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Terras: A Generality

I have
deliberately entitled this volume ‘A Geography of the Six
Kingdoms’, even though it is traditional to refer to only five.
This recognises that the Green Isles, a long misunderstood realm,
are indeed united in a kingdom, although quite different in
structure and governance from the other five.

The whole is a
continent, a large mass of land surrounded by the ocean on every
side. There is no precise estimate of its size, but most
authorities agree that it is at least four thousand miles wide, and
allowing for the southerly extension of the aforementioned Green
Isles, it encompasses three and a half thousand miles north to
south. There is no agreed name for the continent, so with the
liberty of doubt I shall settle on the one shared by Avilian and
Berash: Terras.

It is
traditionally a land of divisions – east and west, men and beasts,
kingdoms that jealously protect their borders – so much so that not
a great deal has changed in a thousand years. The greatest division
of all is the Dragon’s Back, a mighty range of mountains reaching
an elevation of twelve thousand feet in places, which cuts down
from the uninhabited north, splitting the three kingdoms of the
west from the three of the east, and eventually subsiding into the
sea to form those mountainous and pretty remnants that we call the
Green Isles. They are, indeed, the Dragon’s Tail.

The Kingdoms range
along the southern coast from East to West as follows: Afael,
Avilian, Berash, and then the mountains, after which Telas,
Durandar, and finally, to the south of these latter two, the Green
Isles.

To the north of
Telas and Durandar lies the Great Forest, and to the north of
Afael, Avilian and Berash lies the Great Plain. These are the so
called beast realms where the Benetheon of Pelion holds sway. It is
to be noted that the prevailing westerly winds and the high peaks
of the Dragon’s Back are responsible for this climatic division,
the west being wetter by a considerable degree than the east.

If one could
travel still further north, one would discover the Ice Lands – a
place where few, if any, animals dwell, plants and trees fail, and
the winters are almost without light and warmth of any kind.

In population it
is the east, and Avilian that dominates. This single kingdom holds
a third of the human burden of Terras, close to a million men women
and children. Berash is a third of this size and Afael holds six
hundred thousand. The remaining million are divided between Telas
(five hundred thousand), Durandar (three hundred thousand) and the
Green Isles (about a sixth of one million). There having been no
census carried out in most regions these figures are necessarily
estimates, but are well supported by calculations of land area and
population densities.

Extract from: A
Geography of the Six Kingdoms

By the Learned Scholar Simras Hecshal

Sage Advisor to the Royal Court of Berash.




1. The Great Forest

Narak ran for the
pleasure of running. The full moon silvered the canopy above him,
transforming the trees into limned pillars of darkness that he wove
into swift patterns. They were his canvas and running was his art.
His feet drummed steadily on the leaf litter, making the uneven
forest floor as smooth as a king’s highway beneath him, beating
counterpoint to his heart. He felt every muscle move, every sinew
stretch and slacken, every breath course cold down through his
mouth, fill his lungs and escape again.

Birds and other
night creatures called faintly in alarm at his passing, rustled
urgently in the low bushes, shrank from his presence. They ceded
the forest to him.

An owl called,
mournful, questioning as he turned, sweeping left, bearing north,
moving to where he knew the forest floor fell away down to the
river.

Scent illuminated
the darkness. There were sharp, bright notes. Here a deer had
crossed his trail, fresh, recent, and with a fawn. The smell was
sweet with the promise of meat, the iron taste of blood, but he did
not turn again. Here a fox, musty and clever, on a hunt of his own,
perhaps. Emotion stirred at the fox’s scent, a memory from long
ago. He remembered sadness and loss, but it was all part of the
night and he wove that, too, into his running.

The trunk of a
fallen tree, thrown across the path in some great forgotten storm
loomed from the dark. Suddenly his feet were not running, but
stretching, reaching into a pause, leaving his heart to beat alone
for a moment. He soared high above the obstacle, flying, feeling a
moment of cooler air and drawing it down into his core, making it
part of him. It was as though he remembered every movement before
it occurred, expected each footfall. It was as if the world moved
to the beat of his heart. It was all so right, so true.

His fore legs took
the impact as he struck the ground, passed the weight to his hind
legs, and he raced on, feeling the land give way, begin to bend
downwards. He eased his pace, weaving tighter threads around the
trees, dancing, almost, down the valley side.

At the river he
stopped, listened to its song, heard its laughter. The river always
mocked, but it was a kind mockery, a liberty taken by an old
friend, long forgiven, never forgotten. He dipped his muzzle into
the cool water and drank. The cold liquid brightened his throat,
spread to his chest, but he was warm from running and it did not
chill him. It was a delight, like a breeze on a sultry day, like
sunlight after a long dark.

He raised his head
and stood still, as unmoving as the rocks, eyes wide, ears cocked,
waiting for every sound, every particle of light, every mote of
scent. He felt the lightest of airs ruffle the fur down his back,
bringing with it an entire book of the forest; animals and their
lives, their deaths, their fear, all scents painted above the
trees, the leaf mould, flowers, grasses, and in the very last the
scent of snow.

The night was
perfect, and he was perfect in it, a true part of its glorious
synthesis. How could he ever want to leave all this?

He trotted into
the river. Shallow and swift, he bounded through what depth there
was out of sheer exuberance, splashing joy and contentment into the
air, laughing as all wolves laugh, with his body. On the far side
he stopped and shook the moisture from his coat, distributing
happiness and water into the night.

He caught another
scent, familiar and strange all at once. Another wolf. A pack? He
turned his head and followed the lure, up the far bank of the
river, across a broad clearing full of cold stars and moonlight,
plunging into the comfort of the forest again. Now he ran as a
hunter, led by the nose, taking a winding trail that mirrored the
steps of the one he tracked.

The scent carried
an unfamiliar acidity – a wrongness. He was coming up fast on the
other wolf and he slowed to a trot, casting about for something
that would tell him more, head low to the ground. There. He had it.
Corruption, infection, a wound gone bad, and something else.

He stepped into
the same space, a deferential step, not aggressive, not
challenging, but a gesture of greeting. The other wolf knew he was
there before he showed himself. It knew him at once. It knew him as
all wolves knew him, by scent, by look, by the authority of his
presence. It bent its legs in obeisance, snarled its
submission.

He, in his turn,
understood. This was an old wolf, a weak wolf; one who could no
longer run with the pack. Cast out. Ribs showed through the
thinning fur. He smelt the ulcerated sores that would not heal, and
in its eyes there was a shadow. Even at night he could see it. This
animal was dying.

He touched the old
wolf’s mind with his own, using that part of him where all wolves
dwell. He absorbed everything the wolf was, its fear, its hunger,
its pain.

Do not fear, Grey
Father, you are my-pack now. You are safe.

The thought eased
the old one’s mind, and he relaxed. His poor condition became more
evident as Narak drew close. The old wolf was barely able to stand
on shaking legs. For such a one as this, hunting would be a
pathetic search for grubs and beetles, the forlorn hope of carrion
and the time to eat before the crows chased him away. It was a long
downward spiral, a fall into damnation that no wolf deserved. The
Grey Father was near the bottom of that fall. For a long time he
had been unable to find enough to eat and his muscles were wasted
to knots about his bones, his eyes were dim, his teeth hurt
whenever he bit down on anything.

And yet this
shadow of a wolf still clung to life, scraped along the jagged edge
of misery because it knew no different. Life was life, and however
worthless, it was all that the old wolf possessed.

He made a decision
and reached out again, touching the wolf, taking away its pain,
lending it strength, making it again something of the wolf that it
once had been. He could see that wolf, the young, strong hunter
that foreshadowed this remnant; tireless, keen eyed, unaware.
Nothing changed, of course. The old wolf was still an old wolf. Its
muscles were still wasted and the sores that plagued its body still
seeped away its vitality, but it felt strong again. It felt
whole.

He could see the
illusion of life filling it up, limbs straightening, head
lifting.

Will you run with me,
Grey Father? Will you hunt?

The response was
almost comical. The skinny old wolf bounded like a cub, revelling
in its new strength. Spinning once, it stood poised and ready, head
cocked, waiting for his lead.

He ran again. This
time he hunted in earnest, winnowing the scents of the forest,
sorting the fresh from the stale, picking one from many. He did not
run as he could, but paced himself to the old wolf’s limits. They
ran together. They ran as a pack along the course of the river,
moving upstream, keeping the sound of the water to their right. The
dark trees rolled past again, but now they were spectators and he
resented them. He shut out their questions and focussed on the
scent, the right scent.

He found it
quickly, and gave voice, a gruff, low bark. He increased the pace
of the run slightly. This would be a good hunt. They ran on, silent
now, rapidly closing on their prey because it was unaware of their
pursuit. The scent brought an image to his mind, a small deer, a
creature not more than two and a half hands high with a good turn
of speed but little stamina. It was easy prey for a master hunter,
a beast that relied mostly on stealth and its small size to protect
it, but those would not be enough tonight.

As they closed he
swung away from the scent, ceding the kill to Grey Father,
increasing his pace to move around their prey. Confusion would kill
it better than sharp teeth and tireless legs.

In the end it was
neatly done. He sprang from cover just a moment before the old
wolf, turning the deer towards its death, and the killing bite was
not missed. Grey Father executed his part with some skill, and
again he saw the wolf that had once owned that used up body.

They stood
together in the satisfaction of the kill, panting in unison,
feeling the brotherhood of the hunt as all wolves do.

Eat. It is your
kill.

Grey Father looked
at him, surprised. The old wolf longed to eat, but the law was
clear. The dominant wolf ate first. It was the first law of the
hunt.

I make the law.
Eat.

The old one did
not hesitate a second time, but tore at the carcase, releasing the
hot blood, bathing his face in it, swallowing chunks of red
life.

Narak stood by
while the old wolf ate. He was not hungry. As he watched he felt
himself watched in turn. The trees were an audience, as if the
night itself leaned over and peered down upon them. He shook
himself to banish the feeling, which was close kin to guilt.

Why have I done
this thing? Why do I doubt what is within me? He struggled with
thoughts that were too big for his wolf’s mind, which stretched and
overflowed in every way. For wolves there was the law. It was
simple. The rules were few. To breach the law was to incur the
momentary anger of the pack. The law said what is dead is dead,
what is lost does not return, and there is no place for sentiment.
The law was about life and death, strength and weakness, but it was
not enough, not for him.

Grey Father had
stopped eating. In truth he had not eaten very much at all. His
stomach had shrivelled after so long without a proper meal, and now
he stepped back, licking his reddened chops with a long tongue,
relinquishing his place at the kill. Touching the old one’s mind,
Narak felt satisfaction, pleasure, the comfortable pressure of a
full gut, and the glow of pack-belonging.

Sleep. We will
sleep together and be warm.

The old wolf
obediently turned a few times and settled into the dry leaves; an
ancient ritual. Narak followed suit, laying his back against the
other, allowing the warmth of his body to be shared. He reached out
for the last time and touched Grey Father’s mind, bringing sleep, a
weary, deep sleep; the sleep of the hunt. Eyes open, Narak stared
at the night, and listened as his companion’s breathing deepened.
He lay quite still and allowed time to pass unchallenged. Dreams
came, simple dreams, dreams of the hunt, dreams of strength and
running, dreams of blood, but gradually they faded and the dreams
became dreams of sleep, and then of nothing at all.

He waited until
the old wolf’s body had begun to cool and stiffen before he stood.
His heart was filled with a melancholy that he knew would pass.
Death was part of a wolf’s life in the way that any journey must
have a destination; any river must have a source and an end in the
sea. Only he, only Wolf Narak, was apart from death, immune to time
and age and decay. It was a lonely thing.

He stood for a
moment, looking back on the still form of Grey Father, in the
judging silence of the trees, in the mocking laughter of the river.
You are not wolf, they said, you are not part of this. You are
something else. But he remembered the light in the old wolf’s eyes
as he lay down to sleep forever. Grey Father had died within the
pack bond. He had died with a full stomach, without pain. No wolf
could ask more of death.

I am not entirely
The Wolf, he admitted to the forest. I bring with me the light of
other days, the understanding of what I once was, what I still am,
and I am the better for that.

What kind of god
would I be without kindness, without compassion? There was no
reply, but Narak knew the answer. He had travelled that road.

He turned from the
sight of death and set off along the river bank towards Wolfguard
at a steady, tireless run.


The
Benetheon of Pelion

What then do we
know of the Benetheon? Legend tells us that it was created by
Mighty Pelion, god of the underworld; that he took wood from the
forest, soil from the plains, water from the sea and the air
itself, and that he fashioned the gods from these materials, five
lords of each realm. Other tales tell us that they were once quite
ordinary men and women, and that they were granted power by Pelion
through the use of a legendary artefact called the gifting ring,
though no evidence has been found that this ring ever existed.

They are not
ancient gods. Even by their own account the Benetheon has existed
for less than two thousand years, and others put the figure closer
to one thousand, but this is all conjecture. What we know is that
they are immortal, or at least very long lived. They can be killed,
but only with weapons that are tipped with the metal called Blood
Silver, whose only source is the mines of Bel Erinor. Those in
their service do not age. This unlikely fact has been verified by
scholars from this college, several times – there being a tendency
to doubt the rigour of previous generations. They are very much
stronger and faster than ordinary men and women. They have the
ability to change their form to that of their named creature. They
have the ability to translocate, or more simply to swap locations
in space with an animal of their named species. They can command
their named species to do their will, and they can use related
species as sensory appendages – they can see, hear, smell, feel
whatever a related animal experiences. So the fox god may see
through the eyes of a dog, and the eagle god through the eyes of a
hawk, etc.

There is also
little doubt, at least in the minds of our predecessors at this
college, that the men of this land would have lost the war against
Seth Yarra, the Great War, had the Benetheon not allied itself to
our cause. Their greatest, the warrior and strategist Fox Remard,
who so tragically fell on the eve of the last battle to an
assassin’s blade, led our Kings to victory after victory against
superior numbers. It is told, and some believe, that Wolf Narak was
so incensed by the death of his comrade that he personally slew
over a thousand Seth Yarra in the city of Afael on that last day,
that he commanded their ships be burned so that they might not
flee, and with his own hands slew their leader, the so called First
Servant. What is certain is that he cried havoc, and no prisoners
were taken on the final bloody day of that Great War.

