.”

“I only carry
the message,” the Ashet said.

“Of course. No
blame attaches.”

The Ashet
opened its eyes again. “The message is delivered,” it said.

“And?”

“The Morain
will be there. It is agreed.”

“And Pelion’s
crown?”

“There is no
reply.”

Pascha smiled.
No reply. The crown would be there whether they wished it or not.
She knew what it was and what it did. Pelion had told her, and
doubtless the Bren also knew. That is why they hid it, why bringing
it to Fal Verdan was the very last thing they would do.

It didn’t
matter. They would come.

“You may return
to your rock,” Pascha said. The Bren did not move at once, but
stood by her for a moment.

“I will be
here,” it said. “If you need me you need only speak.”

“I will not
need you again,” she said.

The Bren
scurried across to the rock wall by the door and vanished within
it. Pascha remained seated, looking around the great chamber of the
lair by the inadequate light of her single lamp. As she sat she
became aware of a sense of loss. Those had been good times. They
had not been burdened with grief and death. There had been no
mistakes to regret. She had been… happy.

Oh, Narak, what
a mess we have made of things.


Fifty Nine – The Pity Stone

Narak tried to
look inside himself. The truth was that even he did not know what
he had become. Kirrith had called him dragon kin, but he did not
know what that meant. He could not doubt that he was changed –
again – but what kind of monster he had become was a mystery. The
name alone: dragon kin. It was enough to engender fear.

But he was
blind to it all. What Pascha had done to him was now clear enough.
He was Farheim, but something else, too. The unexpected chemistry
between Benetheon god and Farheim had slowed whatever change had
been wrought. Now to that heady mix Kirrith had added dragon
blood.

“What have you
done to me, Kirrith?”

The dragon
shifted its huge bulk and looked down at Narak. “The consequences
are not entirely understood,” he said.

“You don’t
know?”

“I know that it
is a gift,” Kirrith said. “I do not know the exact nature of the
gift, but it will give you strength.”

Narak looked at
his hands. He listened to his body. He could detect no change. He
felt as he had always felt: strong, healthy, sharp.

“At least I
have not grown scales,” he said.

“You do not
understand dragons, Narak,” Kirrith said. “You probably never will,
but there is a quality to what we are that you should be told.
Although we are capable of reason, it is not our primary nature. We
know things. When I hear you speak I know if your words are true or
false. When I see a mountain I know how high it is. I know how fast
the wind blows, how deep the snow is, how cold a stream is. I do
not have to measure these things, and I have no scale within me. It
is just that I know.”

Narak looked
sceptical. “You know truth from lies, but not right from
wrong?”

“It seems
absurd, but that is quite correct. Our nature was to destroy. It
still is. What Pelion did to us gave us the knowledge of
consequences, of pain and suffering that we did not have before.
Right and wrong are not as absolute as men like to think, but pain
and suffering are plain enough, and now we are more comfortable in
their absence. Indeed, we abhor them.”

“The Pity
Stone,” Narak said.

“Yes, that
thing. I said that I would give it to you.”

“You did.”
Narak had decided not to push too hard – not yet. Kirrith was
clearly unhappy giving it up. He had guarded the jewel for two
thousand years, and it was troubling for the dragon to even display
it. But Kirrith shifted about, reached back and produced a wooden
chest about two feet square. It was a plain piece made of a hard,
dark wood that Narak did not recognise. Kirrith set it down on the
ground between them, but left one huge claw draped over the lid,
making it impossible to open. It was surprising that so huge a
creature could be delicate enough to pick up so small a box.

“This is the
stone?” he asked.

“Yes.”

Narak studied
the box. He would have expected arcane symbols, exquisite carving,
gold inlay, but he saw none of it. The box was simple, smooth
sided, closed with a simple hasp through which a wedge of wood had
been thrust. The colour was almost black, but in the light of the
torches he could see the dark grain.

“May I see it?”
he asked.

For a moment he
thought that Kirrith would refuse, and the box would be whisked
away once more, but the dragon lifted his claw and laid it beside
the box with treacle slowness. Narak paused for a moment to be sure
that Kirrith was comfortable, then pulled the wooden wedge, flipped
the hasp up and opened the box.

It was full of
cloth. It looked like white satin. It had been pushed in to fill up
the box with the idea that the stone would not rattle around
inside. He touched the cloth.

“Beware of the
stone, Narak,” Kirrith said. “When you look upon it, it will change
you.”

Narak wondered
if it would. He was already well endowed with conscience, and
weighed down with more than his share of regrets. He pushed his
hand down into the cloth and found a hard object beneath. He
rummaged the cloth aside until he held the stone cleanly. It
certainly felt like a jewel. It was half the size of a fist, cut in
smooth planes like a diamond or ruby. He felt nothing.

He pulled the
stone free of its wrappings and held it before him. His fingers had
not lied about its size or cut, and if this had been a diamond it
would have been worth half of Bas Erinor. It was a beautiful gem.
The colours were impossible. It was as though someone had captured
red and blue smoke within the most perfect diamond. It was clear as
spring water despite the colours.

He stared into
the heart of it, but the only sensation that came to him was
warmth, like a flush, spreading from his hand up his arm and into
his body. It was soothing. Kirrith was staring at him, clearly
waiting for some reaction, some evidence of pain.

Narak was
surprised, too. This was the terrible pity stone? This was what had
conquered dragons where all else had failed? It was no more painful
than a warm bath. He tested himself. He thought of Afael, the
burning ships, the streets piled with the bloody product of his
work, the stones slick with blood. He felt guilt for what had been
an unnecessary slaughter, closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
The stone did nothing.

He opened his
eyes again. Suddenly he felt it. The stone took hold of him and
judged him. But it was not at all what he expected. The stone did
not seem to examine his deeds. It looked instead at his feeling of
guilt, at his remorse. It recognised his burden of mistakes, his
wishing that things had not been so. Then just as suddenly it was
gone. If this was a test he had passed it. He placed the stone back
in the box and closed the lid.

“You felt
nothing?” Kirrith seemed shocked.

“I did,” Narak
replied. “It judged me.”

“It judged
you?”

“Aye, it did,
and apparently I am not to be changed.”

“Not changed?
But you are a famous killer of men. If there is one among you that
comes close to us in the terrible nature of our deeds it is
you.”

It was not
exactly a compliment. Narak had never really thought of himself
that way – it was like comparing an apple to an orchard –but he
acknowledged the truth of what Kirrith said.

“Apart from the
question of scale,” he said. “But there is a difference. I have
always killed for a cause, even if it is one so wrong headed as
revenge, and I have always regretted my mistakes. I do not need a
magic stone to add to my burden.”

Kirrith looked
at him for a long time, almost as though he did not believe the
words that Narak had spoken. “It seems,” he said eventually, “that
it is not so entirely foolish to believe.”

A rustling
noise drew Narak’s eyes to the dark Bren tunnel, and he saw that
the Ashet had emerged into the torch light. It was standing only a
few paces forwards from where it had hidden, but it clearly sought
their attention, or Kirrith’s, at least.

“Mighty Bren
Alar,” it said. “There has been a message.”

“Who speaks?”
The dragon’s head swung low, close to the Ashet, and Narak had a
side view for the first time. He was again impressed by the size. A
plough horse could have stood behind it and been invisible.

“One naming
herself as Eran Pascha calls upon the Bren Morain.”

“Eran?”
Kirrith’s head swung in Narak’s direction. “This is the one that
made you Farheim?”

“An accident,”
he said.

“She is the
Sparrow that was,” Kirrith said. “What is the message?”

The Ashet told
him: The last day of spring, Fal Verdan, Pelion’s crown.

For a while the
dragon seemed lost in thought. Narak wanted to assure him that
Pascha had only the best intentions, that she wanted what Kirrith
wanted, but he judged it best not to disturb the creature’s
meditations, and anyway, he did not think that his opinions would
carry much weight at this point.

The Ashet
withdrew a few steps back out of the torch light and into its
tunnel.

Narak thought
of Pascha. She was going to face down the Bren and the Seth Yarra
both together. Her power must be great indeed to attempt such a
thing.

“It is twelve
days,” Kirrith said suddenly. “We will go to Fal Verdan. We will
see this confrontation, and you may use the stone.”

That had been
the intent all along – to use the stone to stop the Bren massacre
of Seth Yarra, but now it seemed presumptuous. It might not work.
It might not be needed. Narak trusted Pascha, but he knew that
Kirrith and the other dragons had no cause to do the same. Somehow
he would have to warn her that he was coming – that they were
coming. It would change everything.

He could not
use the Ashet. It could deliver the message, but it was in thrall
to Kirrith, and his words were not for the dragon. If only he had a
calling ring like the one he had given Pascha. If only he had
control of the magic that coursed through his body.

But Narak had
learned that many things were possible, things that he could not
have imagined. He no longer knew his limitations. He was flooded
with the wild magic of dragons, and there were many links with
Pascha. Was she not his Eran? Had she not put her mark upon him?
The calling ring was there, too, and surely that was something that
could be forced to work both ways.

They would not
leave for Fal Verdan at once. He had no idea how quickly a dragon
could travel, but Kirrith didn’t seem to be in a hurry. Narak had
to go back outside to fetch supplies from his sled, food and drink,
and it was on his way back from this errand, while he was alone in
the thin prison of the dark tunnel that he stopped and tried.

He wedged
himself in a crack as comfortably as he could. He did not bother to
close his eyes because there was no light. He thought of Pascha,
bringing her image before him as clearly as he could, her red hair,
green eyes, slightly petulant expression. He remembered the tilt of
her head when she was listening to something which she did not
quite believe. He remembered the way that she dropped one shoulder
when she wanted to interrupt, the way that she looked to the right
when exasperated. He heard her voice, stronger than you would
expect from such a small frame, and a little deeper. He remembered
her scent.

Pascha. Hear
me.

There was no
response, just darkness and the sound of his own breathing.

He imagined the
Sirash. It was gone, he knew, but he imagined it; made it up again
inside his own head. He remembered the lights that were not lights,
the oily, silky feeling, the special light that was Pascha with all
its unique character.

Pascha. You must hear
me.

The darkness
stared back at him, unblinking. This was not working. He reached
down inside himself and found the power that lived there. He took
on his aspect.

For a moment he
was afraid. It had never felt like this before. The surge of
strength was immense. The mountain seemed to shudder around him,
and somewhere nearby the rock cracked. He seemed larger, different,
more.

Pascha.

Narak?

He recognised
her at once.

Narak, how are you
doing this?

Do not ask. I cannot
explain. Just know that on the last day of spring, at Fal Verdan, I
will be there.

Alone?

No.

You are bringing
dragons with you?

They are bringing me. I
will have the Pity Stone. They, too, want to stop the Bren.

There was a
pause, and Narak thought that he had lost his connection to Pascha,
but then her voice came into his head again.

How are you doing
this?

It doesn’t matter. I
wanted to warn you, that is all.

Thank you.

I have to go.

I will see you in
twelve days?

Yes.

The pause
stretched out again, and Narak allowed himself to relax, felt the
dragon magic recede, and his aspect quieten again. He felt a little
dazed, and the darkness of the cave danced with a little random
light, as though he had pressed his eyeballs. He shook his head.
Kirrith would be waiting.

Kirrith was
indeed waiting. The dragon’s eyes were on the cave entrance when
Narak came to it and they followed him as he climbed out and
unloaded the things he had brought from his sled.

“What did you
do?” Kirrith asked.

“Do?”

“In the cave,”
Kirrith said. “You did something. There was a change.”

“I put on my
aspect,” Narak said. He wasn’t going to tell Kirrith about talking
to Pascha. Dragons and god-mages had a difficult history, and he
had already sensed that there was some mistrust there.

“I have heard
of this, but never seen it,” Kirrith said. “What is it?”

Narak thought
back. It had always been a part of him – what he thought of as his
true form, a combination of the wolf and the man which retained the
characteristics of both. He had seen his aspect in the mirror, and
there was really very little of the wolf in his changed appearance,
and what change there was from a natural man was difficult to
describe. Pelion had called it his naked state, the union of all
that he was.

“It is who I
am,” Narak replied.

“So this
appearance is a deception?” Kirrith asked.

Narak shrugged.
“No more than when I am The Wolf,” he said. “No more than the left
side of my face. It is just more comfortable for men to see me this
way.”

“I am not a
man.”

“That much is
obvious.”

Narak did not
know what a dragon looked like when it smiled, but he thought what
Kirrith did might have been close.

“Will you
permit me to see the change?” he asked.

“If you wish,”
Narak replied. He dropped the veil and again there was the
unfamiliar rush of power. The torches above him fluttered, and all
around him the great cavern seemed to shake. Narak looked up at
Kirrith, and if anything his sight was even sharper than he
remembered. It seemed as bright as day, and he could see every
detail of the cavern and the great dragon. The dragon looked
surprised, and surprisingly seemed to withdraw a little.

Then Narak
caught sight of his own hand. It was not the hand he remembered. He
froze and stared. It was not even remotely a man’s hand. The pink
of the nails had become white and the nails themselves talons. His
fingers had thickened and lengthened, the skin darkened. There were
scales, like a dragon. He held his arms up before him and saw the
same thing.

“A gift
indeed,” Kirrith said.

There was no
mirror here, no pool of water that might serve the purpose. Narak
put his hands to his face and found the shape unchanged, but his
skin was hard as steel – his new hands could feel that much – and
he spoke to Kirrith.

“What have you
done to me?” he demanded. Even his voice surprised him. It filled
the cavern, booming, deep.

“You have
become a man that cannot be killed,” the dragon said. “No blade can
cut your skin, no fire burn you, no weight crush you. You are
dragon kin indeed.”