Extract from
Meditations on the Great War

By the Erudite Master Galian Terbustate

Vice Prefect of the Royal College of Historians at Golt




 2. Wolfguard

A distant star
flickered outside the night gate. As Narak approached Wolfguard the
spark slowly resolved itself from an inconstant fey-light among the
trees into a solid and very real lantern hung on an iron hook just
to the left of the door. Within the jurisdiction of its light he
slowed and four legs became two. His hearing faded to the dull,
muffled sense of a man, scents vanished, and the night about him
became dark, the air cool against his hairless skin. His mind
cleared.

He strode naked to
the broad oak door. It opened of its own volition as he stepped
close, revealing a passageway about twice as wide as a man is high,
lined with granite blocks. It sloped down into the hillside, the
path dimly lit by lanterns at regular intervals. A few feet within
was a chair, and slumped in the chair was a sleeping man of middle
years, dressed in black.

The door shut
softly. Narak paused by the chair and carefully picked a pair of
breeches out of the man’s arms, which he put on quickly, and taking
the cloak draped over the back of the chair he fastened that about
his shoulders. He considered walking on and leaving his steward
asleep, but he knew that Poor would not be amused. He was a serious
man.

Narak touched the
steward on the shoulder and shook him gently.

“Wake up,
Poor.”

“Deus, forgive
me,” the man was awake in an instant, starting up from the
chair.

“Forgive you? For
what? You were tired, you slept. Is that not the way of it?”

“Indeed, Deus, but
I should have been awake to greet you…”

“It is no matter.
You were there,” he said. “The clothes were there. It is what I
asked for. Do not reproach yourself.”

“As you wish,
Deus.”

Narak smiled.
“Leave the chair,” he said. “Walk with me.”

Poor, or Porandest
Filamon to give him his full name, was a man without humour. It
seemed to Narak that he never smiled, never laughed, never did
anything at all out of a sense of joy. The man was grim. He was,
however, a most excellent steward. Narak could not remember a
single time that he had failed in his reasonable duty. Poor was
poor company, to be sure, but Narak would not have changed him.

“Is there any
news?” he asked.

“None, Deus. All
has been quiet.”

He asked out of
form, mostly. He had been gone only three days, and if anything
important had occurred during his absence Poor would not have been
asleep and would have told him of it at once. But he felt that Poor
liked him to ask, so he did.

“Then I will dine
in the lair,” he said. “I will bathe first, so arrange for hot
water. Ask Caster to join me in half an hour. Make the wine a good
Telan vintage, you choose, and we will have venison.”

Poor hurried off
to do his bidding, and Narak continued to walk, following the
tunnel down into the heart of Wolfguard, the home that he had built
for himself a thousand years ago. It was bigger than it needed to
be, and at the time of its building he had been careful of his own
mortality. He had made it a fortress, a huge tumescence of earth
and rock that squatted below the forest, filled with turns and
traps, mazes and blinds. For every passageway there was an
overlook, a point from which a concealed man could shoot arrows at
the unwary, or pour hot oil on their heads.

There was even a
most ingenious device that he had designed to be an underground
moat. Seven great cisterns were filled with rain water, and
channels could be opened to flood the lower corridor that ringed
the central areas. It was not possible to enter those inner areas
without passing through the corridor, which was lower than any part
of the habitation, apart from the lair itself. Any attacker would
have to swim down into black water, in the dark, hoping that he
could find the way out on the other side before he drowned, and
hoping that nobody waited for him with weapons drawn. In fact,
nobody needed to wait, for great stone doors could be lowered on
the other side which took ten men to lift. It was a perfect death
trap. Once it was sprung there was only one exit from within, and
that led down into the labyrinthine cave system that lay below
Wolfguard.

None of it had
ever been used in anger.

There were seven
levels to Wolfguard, wrapped about with a double helix of
descending passages. The highest were close to the surface, some
even had windows, and this was where the men and women that served
him had their homes. Everything was well appointed to the point of
luxury. He had considered this at the beginning – that those who
served him should want for nothing. They were to be nobility, as
befitted the servants of a god.

He had grown less
pompous with age, and any remaining pretensions had been beaten out
of him by the war. He had lost so much in the war. Never the less,
he was glad that the people of Wolfguard lived well. He did not
regret the building of it.

The second and
third levels were mostly empty now, the fourth and fifth were used
for storage, and the lower levels were his own, housed his private
rooms, the kitchens, the wine cellar and the lair itself which was
the lowest of all.

He found the lair
lit as though for a festival and the sight of it brightened his
mood. Hundreds of lanterns, their flames at rigid attention in the
still air, crowded the ceiling like stars. A great fire blazed in
the centre of the room, warming the cold stone, the smoke funnelled
away through a cunningly shaped hole in the roof. By the fire there
were three chairs, a table, and the floor was scattered thickly
with furs. Narak’s feet sank into them as he crossed the room and
he relished the luxury.

He entered a side
chamber. It housed a granite cistern seven feet to a side that
served as his bath. It was already full of steaming water. He
stripped off his clothes and climbed in, lying back and enjoying
the lightness of his floating body, the heat and the steam. He
allowed himself to relax and slough away the wolf, becoming again
just a man, shedding the dreams of blood and the wild spirit of the
great forest.

When the water
began to cool he dried himself and dressed, choosing comfortable
clothes of soft cottons and fine wool. He was pleased to see that
while he bathed the table had been laid with cold meats and fruit,
and that the wine stood ready. He picked up a full glass that had
been poured for him and sipped.

“You start without
me, Deus.”

It was Caster, the
sword master. Narak could barely remember a time when Caster had
not been his friend, or his teacher. He strode across the room and
they clasped arms in the warrior fashion.

“Only to slake my
thirst, Caster. It is good to see you.”

“And I am glad to
see you, also. All is well with the forest?”

“Yes. Good. All is
good.” His voice lacked conviction, and he was surprised that he
had not entirely shaken off the melancholy of the old wolf’s death,
but he knew it would fade. He led the way back to the chairs and
the cold food set out on the table. “You have been busy?”

“I have, Deus. I
went back to Berash to see how honest the rumours of war might be,
and to prepare my own estates there in case things become serious.
But it was an uneventful trip.”

“The rumours?”

“There is
certainly some ill feeling between the kingdoms, but the Berashi
King sees no profit in taking on the might of Avilian. The Duke of
Bas Erinor has sent peace offerings, so I think it will blow
over.”

“Good news,
then.”

They sat and
Caster poured himself a glass of wine while Narak picked at the
cold meat. It was cured in just the way he liked it, quite dry with
a smoky flavour. He wrapped a piece of fruit in a small cloak of
meat and pushed it into his mouth, savouring the textures and
flavours as they escaped across his tongue.

“There is
something here for you,” Caster said. He was holding up a folded
piece of ragged parchment.

“For me?”

“Yes. It was under
the wine jug. It has your name upon it.”

He took the paper
from Caster’s hand and looked at it. It did indeed bear his name in
its simplest form, the word ‘Narak’ written across the front in a
child-like hand. The letters were printed in a manner that
suggested the pen had been held in a fist. Who would write so, he
wondered? To summon him thus with the most naked form of his name
was bold indeed. All knew him as Wolf Narak, and after that as many
titles as the supplicant cared to bestow – the lesser the writer
the greater the praise. This was addressed as to an equal.

He flipped open
the paper and read what it said inside. Just seven words. No form
of address, no signature, but seven simple words in the same fist
awkward script.

THEY ARE KILLING
DOGS IN BAS ERINOR

What could it
mean? It was a simple enough message, but woke a sinister memory
with its stark words. The Seth Yarra had killed dogs in Afael.

“Did you bring
this with you?” he asked Caster.

“No, Deus. It was
beneath the wine jug when I lifted it.” Caster was immediately
aware of Narak’s change of mood. He answered promptly, and with
clarity.

Narak stood and
walked to the door.

“Poor, come at
once.”

The steward
appeared within seconds. He had long ago perfected the art of
standing at a point in the corridor where he could not hear what
passed within, but would catch any summons that might come.

“Poor, did you
place this on my table?” Narak showed him the outside of the
note.

“Deus, I did
not.”

“You are
certain?”

“Deus, I am
certain.”

Poor looked
offended to be asked twice, and Narak knew at once that the steward
had nothing to do with it. He was a blunt and honest man, and a lie
would not just be out of character for him, it would be a betrayal
of his position. Poor was not responsible.

He opened the note
and read the words again.

“Summon those who
brought the cold meats and the wine. Do so at once.”

He walked back
across the room to where Caster waited, still poised to sip his
wine, the glass inches from his lips. The sword master looked
worried.

“What is it?” he
asked. Narak handed him the paper and Caster read the words,
examined both sides of the message, held it up to the light as
though it might hold some better secret within the parchment
itself.

“It makes no
sense.”

“I fear that it
may.”

Caster shook his
head and handed the note back, finally putting his glass to his
mouth he swallowed more than might have been considered
genteel.

Poor returned with
two serving girls from the kitchens. He somehow looked stern and
worried at the same time. The girls looked terrified. They stood
between Poor and Narak with their hands clasped and their eyes
lowered. He held up the note.

“Look at this,” he
said, and they did, raising eyes just enough to know what it was,
looking at it a moment too long to suggest guilt. “Did either of
you leave this paper on my table?” he asked.

One shook her
head; the other – the bolder of the two – answered him. “No,
Deus.”

“Which of you
placed the wine jug on the table?”

The bold girl
looked up again, met his eyes for a moment. “I did,” she said
reluctantly.

“And when you
placed it there did you place it upon the table, or was there
something beneath it? Was this beneath it?” He showed her the
parchment again. Narak found it reassuring that she did not answer
at once, but closed her eyes in an effort of concentration.

“No, Deus, I
placed it upon the bare table, on the wood.” She spoke with
certainty.

Narak looked down
at the note again. He had to be sure.

“I do not wish to
threaten you,” he said to the girls. “But I must be certain of you,
of what you tell me, so I will tell you now that if you lie to me
you will lose my favour and be banished from Wolfguard. Do you
understand? The truth will bring no consequences.”

They nodded, and
it pained him to see the fear in their eyes.

“You are both
certain that you have never seen or touched this paper before?”

Both shook their
heads in vigorous denial, and the bolder said; “No, Deus.
Never.”

Narak smiled at
them. “Thank you, I believe you” he said, and turned to Poor.
“Please bring the main meal now. We will dine immediately.”

Poor chased the
girls out of the door.

“They told the
truth,” Caster said, sitting down. “But if they told the truth,
then how did the note come to be on your table?”

“I must think on
it,” Narak said.

The food arrived,
hot and aromatic, filling the lair with savoury invitations. The
girls who brought it, the same two, placed it on the table before
Narak on two chargers with due deference, and then withdrew. He
nodded and smiled to let them know that they were still in his
favour, though his mind was working all the while.

The message itself
disturbed him. Dogs were his only eyes in the cities, and only once
before had they been slaughtered in numbers. By Seth Yarra. In
Afael.

Who? That was what
bothered him most. Someone had known the exact moment to place the
parchment there, between the serving girls leaving and Narak
entering the room, and they had wanted him to know that they knew,
that they could see into Wolfguard and knew when the room was
unattended. It was an intrusion into his most private space.

It could have been
a mage. Mages of several kinds could work such a trick, but the
timing would be beyond most. The matter of the script, however,
persuaded him otherwise. He suspected the Bren. If he was right, if
Pelion’s children were sending him notes, then it was a grave
matter indeed.

Narak was hungry.
He forced himself to eat, but the food gave him no pleasure. His
appetite was blunted by a deep sense of foreboding that he could
not shake.

Conversation
during their meal was desultory. He was not good company tonight
and time after time he found himself slipping into silence, his
eyes fixed on some point not within the room, his knife hanging
lose in his hand. Caster did his best to keep the mood light, but
all too often he stared wordlessly at Narak, unable to discover a
phrase for the moment. He was too old a comrade not to feel the
worry that troubled the wolf god.

The atmosphere
grew so thick with unspoken words that Narak could not bear it.

“I am distracted,
Caster,” he said. “There are things that I must do, and I fear to
delay too long. Please stay and enjoy what you can.”

Having excused
himself he went out, passing Poor in the corridor. The steward was
startled to see him so soon. It was Narak’s custom to make an
evening of it when he returned from the forest, but tonight he
could not. He climbed the short slope to his private study.

Narak loved this
room. He lit the lamps and closed the door, taking the time to
appreciate it all over again. It housed his books, his favoured
chair, and mementoes of a long life. He ran a hand along the
leather spines of the collected volumes, sat in the chair. It was a
large brown leather piece that he had purchased a couple of
centuries ago from a craftsman in Telas Alt. It was not pretty, but
it was probably the most comfortable chair ever devised, and
cradled him like no other.

He sat quietly and
closed his eyes. His breathing slowed and he repeated the chant
taught to him long ago by Pelion himself.

Petan Shafal Ah.
Petan Shafal Ah.

The chant meant
nothing. Pelion had told him that it meant nothing, but it took the
place of thought, allowed him to focus more easily on his
breathing, to send the world away for a while.

He unleashed his
aspect, became the god. It was as though he had been bound in a
mirror, and now was released. He was both the man and the wolf,
retained his clarity of thought and gained his wolf hearing, nose
and sight. He felt free and powerful within himself, looking at the
darkness behind his eyes with something that was not an eye, and
what it saw was not light, but something else.

He was in the
Sirash.

Narak had tried to
describe the Sirash to Caster, and to others. Even his fellows of
the Benetheon did not share the experience well. It was like
swimming, and like flying, but unlike either. He saw nothing, but
there were lights there – lights that were not lights, and
currents, and slopes, and it felt like oil. He had no presence, but
he was anywhere he wished to be.

Drifting allowed
him to gain control. Like everything else in the Sirash it was the
opposite of what it seemed. When he was accustomed to the movement
he glided over the top of it, imposing himself on the tides, riding
them. He found a wolf, a welcoming spark of consciousness, and
settled for a moment behind its eyes. It was in woodland close to
the edge of the great forest. He turned and looked down through the
thinning trees at tilled fields; a bonfire pushed a tower of smoke
into still air. The sharpness of the wood smoke came to him through
the wolf. He saw a haystack, a house in the distance with a small
courtyard, surrounded by green fruit trees. This was Berash.

He released the
wolf and moved again. Navigating through the darkness was a skill,
and he was rusty. He moved what he thought was east, towards Bas
Erinor, and touched another wolf. Now he saw the slopes of the
Dragon’s Back, huge mountains topped with snow and ice. The wind
was blowing chill and the pack was on the scent of an elk. This was
further west. A mistake. He moved again, slipping a greater
distance through the darkness and came across another mind, dimmer,
smaller. A dog. He touched it and saw a street that needed
cleaning, piled with garbage. He smelled food, human food past
eating, but it smelled good. He had no control over the beast, and
as much as he wanted it to do other things, to explore more
populated streets, the dog carried on with its business,
unaware.

This was Bas
Erinor, he was certain. The glimpses he caught when the dog looked
up were enough. The style of the buildings was Avilian, and the
street sloped up to a great dark mass which he assumed was the city
of the gods. Not much seemed to be wrong here, but how could he
tell?

A burst of light
and noise sent the dog running the other way, a glance back showing
an open door, a square of lamplight spilling out into the street.
He heard voices, but not words. The dog stopped when the door
closed and looked back, staying still for a while, gauging the
danger, the apprehension of which diminished steadily as the
darkness continued to hold sway. It walked carefully back towards
the door. There was a new smell of food here.

The dog bent its
head and sniffed at what had been thrown out. There was gravy, a
smear, and a few scraps of pastry. Its tongue flicked out and they
were gone, barely tasted. The dog looked up again, left, right. It
trotted a drunken path down the street, following any hint that
food might lie among the rubbish.

Narak stayed with
the dog for a while. It was mildly interesting to see how it
differed from a wolf. It behaved with the caution of a prey animal,
eating on the run, watching for danger even as it bent its head to
feed.

It came to the end
of the street and paused. There was another dark alley, but to get
to it the dog would have to cross a larger road. As it looked about
Narak was able to see quite a few people. Several men were
unloading a cart outside a tavern, man-handling barrels down
through a trap into the basement. He could hear their voices
clearly, speaking Avilian. One of them was talking about his
wedding, asking the older men questions.

“Once you’re
married don’t spare your fists,” one of them was saying. “Make sure
she knows what to expect if she gets out of line.”

“You’re a bastard,
Tegal,” one of the others said. “You hit your wife and all you get
is a surly servant, and if she has brothers, well, you might get
your own remedy back.”

“What would you
know?” the one called Tegal demanded. He stood up and eased his
broad shoulders. He had a brutal, scarred face. A man used to
fighting, Narak judged, a thug who spoke with his fists.

“I’ve had more joy
out of my marriage than you ever had of yours,” the other
retorted.

“Joy.” Tegal spat.
“What are you, a fucking poet?”

This was the
moment that the dog chose to bolt across the road. It paused and
looked again just before the cloak of shadows, listening to the
sound of the voices. A shout brought the animal’s head round a half
circle. It crouched lower, tense with alarm. There were men there,
too, running up the street, one fitting an arrow to a bow. The
animal could not recognise the actions, but the running and the
noise was a threat, so it turned and ran into the alley, stopping
after twenty yards or so to see if the threat was gone.

The men, there
were four of them, stopped at the junction and one of them
struggled to light a lamp. The man with the bow raised it and an
arrow clattered off the cobbles a few feet from where the dog stood
and shot off down the dark alley. The dog turned and ran again.

That was enough
for Narak. What the note had said was true. They, whoever they
might be, were killing dogs in Bas Erinor. He did not think that he
would learn more by witnessing the dog’s death or escape. Being
inside a dying animal was not something that he wanted to repeat
too often. It was unpleasant. He left the dog.

He inhabited the
Sirash again. What now? It still meant very little, but if it meant
anything at all it was that someone had sought to warn him, to tell
him. He could see no way past that. The warning leant gravity to
the fact.

The four men had
not been very effective. They had not been in uniform. In fact he
could not see a point to the other two. The archer, yes, and the
man with the lamp perhaps, but the others were just hangers-on.
You’d be hard pressed to catch a dog with a knife, or to run it
down on foot. These were not members of the city guard, then. Nor
were they soldiers of the Duke’s. Not unless things had fallen away
very badly.

He could warn the
others. But warn them of what? Did he dare cry Seth Yarra on the
basis of a few ragged men hunting dogs at night in Bas Erinor? No.
On the basis of the warning, then? Perhaps, but he knew that most
of the Benetheon would not be inclined to credit such paper thin
tales. Yet it had been Seth Yarra who had killed dogs before, so
long ago in Afael.

He reached out to
Beloff. Of all the Benetheon the Bear was closest to him. They had
both fought alongside Remard in the last war, had fought back to
back in the streets of Afael. There was a bond between them, and he
trusted it.

It was like
touching someone on the shoulder. He had experienced it himself
many times, a touch inside the mind, a knock on the inner door.

“What?” It was
Beloff, suddenly a presence in the Sirash, riding in on the
connection that Narak had developed. “Narak?” He was aware of the
bear’s essence, a hairy, massive strength.

“Yes.”

“What do you want?
I’m busy.”

Narak couldn’t see
out through Beloff. The Bear was closed to him, an equal. He
wondered what Beloff was doing.

“I am concerned,”
he said. He explained about the note, about his experience with the
dog in Bas Erinor. He mentioned Seth Yarra.

“You think?”
Beloff sounded sceptical.

“I don’t know. I
don’t know anything. I will send out agents. Have you noticed
anything unusual?”

Beloff snorted; a
difficult thing to achieve in the Sirash. “Bears see nothing,” he
said. “Wolves see almost nothing. You need to talk to the
Sparrow.”

“No. You know I
cannot.”

“Don’t be such a
puppy,” Beloff was scornful. “She is the one you need to speak
to.”

Narak said
nothing. It was a subject that left him without words.

“You know what
needs to be done. Do it.” Beloff finished and abruptly withdrew
leaving Narak alone in the Sirash.


The
Lover’s Revenge

The Great War
echoes down our history like a beating drum. Every child knows
tales of Fox Remard, and his name is heard often on their innocent
tongues, for he is the hero, the general, the unblemished genius
who won the war.

Not so many speak
of Wolf Narak, the Victor of Afael, The Bloodstained God. Narak is
a darker power, a mighty warrior, certainly, and a hero, yes, but
perhaps not for the reasons that drove Remard.

Ancient scripts
claim that Narak and Passerina were lovers, and that when he was
spurned by her Narak plotted his revenge. Was it a coincidence that
Passerina’s new lover, the fabled King Alaran, was slain in the
war? And it also seems startlingly coincidental that Remard was
slain on the eve of the allies’ entry into Afael City, giving Narak
full control of the allied armies, allowing him to butcher at will
on the final day.

History is kind to
Narak. It lays his excesses at grief’s door and claims that he was
Remard’s equal, his brother, his friend.

I will suggest a
different interpretation. I will ask the questions that no other
dares to ask.

Was this war
indeed the culmination of Narak’s revenge? Did Narak slay his own
friend to complete his diabolical plan?

With evidence
taken from ancient documents not seen since the Great War itself I
will show that it is so…

Extract from The
Secrets of The Bloodstained God

By Coltan Faroo

Popular Author, Avilian.




3. The
Sparrow

Beloff was right, of course. Wolves and bears lived
in the forest, cut off from the world of men. The number of times
that Narak had bothered to look at anything beyond the great forest
in the last two hundred years he could count on the fingers of one
hand. Sparrows were everywhere. They pecked beneath the tables of
lords and ladies, perched on the windowsills of kings and priests.
They heard everything. They saw everything. The problem wasn’t the
sparrows.

Passerina, the
lady of the sparrows, had been his lover. They had been together
for over two hundred years. It was a long time. But it was not even
their distant past that was a problem. It was Afael. It was
Alaran.

Alaran Taelan was
the king of Afael when the Seth Yarra first came to these lands.
Like the king of Avilian who now reigned in Golt he was a man given
over to the pursuit of pleasure and the joys of art, music and the
dance. He was, by all accounts, a graceful man, full of charm, a
scholar almost without equal, and Passerina had been his lover.

There was no
jealousy on Narak’s part. She had left Narak, eventually, because
he was dedicated to the forest, to the wolves, and she had hankered
more for the life of ordinary men. His ways left her unfulfilled. A
century or more passed before she took up with Alaran, and in that
century his love had evaporated to a thin residue of affection. She
seemed happy in Afael, in the court of Alaran, and Narak did not
resent it, although he was puzzled what she saw in the man beyond
his superficial virtues.

Bears notice
nothing, but wolves do, eventually.

Whispers came to
him. At first he did not believe them He thought that there was
perhaps some malice towards her in the court at Afael, but the
whispers persisted, became louder, and he felt compelled to seek
out the truth for himself.

He discovered that
Passerina had broken one of the few laws of the Benetheon. She had
taken Alaran into her favour. In effect, she had made him
immortal.

It was a forbidden
thing. All of them, all of their kind bestowed their favour on
their households, and from time to time they gifted some small
remission to those that had served them in the world of men, but a
king? It was forbidden by Pelion himself; one of the few
prohibitions that he had laid upon them. In effect she had made
herself queen of Afael, eternal queen, because Alaran depended on
her for his long life.

There was an
attempted uprising. Some of the Afaeli nobles, a volatile lot at
the best of times, sought to end the reign of their monarch by
intemperate means. It was a bloody affair, with hundreds dead and
several of the noble houses of Afael wiped out.

Narak remonstrated
with her, certain that she would see the folly of her choices and
accept the blame, but she did not. The others gods had refused to
have anything more to do with her, and she withdrew from the
society of the Benetheon. She remained with Alaran.

But it did not end
there.

When the Seth
Yarra came they came first to Afael, and Alaran, fearful of his own
vassals, welcomed them, made alliance with them, not knowing the
serpent that he embraced. They came in numbers, ships and men, more
ships, more men. In no time at all there were ten thousand Seth
Yarra in Afael. They built a great camp just outside the city walls
and filled it with still more men. They strutted around the city
streets in their black and green uniforms, and they made Alaran a
prisoner in his own land.

Avilian assembled
its army close to the border, worried by this new threat, and the
number of Seth Yarra continued to grow within their camps. Berash
forgot the ancient enmity between itself and Avilian and made an
alliance with its neighbour. Contingents joined them from Telas and
Durandar, a thing unheard of. The army grew.

Passerina begged
for help, but the Benetheon refused. She said that the Seth Yarra
were different, that they were evil, but she was not believed. She
was protecting her lover, some said. But Narak listened. He became
uneasy. He used dogs to see what was happening in the city, looking
through their eyes, listening with their ears. He went to the city
himself, spent time there unannounced.

Everything that
she said was true. The Seth Yarra were different from the men of
the five kingdoms. They behaved according to a code that Narak
could not comprehend. They treated everything in Afael as though it
was worthless – the buildings, the people, the great library, even
the precious stones and gold. They had not come to plunder, but to
change the world, to rebuild it in the image of their own land.
There was no place in their philosophy for the Benetheon, no place
for Pelion, nor any of the ancient gods.

Narak told the
kings what he had discovered. He told the Benetheon. Some still
refused to believe. They suggested that he was helping Passerina
out of affection, even pity, but he denied this, pointed out that
she could leave Afael at any time, and yet she did not.

Of all the
Benetheon only ten believed him, and they went to the kings and
offered their services in the war that Narak now knew was
inevitable.

In fifteen months
they took back what remained of Afael, and Alaran was dead, along
with most of Afael’s nobility. Four of the Benetheon were dead, and
the rest were split into two factions – those who had helped, and
those who had not.

Passerina blamed
Narak for Alaran’s death. He was at a loss to understand her
accusation. Had he not been the only one to look into the matter?
Had he not put the case to the others? Had he not created the
alliance? And had he not, in the days after the death of his
greatest friend, led the army that drove the Seth Yarra from
Afael?

Now Beloff wanted
him to talk to her. They had not spoken a friendly word for four
hundred years, and only a few of any kind. It would be awkward.

The Bear was
right, though, for all that he did not wish it. If anyone could see
what was afoot it was Pascha, if she chose to.

He reached again.
For some reason that he had never understood it was easy to find
other members of the Benetheon in the Sirash. He touched her. For a
moment he sensed her presence, a surprised glance, and then it was
gone again, shutting off, a doused candle.

“I need to speak
with you.”

There was no
response, other than a slight thickening of the barrier between
them, a sense of rejection. He pressed harder against it.

“You are needed,
Passerina.”

The barrier
suddenly dissolved into an angry push and he was thrust away, back
into the Sirash. He returned to her again.

“Go away,
Narak.”

“I must speak with
you.”

“I do not wish to
hear you. Go away.”

“I speak for the
good of all men, Passerina.”

“You are a liar,
Wolf Narak. Since when did you care about anything that was not
wolf or forest? Go away.”

“Those things are
my duty. Should I not care?”

The barrier went
up again, and he was shut out. How long should he try? She clearly
still bore him ill will and had no desire to hear him. The matter
was important, however slight his evidence, so he resolved to try
once more.

“Passerina, it
bears upon Seth Yarra.”

“History,” she
replied.

“Perhaps not. I
was sent a message. I think it came from the Bren.”

“It does not
concern me. I am no longer part of the Benetheon. I no longer wish
to be.”

“Please,
Passerina, keep watch. You have eyes better than all of us. Your
ears hear every word. Keep watch for what is wrong.”

The barrier went
up again, more firmly that before. He had tried. She had heard what
he wished to say to her. If she wanted to help she would do so, but
he did not think it likely. He would have to do what he could
without her. He had made his attempt, and it was all that could be
done. Further effort would only serve to push her further from the
desired course.

He allowed himself
to slide back, to drift again. He withdrew slowly from the Sirash,
his breathing quickening, his eyes opened. They stung with lack of
sleep. It was always like that with the Sirash. It drained even
him.