Sixty – The Prisoners at Bel Arac

The Seth Yarra
had begun their spring march, just as she had expected. It was not
yet clear where they were going, but it must be either Fal Verdan
or the White Road, and she must ensure that it would be Fal
Verdan.

The question
was how to do that.

If she told
them that her forces were at Fal Verdan they might try to
circumvent the army and go via the White Road again, trusting to
the lack of burnable forest. The northern pass was still
impassable, but would not be for long. On the other hand they might
be keen to meet the alliance in battle once more, and head directly
to Fal Verdan.

Pascha was not
worried about the White Road. It was the work of a few minutes to
block it. She could bring mountains down into it, or raise the
ground up to block it. But she didn’t want to do that. She wanted
them there, at Fal Verdan, on the last day of spring.

Her first task,
she realised, was to choose those who might carry her message.
There were Seth Yarra prisoners scattered about the kingdoms this
side of the Dragon’s Back, but she needed prisoners that would be
believed. She needed officers – cleansers.

She had given
much thought to the choice.

Early in the
war, before the first battles, Narak had captured a handful of them
at Bel Arac – men who had been sent to protect the traitor Marquis
of that lordship. As far as she knew they were still incarcerated
there. Narak had told her that these men had been confident of
victory, unbowed by their capture. She did not know if they still
felt so sure of themselves, but a little doubt might be useful.

She went to Bel
Arac. It was not a place that she knew well, so she took herself to
the forest beyond the town gate. It was what Narak always did
because of his wolves. He said that taking them into a town might
cause distress, and besides, it gave him a chance to assess the
place before he made himself known.

She walked out
of the trees and joined the road, walking up and through the gate
without attracting any attention. She was plainly dressed and it
was a little after midday, so the gates were wide and the guards
were dozing off their lunch. The only alert man nodded to her and
smiled.

She ignored him
and kept walking up the main thoroughfare that led to the castle
gates. Here there were more men, and they did not seem as sleepy.
One of them stepped forward to meet her when it became apparent
that she intended to pass through their gate.

“Hold there,”
the man said. “You cannot pass.”

Pascha was
mildly amused by the thought. She played along.

“I have
business within,” she said.

“What business
is that, and who with?”

“I need to talk
to your Seth Yarra prisoners,” she replied.

The guard
raised an eyebrow. “Not going to happen,” he said.

Another man,
noticeably better dressed, stepped forward and put a hand on the
guard’s shoulder.

“He’s new at
this, my lady,” the newcomer said. “But we need to know your name
and by what authority you seek audience with the prisoners, or we
would be failing in our duty.”

This new man,
an officer, she guessed, was polite at least, and not in the least
unpleasing to the eye. She smiled at him.

“You would know
me best as Benetheon God of Sparrows,” she said. “I come on my own
authority.”

The man who had
denied her was suddenly very quiet, very still. The officer stared
at her. It was a difficult moment for him, and she appreciated
that. He did not know her. He only had her word for who she was and
he had a responsibility to guard his prisoners. On the other hand
he would be unwise to anger a god.

He drew a knife
from his belt. “Will you offer me your hand?” he asked. It was a
novel approach. He would try his steel blade on her skin, and it
would fail to cut her if she was Benetheon. It was impertinent as
well, but Pascha held out her hand palm upwards and met his eye.
The officer paused for a moment, the tucked the blade away
again.

“Good enough
for me,” he said. “Welcome to Bel Arac, Deus.” He bowed.

Pascha was
amused by his solution. He had confirmed her identity without
offering her physical insult, though another might have bluffed
past his test.

“What is your
name?” she asked him.

“I am Captain
Grayl Innat, Guard of Bel Arac,” he replied.

“Take me to the
prisoners, Captain,” she said.

The captain
spoke a quiet word to the gate guards and then set off across the
bailey to the keep. Pascha walked beside him. The captain did not
speak, but Pascha did.

“These Seth
Yarra,” she asked. “They have been treated well?”

“They do not
sleep on silk sheets, Deus,” the captain replied. “But they are
warm and fed. We allow them to see the sky every day, and to talk
among themselves. Those are the customs here in Bel Arac.”

“And are they
still defiant?”

“They behave,
Deus, but they still believe in their cause. They ask me for news
of the war because they know that I speak Afalel, but they do not
believe all that I tell them.”

“Good.”

“Good?”

“They will
serve our cause well,” she said.

The captain
gave her a curious look, but did not question her. It was not his
place. Inside the keep they came to a door barred on both sides. It
was opened for them and they descended into torch-lit twilight.
Pascha reflected that all castle prisons looked the same, and she
had seen many in her recent travels. There was always a guard room,
always cell doors facing out into it, always a table and chairs.
She wondered if someone had designed them this way, or if each was
just a copy of the others.

“We keep them
in a common cell, Deus. It used to be the grand cell, reserved for
prisoners of blood, but since the marquis fell we have none of
those. It’s a little small for four men. Do you wish to speak with
them?”

“I do.”

The captain
gestured to one of the prison guards and that man went to a door
and unlocked it. The door opened, and Pascha stepped inside, noting
as she did that the captain had not offered to escort her.

The cell was
larger than she had expected. It was five paces by five, at a
guess, and was furnished with four simple beds set against the
walls and a solid, well worn table in the centre. There were four
men inside, and they were already on their feet, looking
expectantly towards the door.

These were
certainly not comfortable quarters. The floor was stone, softened a
little by straw. There was no fire, but four lamps burned in barred
niches in the walls allowing enough light to read by if you sat
beneath, and enough to see by for the rest of the room. The beds
were wooden boxes with straw palettes laid on them. There was also
a jug of water on the table, and the whole place smelt like a
stable, though not unpleasantly.

The men were
swarthy, clean shaven, relatively neat in appearance. All of them
were clothed in black. Apart from that they were as different as a
group of men could be. One of them was tall and thin. His mouth was
a grim line and his lank hair was touched with grey. He was the one
that spoke.

“Who are you?”
His Afalel was thickly accented, and there was no respect in his
tone. This was what she had hoped to hear, but it still irked her
that he showed no deference.

“Your only
chance of freedom,” she replied.

“Our freedom
will come with final victory,” he replied.

“That could be
a long time coming,” Pascha said. “Would today be better?”

“Who are you?”
the man repeated, but this time his tone was not so arrogant. There
was a sort of sly caution to it. Pascha toyed with the idea of
telling them who she was. After all, she would have to display some
part of her power to get them close enough to their army to carry
her message. But now was not the time.

“I need someone
to carry a message to your commanders,” she said, ignoring the
question.

One of the
other men asked a question in their native tongue, and the tall man
snapped at him. He turned his attention back to Pascha.

“What is the
message?” he asked.

“It is a simple
one. Do you know the place that we call Fal Verdan?”

“I know
it.”

“Your
commanders and your army should be there on the last day of
spring.”

“The last day?
What day is that?”

“In nine
days.”

“It is not
possible,” the tall cleanser said. “It will take us longer than
that to reach our army.”

“I can ensure
that you are there in time,” Pascha replied.

The cleanser
shook his head. “Even if you can do what you say, why should we
carry your message? Why should our army do as you command?”

“The war will
end on the last day of spring,” Pascha said. “It will end one way
or the other at Fal Verdan.”

The cleanser
looked sceptical again. “How can you say that the war will end?” he
asked. “We have many thousands of men yet in the home lands who are
eager to fight in the conquest, to win their place by Seth Yarra’s
side. We have the ships to carry them. The war will not end on that
day unless you surrender.”

“After that day
there will be no more men, no more ships, unless you are at Fal
Verdan.”

“Nonsense.
Hollow threats.”

“Do you know
the Bren, the Night Folk?”

“I do not.”

“Do you know of
Dragons?”

“Myths. Beasts
supposedly slain by the god thousands of years ago.”

“You may tell
your commanders that we wish to speak with them, and after that, if
there is no settlement they will have the opportunity to engage in
battle. All our forces will be there.”

“A final battle
then?”

“As I said, the
war will end.”

“Then I will
carry your message, but who shall I say it is from?”

“The gods of
the Benetheon, The Kings and Queens of the kingdoms, the generals
of their armies.”

“And which are
you?” the man asked.

“I am the one
that stands behind them all,” she replied.

Blink.

The world
opened its eye again upon a wooded hillside. The birds were
indulging in their spring serenade, the sun was shining and the air
was still. It was a quite beautiful day. The cleansers, however,
were unable to appreciate it. They were overcome by their sudden
change of surroundings.

“If you walk
down the hill you will come to a road,” Pascha said. “If you wait
on that road you will be found by a scouting party within the
hour.”

The tall, thin
cleanser was not the first to recover, but he was the first to
reply because he was the only one who could.

“How is this
possible?” he asked. Now she could detect fear in his voice.

“It is magic,
cleanser,” she said. “Now carry my message. If you are not at Fal
Verdan in nine days I will be forced to come looking for you if I
am to save any of you at all.”

Before the echo
of the last word had died away she was gone.

* * * *

The cleansers
remained at the roadside once they had found it. They had no food
or water, and no weapons. Fortunately it was not as hot as it might
have been, and there was plenty of shade from new green leaves.

Boran found a
stream beyond the road. Kalik let him look for it because they
needed water and Boran, who had been a farmer once, explained that
there should be water at the foot of any slope in such a wet land
as this. They had nothing to carry water in, so they took turns
scrambling down through the undergrowth to drink their fill.

When Kalik’s
turn came he found the stream to be little more than a series of
puddles linked by tiny cascades over stones. He had to cup his hand
and wait until they filled. He let them fill ten times. He
counted.

It was
impossible not to think of the red haired woman who had brought
them here. Nobody in the home lands had red hair, nor such pale
skin. Kalik thought it might be a mark of evil, but he had no proof
of that. He was more disturbed by what she had done and what she
had said.

She had brought
all of them out of captivity. How, he could not say, except that it
was unnatural and against the precepts of the book. Where she had
brought them was also a puzzle. She had said that there would be
scouts, and so they were in the path of the army, but he did not
know if it was in the land they called Telas or elsewhere, or if
they marched north or south, so he must wait to see.

But they were
free.

“Where are we,
Kalik?” The echo of his own thoughts came from Harl. Harl was short
and thick set, strong, good with a blade, but a little slow
witted.

“I don’t know,”
Kalik confessed. There was nothing to see, nothing to help place
them. The sun would be in the south, that was all. Everything else
was trees.

“Who was she?”
Harl asked.

“I don’t know,”
Kalik said. They were not words that a commander should say too
often, and it annoyed him to have to say them. “Perhaps one of
their demon gods,” he ventured. “Though I never heard tell of such
powers.”

“Can we fight
such creatures?” Harl was becoming a nuisance.

“Seth Yarra
says that we can,” Kalik said.

“It is not
written in the book,” Boran said.

Kalik looked at
his second. Boran was a clever man – one of those who had studied
the rule before switching to the cleanser path. Boran knew the book
better than any of them. He could not argue the book with
Boran.

“We have the
god’s own word,” he countered.

“The reported
word,” Boran said. “Just as we were told there would be no mercy,
just as we were told the war would be quickly done.”

These were
points that Kalik could not answer honestly. Boran was right. They
had been told that the god himself had spoken these things, that
there would be no mercy from the barbarians, that victory would be
swift. But Kalik himself, all four of them, had been spared by the
one called Narak. He had fought and known his doom. The Wolf was
faster and stronger than all of them, and he had watched his men
die around him until just these three had stood with him. He had
been prepared to die.

The Wolf had
spared them. Now they had been freed. It was inexplicable.

“Are you saying
the god lied?” he asked. It was a dangerous question, designed to
shut Boran’s mouth. It didn’t work.

“Somebody lied,
Kalik.”

“And now you
think we can’t beat these barbarians?”

“Maybe, maybe
not, but the war’s going on and on. People are dying.”


“Barbarians.”

“If half of
what that prison keeper told us was true, then the barbarians and
their horses,” he used the Afalel word – they all did now, “are not
the only ones dying.”

Kalik gave up.
He was loyal to a fault, but no fool, and these were the same
questions he had been asking himself.

“I have no
answers for you, Boran.”

“I did not
think that you did.”

“Then
why…?”

“The book is
the thing,” Boran said. “If it is not of the book then we cannot
trust it.”

Harl spoke.
“The book says nothing about horses.”

“That’s true.”
It was Prell, the fourth man, who spoke. Prell was a man of few
words, and when he spoke people tended to listen. “Does that mean
that the god didn’t know about horses, or perhaps he didn’t mention
them because there are none in the home lands?”

“The god knows
everything,” Boran said.

“Then were we
supposed to come here?” Prell asked.

“Somebody
lied,” Boran said again.

Harl tapped
Kalik on the shoulder and pointed. There was movement through the
trees and all four men dropped down the bank a few feet and lay
still.

Kalik’s mind
was spinning. All this a lie? The war, the dead friends, men burned
alive? They would find out soon enough who was telling the truth.
If these men now approaching down the road were the van of their
army then the red haired woman had spoken the truth. If the stories
of the war their gaoler had told them were true then it would be
another blow.

He lay quiet
and watched.

He saw black
armour, familiar blades, cloth that cried out its home land origin.
They walked in the prescribed pattern, odd and even, left and right
down the road. These were indeed scouts of a Seth Yarra army. He
waited until the men were close enough to see his face clearly and
then he rose from the side of the road.

“Greetings to
you,” he called out. “I have a message for your commander.”


Sixty One – All is Prepared

Everything was
running down hill. It was as if Fal Verdan was the lowest point of
the world and all things flowed towards it.

Yesterday King
Pridan had arrived with all his army, and he was the last. The
Avilian king stayed in Golt, as was the custom, but Duke Quinnial
was here, as was Prince Havil with his Dragon Guard and the Berashi
army. Cain was here with the Seventh Friend. Hestia and Skal were
less than a day’s march to the north and waited for her word to
approach the gate.