Sleep. Decide what
to do in the morning. Sleep now.







From Bento Nesser

Learned Scholar

Royal College at Golt

To Jergan Cornic

Learned Scholar

Berashi Royal Institute

My Dear
Jergan,

I cannot image
what possessed you to send me Faroo’s disgusting little book.
Perhaps you thought I would be amused. Well, I confess that I
was.

I have not seen
such a concoction of half truths and invented slanders in any time
period that you would care to name. The word ‘never’ comes to
mind.

What amused me the
most was the thought that this should fall into the hands of ‘The
Bloodstained God’ himself. Faroo clearly believes that Narak is
dead, or he would not dare put such insulting and libellous tales
down on paper. You have read Corisan’s ‘Fall of Afael’. I certainly
wouldn’t want to be in the disfavour of the Narak described in that
volume.

Faroo has mined a
dozen nuggets of truth for his lies. We know that Narak and
Passerina were lovers – probably centuries before the war – but
there is little evidence of ongoing affection or obsession. She
certainly had other lovers after Narak and before Alaran, and none
of these were subject to the Wolf God’s wrath. Remard was killed on
the last night, but by an assassin’s blade and the assassin died
that same night, but to describe it as convenient – well,
contemporary accounts indicate that the Wolf and the Fox were
inseparable. Narak would no more have killed Remard than cut off
his own head.

There, you see.
You have me reviewing a book that would normally not be permitted
through the door of the Royal College. You are a rogue, Jergan.

I thank you for
the spices that you sent, and the speculative treatise on Pelion’s
youth, which I will review in good time. In response I am sending
you a short monograph that I wrote on the foundation of Golt which
I expect you will review with your usual sceptical eye.

Fare you well

Your old
friend

Bento




4. Bas
Erinor

Quin was disappointed to find the training room
occupied. It was raining, great sheets of unseasonable rain making
rivers and ponds of everything not roofed and walled from the
weather. The courtyard where he usually found the solitude he
preferred was awash and he had thought to find that same privacy
here, in the quiet hour after the noon meal, but instead he found
the worst sort of company.

“My Lord Quinnial,
have you come to exercise?” It was Skal Hebberd, the lord Hebberd
of Bel Arac, only son of the Marquis of Bel Arac. Skal was sitting
on one of the benches buckling on a leather breast plate, his sword
laid beside him. On another bench sat Ampet Tilras, knight, one of
Skal’s pack.

Quin could hardly
deny it. He carried his own bated sword and breastplate, awkwardly
clamped under one arm. Quin had been crippled since childhood, his
right arm crushed under a horse that had been too powerful for him
to control. Now he could not hold a bow, could not hunt, rode only
passably, and was unable to grip a shield or dagger with his right
hand. He had taught himself to fight left handed, but he was the
weakest blade of all the noble scions in Bas Erinor. Skal knew
this.

“I am in no hurry,
Skal,” he said. “I will watch. Perhaps I will learn something.”

“I’d be glad to
give you a hand if you need a fencing partner,” Skal said. Ampet
laughed. Constant references to his hand were Skal’s idea of
humour. Each statement could be taken as an inoffensive comment by
itself, but Quin knew the game.

“It is kind of
you,” Quin said, checking his annoyance. “But I know Ampet badly
needs the practice.”

The young knight
was not so schooled in hiding his anger, and stood quickly, only to
sit again at a gesture from Skal.

“It would be no
trouble. Ampet has improved. He’s quite handy now. Perhaps you two
should cross swords?”

Ampet forced out a
laugh this time, determined, Quin thought, to laugh at another
unkind jest. Ampet was not a great swordsman, but he had the
advantage of two working hands. In spite of that Quin was inclined
to take up the challenge. He had been working hard, building up
strength in his left arm and practicing new moves. He had realised
that many men adopted the same approach to his disability, tended
to fight the same way.

“Very well,” he
said. “Best of three?”

Ampet was clearly
surprised, but if Skal was he didn’t show it.

“I will call it,”
he said.

Quin buckled on
his breastplate, declining a casual offer of assistance (lend a
hand) from Skal, and took up his position opposite Ampet, swords
raised and resting on Skal’s raised and level blade. Quin’s useless
right arm was strapped behind him, and he angled his body so that
his left shoulder pointed at Ampet, making the smallest possible
target for his opponent’s blade. Ampet stood with a wider stance,
expecting to make use of his dagger. It was the obvious tactic.

Skal lowered his
blade. “Begin,” he said.

Ampet attacked at
once, trying to close with Quin. If he could tie up both swords,
then the dagger would be decisive. Quin responded by moving
backwards, circling the room ahead of the onslaught, fighting
defensively. The attack was exactly what he had expected, and he
tightened the circle gradually until Ampet was fighting almost
chest on. Picking his moment carefully, he turned a parry into a
lunge, and nearly succeeded. Ampet was forced to twist his body out
of the path of Quin’s blade, stumbling to one side. He had to touch
the floor with his sword hand to save himself from falling.

Now Ampet backed
off, red faced and cautious. Quin was annoyed. He had missed his
best chance of an easy hit, and he’d counted on that. Now he would
have to work. He was surprised to be proven wrong almost at once.
Ampet’s caution made him a poorer swordsman, and in a few passes
Quin was able to beat his blade down and score a hit with a swift
lunge over the top.

“You’ve been
practicing too,” Skal said as they separated. “That was an
interesting move.”

“With Harad,” Quin
replied. Harad was the Duke’s master at arms, and in his youth a
winner of many tourneys. The old man was slower now, but the
cunning was still there, and he was a formidable teacher. Harad had
told him that his weakness could be his opponent’s weakness just as
much as his own, that such an obvious vulnerability could be a
trap. It had very nearly worked.

Ampet had
withdrawn to the bench on the far wall and was ostentatiously
rubbing his ankle.

“Are you injured?”
Skal asked.

“Indeed,” Ampet
said. “That slip, I think I have twisted my ankle, I cannot
continue.” He would not meet Quin’s eyes.

So that was how it
was now. He had beaten Ampet not simply on the fencing floor, but
also in his mind, where it counted. Ampet was afraid to lose to
him, afraid to step out on the floor again lest he be properly
beaten. With mixed feelings Quin realised that he had stepped up a
rung in the physical hierarchy of the castle scions. Skal would not
be fooled by a little ankle rubbing. No matter how much Quin
disliked him, Skal was clever, observant, and the finest swordsman
among them. He was also a superb horseman and an excellent shot
with the bow. In fact he was everything that Quin should be, but
Quin was only the second son of the Duke. It was not required that
he be such a paragon. Bas Erinor would never be his. He would not
be called on to lead the army into war.

It was the Duke’s
duty and the kingdom’s tradition. Bas Erinor was the city of the
gods, and its duke the general of Avilian’s armies. He had, of
course, studied alongside his brother, Aidon. Indeed, he had found
the written tasks easier than his brother. He had more of a head
for mathematics, geography, and even strategy, but he was always
second best in his father’s eyes, always stood to one side while
his brother demonstrated his prowess with every weapon he picked
up. Aidon was like Skal in that respect, but where Skal was
politely cruel and mocking his brother was kind.

“You should see
the physic, Ampet,” he said. “It is a pity, though. I thought we
were well matched today.” He had meant it as a kindness, but even
as he spoke the words he knew that Ampet would take it poorly, to
be acknowledged as the equal of a one armed man.

“I will stand the
other two bouts if it suits, My Lord,” Skal offered with a smile,
but Quin shook his head. He did not need to bolster Skal’s already
impressive ego.

“I am not your
equal, Skal,” he said. “There would be little in it for you, and
besides, I have others matters that demand my attention.”

“As you wish.”

He left the
practice room, glad to be free of Skal’s smiling, deceitful face.
He stopped briefly at his chambers to drop off his practice sword.
He buckled on a sharp blade and picked up a heavy hooded cloak. He
had promised to meet Maryal at the temple, and though he knew that
he would be earlier than he had agreed, he also knew that she would
be there. He tucked an offertory bag under his arm and left.

It was still
raining, and he paused in the arch of the castle gate looking out
at the mass of temples that covered the remainder of the butte on
which the castle was built. The fortress itself was not modest, but
it occupied less than a third of the walled plateau, the rest being
filled with greater and lesser temples to every known god. They
presented a chaotic, confused image to the eye. Different stones,
different styles, different colours all pushing and shoving like a
tourney crowd to get the attention they craved.

“The weather could
be better, my Lord.” The guard captain said to him, stepping
forward to stand by his side. They looked at the rain together for
a few moments.

“Aye,” he said,
nodding. “But you’d get soaked getting to Melian’s temple to pray
for a change.” The guards liked him. He believed it was because he
liked them. They were generally simple men, interested in their
profession, their families, and little else, and they all knew that
he was sweet on Maryal, their Major’s daughter. He was almost one
of them, and he treated them all with the respect they
deserved.

“It’s a miserable
day to be stepping out, my lord. Urgent business?”

Quin grinned.
“None of yours, captain,” he said. “Keep the fire hot and I’ll stop
by for a mulled wine on my way back.”

“Always a
pleasure, my lord,” the captain said, and Quin pulled the hood of
his cloak over his head and dashed out into the deluge.

There were
seventy-three temples in the city of gods. This was a place where
the gods were collected in the same way that rich men collect
silver cups. Some of the temples were two and a half thousand years
old, but it was to a more recent building that Quin made his way.
The city had been slow to accept Pelion’s Benetheon, the twenty
lords of nature, but after the war it had been unquestioned. Grand
temples had been built, even for those who had sacrificed their
mortal lives, even for those who had not been part of the
victory.

Quin slowed to a
trudge. There was no point in running all the way. His cloak kept
out the worst of the rain and the pavements were slick and
treacherous. He wove his way around the bigger puddles, trusting
his boots to cope with the rest. There were very few people about.
Lamps burned in many temples. Those temples dedicated to gods with
priests were often the best kept, the grandest. Ashmaren and
Pecanis were the most honoured, each of them housed in sprawling
structures tended by dozens of priests. They had regular prayer
hours, benefited from considerable offerings, and as far as Quin
could tell they showed no signs of favour to anyone. He passed them
by. A priest of Ashmaren swept industriously beneath the portico on
the higher steps before the great brass and silkwood double doors.
He paused to watch Quin pass, wondering perhaps who was pious
enough to be visiting the gods on such a day.

His destination
came into view. It was a modest building. A box. There was no great
adorned porch, no gold and silver, no eternal light hanging before
the door, just dark granite blocks that glistened in the rain and
tall, slender windows so that the light within would resemble that
of a forest. The windows were glassed, a considerable expense, and
bore a geometric pattern of green and clear lights, so that the
illusion of forest light would be all the better.

Legend had it that
the builders had asked this particular god what he wanted in his
temple, and that his reply had been simple. Something a wolf could
live in with comfort.

Quin was startled
to see a man standing in the road opposite the temple. He wore no
cloak, hat, or any kind of protection from the rain, and he was
soaked. Even so he stood there unmoving, as though transfixed by
the sight of Wolf Narak’s place of worship.

“Are you well?” he
called, approaching the man. “May I be of service?”

The man’s eyes
snapped round to stare at him, startled. Quin saw that in the same
movement he had drawn a knife. It was a short blade of peculiar
design, having two points and a slight curve to it. Quin stopped
short and pushed back his cloak, laying his hand on his own sword.
The other man stared at him for a few moments, then turned and ran
down one of the narrow alleys between temples, rounded a corner,
and was gone.

Quin was left with
an impression of insanity. The man had been dressed as a priest,
but he had not been able to make out the style of the robes, wet as
they were. Certainly the mind behind those staring eyes was deeply
troubled.

He stood outside
the temple for a minute or two; just to be certain that the man
would not come again, and when he was sure that he would not he
turned and pushed open the door of the House of Wolf Narak.

The interior was
dimly lit. Three small lamps burned above the granite block that
served as an altar. Quin was grateful to be out of the rain and
stripped off the heavy cloak, placing it over a copper rail that
was fixed to the wall by the door. He peered into the gloom, but
could not see any sign of life.

“Maryal?” he
called, and for some reason an image of the madman with the knife
came to mind, and with it a pang of anxiety. “Maryal?” His second
calling was a little more urgent.

“My lord!” She
emerged from the darkness and threw her arms about him. “There was
a man watching me,” she said. “I was afraid.”

Quin allowed her a
moment of familiarity and held her against him, his mind filling up
with the scent of her hair and the warmth of her flesh.

“He is gone,” he
said to her. “I showed him my sword and he ran away.” He took hold
of her shoulder and gently moved her to arm’s length so that he
could see her face. She had a beautiful face; dark, intelligent
eyes set atop a fine straight nose and a generous mouth, all framed
by dark hair that coiled thickly down her back.

Maryal was not one
to fear for no reason, and he had seen nothing in the man that
would have caused so great a reaction.

“What did he do?”
he asked.

‘Nothing,” she
said. “But he stared and stared so, and he spoke words without
meaning – no language of Avilian at any rate. I would swear he had
lost his wits.”

“I thought the
same,” he said. “But it is no matter. He is gone. I will mention
him to the guards.” It was not the custom in Avilian for women to
bear arms, but he would have to talk to the major about changing
that. He did not like to think of Maryal being vulnerable to any
passing madman.

Quin cast his eye
around the temple. It was larger than it seemed from without. The
grey light of day was mellowed by the green glass and augmented by
the yellow lamp light. His eyes grew accustomed to it and he could
see the ornamentation – walls covered by carved leaves, oak and
beech, and by stone pine cones. The altar itself was carved with a
wolf’s head, not fierce, but contemplative, stone eyes gazing
towards the door as though it were no barrier at all to the god’s
sight. The area before the altar was built like a hearth, for
containing coals, but in this case it was filled with dry leaves
and twigs. A place that a wolf might lie.

There was space
behind the altar; rooms where a man could live, but they had never
been occupied.

“Have the others
come?” he asked. He had not wanted to see them. Most company was a
trial for him, especially the young.

“They have been
and gone, but I waited for you. I waited so we could make our
offerings together.”

Quin smiled. “You
are kind to me, Maryal,” he said. “More than I deserve.”

“Is that not for
me to say?”

Quin did not
answer. He opened his offertory bag and took out three pyramids of
incense, which he placed on the altar. He also placed dried meat
and dried bread there, took a taper from a long cup fixed to the
wall and brought fire to the incense from the lamps. He passed it
to Maryal and she lit three of her own, the smoke bustling up
towards the ceiling, leaving behind it the exotic scents of the
Green Isles.

“Do you think he
knows?” Maryal was looking at the wolf’s face on the altar, her
eyes bright.

“Who can tell?
What matters is that we honour him, that we seek his spirit, his
courage. If war comes we will all need it, even those of us who
cannot fight.” The last was uttered in a desolate tone, and he felt
Maryal’s hand take his own, press it.

There would be no
better time.

“You know that I
will be eighteen years in a matter of weeks?” he asked.

“Of course. I am
invited to the ceremony.” She smiled at him again, and he drew
courage from that, and perhaps from the incense, and the calm
wolf’s face on the altar.

“Well,” he said.
“My father has not made a match for me, and I do not believe that
he intends to do so. It means that I shall be free to wed whom I
please, all else being acceptable.”

“Yes,” she said,
and she was looking at him now, meeting his eyes.

“I am bold, I
know,” he said. “I have very little to offer, and I am only half a
man, but would it be an offence to you if I asked your father for
your hand?”

“It would not,”
she said.

“My prospects are
not great,” he continued. “I will carry the title of Viscount, some
small estate, perhaps, a few thousand acres, a modest house. I will
not be here except at my father’s command.”

“It is not
important.”

Quin looked at
her. He had been so focussed on his rehearsed speech that he had
not heard the words that she spoke, not until now.

“You would accept
me?” he asked.

“Nothing would
please me more than to be your wife,” she said. “If you ask I will
encourage my father to assent to the match.”

“Why?”

“Why?” she echoed.
“Why? Why do you want to ask for my hand?”

“You are perfect,”
he said. “You are beautiful, courageous, clever, kind. I have loved
you since I was a child.”

She laughed.
“Well, at least there is still part of you that is a child,” she
said, but her tone was kind. She took his hand again, held it
between both of hers. “There was not much to distinguish any of you
when you were young. Just boys, and we were children, too. As you
grew you all flattered me and the other ladies of the Duke’s court,
competed for our favour. All the sword fighting, the titles, the
ranks, it all meant little to me, but your accident marked you out.
It changed you. I pitied you then, and for the years that you
withdrew from the rest of us. I pitied you. But then you came back
to us, took up a blade again, bore the jokes, fought against your
fate. I have not seen such courage. Even battle is easier than what
you did. With all your friends to draw you on it is easy to wave a
sword above your head and charge the enemy, but you fought your
battle alone. You smiled when they mocked you.

“My father says
that such a blow as you were dealt can do two things to a man. It
can make you bitter, or it can make you wise. There is no
bitterness in you, Quinnial. These last years you have been a man
among boys. Your first thought is for others. You see what is
important. The others are vain, selfish, ambitious, even cruel. I
would not wish to live in the greatest estate ruled by such
passions. You are the best of them all. You are the one that I
love.”

Quin was
speechless. He had never seen himself in that way, as a hero,
battling against odds. To him it had been simple. He was crippled.
His choice was to waste his life in misery or to make the best of
what he had. Even that small decision had taken years.

“So it is a yes?”
he said.

She laughed again
and slapped his hand. “Yes, Quin, yes. It is a yes. Ask my
father.”

This was the best
day of his life; the best since his father had placed him upon his
great war-horse, aged only nine years, placed him there ahead of
his brother. He felt the same warm flush of happiness, but this
time there would be no fall, no disaster. She loved him, and his
joy was complete.


5. Wolfguard

Narak could not chase the doubts from his mind. Each
time that he tried to relax the same questions returned to trouble
him, and in his dreams he saw the green and black banners of Seth
Yarra rising still above the burning ships at Afael. He was once
again the bloodstained god, standing in the sanguine streets above
the gutted harbour.

He feared Seth
Yarra. In that last battle they had feared him, but still they had
run at his flashing blades again and again, only to be ripped
apart. They had run at him when his aspect was upon him, when he
strode the city as a god. It was a kind of madness produced by the
warring of twin terrors within the head. The truth of it was that
they had feared Seth Yarra more than they feared him.

He had suffered a
sleepless night after speaking with Passerina. What few moments he
had surrendered to dreams had been poor reward for the hours spent
seeking them, and the dreams were more disturbing than his waking
thoughts. He rose early and called for his breakfast, which was
brought to him in the lair. He ate unenthusiastically, and when the
dishes were cleared away he sat and brooded for most of the
morning.

“Poor!” It was
nearly midday when he summoned his steward.

“Deus, what is
your wish?”

“Who is here,
Poor? Who is in Wolfguard?”

The steward reeled
off a list of names. They were all trusted, all his own. Most had
served him before the war and shared centuries with him. He knew
their characters, their abilities as well as he knew the balance of
his twin blades.

“Good,” he said.
“Send Narala and Perlaine. I will see them in an hour. Tell them
they are to go on a journey on my behalf, and have them pack for
the kingdoms. They will be going south.”

He sat and thought
through his plan again. Narala he would send south through Telas,
down to the Green Isles. She had many friends there, and
properties. It would not be at all unusual for her to travel that
way. Perlaine would go south along the Dragon’s Back, cross through
the pass they called the green road, and follow the Erinor River
south, staying at villages along the way. She was Berashi, but
spoke the Avilian languages fluently, and would pass well enough as
one of them. She was fair and pale skinned. They would not think
twice to question her presence. The two of them would take their
time, stop in many places, listen to gossip, sound out the unusual
and the curious.

He would also
travel. It was simpler for him. Already there were wolves moving
down from the forest at his bidding, making their way to the green
road. He did not doubt that they would be given free and respectful
passage by the Berashi guardsmen who held the gate. From there they
would approach Bas Erinor by a direct route somewhat ahead of
Perlaine. He would meet her there, or at least send wolves to meet
her and join her when she was found.

It was the Duke
that he wished to see. Four hundred years ago Narak had been close
to the keeper of the city of gods, but time and death had made him
something of a dilettante friend to mortal men. He had not left the
forest in all that time. He had not wished to leave the forest.
Now, however, he had convinced himself, in spite of the scarcity of
evidence, that it had become necessary.

The ladies arrived
together; Narala and Perlaine. If there were two more beautiful
women in the five kingdoms he had never seen them.

Narala was dark,
dark skinned, black haired, brown eyed. She was from the Green
Isles. He was always delighted by the perfect whiteness of her eyes
against her sun blessed face, the sudden brightness of her smile.
She was shorter than Perlaine, her thick hair trimmed short in the
fashion of the Green Isles, and she wore a white robe that left her
arms bare, but brushed the ground at her feet.

Perlaine was
opposite. She was tall, slender as a pine, blue eyed. Her white
blond hair was rare in Berash, not so rare in Avilian. It fell in
long, silky curtains about her face, her right hand always on duty
to sweep it back from her eyes. She wore a simple white tunic,
brown breeches, and riding boots. Perlaine struggled against her
beauty as much as Narala embraced hers. Both had been his lovers.
Both he trusted beyond question.

They knelt before
him, eyes lowered, and he touched each on the head in turn.

“Rise,” he said.
“Be comfortable. I need your advice, and I have a journey for each
of you. You know that I value your thoughts, so speak freely.”

They sat either
side of him. He produced wine and three glasses and they sipped as
they spoke. The instructions were simple enough. Travel slowly,
speak with people, look for rumours that might suggest unusual
events or unusual people; be a physic to the land and diagnose its
ills. He did not mention Seth Yarra, or the note, though he had no
doubt that news of the previous night’s events would have come to
their ears by now. A closed community such as Wolfguard was a
hostile environment for secrets, and they did not survive for
long.

“If you will
forgive me for saying so, Deus,” Narala said. “Your commands to us
are like mist, and I fear they may fade from our grasp as we
travel.” A small frown attested to her earnest desire to
understand, her lack of assurance. Perlaine too displayed concern.
Her right hand swept more often at her hair. Her shoulder hunched
forwards a little.

“I cannot be more
definite,” Narak said. “If I command you to seek a certain thing,
then you may find it even if it is not there. It is the nature of
people. Just be aware of what is around you, taste the world, test
its scent. I will come to you from time to time as you travel, and
you may tell me what seems well or ill, or just changed. Look for
the oddities and puzzles, the things that make ordinary folk shake
their heads and shrug, mysteries and things new.”

“There could be
much that may be so described, Deus,” Perlaine said. “How shall I
know what is important?”

“You may not. I
may not know when you tell me, but we will all do what we may and
hope that it is enough.”

“Enough for what,
Deus?”

He shook his head.
They were better than this, he knew. Given a clear command they
would carry it out with skill and creativity. It was their desire
to please that tightened them up so. He wondered if he should just
say to them what they wished – go look for signs of Seth Yarra. He
had no doubt that they would be most diligent, but it was all more
subtle than that. Nobody but he had even thought it. It had not
said Seth Yarra in the note. The men hunting the dogs that he had
seen in Bas Erinor were just men, just ragged street-hired men. It
was quite possible that something else was awry, and he could not
afford to focus Narala and Perlaine on just one cause.

“I have been too
long in the forest,” he said. “I cannot make the judgements that
must be made. When I come to you tell me everything, and we will
solve the riddle together.”

They nodded, still
uneasy, but apparently satisfied that the difficulty of the task
was recognised.

“Now to lighter
matters.” He smiled. “You will forgive me, Perlaine, but I think
this is a task more suited to Narala. I require guidance on
fashion, on style, on clothes.”

“Quite so,”
Perlaine smiled. She disliked fashion and considered practicality
paramount in such matters. “I will finish my preparations and leave
at first light. My journey is longer.”

“I will send four
feet with each of you, for protection, and that I may reach you at
once should the need arise.”

Perlaine bowed.
“Thank you, Deus.” She strode from the room, he heard her voice
once in the corridor, calling for Poor, and then she was gone.

“Fashion, Deus?”
Narala smiled.

“I must travel to
Avilian, to Bas Erinor,” he said. “If I dress as I once did, they
will think me an antique, and I know that you will say that I am,
but I wish to travel unnoticed, unrecognised.”

Narala rubbed her
ear lobe, her head cocked on one side.

“A merchant,
Deus,” she said after a moment’s thought. “We will dress you as a
prosperous merchant.”

“We have such
clothes?”

“We can alter what
we have. It is but the work of one day to do so.”

“Then it is your
task to see it done before you depart, Narala.”

“How much of a
disguise do you wish it to be, Deus?” she asked. He sensed humour
in her voice. If he allowed her to work unguided he might end up
concealed in the guise of a fop, a buffoon.

“You know my
taste,” he said. “Do not exceed it overmuch.”

She nodded and
left him with a swift bow, a simple nod of the head.


Seth
Yarra

The phrase Seth
Yarra has come to epitomise evil throughout the five kingdoms.
Strictly speaking it is the name of an outland god, Seth Yarra, the
destroyer and creator of all things, or so called by his followers.
These people are believed to inhabit a substantial land many days
sail to the east of Afael and the headland known as Worlds Tail.
There can be no doubt that they are a numerous people, that they
have mastered a technology of sailing that is, or was, quite beyond
our own.

Their principle
beliefs, the ones that led to them having such a terrible impact
upon our own lands, are that firstly, only the followers of Seth
Yarra are of any consequence, secondly, that all which is not Seth
Yarra must be destroyed or converted, and thirdly, that all must be
rebuilt according to their god’s dictates. They have even codified
this into their priesthood, dividing it between Cleansers and
Masters of the Rule. The former are in effect a warrior caste, and
the latter are the sole authorities in the building of buildings
and the planting of plants. From our limited experience of their
ways it seems that they were intent on altering our lands to
exactly resemble their own. What evidence we have suggests that
they hold our lands to be in aberration from the divine plan, and
that as soon as they became aware of us it was necessary to war
against us under the dictates of their beliefs.

They are a
strictly hierarchical system, highly disciplined and militaristic.
Their leader is known by the misleading title of First Servant, and
his will is, for all intents and purposes, law. However, it is
thought that he is answerable to some degree to a council of
priests in matters of orthodoxy. In truth we know very little of
their customs and their form of government, as those prisoner that
were taken during the war refused to answer questions, and indeed
were largely successful in ending their own lives at the earliest
opportunity.

Many believe that
the defeat suffered by the Seth Yarra was so complete that they
will not again attempt to conquer our lands, but others, myself
included, take the view that religion will drive them, eventually,
to try again.

Extract from
Meditations on the Great War

By the Erudite Master Galian Terbustate

Vice Prefect of the Royal College of Historians at Golt




6 The Spy

Keb son of Jarl
son of Hern son of Lers son of Nias held himself rigid in the
middle of the corridor, held there by his distaste for the
stonework, determined not to touch the walls. In his mind he
repeated the prayer of purification, again and again as though its
words could take him away from this terrible place, take him
home.

My eyes are the eyes of
the one god, they see for him.

My ears are the ears of the one god, they hear for him.

My hands are the hands of the one god, they act for him.

I give my eyes to Seth Yarra.

I give my ears to Seth Yarra.

I give my hands to Seth Yarra.

Protect me, Great God, from all that is tainted,

Bathe me in thy will that I may be pure.

He stared at the
cold stone of the wall and at the way in which the blocks were
laid, and it was wrong. It was taint. Everything here was taint. He
tried to relax, to open his eyes and be what he was supposed to be,
a heretic, a priest of the heretic cult of Ashmaren called Pelas
Simal. A friend of this tainted city and this tainted land. He
pushed down the fear that had chewed at him since his arrival here,
the fear that he would never be free of it, and that the taint
would steal his soul.

He allowed his
mind to flee to a time before. He had been just a few months from
the green cloth, less than a hundred days from the ceremony that
would make him a priest, a Master of the Rule. Ten years of study,
thirty examinations of his knowledge, fierce scrutiny of his
character, and it had all come to this.

We need you, they
had said. It is the will of Seth Yarra, they had said. There had
been two of them; imposing figures in black and green robes, grey
hair, stern eyes; men of status; men that he aspired to be.