Beyond the wall
the Seth Yarra also waited. They had come two days ago, a vast
army, a sea of men, and flooded the open ground that had once been
forest. Her chosen messenger had carried her message faithfully, it
seemed, or perhaps they would have come here anyway. She would
probably never know.

There was as
yet no sign of Narak or the dragons. She guessed that they would
come on the last day of spring. Tomorrow.

Pascha had
spent a lot of time up on her old perch, looking down on the enemy.
She had counted them as best she could, and estimated their number
at sixty or seventy thousand. It was a force that might have been
feared, large enough to take the wall, perhaps. But now they were
nothing. She could have walked through their camp and killed all of
them and they could not have stopped her, though that was not her
intent.

She was here to
save them.

She was here to
save mankind, and the Seth Yarra were men. They had been lied to,
misled, deceived, and they had died in their tens of thousand. Yet
she did not think they would thank her for this deliverance.

It was not the
army she sought to save, not truly. Somewhere across the sea there
was a land peopled with their kin: women and children, mothers and
fathers, young and old, all going about their daily business. In a
week most of them, millions of them, would be dead. Unless she
saved them.

This was
Narak’s cause. She recognised that. It was his purpose in
travelling north to seek out the Dragon Kirrith and The Pity Stone.
He meant to use the stone on the Bren, to burden them with guilt
over what they intended to do, and that might have worked, but
events had overtaken him. Pascha needed no magic stone to tame the
Bren.

The dragons
were her only concern.

Pascha knew the
stories. Kirrith had slain Cobran, and Cobran had been the greatest
of the god mages in an era when they were at the height of their
power. She was no match for Kirrith or any dragon should they
choose to attack her, but they were held in check by the stone –
the stone that Narak was bringing.

It was like
watching a perfect glass vase fall from a table, knowing that it
would shatter, but seeing it whole and perfect still. There was
nothing she could do to save it.

She could feel
it coming, the undoing of her grand plan, the destruction of
everything, but it was by no means certain. Once again her fate was
in Narak’s hands. But now she could redeem herself for all the
times she had failed him. She could trust him.

She could do
little else.

She sat on her
perch and watched the soldiers far below. The Seth Yarra were
camped, but a thousand sentries manned a makeshift wall around
them. She could smell their cooking fires, see them walking about
the long straight avenues between their tents, but she could hear
nothing from them. They were drowned out by the men in the pass
below.

Fal Verdan had
never seen the like of this. Twenty-seven thousand soldiers had
turned the camp at the far end into a city. Indeed there were now
roads and wooden buildings, and a constant traffic moved between
that military metropolis and the wall. Apart from the soldiers
there were thousands of others, camp followers, whores, tradesmen,
anyone who could benefit from the throng. There were sixteen wine
sellers alone.

What a battle
it would be; a hundred thousand men fighting over a wall to decide
the fate of Terras. But she could not permit it.

A moment later
the world blinked and she was in her tent, alone. She pulled on a
cloak that she did not need against a chill that she did not feel
and stepped out into the chaos of Fal Verdan. She walked on the
wooden boards that had been laid above the mud, and the throng
parted around her. They knew who she was. Men stepped into the mire
to be out of her way, they stopped talking and bowed as she passed,
lending her a cloak of silence as she walked.

She stopped at
Cain’s tent. The two guards outside bowed and one of them slapped
the canvas with the flat of his hand three times. The tent flap was
lifted from within.

“Eran, you are
welcome here,” Cain said.

She stepped
inside.

Cain’s tent was
typical Cain. It was not a great deal better appointed than the
tents of his men. The only signs of luxury were those introduced by
Sheyani – furs on the bed, silver goblets and a silver chased glass
jug of wine on the table, a silkwood chest at the foot of the bed
and a Durander rug that covered the wooden boards of the floor.

Sheyani stood
when she entered and bowed.

“We are
honoured by your presence, Eran,” she said.

“Enough
formality,” Pascha said. “Is everything ready?”

Cain nodded,
his attention at once on pieces of paper on the table. “As you
wished, Eran,” he said. “It was not difficult.”

“The men know
what to do?”

“They are well
prepared. You are certain you can protect them all, Eran?”

“Of course,”
she smiled at Cain. She had disliked him, once, but now she trusted
him. She valued his opinion. Cain asked this not because he doubted
her, but rather because he worried about his men, and all the
others who would be exposed. She understood completely why his men
loved him. Cain Arbak was without vanity. He was like a machine,
invisible to his own eyes, working tirelessly in the cause of those
who served under him, and yet doing his duty to those above. “No
harm will come to them,” she reassured him.

“Then we are
ready to end the war,” Cain said.

“There is one
thing that I have not told you, colonel,” Pascha said. “You will
have to tell the others.”

“As you wish.”
Cain was alert, listening, his full attention on her.

“Narak will
join us tomorrow,” she said.

Cain smiled.
“But that is good news, Eran,” he said.

“He comes with
friends,” she said, almost stumbling over the last word. It was
something that she did not know. Could dragons be friends? Even for
Narak?

“Friends,
Eran?” Cain was still smiling, but Sheyani had guessed. She was
always quicker than her man at understanding half truths. She had
blanched. As far as Pascha could tell she was holding her breath,
staring.

“Dragons,”
Pascha said.

Cain sat down.
“Dragons?” he asked. “Narak comes with dragons?”

“Aye.”

“Does he
command them?”

“They cannot be
commanded,” Sheyani said. “They are beyond it. It will be the end
of us all.”

“I do not think
so.” Sheyani’s panic was certainly not unjustified, but it would be
unhelpful if it spread. “Narak is somehow linked to them, and he
would be dead before he came here with them if they meant to harm
us.”

Cain seemed to
accept this. He looked grave, but not overly concerned. Sheyani
struggled to control her fear.

“We must
leave,” she said.

“There is no
need,” Pascha tried to reassure her again. “I have spoken with
Narak, and their intent is the same as our own. They seek to end
the war and prevent the Bren from killing men.”

“You have
spoken with him?” It was a straw, but apparently one that Sheyani
was willing to clutch at.

“He found a
way. That is how I know they are coming.”

“Then they are
still bound?” Sheyani asked.

“Yes.”

“Then we may
yet survive the day,” she said.

They talked a
while longer. Cain showed Pascha the plans that he had laid out,
told her the orders he had given in her name, and she approved it
all. Her showpiece was set. Now there were only a few hours of
daylight, a night that she would watch through, and then the day,
the last day of spring.


Sixty Two – The Table

It was like
market day in Bas Erinor, only the roads were poorer and the
accommodation was somewhat lacking. When they had arrived it had
been chaotic, but slowly the new and fleeting city of Fal Verdan
had acquired a sort of military order, and Tilian found that they
had named the streets, and learned to navigate them.

He was most
surprised to see that one of them had been named Ghost Street, and
that he had been quartered there. It turned out not to be
coincidental. He found the rest of his unit, the men who had come
up from Bas Erinor, quartered nearby.

That first
night there had been a lot of wine, and Tilian realised how much he
had missed them all being together. The two halves, those who had
been in the south and those from Latter Fetch, compared notes and
battles. They declared it a draw, since neither half of the unit
had lost a man and both had been victorious.

It had been a
pleasant night, and not such a pleasant morning after, but Tilian
found that his new status, his elevated blood, was useful after
all. He was one of the few hundred who was permitted to come and go
where he pleased, and he went at once to the wall.

What he saw
there chilled his blood.

He had never
seen so many men gathered together in one place. The Seth Yarra
army was overwhelming in size. It dwarfed their own force – more
than two to one, he guessed – and the kingdoms had drawn on their
levies to manage even this many. Still, the odds were better than
the first time they had fought here, and his men were seasoned now.
They would make a good showing.

He was standing
on the wall looking out when a hand was laid on his shoulder.

“Lord Tilian, I
am gad to see you here.”

It was Colonel
Arbak, smiling and looking relaxed.

“My lord…”
Tilian half bowed before he remembered that he was now on the same
social rung at the colonel, so he saluted instead. It took him a
moment to realise that Cain had used the form of address in which
they were equal, rather than his rank.

“It looks
impressive, does it not?” Cain asked.

“We can beat
them,” Tilian said.

Cain smiled
again. “I will tell you a secret, Tilian. We will not lose a single
man. There will be no battle here.”

Tilian must
have looked confused. Cain’s smile broadened. “You will see,” he
said. “I will arrange a place on the wall for you so that you can
witness our victory. The war is over, Tilian, but they have yet to
realise it.” And with that he walked away, stopping every few paces
to talk to one of the men, sharing a joke, accepting a cup of tea
here, a morsel of food there, lifting their spirits by his
presence. He was natural and easy with the men. It was a fine thing
to see.

Tilian did not
know if it was because of that chance encounter, or if he would
have been there anyway, but on the last day of spring, early in the
morning he found himself standing on the wall to greet the dawn,
rubbing shoulders with the old blood of the kingdoms. There was not
a man on the wall without some form of title. But he had no eyes
for his fellow lords. He looked out, beyond the wall.

The sight
before him was bizarre indeed.

A hundred paces
from the gate there was a table. It was within bowshot from both
sides. The table was covered with a white cloth, and white banners
fluttered either side of it. There were seven seats set on either
side of the table. It looked as though someone intended to
breakfast on the killing grounds.

During the
night the second seventh friend had come up with Queen Hestia’s
Telans and arrayed themselves outside the wall, and the great gates
were open.

It had been
stealthily done, for certain. The Seth Yarra had no inkling until
the dawn showed it to them. There was a great scrambling around the
enemy camp, and much shouting that carried even to the top of the
wall.

It was an
impressive sight, he had to admit it. The men outside the gates,
even the horses, stood quiet and still. Their armour glittered. The
points of lances glinted by every horse, banners rolled in the
morning wind, the gold and green of Telas, the red and brown that
Skal had adopted for his regiment.

There was a
stamping below him. The men before the gate withdrew to either side
in precision, five steps each, revealing the open way to the enemy,
and between their ranks Tilian could see the great lords of the
kingdoms walking out.

The Sparrow led
the way, her red hair bound severely back in a queue. She wore
white and green, a broad sleeved shirt that caught the wind in an
echo of the white banners, cotton trousers, black boots to the
knee. She carried no sword of dagger, no bow, no weapon of any
kind.

Behind her came
a group of four. Tilian recognised Duke Quinnial at once. His walk
was distinctive because of his crippled arm strapped to his right
side. The Duke, too, was unarmed and dressed as though for a
banquet. There was no glint of metal, no scabbard, no helm. He was
all silks and satins. At his side walked Prince Havil. Tilian had
met Havil just the once, but the big man was easy to recognise,
even from above and behind. His broad shoulders were covered by a
heavy white cloak that flapped to one side. There was a woman with
them, hidden from sight by the robes of a Durander mage. She could
have been seventeen or seventy for all he could see. She waked
silently with her hands folded before her. The fourth was a man he
did not know, but it could be none other that King Pridan of
Afael.

As they walked
they were joined by another woman who stepped out from the ranks of
the Telans. This must be Queen Hestia, Tilian thought, though she
looked far younger than he expected.

They walked,
almost casually, to the table. Tilian could see Havil talking to
the Afaeli king, waving his hands about to emphasize some point.
The Sparrow kept her eyes on the Seth Yarra, and Queen Hestia
glanced back more than once towards her own people, or perhaps at
the Seventh Friend.

They took their
seats on the near side of the table and waited.

It struck
Tilian at once that one of the seats was unoccupied; seven seats
and six people. It was the seat next to The Sparrow, on her
right.

It was for The
Wolf. Of course it was. Tilian wondered where he was.

Nothing
happened for a long time. The table and the ranks of soldiers and
the people at the table seemed to have taken the Seth Yarra by
surprise. Tilian looked over the wall and to his amazement saw Lord
Skal standing below and not twenty feet to his right. He looked up
again to make sure he wasn’t going to miss anything, but there was
no sign of an organised response from the enemy, and so he slipped
away from his place on the wall and excused his way past the
nobility crowded on the platform until he came to the steps.

He rushed down
and made his way to the gate. The pass was full of soldiers,
cavalry lined up for half a mile, twelve horses wide, infantry to
the sides, but the gate was relatively clear. Colonel Tragil, the
Berashi commander of the wall was standing next to the rope that
held the gate up, a hand casually on the hilt of his dagger. The
sight of it made Tilian smile.

“Colonel, may I
pass?” he asked.

“Through the
gate? By all means, Captain. Every man and his dog seem to go
through these days without a word to me.” He seemed exasperated as
much as anything, even bemused.

Tilian didn’t
tarry. He slipped through the gate and worked his way along the
wall through the tight lines of soldiers. These men were his own
regiment, technically, though he’d never fought along side them.
Many of them seemed to know him however, and a wave of salutes and
smiles followed his progress. It reminded him that he was supposed
to be a hero, but he didn’t feel like one now. He was more afraid
than he had been in any battle.

As he drew
closer he saw Lord Skal turn to see what the commotion was.

“Tilian?”
Skal’s smile was as broad as any of them. He stepped forwards and
took Tilian’s hand. “Lord Tilian,” he said, shaking his head. “Who
would have thought that a year ago?”

“You heard
then?”

“Aye, and well
deserved if the stories we hear are true, and since the Sparrow
told us, they must be.”

“I’ll not argue
with that one,” Tilian said. The words he wanted to speak burned in
his mouth, but perhaps this was not the time. He was very aware of
the soldiers crowded around them. Fifty men would hear him if he
spoke now.

“So you met the
king?” Skal asked. “In Golt?”

“We did,”
Tilian agreed. “He seemed a good man, though the delay did not
help. We barely got to Bas Erinor in time.”