So he had gone
with them, and they had shown him things that he had never wanted
to see, taught him histories that he struggled to believe. A secret
war had been fought, so secret that none knew of it save those that
had died, and a few that had remained home, privy to its secret.
Seth Yarra had lost. Lost! Such a thing was impossible, and yet
they said that it was so. There was a place, they told him, where
the one god was denied, where the rule was broken. It was an
insult. It was a taint upon the world.

Men and ships had
gone, all in secret. Twenty thousand men and hundreds of ships had
crossed the ocean to put right the wrong, to bring the truth of
Seth Yarra’s rule to the dark places, and they had all died.

It was a place of
demons, they told him. And they told him he was to go there.

To go here, to
this city of abominations, a place of uncounted gods where things
were done just as people had a whim to do them. He was comforted by
the thought that he would be part of its destruction. He imagined
the city built again according to the rule; he imagined one temple;
he imagined the graceful towers and orderly buildings that would
stand here once all this had been swept away.

It was a
comfort.

The people, too,
were hateful. They dressed in an appalling welter of colours and
styles, and the words they said were just as inconsistent,
heretical and contradictory. It was almost impossible to find two
people here who agreed on a single matter. Their favourite word
seemed to be ‘but’. I agree with you, but… you are right, but… that
is true, but…

They had no
concept of truth; simple, divine truth.

The place was
driving him mad. A few days ago he had been able to stand the
heretical chanting of the priests no longer, and had fled out into
the rain. By chance he had come across the house of the demon
itself, the arch fiend who had slain the First Servant of Seth
Yarra on that ill fated expedition, Fenris God Killer, the one they
called Narak.

He saw people go
in, and it offended him to think that people worshipped the demon,
that they honoured it. He stood in the rain, transfixed by the
horror of it, thinking back to the choice he had made, so many
years ago.

To aspire to the
priesthood of Seth Yarra was the highest calling, and only the best
were taken, but even then, even when one wore the grey robes of a
sworn servant there was a great choice to be made; the choice
between black and green, between Seth and Yarra, between cleansing
and building.

He had chosen the
harder route, the academic discipline of the green robe, and having
taken that one step he had looked down upon his black robed
brothers with their swords and lances. How much less divine to
simply destroy?

Now he wished
otherwise.

He watched as the
demon’s acolytes left. They were young men and women clothed in
good cloth, adorned with jewels. They laughed at the rain, talked
merrily among themselves as they minced around the puddles, peered
up at the sky as though it might tell them when dry weather would
come. But they had not all gone. One stayed in the doorway, called
after them, and looked in his direction.

She was a pretty
young girl. Like the others she was well dressed, and he guessed
she was of noble blood. Now he might strike a blow for Seth Yarra.
It could not be wrong to strike down a worshipper of the demon
itself. He gripped his dagger, but his hand would not pull it out.
He stared at the building, at the girl, unable to act. He spoke the
words of a prayer for strength, but nothing changed. She took
fright and went within, but still he stood there.

It was the same
decision, he realised. For all his pious horror he was still unable
to destroy. She was still a pretty girl more than she was a
heretic. He was still wedded to the green robe, even faced with a
deed suited to his meagre destructive talents he could not use the
blade. It was shame that he felt, for all his looking down on the
black robe he saw that they did something that he could not do, had
a purpose that he was unable to fulfil. Yet the thought of the
girl’s death at the hands of one of his brothers did not lift him.
In a perfect world it would not be the girl that would die, but her
misapprehension, her ignorance.

A voice startled
him. A young man approached, cloaked against the rain. He found
that his knife had pulled itself, abandoning its earlier
reluctance, and the young man stopped, pulled his cloak aside to
reveal the hilt of a sword. He did not close, however, but stood
and watched. He was warning Keb, telling him that it would not be
worth his while to try anything.

Keb ran. He was
suddenly afraid that he had put everything in jeopardy. To do
anything now would be a greater sin than his inability to strike at
the enemies of Seth Yarra. He was not even a soldier, certainly not
a cleanser. His duty here was to do certain things, to say certain
words in the right ears.

Now he stood apart
from the walls, waiting in the passageway, and his grip upon his
duty tightened. His faith was his strength, and his duty the staff
that he leaned upon when he grew weak.

A door opened. A
man stepped out. He was dressed in the robes of a priest of
Ashmaren, red and white, the gold chain around his neck his badge
of office. Thinning grey hair, cut short, topped his head, and he
was clean shaven, his wrinkled face hinting at kindness and
arrogance in equal measure. His name was Baltho Hermandis, and in
addition to his high standing as high priest, or perhaps because of
it, he was a councillor to the Duke of Bas Erinor. He smiled when
he saw Keb.

“Have you been
waiting long, Pelas?” he asked.

“No, my lord,” Keb
said. “I have taken the opportunity to contemplate my duty,” he
added.

“Have you indeed?
And have you learned anything more from this contemplation?” Baltho
leaned forwards peering at Keb with a practiced look of interested
condescension.

“Nothing
remarkable, my lord, only that my duty is certain.”

“Very pious, very
pious indeed,” Baltho muttered. “Are we safe to speak here?”

“Quite safe,” Keb
said. “The door leads only to the tower, as you know, and to hear
us a man must open one of the doors that we can see at either end
of the passage, so we cannot be overheard.”

“There is news,”
the older man said. “A rider has come to the Duke, one of his men
who watch the border with Berash. They have heard news from the
Berashi court that got it from the guardians of the Green
Road.”

“What news, my
lord?”

“Wolves,” he said.
“A pack of wolves has passed through the pass. The word is that
they were under compulsion, that they barely spared a glance for
the men there, but rushed through the gate without a sideways
glance.”

“You think the
Wolf God moves against us?”

“I fear it. He is
a bloody creature who holds a grudge.”

“I think not,” Keb
said. In fact he thought the opposite. He hoped the opposite. “We
have done nothing that is not justified.”

“So you say, so
you say.”

Keb despised the
man. He was indecisive, given to compromise and easily influenced.
These were not admirable qualities in a high priest, but made him a
perfect tool for Keb, a compliant lever to tip events how he
wished.

There was a
sickness in Bas Erinor, in the grubby streets of the city that
clothed the land below the city of the gods. It was not a plague,
and for the most part it did not kill, but it laid people low for
days, stopped bakers from baking, smiths from hammering,
shopkeepers from selling. It had become a grave concern to the city
merchants, and the Duke, and so the priesthood.

Keb had told them
the disease came from dogs, that they carried it. He told them it
had swept through Telas Alt the year before while he was in that
city, and that they had traced the source to dogs. Killing the dogs
was the only solution.

It was not true.
The illness came from a small bottle that he carried on a thong
around his neck. It was a clear liquid, and only a drop or two was
required to make a well bad for a couple of days.

It was easier to
persuade them than he had expected. There was resentment at the
renewed popularity of the Benetheon, and especially of Narak. War
threatened, and the folk memory of Avilian remembered the Wolf at
the head of their army, not the god of war, they remembered that it
was the Benetheon and Narak that protected the forests, not
Ashmaren.

Killing dogs, he
had hinted to Baltho, would also make the city a blind spot for the
Wolf, and what he could not see would not concern him.

“You are worried,
my lord,” Keb said; a statement of the obvious.

“You say the Wolf
has not been abroad for centuries,” Baltho said. “He did not come
to Telas Alt?”

“No, my lord, and
almost all the dogs were killed there.”

“Perhaps we should
suspend the work,” Baltho murmured, as though to himself. He
fingered his chin and adopted a piercing expression, designed to
indicate deep thought.

“My lord, the
disease is in decline. The merchants are most pleased.”

“Are they? Well,
that is good.” The old priest’s eye shifted easily onto the
advantage Keb presented, and the distant threat of the wolf god
faded. “Best carry on then,” he said. “Best carry on if it pleases
them, do you think?”

“As you wish, my
lord.”

The high priest
nodded, touched Keb absently on the head in blessing and went back
through the door, up to his tower room.

Keb shook himself
when the man had gone, something between a shudder of disgust and
laughter at how easily the doubts had been circumvented.

The Wolf would
come. He was certain that the Wolf would come, drawn to Avilian as
helpless as Baltho in the grip of the First Servant’s plan. And
then we would see.


7. The Low
City

The sun was bright. Narak stood in the thin green
forest that clothed the slopes of the great scarp and looked down
on Bas Erinor. He blinked against the brightness. It had been many
years since he had stood in the full light of the sun, and it
surprised him. A moment before he had been standing outside
Wolfguard in the dappled light of the great forest and a wolf had
been here. He sipped at the water flask he carried and squinted out
at the city that lay before him.

The city at the
mouth of the Erinor River, Bas Erinor, was the greatest city of
Terras, though it was better described as two cities, and from here
that was quite apparent.

He stood at the
foot of the scarp which bounded the great plateau. Above him it
stretched away to the north and east; a flat table land that lay
two hundred and fifty feet above the coastal plain. It had, in some
ancient time, been cut back by the sea, and for this last short
reach the river was free to wander across a natural plain, curling
broadly among a patchwork quilt of fields in its brief old age,
disgorging its muddy sediment in a plume that reached as far as the
eye could see out into the green ocean.

The river emerged
from a broad, steep gorge to his right. Thirty miles up that gorge
lay the Kale Falls where the Erinor stepped down from the plateau
in a thundering wall of white water.

All that remained
of the plateau in the mile or so that lay between him and the ocean
was a raised, flat, steep sided platform, a butte, walled and
crowned by towers and spires. It cast a long shadow over the plain.
This was the city of the gods. Beneath it lay the other city, the
common city, the low city: a mass of huddled buildings, devoid of
heroic architecture.

Some areas were
better than others of course; bigger houses, wider streets,
lanterns that lit them at night, men who swept and kept them,
guards against the inevitable crime. Such places were given over to
prosperous merchants, exalted city officials, physics of the better
sort and others with sufficient wealth.

The low city was
unplanned, chaotic, and dangerous. Those who dwelled in the better
parts had sought permission from the Duke to manage the city, and
he had granted it, and for seven hundred years the merchants had
tried to improve their home. They had dug new wells, widened
streets, regulated markets – somewhat to their own advantage –
installed lighting, and paid for the men of the watch to hunt down
criminals. The city was a better place for it, and their efforts at
least preserved the illusion of justice, order and prosperity.

He had not been
here for four hundred years. Generations of men had come and
gone.

When he had grown
accustomed to the light Narak began his long walk. It was a mile to
the foot of the Divine Stair, and he had a choice of a winding path
through the city from the river gate, an exploration of taverns,
markets and flop houses, or a longer walk to the south gate and a
straight, triumphal procession up the Sacred Avenue, lined with
trees and fine houses.

He chose the
former. He wanted to recover his feel for the place, taste the mood
of the people, and there would be none of that on the swept, paved
highway that was the Sacred Avenue.

The guards at the
river gate looked him over, but did not stir from where they
slouched against the pitted stones of the wall to stop him or ask
him questions. He was just one of many passing through. Once in the
city he was glad to be a man, and not a wolf. The smell, even
dulled, was overpowering. It was a smell that he remembered; sweet,
sour, rotten, filled with the scents of unfettered human
activity.

He made his way to
a tavern, one he had known an age ago. He was almost surprised to
find it still there. The name had changed. It was no longer the
King’s Hand. Now it bore a sign that announced it was the Wolf
Victorious, and an image of what he supposed was Afael burning. It
was so reminiscent of his dreams that he almost turned away, uneasy
at the portent.

Inside it was much
changed. He did not recognise it at all. The bar was on a different
wall, the old long tables and benches had been replaced by smaller
tables, scattered throughout the space, and the gallery, a raised
area of the floor where musicians had sometimes played, was gone.
It looked cleaner than he remembered.

“You have Telan
wine?” he asked.

“Telan?” The man
behind the bar laughed. “Who’d bother to bring in Telan muck when
we have our own fine Avilian wine?”

“Your finest,
then,” he said. “You will bring it to the table?”

The man put a
bottle and a mug on the bar. “Carry it yourself,” he said. He told
Narak the price, and was paid.

Narak selected a
table set apart from the others, and sat, surveying the clientele.
Even at this early hour there were twenty or so people occupying
the tables. It looked as though they too wished to be apart from
others. They had spaced themselves out around the room, none too
close to another. A couple of groups made social noises, but the
majority were solitary drinkers. It was quite unlike the old place
that he remembered. Then it had been warm, cheerful, a
backslapping, shouting, singing sort of place. The beer had been
good, and the wine had been better.

He poured wine
into his mug. He wished it were a glass. Between the dark bottle
and the pottery mug he could not see the colour. He sniffed it and
found the odour unpromising. There was an acid taint to it. One sip
confirmed his diagnosis. This was a poor, cheap wine. He threw a
look at the landlord, but the man was busy picking dirt from
beneath his fingernails, oblivious to his dissatisfaction.

He noticed another
man was looking at him, one of a group of three. He was old, grey
haired, thin. Narak returned his stare for a moment, and the man
looked away. A sour feeling came over him. He had thought to relive
old times, to touch the spirit of people he had once known, to
drink with their like again, but this was as far from his memories
as that time was from this.

He was about to
stand, intending to leave, when the door opened and a man came in.
He was a big man, broad at the shoulder and heavily muscled. Narak
was shocked to recognise him. He was a man that the dog had seen,
the man who advocated the beating of wives. He searched for the
name. What had it been? Teal? Teral? Tegal? That was it. Tegal.
Seen through human eyes he was no more appealing. His face was
scarred, brutish, fixed in a permanent sneer. He stood just inside
the door and surveyed the clientele, and his eye quickly settled on
Narak. He crossed the room and stood before him.

“That’s my table,”
he said.

“You’re welcome to
it,” Narak said. “I was just leaving.”

The man’s mouth
split into an ugly, broken-toothed grin. “Sure you was,” he said.
“But the way I’m thinking you owes me rent.”

Narak almost burst
out laughing, and could not prevent a smile from surfacing. The man
was trying to intimidate him. He leaned back in the chair.

“On the other
hand,” he said, “perhaps I’ll stay a little longer.”