“But you did.
When this is over we must sit down and hear each other’s tales. I
want to hear every detail.”

“It will be my
pleasure to tell you, Lord Skal, but we have heard very little of
your own campaign, and there will be a greater hunger for those
tales.”

“Perhaps,” Skal
looked up and across towards the table. There was some hint among
the Seth Yarra ranks that their response was forthcoming.

“I have a
question for you, Lord Skal,” Tilian plunged into it, knowing that
the moment was slipping away.

“A question?
Ask it.”

He swallowed.
He could feel his face colouring. He felt foolish, but he had
determined on this course of action, and he would stick with
it.

“The Lady Sara
Brough,” he said. “She is your blood kin and under your
protection,” he began.

“She is.”

“May I have
your permission to court her with a view to marriage?”

Skal stared at
him. “Now? You ask this now?” He turned his head again. There was
definitely something happening among the Seth Yarra, soldiers were
moving aside and a group of men were emerging from among them.

“Yes,” Tilian
said.

“Couldn’t it
wait?”

“No. It is the
most important question in the world.”

Skal’s full
attention was on him now, and Tilian wondered if he still wanted
Sara for himself. That was what he feared most of all. But Skal
smiled, and his smile broadened slowly until finally he laughed out
loud.

“Of course it
is,” he said. “Not only do you have my permission Lord Tilian, you
have my blessing and good wishes. Now that your question is asked
and answered let us watch, because I promise you that you will see
the most amazing things today, and you will want to remember them
to your children.”

Tilian’s heart
was light, and he could not stop smiling, but he turned and looked
and saw a column of seven men marching across the killing ground
towards the table. They were all dressed in black.


Sixty Three – Conference

Pascha watched
them come. Seven cleansers, who at least had the decency to leave
their swords behind, if not their armour. They walked slowly,
taking their time and examining the deployment of troops and the
open gate as they came. The man in the lead was not young, and his
black clothing was decorated with silver – a brooch on the cloak,
an emblem of some kind on his breastplate half concealed. He was,
she guessed, their commander.

They came on
until they stood behind the chairs. Pascha saw the older man
looking hard at the empty seat beside her. He sat down opposite,
and there was an empty seat on his side also.

“You wanted to
talk?” the Seth Yarra demanded.

“It seemed the
kind thing to do,” Pascha replied. She nodded at the seat. “You
should have brought eight. We expect another to join us
shortly.”

The Commander
looked up at the wall lined with nobility, though he could not see
who or what they were from this distance. “We will leave it empty
in honour of the one god,” he said. Pascha couldn’t make up her
mind if it was a deliberate insult or simply customary usage. Best
not to leave it unchallenged, just in case.

She reached
down and picked up the helmet she had removed from Fashmanion and
crashed it down on the table in front of the empty Seth Yarra
seat.

“Best mark it
with his helm, then,” she said.

One or two of
the cleanser’s blanched at the sight, but the general just smiled.
“A good imitation,” he said.

“If that
thought comforts you…”

“And you bring
cripples to speak for you,” he went on with a dismissive nod in the
direction of Quinnial.

Quinnial hardly
seemed to have heard his words. He just continued to stare at the
general. Pascha decided that she should be offended, but she would
turn everything against this arrogant man. She spoke to
Quinnial.

“He’s right,
Duke Quinnial,” she said. “Please stand.” The duke looked shocked,
his face pale, his mouth a thin line. He stood somewhat reluctantly
and turned to face her. “I should have done this a long time ago,”
she said. Her mage blade flamed into her hand and she slashed once,
cutting through all the bindings that held Quinnial’s arm to his
side, setting the crippled limb free. The Duke stumbled back a
step.

“Your arm is
healed, Duke Quinnial. You may use it again, and you will find that
it remembers its use well. All those skills that you should have
had, were it not for your unfortunate fall, have been gifted to
you.”

He stared at
her, then raised his right hand in front of his face and gazed at
it as though it were made of gold and decorated with the most
excessive jewels. He flexed the fingers. He made a fist.

“By the gods,
Eran, I thank you for this,” he said. He made to kneel, but Pascha
seized his arm and prevented him from doing so.

“I do not
require it,” she said. “How many times must I say so?”

Quinnial turned
his back on the Seth Yarra and faced the wall. He held up both
hands in an exultant gesture and shook them above his head. A cheer
erupted from the watching Avilians, and was taken up by others.

“You think I am
impressed?” the general asked. “A facsimile of a helmet and a man
who was never a cripple in the first place? You’ll have to do
better.”

Pascha turned
back to the man. If he was not impressed then he was alone, the
other six seemed distinctly uncomfortable. She had not looked at
them before, not closely, but now that she did she saw that one of
them was her messenger from Bel Arac, the tall, rangy cleanser who
had led that group. He did not meet her eyes, but looked down at
the table.

“I am not
trying to impress you,” Pascha said. “What is your name?”

“I am Lassin,
son of Gerond, General of this army. You?”

“I am Pascha
Lammeling,” she replied.

“And what are
you?” Lassin asked.

“I am what I
am, general,” she said. “Allow me to introduce these others…” She
named each of those seated on her side of the table, giving them
their full ranks and titles. The Seth Yarra general studied each in
turn, but did not speak. When she had finished he glanced at his
own officers, left and right, but made no effort to introduce
them.

“Why are we
here?” he asked. “Do you wish to surrender?”

“Not at all,”
Pascha replied. “We are here to save your people from
destruction.”

The general
made a point of looking over his shoulder at the vast army arrayed
behind him. They certainly did not look in need of saving. It was
the largest army she had ever seen, but it would not remain so.

“My people?”
the general asked. “You mean my army?” He arched an eyebrow.

“No, Lassin, I
mean you people. The families you left behind.”

“How could you
possibly harm them?”

“Do you have
hearing difficulties?” Pascha asked.

Lassin sat
stony faced for a moment. “I’ve had enough of this,” he said.
“We’re wasting time.” He made to stand, but could not. He pushed
back at the chair, but it would not move, and when he placed his
hands on the table he could not free them again.

“What…?”

Pascha gestured
and his voice was silenced. One of the other cleansers stood up and
reached for a sword that wasn’t there, but Pascha’s messenger waved
him back down again with a sharp movement of his hand.

“You have
silenced my general,” he said.

“He was going
to get you all killed,” Pascha replied. “He is a fool.”


Sixty Four – Dragons

Kalik was
afraid. His rank and his knowledge had earned him a place at this
parley table, but he was beginning to regret it. Lassin, had named
each act the red haired woman had performed a trick, but Kalik did
not agree. Nor had he missed the title given to her by the one she
called a duke.

Eran.

He wished that
he had Boran by his side. A little learning would be useful here.
He was sure that he had read some mention of ‘Eran’ somewhere, but
he could not remember it. It was old, though. It meant
something.

He glanced
across at his fellow cleansers. They were all men of war, with
barely a nod in the direction of learning between them. He did not
think that the war leaders of the enemy would be so limited, and at
the same time he knew that this was a blasphemous thought.

“Will my
brothers permit me to speak?” he asked. The other cleansers
indicated their assent. He could see fear in their eyes – a
reflection of his own. Only the general had denied it. They were
keen to have another take the burden. Now it was his. The red
haired woman, Pascha Lammeling she had named herself, was waiting,
watching him.

“Eran,” he
said. “It is an ancient title.” This was a bluff, a guess. He
wanted her to think he understood more than he did.

“It is,” she
agreed. He’d hoped for more, for a clue.

“What is it
that you want from us?” he asked. Again, he was hoping to get her
to talk. He was almost embarrassed by his ignorance. How could it
be that they knew nothing about these people?

She smiled.
Apparently he had said the right thing. He felt a little of the
tension fade from around the table.

“What is your
name, cleanser?” she asked. “I neglected to ask it when last we
met.”

“I am Kalik,”
he replied. “My rank is Septrian.”

“Well then,
Septrian Kalik, what I want from you, from all of you, is to listen
to what we have to say. You have all been lied to, and the truth
that you hear today may yet save many lives.”

“Your lives?”
he asked. Almost at once he regretted the combative nature of the
question. He knew it was not her life that was under threat
here.

“This helm,”
she gestured at the metal head before the empty seat. “It is no
imitation. I took it from one who pretended to be your god. His
name was Fashmanion. He was one of us.”

One of the
other cleansers spoke. “He was not a man. I saw him. He did things
that cannot be done.”

“No, he was not
a man,” Pascha agreed. “He was a Benetheon god.”

The cleanser
who had interrupted shook his head. “He spoke our language – even
the high tongue. He knew our customs, our ways as though they were
his own.”

“He studied you
for four hundred years,” she said. “Even a dunce could master such
things in four centuries, and Fashmanion was no dunce.”

“But…”

“Did he heal
the sick?” she demanded. The cleanser shook his head. “Did he do
anything that Wolf Narak did not do? You all know the Wolf.” Again
the man shook his head. He looked down at the table. “Did he ever
face the Wolf,” she asked. Her tone was softer now.

“No he did
not,” the cleanser said, and there was bitterness in his voice.

“Yet with that
one conflict the war could have been decided. I know why he did not
fight Narak. Narak would have killed him. None of us would
willingly face Narak with a blade in his hand.”

“I have seen it
myself,” Kalik agreed.

“He was rusty
when he fought you, Kalik,” she said. “He had not swung a blade
since the last war. Now he is more formidable.”

Kalik tried to
imagine that, but he could not. The men who had faced Narak had
been the best, twelve of the finest swords in the army, and he had
beaten them without so much as a scratch upon him. More formidable
how?

“It is beside
the point,” Kalik said. “Even if he was not Seth Yarra he acted in
accordance with the book. He led us here to further our creed.”

“Your book
advocates war?”

Again she asked
a question that dismantled his argument. The book described how war
should be conducted, but nowhere did it say what might be deemed a
cause. The book spoke more of defence.

“It does not,”
he admitted. “But you speak as though you had read the words.”

“I sought a
copy, though I never found one. However, I did speak with one who
knew your gods.”

“We have only
one god,” Kalik reminded her.

She looked at
him in a way that made him uneasy. It was the same look his
teachers had given him when deciding how far he had progressed – a
look of assessment. Kalik had the feeling that he was missing
something again, but after a moment she spoke again.

“Do you know of
the Bren? I asked you that before, did I not?”

“You did. The
name means nothing to me.”

“Then that is
something that we must put to rights.” She tuned to one of the
other women, the one cloaked in a single garment of dirt brown, a
hood thrown up to hide half her face. “Morianna, you know the Bren
as well as any. Will you educate Kalik and his friends?”

The cloaked
woman drew back her hood. She was older than Kalik had thought,
with a broad, foreign face, but she smiled.

“I would be
glad to, Eran,” she said. Her voice was pleasing to the ear, and
she quickly set about her task in earnest, delineating the origin,
variety and ways of the Bren in such a way that Kalik felt that he
was back in school again. The woman was a gifted speaker, and he
found that his attention did not waver, despite the dry nature of
some of the knowledge she imparted.

It seemed only
a short while before the red haired woman interrupted.

“Enough, I
think,” she said. Morianna dipped her head in a slight bow and
ceased speaking. Kalik looked about him as if waking from a dream,
and saw that the sun was now high overhead. He had no idea how so
much time had passed. It had seemed only minutes, but now his head
was filled with the history of the Bren. He knew them as though he
had known them all his life.

“Magic,” he
said.

“Aye, it was,”
Pascha confirmed. “But now you know.”

“If what was
said was true, and half the day is gone.”

“More,” she
confirmed. “But it was necessary that we spend some time here,
because there must be no fighting before dusk.”

“Why?”

“Because that
is when the Bren will come.”

Kalik felt a
chill deep down. Morianna’s portrait of the Bren had been
disturbing. The images she had left in his mind were of armoured,
insectile hoards, bristling with spikes and edges and strangers to
fear.

“They come to
fight on your side,” he said, but Pascha shook her head.

“The Bren fight
only for the Bren,” she said.

“Then why?”

“You,” she
said. “Your creed of intolerance. The Bren have lived in peace for
centuries because their law allows them to defend themselves –
nothing more. You have given them an excuse to see men as a threat.
They mean to eliminate that threat. Their nature is variable, but
now it is set for war and slaughter.”

Kalik glanced
back over his shoulder at the Seth Yarra army. “They must be
warned,” he said.

“To what end?
They cannot run. They cannot hide. As far as I can see they are
ready for war, and anyway, as long as we are still talking I will
protect them.”

“You can do
that?” Kalik almost dared to believe it.

But Pascha did
not answer. She put her hands over her face. He heard a sharp
intake of breath.

“He is coming,”
she said. She stood up and looked across the open ground. “You want
some demonstration of power, Lassin. Here is one that you can
feel.” She reached out her hands, and at first nothing happened,
but then the ground began to shake. Kalik stood unsteadily and
turned. What he saw astonished him.

The ground
between him and the army was breaking apart, earth and stone
spurting into the air in jets, and the air became thick with dust.
A mound began to form, then two, then five, and yet more. The
mounds broke, one by one, and naked rock rose out of the ground,
thrusting up into the sky.

The shaking
diminished. As the dust began to clear Kalik could see that nine
stumps of rock had emerged from the soil. They were about twenty
feet across, and rose to about twice that height. They were evenly
spaced in a semi circle about the table and thirty or forty paces
distant.

He was
impressed. In truth he was beyond impressed. He was afraid. If this
woman could summon rocks to do her bidding then what chance did
even sixty thousand men have?

Yet it was not
the rocks themselves that held the attention of the others at the
table. He heard gasps, even cries from both armies and he followed
their eyes up into the pale blue spring sky.

There was
something up there, something very big. It was a winged shadow
against the sun, and as it moved away from the light he could see
vast scalloped wings stretched out. The wings did not beat, but
gripped the cold air as the creature wheeled above them.

It was not
possible, Kalik thought. The woman had mentioned dragons, and now
such a beast, a terror out of myth and legend, repudiated the words
of his faith. Seth Yarra had destroyed the dragons. It did not say
so in the books themselves, but he had been taught it as a child,
and now the lie flew above him in the sky.

It was
descending.

Kalik saw a
finger pointing elsewhere and he looked. There was another shape in
the sky. No, three shapes. They were spiralling down out of the air
like so many leaves, spinning slowly. Was this truly the autumn of
the world?

Nine. There
were nine stone pillars that Pascha had made, and Kalik suddenly
grasped the significance of the number. There would be nine
dragons.

The first of
them was getting low now, and it looked even bigger. It was black,
the sort of black that swallowed light, a drifting silhouette cut
into the sky that allowed him to see the darkness beyond. It flew
across the killing grounds that lay between the wall and the Seth
Yarra army, covering the table for a moment with its darkness, then
it tilted, lifted slightly in the air, and settled gently onto the
furthest pillar in a movement that reminded Kalik of the herons
that fished the beach in his home town. It settled its huge wings
along its sides and turned yellow eyes upon the men and women at
the table. Kalik felt the heat of those eyes, a warmth like the
sun, bathing him. His skin prickled with sweat.

He could hear
sounds from the two armies now. The horses were not happy, it
seemed. He heard them screaming, heard men’s voices raised in
prayer, and other sounds of fear and despair. A glance back at his
own people showed a certain amount of disorder, but at least some
had made the futile gesture of raising shields and spears.

The second and
third dragons came in together, angling across each other and
landing with skilled delicacy on their chosen rocky perches. Kalik
had never imagined that dragons would look like this. They were
elegant, powerful, and came is such a variety of colours and forms
that it was hard to believe that they were all captured by the same
name.

He looked
across at Pascha and saw that she was sitting rigidly in her seat,
watching each and every dragon as it spiralled down and settled on
the seats she had provided. Even she did not look entirely
comfortable. The others looked as frightened as he felt, and that
told him that these proceedings were not entirely under the red
woman’s control. The thought did not comfort him in the least.

Of all the
locals sitting opposite him the foreign faced woman who had spoken
of the Bren seemed worst affected. Her eyes were unfocussed, her
breath coming in short gasps and her hands clenched in white fists
on the white cloth that covered the table. She was on the edge of
panic and fighting it.

On impulse he
reached across and covered one of her hands with his own.

“It is not so
bad,” he said. “If they had wanted to kill us we would already be
dead, and anyway, death is only death.”

The woman,
Morianna – he remembered the name – put her other hand over his and
closed her eyes. Her grip was vice-like, and he was considering
pulling his hand away when her eyes opened again and her grip
slackened. She looked him in the eye, and he could see that the
panic was gone.

“Thank you for
that gift of strength,” she said.

Kalik nodded.
He saw that Pascha was staring at him, but as soon as he saw, she
looked away again.

In the killing
ground behind him eight of the dragons had landed. The last wheeled
high above, and if anything it seemed even larger than the
others.


Sixty Five – Tyrak

He liked to
walk by the sea in the evenings. From the rocky shore he had an
unparalleled view of the low hills to the west and the sun setting
among them. It was one of his greatest pleasures, especially on a
fine day like this when the sun plunged almost vertically out of a
clear sky.

The ruddy sky
was fleeting. It lasted only a few minutes, but it was often worth
the wait. Some nights the hills seemed to burn in those brief
moments after the sun vanished.

Tyrak was a
shoe maker. It was not a difficult job, and in a small town like
Gelland it provided a good living. He had a house, a wife, two
children, an ox and cart to take his wares to market, a small
vegetable garden. He had everything a man could want.

He was not
devout, but he believed in the book. He went to the temple three
times a week and listened to the readings, and he tried to live his
life as he understood it was meant to be lived. He made his shoes
according to the patterns laid down.

He had every
expectation of happiness, but somehow it always eluded him, apart
from these few moments that he stole for himself every day. Tyrak
liked being alone. He liked the colours of the setting sun and the
darkening sky, the deep, perfect blue that drained away to reveal
the stars.

Gelland was
special. It was the first town in all the homelands to see the
stars, the first to farewell the sun and the first to greet it in
the morning. It pleased him that of all the god’s loyal servants he
was the first, the very first to see the sun rise and set. Out here
on the rocks was the furthest eastward point, and here he stood,
alone in that distinction, longing for it to last forever.

He watched the
sun sink. He had done this a thousand times before and every time
was different. That was what he loved. His life was always the
same, the days blending into each other until he could no longer
remember them as individuals. They were nothing more than a crowd
of memories, the shoes he made, the people he met, the food he ate.
It was all the same. Every day was no more than an assemblage of
the parts of others.

The sun, on the
other hand, was marching north again, sliding down the slope of
Kalyras towards night, making that particular hill its home for the
last day. Tomorrow it would be free to settle in the valley. Every
night was different, part of a progression that was both
predictable and satisfying.

Yet there were
surprises, too. Sometimes it rained. Sometimes clouds hid the sun
for days at a time when easterly winds piled darkening mist against
the hills, and sometimes a scattering of clouds would make the sky
a patchwork of red and blue, orange and white.

The sun reached
the bottom of the hill and began to diminish. It became a dome, and
then quite rapidly a short line, a point, and then was gone. All
that remained was a brightness in the sky all along the west. The
stars appeared in the east.

Tyrak sighed.
It was time to be gone. His wife would be cooking dinner – a stew
of chicken and vegetables with which he was overly familiar. He
looked out to sea for a moment. There were boats out there even
now, catching fish by lamp light, and he could see their little
stars and the tracks of light they made across the waves. He
breathed in the salt air, licked his lips to see if he could taste
it, and then turned and picked his way across the rough shore to
the esplanade.

He walked
steadily until he reached his street, then turned inland, passing
rows of similar houses with similar lamps hung on each porch. They
were all lit, and the road itself was broad and clean in their
glow. All his neighbours would be in their homes. He was the
eccentric, the odd man, but they tolerated him. He was allowed this
small deviance because his shoes were well made and he was
otherwise a likeable fellow.

He paused
outside his house and listened. He heard a clank of pans from
inside, the high voices of his children. The windows glowed with
lamplight.

He was
distracted by a whispering of wind, a rush of it. He looked towards
the hills again, raised his head. He could feel no wind, and the
almond tree in the front garden was still.

Perhaps it had
been the sea, but he had just been on the shore, and the sea was
calm, waves lapping gently on the rocks. He could barely hear it
from the esplanade.

He heard the
sound again, clearly from the direction of the hills, but he could
see nothing of the trees beyond the lights of their small town. He
tried to picture the scene by daylight, but could not remember a
grove of trees on that side of town.

There was
flicker of movement in the dark, and a drumming sound, almost like
men running, or cattle, perhaps. He stepped away from his door and
peered down the street.

Something
stepped into the light. For a moment Tyrak thought it was a man,
dressed in black like a cleanser, but it didn’t walk like a man,
and the light glinted off it. Whatever it was turned and ran back
into the dark. He felt a chill down his spine and a tightening in
his gut. It had been something different. No man could have turned
like that, or run with that peculiar gait, but it was man sized,
and… dangerous.

He heard the
sound of breaking glass from somewhere down the street, and a
scream that was choked off.

He ran to his
own front door, a feeling of dread giving him speed and an
unaccustomed decisiveness. It opened easily – the doors in Gelland
were never locked – and he rushed into the living room.

“We have to go
to the temple,” he said. “Now.”

They stopped
what they were doing and stared at him. Dilila, his slightly plump
wife was holding a spoon in one hand and a pot in the other. She
was scooping food into the plates that Nilas and Kerrin were
holding out. The children were wide eyed.

“It is time to
eat,” Dilila admonished. “Not time for temple worship.”

“We are
attacked,” he told them. “We must go to the temple for
protection.”

“Attacked?”
Dilila put the pan down and the spoon in it. “What do you mean? Who
attacks us?” She thought he was joking, he realised, or drunk. He
stepped forward and picked up his daughter, Kerrin. She was only
five and could not keep up. He seized Nilas’ hand.

“We go,” he
said. “Now.”

Something in
his tone must have convinced Dilila. She picked up a coat and
followed him out into the street.

In the few
moments he had been inside things had grown considerably worse. He
could see fire now. A house, possible two, burned on the edge of
town, flames leaping up into the dark. There were shouts and
screams coming from that direction.

“Come,” he
said.

They ran
through the streets with Tyrak clutching Kerrin to his chest. She
didn’t struggle, but she began to cry. He could feel her hand
clutching at his shirt, the wetness of her face against him. It
only made him run faster.

The temple was
two streets seawards and three across. It was not far. He knew they
had to reach the temple because it was the only building with stone
walls. It had a heavy door, too, and it could be barred.

They saw other
people, and Tyrak shouted to them to run to the temple. Some did,
and some shook their heads. Not everyone trusted an eccentric.

They were close
when he saw one of the black things again. It was closer this time,
no more than twenty paces away. It was about the size of a man, as
he had guessed, but there the similarity ended. It was plated with
black armour that seemed to grow out if it, its eyes had no whites
– just black balls set on either side of its head, and it was a
mass of edges and spikes.

He thought it
was going to come for them, he was sure it was looking their way,
but instead it ran down another street. As it ran away Tyrak saw a
body on the street. It had once been a woman, but now it was little
more than meat and bone, wrapped in blood soaked cloth. He turned
away from it and ran again.

At the temple
he found the door closed. He kicked at it with his foot. He shouted
for the priest. Others arrived, those few that had followed him,
and they started banging on the door with their fists.

He called out
to the priest – they only had one in so small a town. “Bolias, open
the door! Bolias!”

It could not
have taken more than two minutes for the priest to come, but it
seemed an age. Tyrak felt that he aged a year while waiting. The
sounds of chaos grew from the town around them, but Seth Yarra
himself must have been their protector tonight, because none of the
darkling creatures came near.

The bolts were
drawn and the door opened. A face peered out.

“Tyrak?
What…?”

The priest got
no further in his question. Tyrak pushed past him and was followed
by a flood of men and women. By now there were about thirty or
forty, children clutched or towed as they poured into the temple
courtyard.

“What is the
meaning of this, Tyrak?” Bolias demanded when he had recovered from
the rush.

“We are
attacked,” Tyrak told him. “Things…”

“Demons,”
another man said. “I saw them, and they were demons.”

“I saw no
magic,” Tyrak said. “But they were not men.”

The priest
looked from one man to the other in disbelief. He went to the door
and pulled it open, sticking his head out into the night air. A
second later he pulled it back in. “The one god defend us,” he
said. “The town is afire.”

“They are
killing people,” Tyrak said. “We must bar the door.”

The other man
nodded. “Yes, we must bar the door.”

“But what if
others come?” the priest asked.

They looked at
each other. Tyrak had seen what these creatures could do. If one of
them got into the temple there was no guarantee that they could
kill it. He looked at his children.

“Bar the door,”
he said.

None of them
were brave men. None of them were warriors. Even their priest was a
master of the rule with no cleanser training.

The priest
helped Tyrak lift the heavy oak bar into place, and he felt better
once it settled behind its heavy iron brackets. But now that it was
done they all stood and looked at the door, listening to the faint
sounds of destruction that penetrated the thick stone walls. It was
their neighbours dying, their friends, the people they had grown up
with.

“What are
they?” a man asked.

Bolias looked
slightly more uncomfortable that he already did, which was
difficult. “I do not know,” he said. They were words he had never
heard a priest speak before. But Bolias wasn’t quite defeated. “I
have not seen them.”

“I can describe
them well enough,” Tyrak said.

Something
banged on the door. They heard a voice on the other side calling to
be let in.

“Don’t,” said
one of the men.

Tyrak leaned
against the door. “Who is it?” he shouted.

“Minal,” the
voice shouted back. “Let us in for pity’s sake!”

“Don’t open
it.”

Tyrak ignored
the man and reached for the bar. The priest stepped forward too,
and together they seized the heavy oak beam, but they did not raise
it. Two of the other man pushed them aside and held it in
place.

“I’ve known
Minal all my life,” Tyrak said. “So have you. We have to let them
in.”

“No,” the man
said. “They’ll get in. They’ll kill us all.”

“It’s our duty
to save them if we can,” Bolias said, summoning the full authority
of his office. “Stand aside.”

The
confrontation was brought to a sudden end by a scream from beyond
the door. Other sounds, more reminiscent of a butchers shop,
followed. Finally there was a blow to the door that shook the oak
on its hinges. They all jumped back, suddenly glad that the bar had
not been lifted.

A second blow
reverberated through the temple, sounding like an axe on the wood.
Tyrak wondered how long the door would hold.

Silence fell.
Inside the temple they all stared at the door, waiting for another
blow, waiting for it to break. It was the only thing that stood
between them and a terrible death, and it was just four inches
thick. The silence grew. Tyrak wondered of the thing beyond the
door had moved on. Perhaps it had gone to seek easier prey.

The voice, when
it came, shocked them all.

“Open the
door.”

It was not a
human voice. It whistled and clicked, and was delivered in little
more than a whisper, toneless, dead.

“We will not,”
the priest replied, his voice loud and full of strength. “Not to a
demon. This is the house of Seth Yarra, and you may not enter.”

“We will enter
when we choose,” the whisper said. “Your dead god is less to us
than this door, which buys you another day.”

“You shall not
enter,” Bolias shouted back, but there was a tremor in his voice.
Tyrak had no doubt that the door would be broken, and he did not
think that the sanctity of the temple would hold the demons at
bay.

They were like
cattle in a pen, he realised, waiting to be slaughtered.