Tegal looked
surprised. He had expected fear. Narak saw heads come up around the
tavern. People were watching.

“A guinea,” Tegal
said. “Give me a guinea.”

“No.”

The big man looked
puzzled for a moment. Perhaps nobody had ever been unafraid before.
His fists were clenched, and Narak could see that they were like
hammers, bruised and broken until they were only good for one
thing. One of the hammers opened up and the short fingers reached
for the front of his tunic.

Tegal was quick
for such a big man, but Narak was quicker, much quicker. He caught
the man’s wrist and pulled, dragging Tegal forwards, slamming his
face violently into the table top. In the next moment he gripped
the man’s belt, shifted his other hand to his throat and lifted him
high in the air above his head, slamming his back down onto the
table.

The table
shattered and Tegal lay gasping among the debris and broken glass,
winded and shocked. The bottle of cheap wine had not survived the
impact. No great loss. He drew both blades and tickled Tegal’s
throat with one of them.

“If I ever see you
again, if I ever hear of you again, Tegal, I’ll cut you so you’ll
never walk again. You understand?”

Tegal looked up at
him, uncomprehending, still gasping like a fish waiting to be
gutted. Narak shook his head and walked over to where the landlord
stood open mouthed behind the bar. The swords went back in their
sheaths.

“How much for the
table?” he asked.

“The table?”

“Yes. I seem to
have broken it.”

He could see the
landlord doing a quick calculation in his head. He subtracted fear
from greed and got the right answer.

“No charge,” he
said.

“By all the gods
on the hill, I swear you’ve made my day, my week, my month!”

Narak turned to
see who had spoken. It was the old man who’d been looking at him
before. He had approached the bar, and now stood a respectful
distance from Narak, his face split by a considerable smile.

“Not a friend of
yours then?” Narak suggested.

“Nor of any man,”
the old man confirmed. “Tegal is a bastard, a bully, the worst kind
of brute.”

“Can’t argue with
you there, Deadbox,” the landlord said.

The old man
stepped closer to Narak. “Can I buy you a drink?”

“Not if it’s all
that slop he sold me,” Narak said, looking pointedly at the
landlord. The man stepped back, just enough that he was out of
reach if Narak intended some violence against him.

The old man
laughed. “Not at all,” he said. “Cherat hides the good stuff, don’t
you, Cherat?”

The landlord
muttered something that Narak didn’t catch and took a bottle out of
a cabinet on the back wall. He opened it with exaggerated care and
put it before the old man he’d called Deadbox. He fetched two
glasses, quite fine examples of the glass blower’s art, and placed
them next to it.

“Thirty pennies,”
he said. “And ten more for each glass you break.”

The old man paid.
He poured the wine. Narak admired the colour. It was a deep, plum
red, and when he took the scent, sipped it, it answered in every
way.

“A fine wine,” he
said.

“Pardon me for
asking,” Cherat said, edging forwards, “but is Tegal going to get
up any time soon?” He cast a nervous glance at the large man, who
was still spread out on the floor. There were signs of movement,
and a distinct groan from his direction.

“He might be
stupid enough to try,” Deadbox said. “But I think he’ll be down
until the watch arrives. The way he hit that table…” He shook his
head.

“The watch?” That
last thing that Narak wanted was to get into some sort of official
encounter with the watch.

“Yes, I sent for
them. My apprentice ran to fetch them.”

“Why?”

Deadbox saw that
he was not exactly happy about it. “Don’t be concerned, friend,” he
said. “They want Tegal. They want him quite badly, I think. He beat
the wrong man, and they’ve been asking after him for days.”

The wrong man –
somebody rich, somebody with friends. That was the way it always
worked in the low city. Narak remembered that much. If men like
Tegal stuck to beating their own kind, even to killing their own
kind, they often got away with it for years. Even then it was
usually a harder man of the same breed that stopped them, or the
mob.

The watch duly
arrived. There were five of them, swords drawn, ready for a fight.
When they saw the condition that Tegal was in the swords vanished
and they acquired a certain joviality. The officer, the watch
leader by his insignia, came over to the bar while several men went
to look at Tegal.

“So, can anyone
tell me what happened?” the watch leader asked.

“Certainly,”
Deadbox volunteered. “He tripped and fell on the table.”

Narak looked at
the officer, expecting disbelief, but the man put his head back and
laughed, a good belly laugh. When he stopped laughing he slapped
the counter and ordered beer for all his men.

“You’re not
troubled at the explanation?” Narak asked.

“Friend, if you’re
the one that put him down the only reason I’d want to know your
name is to make sure every watchman in the city got a chance to buy
you a drink. That bastard knocked one of my men about so bad he’s
going to be a week in monk’s house, and then a month off duty. He
almost died. If someone told me the moon fell on Tegal’s head it’s
all the same to me. We got him, and there’s a reward coming.”

The watch leader’s
second approached, smiling broadly.

“He’s pretty
banged up, sir,” he said.

“Details?”

“As far as I can
tell, concussion, broken nose, dislocated shoulder, several cracked
ribs and a broken foot. When he comes to his senses he’ll barely be
able to walk.”

“Citizen here says
he fell over,” the watch leader gestured to Deadbox, and the second
grinned more widely.

“Reward?” It was
Cherat who asked.

“A good one. Five
gold guineas. Are you claiming it?”

Cherat looked at
Narak, then away again. “No,” he said.

“It should go to
this man,” Narak said, indicating Deadbox. “He sent for you.”

Deadbox looked at
him with a mixture of surprise and gratitude in his eyes. Five gold
guineas was a lot of money. He had no idea what the old man did,
but he had an apprentice, so he must be a craftsman of some kind.
Even so, it was a lot. Twenty pennies to a florin and twenty
florins to a guinea – it was enough to feed a poor family for a
year.

The watch leader
didn’t miss anything. He looked at Narak more closely, his eyes
picking out the swords, taking in the wiry, lean frame.

“I’d wager you
were standing close to him when he fell,” he said, but he was still
smiling.

“I was sitting,”
Narak responded, and the watch leader laughed again.

“Now to business,”
he said. “Your name, citizen?” He was looking at Deadbox.

“Alos,” Deadbox
said. “Alos Stebbar, Carpenter, Kale Street.”

“I will see that
you receive the reward.” He wrote a note on a scrap of paper. That
done, he joined his men. By this time they had fetched a sort of
stretcher from their watch house and they loaded Tegal onto it,
being none too gentle about it. The man’s hands and feet had been
bound. Even in his somewhat diminished condition they clearly
considered him a threat.

Narak spent
another hour in the tavern, mostly drinking to the good fortune of
Alos Stebbar, otherwise Deadbox. It turned out that not only was
the old man a carpenter, but most of his trade was coffins, and
hence the familiar name. Narak enjoyed their company, and after a
couple of drinks the journeymen became quite relaxed in his
presence. He left them celebrating again after Alos had decided to
give them the rest of the day off.

He had reached the
door when he felt a gentle touch on his shoulder. It was Alos. The
old man looked up at him with a peculiar expression on his face,
his eyes shining.

“What is it?”
Narak asked.

“I am an old man,”
he said. “I have seen many days, but this is the best day of my
life. I am honoured beyond my ability to express it, Deus.”

Narak smiled. “How
did you know?” he asked.

“There is an image
in your temple, but such images can be many men, and yet it is a
good likeness, and then there are the swords, but I did not dare to
believe until you raised Tegal above your head as though he were a
child. I know the old stories, all of them, and they are true to
your spirit.”

Narak reached out
and touched the old man’s head, gently.

“You are in my
favour, Alos, but forgive me if I say that I hope to never need
your particular services.”

*

His mood was
better as he walked up the Divine Stair. This was still the same
city. It would probably always be the same city. He chided himself
for thinking that it might have changed. There would always be
people like Alos, like Cherat, even like Tegal. He had known them
all four hundred years ago by different names and different faces.
It was a simplification, of course, but as the years passed he
found himself more prone to simplification. There would always be
people who were good, bad and indifferent. It was the nature of
things.

The stair was
quite busy. By custom one walked up on the outside and down on the
inside, and the custom had not changed in all these years. It gave
him the chance to look out on the city as he climbed, and to marvel
again at the construction of the great divine stair.

It was fifty feet
wide, but no more than ten high. The stair was a great groove cut
into the side of the butte so that the weight of rock above
protected pilgrims from the rain. The outer edge was railed in
parts, and supported against the possibility of collapse by a
hundred massive columns. Most of the columns were inscribed with
the name of a god, but because there were not a hundred gods some
of the pillars remained virgin, worn only by the hands of a million
passing people. One day the unmarked pillars might bear names. He
knew that his own name was there, somewhere near the top, but he
did not look for it. That column, Narak’s column, had been
unclaimed when the stair was built. It was older even than he.

It did not take
long to reach the top. The stair lost its roof and he emerged with
the throng of pilgrims in front of the gates.

Before him the
vast bleached oak gates to the City of Gods hung on their hinges,
rusted wide in a terminal state of welcome. They had been strong
once. They had been able to close, though that was so long ago that
even Narak could not remember having seen it. Men and women ambled
in and out, heads bowed against the sun and in some cases veiled
against the yellow dust. As he came to the gaping portal one of the
guards on duty, a sergeant by the marks on his collar, approached
him. The man was about forty, but solid, strong, with a square jaw
and a rugged look. He wore his battered uniform with casual
familiarity, and was bare headed. A veteran, by the red stripe on
his sleeve.

“Good day to you,
sir,” the guard said, stepping more or less into his path. It was a
subtle move for a guard. It bade him stop, but as though for
conversation. “Is this your first visit to the City of Gods?”

“I have been
before,” Narak replied, “But it was a long time ago.” Four hundred
years. Much had changed since. Much had not changed. The stone of
the walls still looked ancient and pitted by a thousand summer
storms, the road was still dusty, the pilgrims still looked
poor.

“You are a
merchant?”

Narak smiled to
himself. Narala had not failed him. The clothes that he wore spoke
to those around him. This man called him ‘sir’, asked his business.
“I come to the city on business, yes,” he replied.

The man nodded,
but his face suggested that he had heard the hollowness of Narak’s
answer. He was not convinced. “You wear your blades in the style of
the Ohas, twin swords sheathed across the back.”

“It is convenient.
They do not get in the way.” Should he have worn them differently,
he wondered? Most men he saw wore their blades at the hip, one
sword, one dagger, but he had always worn them like this, two equal
blades. It had not been uncommon, once.

“I have not seen
them worn so. Are you a disciple of the style?”

“Many years ago I
was a diligent student,” he replied. “I have not put my blades to
use for some time, but they are still sharp.” It was not exactly a
threat, but it told the sergeant that he was not a man to be
trifled with. He had indeed been diligent. He had worked hard for
close to a hundred years to achieve mastery of the twin blades. It
was a skill that had proved more than useful in the Great War.

The sergeant
paused before speaking again, casting his eye again over Narak’s
wiry frame, judging him.

“It’s not a school
that finds favour these days,” the guard said. “Too difficult, they
say, and there is no-one left to teach it now.” He sounded almost
wistful. Perhaps he had tried to learn, tried to find a master, but
Narak doubted it. Ohas was a monk’s style if not a prince’s,
sometimes an assassin’s. Some mercenaries had used it, but not
soldiers. Ohas was an art.

“Difficult, yes,
but the rewards are… considerable.”

“You were not
always a merchant then?”

“No, not always.”
His terse reply discouraged further enquiry, but the sergeant
ignored his signals.

“A soldier, then?
A mercenary?”

“Both and neither,
and perhaps something better,” he replied. His words were not meant
to be understood, but this time the guard understood well enough.
He changed the subject.

“And who is it
that you come to pray to, sir?” he asked.

“That depends,”
Narak said. “Who is in favour with the people of Bas Erinor?”

“The usual,” the
sergeant replied. “Pecanis for wealth, Morala for love, Ashmaren
for children. There is a fashion among the young people to pray to
the Benetheon, but it will pass if war does not come.”

“Then I shall pray
to Sinistra,” Narak said. The sergeant laughed out loud at that.
Nobody prayed to Sinistra. There was always a temple, but nobody
ever knelt there, nobody left offerings. Sinistra was the lady of
the left hand path, goddess of doubt, of lies, of betrayal, and in
her lighter aspect of scepticism, obstinacy, and contrariness.

“And what will you
pray for, sir?” he asked.

“For war, for the
triumph of my enemies, for an early death. With any luck she will
take against me and grant me the opposite. And you?”

The guard
chuckled. He seemed to enjoy the joke. “Me? I am a soldier. I pray
to Maritan, the god of war, but like the old reaper I am I pray for
peace. I’ve seen enough of war.”

“I hope that your
prayer is answered,” Narak said. “War is bad for business.”

“For any business,
sir,” the guard said. “I hope that your stay is profitable.” He
smiled and turned back to his men, apparently satisfied that this
stranger with swords strapped to his back would not be causing
trouble. Narak walked on, through the broken gates, into the city
of the gods.

He did not want to
go to the castle at once. He was curious about what had changed and
why, so he walked among the temples. It was a busy day for the
gods. There were hundreds of people here. Men and women strolled
and talked. Some sat on the steps of temples and ate food that they
had brought with them. In the small square in front of the temple
of Ashmaren there was a horde of children, shepherded by the
priests. That, too, was an old tradition. Parents left their young
in the care of the gods as they went about their devotions, or
simply sought time apart from the duties of parenthood, and
Ashmaren, in whose care children were deemed to reside, was the
obvious choice.

It was curiosity,
in the end, that brought him to his own temple. He had not seen it.
Centuries ago he had been bothered by artists, sculptors and the
like in the aftermath of victory, and he had been tolerant. His
friend the Duke had been pleased, but he had left before they had
begun to build it, and he had not returned; not until this day. Now
all of his noble friends were dead and gone to dust, and their
children, grandchildren, and so on down the line. All dust. And
this thing remained.