Sixty Six – The World Ends

Pascha looked
away from the cleanser Kalik. She had not thought to see one of
them show compassion, but he had surprised her, and he seemed
calmer than she would have believed in the face of all that was
happening around him.

She watched the
last dragon descend. This must be Kirrith. It was bigger that the
others and glittered in a hundred indeterminate colours, catching
sky, the grass, the grey of the wall, and even the brighter colours
of the other dragons in its mirror scales. This, she knew, was the
one creature here that could destroy her with ease.

The giant
creature swept twice across the killing grounds, its shadow
darkening the sky and its wingtips no more than thirty feet above
the ground. At the end of each sweep it rose slightly, tilted and
turned. Its great head swept from side to side, taking in the two
armies, the wall, the table and everyone that sat there. She could
feel its power like a second, warmer sun passing overhead.

It beat its
wings once, one massive thump of air that she felt inside her
chest, and it stopped above the last unoccupied perch, dropping ten
feet straight down. As Kirrith folded its wings, or his wings,
though she could not be sure what dragons were, she saw at last
that there was someone on his back.

No there were
two. Two men sitting astride the broad scales.

It was more
than a surprise. She had expected Narak. She had planned for Narak.
This other man was something unknown, and riding on a dragon’s back
he could not be discounted. In spite of that she had to admit that
she was curious.

Kirrith landed
was so much bigger than the others – a hawk among chickens. He
stretched out his wing and the two men walked down it as though it
was a ramp. Pascha knew Narak at once. She knew his walk, the way
he carried himself, and she knew which of the two he was. She
studied the other.

He was a giant
of a man – a full head taller than Narak and broader at the
shoulder. Both men were armed, and both men carried twin blades
strapped to their backs. They walked across the killing ground
towards the table, and Pascha could see that they were talking, or
at least Narak was.

As they drew
closer she could see that Narak’s companion was armoured, and the
armour was thick, too thick. No natural man could walk in the
weight of armour like that. It did not take a moment for her to
draw the obvious conclusion: he was Farheim. It surprised her that
Pelion had not mentioned him, because he was none of hers.

Narak was
carrying a small box tucked under one arm. He walked around the
table and sat himself in the seat beside Pascha as though he had
just come back from eating lunch. He smiled at her.

“I’ve missed
you,” he said.

The big Farheim
sat down opposite among the Seth Yarra, the chair creaking beneath
his weight. They shifted nervously away from him. He looked
unaccountably cheerful, but still dangerous.

“And I you,”
she said, half an eye on the giant. “Who is your friend?”

“My travelling
companion,” he said, his tone correcting her, “is none other than
Leras, the Lord of Dun Vilant.”

“Dun Vilant?
Where is that?” The name meant nothing to her, nor did the place.
It was apparent that it meant something to the Seth Yarra, however.
There was a general stirring among them, and new, curious looks at
the giant.

Leras looked
her in the eye, but then dropped his head. “I am honoured to meet
you, Eran,” he said. His voice was deep and rough, but the respect
was genuine. His blue eyes had an almost dog-like quality when he
raised them again.

“How old are
you, Leras?” she asked.

Leras smiled.
He had big teeth, big lips. It was a big smile. “To the point,” he
said. “I like that. By your reckoning I have lived two thousand and
four hundred years and twenty seven more, as near as I can
tell.”

“What is he
saying?” Kalik asked. “Who is he and why does he sit among us?”

Pascha realised
that Leras was not speaking Afalel, but some old Avilian dialect.
Before she could point this out Leras spoke again, and this time in
what must once have been Afalel, or at least its grandfather.

“I am Leras of
Dun Vilant,” he said. “I sit here because, as I have been told, we
served the same master.”

Pascha looked
at Narak sharply, but the Wolf God was looking deliberately
elsewhere.

Kalik asked the
question. “You serve Seth Yarra?”

Leras laughed,
a belly laugh with an edge of madness. He grinned at Narak. “It is
just as you said, Lord Wolf, they have forgotten everything.”

Kalik bristled.
“We follow the book,” he said. “Nothing is forgotten.”

“Aye, the
book,” Leras said, and laughed again. “Tell me this, warrior
priest, what do you know of my city?”

“Dun Vilant? It
is the holy city of Seth Yarra.”

Leras shook his
head. “And what of Polantis?” he asked.

“I do not know
a place called Polantis,” Kalik replied. “Or a person of that
name.”

“Dun Vilant was
once the city of Eran Seti,” Leras said. “It was destroyed by
dragons. Polantis met the same fate, but was once the city of Eran
Iarran.”

Kalik clearly
made the connection. He looked at Pascha, knowing that she had also
been named Eran by this huge warrior.

“Seti, Iarran.
Are you trying to tell me that Seth Yarra is two gods?”

A shadow loomed
over the table, killing the exchange, and Pascha looked up,
startled to see a vast head looming over them. It was Kirrith. It
seemed that the huge dragon had stepped down from his plinth
without anyone noticing – quite a trick for a beast of his
size.

“You may wish
to know,” the dragon said, “that the sun has set in the easternmost
parts of the Homeland.”

The
significance of what the dragon said was not immediately apparent
to Pascha, and not at all to most gathered at the table. It was
Narak that understood.

“The Bren,” he
said.

Sunset. Night.
The Bren were free to do what they wished above the ground and
their armies would be unleashed. She simply had not thought of it.
The sun would not set here for another two hours, and in those
hours night would spread across the Seth Yarra homeland and
thousands, perhaps tens of thousand would die.

Two hours, and
the Bren would not come until then. She looked at the slopes of the
mountains, the rough grass of the killing ground. No, she decided,
they would be early. They would be prepared and waiting like any
disciplined army, because the Bren were lacking in imagination, but
not discipline. That meant that they were already here, somewhere,
hidden beneath the ground.

But what could
she do?

The Bren would
not show themselves in the light. Only when darkness fell…

She looked up
at the blue sky. Well, she could certainly do something about that.
She drew on the power. Pascha could not force the sun to set. Not
only would it require a monstrous deployment of power, but it would
probably destroy them all. Darkness, however, was something
else.

Clouds appeared
above them. They were white at first, but as they grew and spread
rapidly across the sky they became darker and more threatening,
until the firmament roiled with slate grey thunderheads.

The men and
women at the table shifted nervously, looking up at the storm black
sky. There was no way that this could be natural. Narak, however,
seemed pleased.

“Clever,” he
said. “Do you think they’ll come?”

“Do you think
I’ll give them a choice,” Pascha muttered. She was concentrating on
the sky, building a shield against the light as quickly as she
could. It was difficult. The day was set dry and clouds needed
moisture.

It took no more
than a minute, and while the land was not exactly plunged into
night, it was certainly bathed in gloom. It became difficult to
make out figures standing on the wall, and the Seth Yarra army
faded into a single restless creature.

Now she needed
to know where the Bren were. If the Sirash had been to hand it
would have taken a moment. She knew that there were thousands of
them here, somewhere. In the Sirash they would have been a beacon,
but without it she had to do something more difficult. She closed
her eyes and tried to shut out everything, but a voice, Narak’s
voice whispered in her ear.

“You’re losing
control, Pascha.”

She shut him
out, silencing the world. She reached with her mind, looking for
the particular flavour, the unique colour of the Bren. If she
spread herself too thinly she could not tell one creature from
another unless she became them all, and there were a hundred
thousand men here, a similar number of other creatures flying and
crawling, filling the ground below her and the air above, and the
Bren would be even more. She did not know if she could be so many
things and yet remain herself.

She fashioned
her mind into a lance, sharp and precise. Whatever she touched was
revealed, and she probed the ground beneath her. It took time, and
she worried about Narak’s words. Losing control of what? The Bren
were here. She had only to find them and her plan could
proceed.

She put it out
of her mind and focussed on the Bren.

It took a few
minutes to search the rock beneath the killing ground, and she
found nothing. She felt a rising panic. Had they come at all? She
had assumed that they would come simply because of her challenge,
her claim to be the true heir of Pelion. But if they had refused
the bait, or even worse had seen through her strategy, then she had
trapped herself here while the slaughter went on unabated.

She pushed the
panic aside. There were other places still to search, and she
turned to the mountains of the Dragon’s Back. There was rock enough
there to hide a hundred armies.

She found them.
When she looked at the mountains they were everywhere. Tunnels lay
behind almost every rock face, a thin wall of rock all that
remained to be broken. She broke them. One by one she used her
power to rip away the stone, to expose the army of the Bren and
force them out into what remained of the light.

Something was
shaking her shoulder violently, and she allowed the outside world
in again, and opened her eyes.

For a moment
she thought that night had truly fallen, for all she could see was
blackness. She heard the rattle of arrows striking something
hard.

You are losing
control.

It was a
dragon’s wing she saw, stretched out to protect the parley table
from attack, and the wing belonged to Torgaris.

“The Seth Yarra
panicked,” Narak said. “They shot at the gate, and as soon as you
pulled down the mountains the Bren attacked them.”

It was going
wrong then. “Couldn’t you stop them?” she snapped.

“Yes,” Torgaris
replied. “By killing them.” She had not expected the dragon to
speak. It still shocked her that reason, even wisdom, inhabited
such beasts. But Torgaris was right. She was the only one with
sufficient power to stop the fighting and not kill them.

She stood. What
to do? The Avilians and Telans arrayed before the gate had not
joined in the melee. They had adopted a defensive posture, shields
up. The horsemen had brought their mounts to the knee so that they
were more easily shielded. Skal, she thought. It would be Skal who
had held them in check.

She threw up a
wall of power. No arrow, lance, man or horse could penetrate it,
and so the gate and all her allies were safe.

The Bren had
advanced, but were not yet truly engaged with the Seth Yarra, who
in their turn were peppering the night folk with arrows. She still
had time to stop it before it became too bloody.

Pascha wrapped
herself in her power and strode out from the protection of the
dragon’s wing. She reached up into the lowering clouds and seized
the energy that gathered there. She threw down lightning, striking
the ground all around the advancing armies, a barrage of light and
sound. Broken earth flew up where the lightning struck.

The Bren turned
away from it, incapacitated by the brilliance. The Seth Yarra, in
their turn, were stunned by the noise. Pascha had made the moment’s
hiatus that she needed. She reached up once more, and the thunder
spoke with her voice.

“STOP!” She had
put everything into the word, and it was louder than she had
intended. It was painful to the ear. She lessened the power she had
used. “Stop fighting and withdraw!”

The startled,
shaken combatants obeyed, and Pascha felt a delicious thrill. This
is what it is like to have power, to be feared. As soon as there
was clear ground between them she raised an invisible wall to hold
them apart. Now she had control.

She sought the
chief of the Bren Morain among their numbers, and quickly found
him, still perched on the lip of one of the exposed tunnels. She
seized him and a moment later he appeared at her side, alone.

The Bren surged
to see their leader taken, but came up against the invisible wall
and broke like a wave.

“A good trick,
I grant you,” the Bren said. He was still not cowed. “You cannot
defend them all,” he said. “Not always.”

Narak appeared
at her side. He was holding the box she had seen before, and now
she understood what it was: Pelion’s Star, The Pity Stone, the
conscience of dragons. This was the reason he had travelled north.
He meant to use it on the Bren.

Pascha knew
about the stone. Pelion had explained its creation, and he had
explained what it had done. It was a device of great power and it
was indiscriminate. It acted upon anybody who looked upon it,
anybody who touched it. In truth she feared the thing. She did not
want to be changed.

“Narak,
no.”

He looked at
her, and she could see that he was puzzled. “No?”

“Do not use the
stone.”

“I must,” he
replied.

“I can stop
them.”

“This is the
only thing that will stop them forever,” Narak insisted. It was
true. As little as Pascha wanted to see the stone she knew that it
should change the Bren for ever, change what they were and how they
thought so that they could never try to do this again.

“I am afraid,”
she said. She could not have said the words to anyone else. Nobody
else would have understood. Narak turned to her, ignoring the Bren
Morain.

“No one should
fear their own conscience, Pascha,” he said. “least of all a
god.”

“It will change
me,” she replied.

“It will do you
no harm,” he said. He made to take her hand in his but she pulled
away.

“It destroyed
Pelion,” she protested. “He was a shadow of the thing he was.”

“He was a
shadow of the evil he was,” Narak said. “Pelion needed to be
destroyed. You know this.”

“But what if I
am the same, Narak? What if it destroys me?”

“If I can
survive it,” Narak shrugged, “how can you not?”

She looked at
him, perhaps for the first time seeing herself through his eyes. It
was a vision that disturbed her.

He thought that
she was better than him.

If she had not
been so afraid she might have laughed. The Narak she knew, had
lived with for centuries, was honest, compassionate, dutiful, a
repository of every virtue. He had no vanity. It was that purity
that had driven her away. In contrast Pascha knew that she had
shirked her own duty, deceived people, acted selfishly, and in
every way epitomised a delinquent god. He was impulsive, and he had
a temper, and so his only weakness was his strength, but he was
never petty.

If she could
have given her gift to Narak at that moment she would have done.
She would have been free again, the burden lifted.

Narak opened
the box he had brought with him.

“Narak.”

He smiled at
her. “It will be all right,” he said.

Inside the box
was a mass of white cloth and Narak reached in. Pascha wanted to
close her eyes, but she couldn’t. A rat faced with a snake had more
choice. This was an ordeal she had to endure. It would show her
what she was. The pity stone would judge her as it had judged
Pelion, as it had judged the dragons. She had almost forgotten the
Bren Morain that stood before them.

She forced her
eyes closed for a moment, then had to open them again. Narak was
holding the stone in the palm of his hand.

It was
beautiful.

Pascha was fond
of jewels. She had treasured them as gifts when she had lived among
men, but she had never seen the like of this. The Pity Stone was
almost the size of an apple, and it glittered as brightly as any
cut gem. She took it for a diamond at first, but its depths held
hints of colour, blood red and leaf green. It glowed softly.

The appearance
was no more than bait, she realised. Who could resist such beauty?
All who looked upon the stone would stare, and while staring they
would be judged. Pascha could feel it. She could not move her eyes,
could not even blink. She had become fixed upon it, and inside her
head she could feel an alien presence. Her mind was bathed in
warmth, the heat creeping into every part, examining, testing her
life. It was like living it all over. Fifteen centuries of
imperfection hung up before her for inspection, and there was no
part of it that she could look at without feeling how it might have
been done better.

It was not, she
realised, that the pity stone was judging her. It was forcing her
to judge herself. She saw every mistake and every consequence of
her actions through its prism. She saw everything with a clarity
she had never known, and she knew her errors. Pascha learned. Where
there were lies she saw truth, and excuses were replaced with
reasons. The stone’s gift to her was not judgement, but
understanding.

It was painful.
Within herself there was nowhere to hide. Being stripped in a
roomful of strangers would have been less traumatic. It was not
what other people thought of you that mattered, she learned, but
what you thought of yourself once you saw yourself revealed, and
the pity stone was the brightest of lights. It left no shadows.
Every pointless, petty, stupid thing she had ever done was dragged
out into the sun, every cruelty, every harsh word repeated over and
over.

As quickly as
it had begun it was over. She felt like a bell that had been rung,
and the world seemed to ring with her.

She was
changed, but the change was not drastic. She was still Pascha. It
was her illusions that had been taken from her, the things that she
hid behind.

But the stone
had not been revealed for her benefit, and as she recovered her
wits she turned and looked at the Bren Morain. The creature was
staring at the stone, but there was something wrong. All she could
read on its face was scorn.

The Bren were
immune to the pity stone. The thought hit her like a thunderbolt.
Had Pelion done this deliberately? He had not told her so, and she
was sure that he would have if the immunity had been intentional.
Pelion had known what Narak was trying to do with the Pity Stone,
and he had said nothing. Pascha believed that Pelion thought Narak
would succeed.

So how could
they be unaffected?

Perhaps it was
the stone itself that gave her the answer, or perhaps the change it
her made it obvious in some other way, but it came to her at
once.

The pity stone
only affected mankind. Pelion had made a thing to combat the
dragons and it should not have worked. Dragon’s, too, should have
been immune to its power. The answer to that puzzle was also
obvious. Pelion had made the Bren out of ants, ants and other
creatures that were quite different, and so their minds were
different.

Cobran had
started with men.

Dragons were
not lizards or snakes remade by magic, they were men.

“Am I supposed
to fear this pretty rock?” the Bren Morain demanded.

It took Narak
longer to recover from the surprise, But his reaction was pure
Narak. His blades were in his hands in a moment and inches from the
Bren’s neck.

“You will stop
the slaughter,” he said. “Now.”

Pascha thought
there was something different about him, even though he was so much
the same. He seemed faster, and the blades were different, too.

“I do not fear
death,” the Bren Morain said. “We are one.”

“Trust me,”
Narak said. “You cannot outbreed my anger. I will kill you
all.”

The Bren did
not believe this. Pascha could see it. But she did. She sensed a
strength in Narak that went beyond anything he had possessed
before. If he did this, if he attacked the Bren, it would be
something else he would regret, another burden, and it would not
save the Seth Yarra.

She put a hand
on his arm. It was like touching warm steel. He flinched at the
contact.

“Let me do this
my way,” she said. “I can stop them.”

Narak looked at
her. He blinked. “You can stop them?”

“I can.” She
knew that whatever power Narak had, she had more. She was a god
mage. The world was subject to her will. She turned to the Bren
Morain. “I am Pelion’s true heir,” she said. “You will stop. You
will withdraw to your own realm.”

“We are
Pelion’s children,” the Bren replied. “We owe you no
allegiance.”

“Did you bring
Pelion’s Crown as I asked?”

She could have
sworn the thing smiled, though she knew of no way to tell.

“No.”

“You are right
to fear me,” she told the Bren. “I know the crown, and I know its
secret. It will reveal Pelion’s will. It will show you who is the
true heir and who is not. You know this.” The Bren remained silent.
It thought that by refusing to bring the crown it had avoided the
issue, but it was mistaken. Pascha reached out with her hand and
the world obeyed her. She closed her fingers and the crown was
there in her hand.

It was a simple
thing. Three strands of metal, copper, silver and gold, each as
thick as her smallest finger, had been woven into a circlet. Onto
that seven gems had been set. The largest of these was at the front
of the crown, a pear shaped ruby that pointed upwards, flanked by
two smaller emeralds.

The Bren
snatched at it, but Pascha did not allow it to grasp the crown.
Instead she offered it to Narak. “Put this on your head,” she
said.

“Me?”

“It is not the
crown,” the Bren said. “The crown is hidden.”

“Not from me,”
she said. “Put it on, Narak.”

Narak sheathed
his blades and took the crown in both hands. He lifted it above his
head and placed it there carefully. It was a good fit. For a few
seconds nothing happened. The Bren seemed about to speak, but
before it could utter a word a dull glow kindled in the heart of
the ruby. It grew and spread to the emeralds on either side.

“It feels
warm,” Narak said.

“This is a
lie,” the Bren said. “It is a trick. We examined him.”

“No,” Pascha
said. She held out her hand and Narak gave the circlet back to her,
the stones dimming again. She put the crown on her own head, and
again it was a perfect fit. She knew that magic made it so.

She could not
see the stones, but she saw them reflected in the Bren’s black
eyes. The red light from the ruby bathed the ground around her. It
did not glow. It shone brightly.

“You never
understood this thing,” she said. “You thought it would choose one
of you, but that was always impossible. Pelion’s crown was always
destined for his heirs. Did you think that the Benetheon was chosen
at random? Pelion was afraid of his own kin, terrified that they
would become what he had been before the pity stone changed him,
and so he sought them out. He sought us out. He could have killed
us, but that would have piled an even greater burden on his
shoulders.

“He made us
sterile, an ending of his line, and he hoped that the talent would
never emerge again. But it did,” she said. “In me. I am Pelion’s
true heir.”

The Bren looked
furious, but it did not speak.

“It is true?”
Narak asked. “We are all Pelion’s kin?”

“All of us,”
she confirmed. “All of us that remain.” She turned back to the
Bren. It could not deny her now, and even if it did it would change
nothing. She did not have to kill the Bren to defeat them. She
could simply undo them, as she had once undone a tree. She knew how
they were made, and it would be akin to pulling a thread to undo a
knot. They would become again what they had once been: ants.

“You will
stop,” she said to the Bren Morain. “You will return to your realm
beneath the ground.”

“We will stop,”
the Bren said. The words seemed dragged from it, slow, reluctant,
defeated. “We will return beneath the ground.”

Almost at once
the Bren began to withdraw from the field. She saw them flow back
towards their caves and she knew that in that other place, the land
that the Seth Yarra called home, the same thing would be happening.
Thousands dead, she thought, but millions saved.

Now only the
Seth Yarra army remained. She turned and looked at them, a mass of
frightened men. She judged that they were ready to go home. Most of
them were not dedicated as the cleansers were, and even the ranks
of the black clad warriors were riven with doubt.

Pascha was only
twenty paces from the table. She walked back to it, the crown still
shining on her head. She took her seat.

“Peace,” she
said. “Let us have peace.” She released the Seth Yarra general so
that he could speak and move again, but he seemed too frightened to
talk. It was Kalik that answered her.

“Yes,” he said.
“Peace.” He turned to the others of his kind at the table. “I say
that this war is over, whether we wish it or not. Having seen what
we have seen, heard what we have heard, we cannot fight on. Our
cause as it was told to us is a lie, and we are overmatched. Do any
dissent?”

One of the
other cleansers spoke. “Kalik, you are not the senior officer here.
You have been held apart from us for two years. We no longer know
your mind.”

“He talks
sense, though,” Leras interrupted. The giant leaned forwards. “If
you set yourselves against Eran Pascha you will lose. If she wished
the mountains to fall on your army and crush it, they would do
so.”

The cleansers
looked uneasily at the peaks above them.

“Do any
dissent?” Kalik asked again. Heads around the table shook. The
cleansers were ready to surrender.

“Terms,” the
general found his voice at last. “There must be terms,” he
said.

“This is not a
surrender,” Pascha told them. “We do not want your weapons. Just go
to your ships and sail them back to your home. Don’t come
back.”

“I disagree.”
It was Quinnial who spoke. All heads turned to the Avilian
duke.

“You disagree?”
Pascha enquired. “What terms do you want?”

“I want a
treaty,” Duke Quinnial said. “I want a temple to Seth Yarra built
at Bas Erinor. I want to be able to buy their windships. I want
trade. There are a thousand things I want.”

Quinnial was
little more than a boy compared to Pascha, but he was no fool. He
sought to bind Seth Yarra to the Kingdoms, to erode their
isolation, but she did not see how trade could work. The Seth Yarra
were particular about everything.

“I agree with
Duke Quinnial,” Hestia said. “And there must be reparations.”

“Reparations?”
the Afaeli king said. “You were bitten by the snake you coddled.
You cannot expect to gain from that.”

“You may ask
for what you will,” Kalik said. “But we are soldiers. Our words do
not bind the homeland.”

“Then you may
carry a message for us,” Pascha said.

“That we can
do,” Kalik agreed.

“We must agree
on the contents of the message,” Prince Havil said. “And so must
they.” He nodded in the direction of the watchful dragons.

History was
being played out again. The Kingdoms were arguing among themselves,
but at least they were arguing towards something.

In spite of her
misgivings, Pascha recognised that it was a beginning. They talked
around the table for the rest of the day, and eventually even the
Seth Yarra general entered into the spirit of the thing. Everyone
did, except Narak. Pascha noticed quite quickly that the Wolf was
sitting silently, not really listening. She suspected that he was
brooding.

Towards evening
they abandoned the table and the Seth Yarra returned to their own
camp while Pascha and her allies withdrew behind the wall. She was
half way to the gate before she realised that Narak was not with
them.

She turned. He
was still sitting at the table, alone. The dragons were watching
him, all nine of them, unnaturally alert. She walked back to
him.

“Narak?”

He did not
answer. She saw that he was holding the pity stone again, rolling
it in his fingers and staring into it. She put a hand gently on his
shoulder.

“Narak, the day
is over,” she said.

“Not yet,” he
said. “I made a promise. I will keep it.”

Pascha did not
understand what he meant, but it was apparent that the dragons
expected something. They stared with unblinking eyes so that she
felt a mouse before nine cats, a snowflake before a bonfire. The
air was thick with expectation.

Narak stood,
still gripping the stone in one hand. He held it out in front of
him, like an offering to the dragons.

“Today the
world ends,” he said. “Today the world is born again.”

He changed.
Pascha was familiar with Narak’s aspect, his god form, but this was
quite different. His skin grew scaled armour, his eyes changed to
dragon yellow, his pupils slitted like theirs. He became a man
shaped dragon. Here was the source of the power she had sensed
earlier, and it frightened her. This she could neither kill nor
control.

“I made a
promise,” he said. “I am the promise. Adelir. Redemption.
Freedom.”

Kirrith roared.
Pascha had not guessed that a dragon could move so quickly. The
giant creature hurled itself at Narak, swifter than an arrow, as
the others set up a roaring that shook the ground, but for all his
speed, Kirrith was too slow.

The Pity Stone
shattered in Narak’s hand.

It seemed to
Pascha that the world stopped. Kirrith loomed over them, the
dragons fell silent, and the only sound she could hear was the thin
music of the shattered bits of gemstone as they fell from Narak’s
fingers onto the ground.

“What have you
done?” she whispered the question.

“They are
free,” Narak replied, his voice strong and full of certainty.

“Free? Narak,
they are dragons. You have freed the dragons.” Truly it was the end
of the world as he had said. Even she could not fight against
these. She looked up into Kirrith’s great yellow eyes, twin suns in
the darkening sky, but the dragon seemed stunned.

“They never
understood,” Narak said. “And it was the simplest thing.”

“What are you
talking about?”

“The stone.
Didn’t you feel it?”

“It changed
me,” she replied. She was ready to go in a moment. If the dragons
attacked she could be elsewhere with Narak in the blink of an eye.
If she could not fight them, then at least she could escape.

“And then
nothing,” Narak said. “The stone changes you only once, and the
change is in you, not the stone. For two thousand years they have
dwelt in fear, afraid that they would become again what they had
been. They thought their virtue, their guilt, resided in the stone,
but it was never so.”

“Truly?” Pascha
felt the beginnings of hope.

“Truly. They
did not know it – they who know everything were blind to this
because they needed some sort of penance. It was never about the
stone. They needed to be able to forgive themselves, and so they
made the legend of Adelir, the Awaited. When the time was right
they made me the vessel of their forgiveness. Now they are free.
The burden of their guilt is lifted. They can once more dwell in
the world.”

She looked up
at the dragon. “Kirrith, is it so?”

The dragon
dropped its head until it lay close to them. “It may be. I seem
unchanged by the stone’s demise. Narak, how did you know this?”

“You gave me
the gift,” Narak replied. “You made me dragon kin, and eventually I
knew, as dragons know, without reason.”

“You could have
mentioned it,” Kirrith said. “Before you destroyed the stone.”

“You would not
have believed me,” Narak replied. “You would have tried to prevent
it.”

The dragon
bared its teeth, a smile perhaps. “You are probably correct,” it
said. “And now you have freed us, but what are we to be? How are we
to live? We are built to pillage and slaughter, but that is closed
to us.”

“It is not for
me to say,” Narak replied. “But you know the truth when you hear
it, and that is a talent that men will pay for, and one that they
do not possess.”

It was over.
Pascha looked around her as though waking from a dream. The dragons
were safe. The Bren were driven back below the ground, and the war
was finished. She wondered what the future held for her, and for
Narak.

“I have to go,”
Narak said.

Pascha didn’t
understand. They were together now. They had won.

“What do you
mean?” she asked.

“You saw. When
the stone failed against the Bren, you saw what I did.”

“You did
nothing.”

“I would have
killed them,” he said. “I have not changed since Afael. It was the
same.”

“It was not the
same,” Pascha protested. “Millions of lives stood in the
balance.”

“And yet…” he
did not complete the thought.

“This is
foolish,” she said. “We won. We can do what we wish.”

Narak shook his
head. He turned to her, and his eyes were sad.

“The dragons
have done their penance,” he said. “Now it is my turn. I must be
alone. I know this as I knew the pity stone. I have no choice.” He
took her hands in his. “You know that I long to be with you,” he
said. “We have been apart too long, and yet we have the time. We
have all the time there is if we so choose. We were born to be
together, and it will be so, but not yet.”

“The Dragons
spent two thousand years this way.” she said. “Must it be so
long?”

“Less,” he
replied. “Far less, but I cannot say what span it may be. I will
come back to you, Pascha. Be true. Be honest.” He turned and began
to walk north. She watched him go, unable to find the words to
express what she felt.

“We shall watch
over you, Wolf Narak,” Kirrith called. Narak raised a hand but did
not turn. Pascha watched his figure diminish as he trudged into the
failing light. Somewhere behind her there was a beating of dragon
wings and Torgaris flew past, circling as he gained height. His
presence in the sky marked Narak’s trail long after the Wolf
himself was out of sight.


Epilogue – The Great Forest

I have been
fortunate to spend a lifetime among the great and powerful in a
time of change, to have lived history. I have been honoured to
advise many. Eran Pascha knows my name, Duke Quinnial is a friend,
and I count King Skal, my blood kin, the same. Some of this good
fortune comes from what little reputation I have garnered as a
scholar, but most, I believe, is because I wed Lord Tilian Henn,
hero of the second Great War, the Ghost himself.

In all my years
I met the Wolf only once. It was indeed a remarkable encounter.
This is especially so when you consider that no other verified
sighting has been recorded since the end of the war. So I shall
describe it because its very rarity gives it some intrinsic
value.

We were
travelling the Gods’ Walk in Telas, Tilian and I, with a carter and
a couple of men from Tilian’s household. We were on the way to
visit King Skal and Hestia, his Queen, when we were accosted by
bandits.

In the decades
after the war there were still a few reavers in the north. They
were desperate, hunted men, and in that time they banded together
in ever greater numbers. I did not count our assailants, but they
numbered more than twenty.

It was an
unpleasant confrontation. I could see that Tilian wanted to fight.
The Great Forest was only a few paces away and his bow was on the
pommel of his saddle. I believe he could have done it, had we not
been with him.

These men were
not generous with mercy. You could see it in their eyes. They
neither dispensed it nor expected it in return. I thought them
malnourished, weak, and all the more dangerous for that.

The leader, or
I assumed he was such, demanded that we surrender our wealth. We
had no choice, and it did not matter anyway. We were carrying no
more than twenty gold guineas, and we would not feel the loss. But
everything changed when the bandit pointed to me.

“And her,” he
said. “We will have her.”

Then I knew we
were all going to die.

The silence
after his words stretched on, and the bandit leader smiled. He knew
that he had demanded the impossible. He expected to have the
pleasure of killing us all, but at that moment, just as the silence
was about to break, Narak appeared.

It sounds plain
and every-day to say that he stepped out from behind a tree, and it
was not that. It was like the sun coming out. His presence was
overwhelming. He walked between the bandits and the wagon, and
nobody moved to prevent him. It was impossible not to know who he
was. Even if he had not worn twin blades on his back he was
different, somehow more than anyone else.

“Leave this
place,” he said. The bandit leader did not demur. He knew that he
was outmatched, and that this was a rare show of mercy. He waved
his men back and retreated rapidly down the road, reluctant, for
once I think, to seek the cover of Narak’s forest.

When they were
gone the Wolf turned to us. He nodded to Tilian. They had met
before, I knew. He turned to me.

“I thank you
for the book you sent,” he said. “It was a most useful gift.”

“I am glad,” I
replied, not knowing what else to say. He nodded again, as though
accepting what I had said. He was not a particularly tall man, and
not especially handsome; compact, lithe, with a sureness in his
movements that I have seen in no other man, though Skal approaches
it at times.

“I consider the
debt repaid,” he said.

I did not
reply, and Tilian did not speak. Narak turned and stepped once more
into the Great Forest, and was gone. It was all over, from start to
finish, in three minutes, perhaps as many as five. But it changed
my life. I knew that Narak watched over us. How else could he have
been there at the exact moment of our direst need, to step out and
stand between our small party and its inevitable extinction?

That winter I
tied ribbons at Eltaraya for the first time in ten years and have
done so every year since. I hold that the Wolf is different from
other gods. He may not be seen, he may never speak, but always he
stands just behind us, watching, waiting until he is needed once
more.

 


Extract from ‘A
Life’

By Lady Sara
Henn

Learned Scholar
Visitant of the Royal College of Historians at Golt.

* * * *

There were no
paths in the forest. Beneath the canopy of trees it was fairly
open, but hard going on the soft leaf litter. Every now and then it
slipped beneath his boots, not often, but often enough that he did
not trust his footing.

He sought out
high ground, climbing every tree covered hill, working his way
steadily north and west. When he was high he could look out across
the forest through the trunks of the vast trees and scan the sky
for any sign of the dragon.

He caught sight
of it on the seventh day. It was Bane, circling high above the
canopy. He adjusted his course, and by the time he made camp that
night he knew he must be close.

Each night in
the great forest had been unnerving. It was still a sacred place,
forbidden to men, but he had not been challenged. Night was
difficult though. In daylight he walked and saw nothing. There was
no sign of wolves or bears, only the distant call of birds and once
a deer had crossed his path and bolted away, gone in moments. At
night there were eyes.

Every night he
built a fire and its light was reflected back from the darkness by
many pairs of eyes. He did not know what they were, but they seemed
to belong to larger creatures, and they watched him. When he
approached them they retreated beyond the light.

This night was
no different, but he had schooled himself to ignore them. He had
decided there was no harm in them.

He built his
fire and suspended a small pot over it. He assembled his evening
meal and waited for it to cook, crouched beside the flames. When he
looked up from his work he almost fell over backwards.

There was a
wolf sitting opposite him, watching.

He stared back
for a few moments, but the wolf seemed calm. There was no apparent
danger. It was not a large beast, and wore white marking on its
lower jaw and chest. It sat with its head slightly tilted, like a
curious dog. He went back to his task, stirring the contents of the
pot with his knife, watching the wolf out of the corner of his eye.
He tasted the blade. Not bad.

What does it taste
like?

He looked up,
startled, but there was only the wolf sitting there.

“Did you speak
to me?” he asked.

In a manner of speaking,
the wolf replied, a smile hidden among the words. He could not hear
its voice, and it did not speak, but he heard words none the less,
as though they came directly to his mind. What does it taste like?

He dipped his
knife into the pot and came up with a piece of meat impaled in its
tip.

“Here,” he
said.

Throw it.

He hesitated
for a moment, and then flicked the knife so that the morsel flew
towards the wolf. The animal caught it deftly and chewed for a
moment.

Strange. Do you cook
all your meat?

“Yes. Who are
you?”

I am Swift Foot of the
first pack, and you are Cain One Hand, the philosopher general,
friend of the dragon mage. You are expected.

Cain was a
little taken aback.

“I am Cain
Arbak, minor lord and innkeeper,” he replied. “And who is the
dragon mage?”

The one who woke me.
You call him Narak, The Wolf.

Dragon mage. It
was an appropriate title, Cain supposed. He had been in these woods
six times in the fifty years since the signing of the treaty of Fal
Verdan which had ended the war; each time at Eran Pascha’s behest.
Each time he had found the dragon circling in the sky, and each
time he had failed to speak to Narak.

Yet every time
it had been apparent that there was a power growing here. He had
felt it, been misled by it, tricked by it. He had sought Wolfguard
twice and failed to find it, though he was sure that he knew the
way. The Wolf’s home had simply declined to show itself.

“Will he speak
to me?” Cain asked.

I cannot say, but he comes
now. The wolf turned and trotted into the darkness.

Cain waited.
The forest seemed unnaturally still around him. He noticed that the
eyes had gone from the shadows beyond the firelight. He turned
around, but the light of his fire showed him nothing but the trunks
of trees, the scrubby undergrowth.

A wolf stepped
out of the night in front of him. It was huge, at least twice the
size of the first wolf. It stopped, and as he watched it
transformed into a man, stretching upwards, adopting its new shape
smoothly. It became Narak, just as Cain remembered him, clothed in
black boots and white cotton. The swords were there, too. This was
something new. He had never been able to emerge from the wolf state
fully armed and clothed before.

“Cain,” he
said.

Cain bowed. “My
Lord,” he replied.

Narak smiled.
He crouched by the fire and warmed his hands. “Did you bring wine?”
he asked.

“Telan,” Cain
replied. He produced two cups and a bottle, offered a cup to Narak,
who took it and sipped appreciatively.

“Fifty years
have not dulled their art,” he said.

Cain summoned
up his tact. “You know why I am here,” he said.

Narak nodded,
sipped the wine again. “Pascha,” he said.

“She awaits
your return, my lord.”

Narak leaned
against a tree trunk, pushed his legs out in front of him.

“Tell me other
news,” he said.

Cain thought
back over fifty years. There was a lot to say. He decided to stick
with recent events.

“Duke Aidon is
doing well,” he said. “His reforms to the property laws are
popular.”

“Duke
Aidon?”

“Quinnial died
five years ago,” Cain said. “Aidon is Quinnial’s eldest, named for
his brother. The dragons didn’t tell you?”

Narak looked
troubled. “No,” he said. “They don’t often speak to me.” He glanced
up into the night sky.

“The Lady
Maryal is still there, and her sons look to her for advice, but not
for much longer, I suppose. She’ll be seventy next year. And Tilian
Henn died last year. You remember Tilian?”

“I remember,”
Narak said.

“His wife, the
Lady Sara. She sent you a book once. She died ten years ago, but
then she was older than Tilian. He hadn’t really been the same
since that.”

“Tell me
something that doesn’t involve death, Cain.”

“As you wish,”
he paused, gathering his thoughts again. Most of the news he had
was death, death and aging. That was all the change he saw these
days.

“Sheyani is
well?” Narak asked.

“She is. We
divide our days between Waterhill and Col Boran. Eran Pascha is a
generous mistress. We see a lot of Skal and Hestia. They married
years ago, of course, and their son has ruled in Telas Alt for a
decade or two. They still argue a lot.” He smiled.

“Where is Col
Boran?”

“Eran Pascha’s
home, built on the Dragon’s Back twenty miles south of Hellaree.
It’s fast becoming a town. You really know none of this?”

“None of
it.”

“Jidian and
Sithmaree married, too. I never expected that. I didn’t think
Benetheon gods married, but they have children, Boras and Wulla -
Pascha has granted them long life, so no grief there yet.”

“Havil?”

Cain remembered
that Narak had been fond of Havil. “Old King Havil still reigns in
Tor Silas,” he said. “His people love him, as they always have, and
he still struggles to be circumspect, even at eighty-three.”

Narak was
silent for a while, staring into the fire.

“I’ll never get
used to it, Cain,” he said eventually. “It seems a blink of an eye
since I walked away from Fal Verdan, a few bright summers, and all
the mortal men I knew are withered or dead.”

“Aye, it
troubles us all,” Cain said. It was true, especially the men he’d
served with at the wall, Tragil, Coyan and the Duranders, Tilian.
He’d forced himself to be their friend until the end, and it was
only Sheyani that kept him sane. He wondered how Narak and the
others had coped with this for so many centuries.

“You have
children?”

“No,” Cain
replied. He didn’t want children if he had to watch them grow old
and die. Not yet, anyway.

Narak nodded,
and their eyes met. The Wolf understood. Somehow the bleakness of
long life seemed lessened in that moment.

“And the
dragons,” Narak asked. “What do the dragons do when they are not
flying about my head?”

“They do as you
bid them,” Cain replied.

“As I bid? I
think not.”

“They are
become judges,” Cain told him. “As you told them at Fal Verdan,
they know the truth and cannot be lied to. Their courts serve
justice in all six kingdoms and at Col Boran out of courtesy.”

Narak closed
his eyes and rested his head against the tree behind him. He was
silent for a long time, and perfectly still in the flickering
firelight. Cain waited. Minutes passed.

“If I am not
ready now, I shall never be,” Narak said. He opened his eyes. “We
will travel to Tor Silas, and I will speak with Havil. After that I
greatly desire to see Pascha again. Who knows what will come of
it?” He grinned and drained his cup of wine and held it out to Cain
to fill once more.

“We will leave
in the morning,” he said.
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Coming Soon…

A new series
from the author of The Sparrow and the Wolf.

Shanakan

Shanakan is a
land in decline, ruled by the brutal, inhuman Faer Karan. It is
rife with banditry, the population is falling, the cities are
shrinking and the spectre of starvation looms.

Walking out of
the harsh, untamed western lands comes Cal Serhan, clever,
talented, but more a boy that a man.

Cal has been
chosen, trained, taught to be an enemy to the Faer Karan but he
will yield neither to the hatred that sent him, nor the terror that
awaits him.

To the people
of the land he will become the bringer of law and justice, to the
Shan he will be the herald of the fourth age, and to the Faer Karan
he will be a tool that will serve their dark purpose, or die.
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