At first he
thought it ugly; a granite box squatting on the ground between its
more elaborate neighbours, but after staring at it for ten minutes
he began to appreciate it. The temple lacked the fluted columns,
decorated porticoes, symbolic lamps and intimidating doorways of
its peers, but Narak himself was drawn to simple things, to
practical things. It was a reflection of himself; distorted
perhaps, but still recognisable. It did not proclaim itself to the
world, shout out how grand and terrible was its god. It just
squatted between its neighbours and mocked them by its very lack of
ornament. He appreciated the way in which the architect had
softened the corners, taken all the sharp edges away, but only
slightly. It gave the building a river worn feel, like a smooth
stone that lies easily in your hand.

The building had
its own vanity, to be sure, but it was not the vulgar fanfares of
its peers, not a prating, anxious vanity. It was the self assurance
of knowledge, the practical vanity of function.

His mood lifted
still further, and he felt benign. He made his way directly to the
gates of the castle.

It was much as he
remembered it. Once it had been a great fortress, and it still
retained the thick walls and crenulated towers of its former
identity, but for many centuries it had been the seat of the Dukes
of Bas Erinor, and the Dukes had grown fond of their comfort. Where
there had been forbidding slits in the massive stone waiting for an
archer’s arrow there were now windows, widened to let in the light,
glassed to keep out the wind, and curtained to keep in the heat on
cold nights. Banners of many colours flew from the towers that
bracketed the gateway, announcing the lineage of the noble men and
women that dwelled within. It had become no more than a great
house, and though the curtain wall was formidable, it was no more
than an accident of history.

Narak walked
beneath the arch and found his way barred by the guards.

“Your business?”
one of them asked. He was not rude, and yet not quite
respectful.

“I have come to
speak with Duke Elyas,” he said. The guards looked at each
other.

“Wait here,” one
of them said, and vanished within. The simple word: Duke. It had
triggered a response. Anyone who even claimed to want to speak with
the Duke was a problem best passed up the chain, and in due course
the guard returned with a better dressed military figure. An
officer. Narak had learned to respect the officers of the Duke’s
guard in the Great War.

“Good day to you,
sir,” the officer said. “I am Captain Tarell of the Duke’s guard.
You wish to see the Duke?”

“I do.”

The captain looked
him up and down. He was not dressed as nobility, but the captain
was a wise enough head not to judge solely on appearances.

“Your
business?”

“Matters of
State,” he replied.

“I see,” the man
looked doubtful. “Have you applied to the Duke’s secretary?”

“That will not be
necessary,” Narak said. “He will see me.”

An eyebrow was
raised. “Your name?”

“Wolf Narak.”

The captain looked
at him, his eyes glazing over slightly. Four hundred years of
improbability challenged the words that the thought he had
heard.

“I’m sorry,” the
captain said. “Could you repeat that?”

“Wolf Narak,” he
said. “To see the Duke.”

He could see doubt
in the officer’s eyes. He was being asked to believe that this
quite ordinary looking man in merchant’s dress was the Bloodstained
God, the master of the hunt, the Victor of Afael. He had some
sympathy for the man. To make things easier he lifted the veil just
a fraction, allowed something of his aspect to be seen just for a
moment. The two guardsmen stepped back involuntarily. The captain
flinched very slightly, but he turned to the guards with admirable
self control and ordered one of them to seek out the Duke’s
secretary and tell him that Wolf Narak was here to see the
Duke.

“If you will
accompany me, Deus, I will conduct you to a place where you may be
more comfortable while the Duke is informed of your presence.”

They walked
through the gate and into the great courtyard. This was the only
part of the castle that still preserved its ancient function. It
was paved, clean and bare. To the right lay the stable houses, a
collection of low buildings in which the gentry and soldiers housed
their mounts, fodder was stored and grooms slept. They were all in
good repair, the water troughs along the wall were now filled with
flowers, however, and a small group of stable lads sat on benches
around a table drinking and gambling. One or two of them looked up
as they passed, but quickly returned to their gaming.

On the other side
of the courtyard lay the store houses, and through them the
kitchens. It was all quite familiar. He remembered being impressed,
the first time, simply by the size, the numbers of people, the
degree to which so much could be organised. It seemed like chaos at
first glance, but the whole rumbled along like some great
mechanical device, producing everything that was needed when it was
needed from the midst of all the shouting and running and idling
and sweating.

He had grown to
dislike it.

They passed
through another archway, across a small garden with neat octagonal
lawns and beds planted with red and gold flowers. There were seats
here, too, and a fountain, but nobody was enjoying it. Then into a
long, whitewashed corridor that ended at the foot of a broad
stairway which they mounted and eventually came to a large door
with an armoured guard on each side. These guards were of a
different stamp from the ones at the gate. They did not slouch, but
stood as stiff as frozen thorns, their breastplates polished
mirrors, red tunics and trousers immaculately pressed, black boots
buffed to an obsidian finish. These were not soldiers for fighting,
they were there to be looked at, though their swords, he was sure,
were as sharp as any in the castle. They stepped aside reluctantly
for the dusty figure of the captain and his charge. The captain and
Narak would certainly not improve the cleanliness of the chambers
beyond.

Beyond the door
was another short corridor which ended in a sumptuously decorated
chamber. There were couches on which to recline, chairs, tables,
cupboards. Narak was pleased that it was unchanged. This room had
been a favourite. He walked across the carpets to a solid,
weathered looking cabinet and opened a door, took out two glasses
and a bottle.

“Take a glass with
me, Captain?”

The officer
hesitated, then shrugged. “Gladly,” he said. It was not often that
one had a chance to drink with a god, but perhaps it was his
reputation as a warrior that made the man accept, or perhaps he was
just being polite.

“Tell me, captain,
do you think there will be war with Berash?”

The captain
considered the question for a moment. He sipped at his glass.

“I do not believe
so, Deus,” he said.

“And the cause of
the trouble?”

“It is simple
enough. They claim that two of their border patrols have been wiped
out, and see us as the most likely culprit – or perhaps the only
possible culprit. But we have nothing to gain by the action, and
much to lose from a war.”

“So what do you
think has occurred?”

The man shrugged.
“It is not my place to speculate, Deus. I do not have the reports
of our agents, nor do I command our armies, but I have survived one
battle, and I would not wish such glory on another.”

“Quite so, and the
Berashi are a hardy people. They make fine soldiers.”

“As you say, Deus,
but I have no doubt that Avilian would prevail should it come to
that.”

“So neither side
wants war, and yet it draws closer by the day. Does this suggest a
third force is involved, perhaps within your own soldiery?”

“I will not
speculate, Deus.”

“And I suppose you
will also deny yourself the pleasure of discoursing on the
character of the Duke, his sons, and the other noble gentlemen of
the household?”

“I am afraid that
I must, Deus.”

A man of honour,
then, which was what he had expected. A pity, though. He would have
liked to have known the man’s views, even more so knowing that he
was a veteran. They sipped their wine in silence, but Narak could
detect that the man wanted to speak again, but hesitated to do
so.

“What is it,
Captain?”

“Just one thing
that I wish to say, Deus, concerning the Lord Quinnial.”

“The Duke’s second
son?”

“Yes, Deus. I only
ask that you not dismiss him because of his injury. He will be a
fine man when he comes into his majority, and men will stand by his
banner when others fall.”

A nugget of pure
gold. He knew of Quinnial, of course, but the boy was no more than
a name to him. He knew his age, and the facts deemed important
enough to be reported. He knew about the accident, the crippled
arm, but nothing of Quinnial’s character.

“Thank you,
Captain. I will bear what you say in mind.”

It was all that
the captain had to say, and shortly afterwards the Duke’s secretary
arrived and the soldier was dismissed back to his duty at the gate.
The secretary poured himself a glass of wine. He seemed in no hurry
to conduct Narak to his lord the Duke.

“So you are Wolf
Narak,” the man said when he had tasted the vintage. Narak knew
this man as he knew all men. He had met him before with a different
face and a different name. The secretary was well dressed, his
voice was polite, and he wore a smile in much the same way as he
wore his chain of office. He was a politician. His face seemed
open, his manner courteous, but none of it could be relied
upon.

“I am.”

“Please forgive me
if I do not immediately believe you, Deus, but many here would be
inclined to question your existence.”

“I see. You want
me to prove that I am the wolf god?”

“Prove is a strong
word, Deus. I myself would be willing to accept your word, but my
duty to the Duke, you see… “ he pulled a face.

“I understand that
you do not wish to look a fool, bringing an impostor before the
Duke, but that is the nature of your position. I will offer you no
proof, and you will conduct me at once to the Duke’s presence. If
not I will find my own way. Did you not speak to the guard?”

The secretary
looked alarmed.

“I did, Deus, and
he said some things that incline me to accept you for who you say
you are, but such men are easily impressed…”

“In my experience
they are not. Now will you show me the way or must I carve my own
path?”

The man was
clearly afraid, but to his credit he stood his ground, drawing
himself up to his full, unimpressive height.

“Deus, I am not a
warrior, and it does you no credit to threaten me.”

Narak smiled, and
then laughed, his annoyance evaporating in the face of the man’s
unexpected pluck. He returned to the cabinet and poured himself
another glass of wine, sat in a comfortable chair.

“You are right,
sir secretary,” he said. “I should not threaten you, but nor shall
I give you the proof that you ask. I am not a sideshow to be
marvelled at. You may tell the Duke that there is a man claiming to
be Wolf Narak waiting in the outer audience chamber, if this room
is still so called. I will wait.”

The secretary
hesitated. There was really little that he could do. If he ordered
men to remove Narak from the room he would find out for certain if
he was the wolf god, but if he was wrong he could not justify the
blood spilt. He could not simply leave him waiting.

“I will tell the
Duke,” he said, and with an elegant bow he swept from the room. To
some extent honour had been satisfied for both. The secretary could
pass the decision to his lord, and Narak had declined to perform
for a man who, despite his surprising display of courage, was no
more than an administrator, a lackey.

It was not long
until the secretary returned. Narak had not expected it to be long.
Even simple curiosity would compel the Duke to see a man who
claimed to be Wolf Narak.

“Follow me please,
Deus.”

He followed. They
went along another corridor, through a doorway where they picked up
an escort of more visually stunning guardsmen, resplendent in their
polish and pressed cloth. The guards followed behind him at a
respectful distance.

Another doorway,
and then they were in the Duke’s chambers. More guards stood by the
door, and the Duke himself, Duke Elyas of Bas Erinor, the
twenty-seventh man to hold that title, sat at a table dressed in no
more than a comfortable gown. The table before him was strewn with
papers, a hot drink steamed by his hand. Narak scented honey and
various fruits and herbs.

The Duke was not a
young man. His hair was cut short, iron grey, neat. The face
reminded him of the face he had known so many years ago – not in
its features, for the current duke was a more handsome man – but in
its attentive tilt, the lines around the eyes and mouth that
suggested laughter. The Duke stood.

“Deus, we are
honoured by your visit,” he said.

“I apologise if I
have distracted you from your duties,” Narak said. “I have an
urgent need to speak with you.”

“Do not
apologise,” the Duke stood and dismissed the papers with a wave of
his hand. “I detest papers, but it is necessary, and Gerant makes
it bearable.”

Gerant. That was
the secretary, and a compliment, and perhaps the gentlest of
reproaches directed at Narak. The Duke was saying that he valued
the man, and he had been poorly used by Narak.

“I must speak to
you alone, lord Duke, and with your sons.”

“My sons?”

Elyas seemed
surprised, but the emphasis in his question was on the plural. He
was surprised that Narak wanted Quinnial present, and that told
Narak a lot about the duke’s household. The guard captain had
implied some issue unresolved, and here it was again.

“Yes,” he said.
“Aidon and Quinnial.”

The duke
hesitated. “Very well, I will send for them.”

One of the
glittering guardsmen withdrew to perform this task and the duke
gestured that they should sit in more comfortable seats. He did not
share his secretary’s desire for proof, it seemed, and he dismissed
Gerant and the remaining guards, telling them to await his call in
the audience chamber. It was a gesture of trust. Narak still wore
twin blades on his back.

Narak took the
opportunity at once.

“Duke Elyas,” he
said. “Forgive me for being forward, but you are unwell.”

Elyas laughed.

“And Gerant
doubted you,” he said with a shake of his head. “How do you
know?”

“Despite my
appearance as a man there is always part of me that is the Wolf.
Even in my present form I can smell sickness and corruption better
than any man. What have your physics told you?”

“Enough. They tell
me enough.” He leaned back in his chair and sighed. “They tell me
that I am dying, that there is no cure.” He sighed. “I have not
told Aidon or Quinnial, but Gerant knows, and a few trusted
advisors. The disease will not cripple me for a few months yet, and
I am doing my best to prepare Aidon.”

“Will he be
ready?”

“To be Duke? Of
course. He is born to it. Does he need to be?”

“I do not know. I
am here because I am uncertain, and I have questions for you. I
want your heirs to know my mind in case there is war.”

“With Berash?” the
duke sounded dismissive. Apparently he did not consider war with
Berash a likely event, or a dangerous one at any rate.

“Perhaps with
another.”

The duke was
instantly attentive, leaning forwards, that familiar family tilt to
his head, eyes keen.

“What do you
know?” he demanded. “Afael?”

“Afael is no
threat, and Berash is, I think, a distraction.”

“Gods, you are
talking about Seth Yarra!”

“I did not mention
the name, nor shall I. Something has occurred which makes me
believe that there is some trouble in the wind. That is all.”

The duke
questioned him further, but had no satisfaction of it. Narak
avoided revealing his slender cause for concern. He feared that the
duke would dismiss his worries, and that nothing would be done. It
suited his purpose that Avilian, and especially the house of Bas
Erinor, should be alert.

The sons arrived
together. Either they had been found together, which was possible,
but unlikely, or one had waited for the other before entering.
Narak preferred the latter explanation because it suggested a bond
between the young men. Less certainly it suggested that the older
brother shared the guard captain’s opinion of his younger
brother.

Aidon was two
years older than Quinnial, but still only twenty. He was tall,
broad, handsome, and dressed for combat. He had not even bothered
to take off his leather breastplate before answering his father’s
summons. His face was still flushed from exercise, and his fair
hair was swept back and damp.

Quinnial was
dressed in blue, chased with silver threads. He had not been
training. He had the same handsome look, but there was something in
his eyes that was lacking in his older brother’s open countenance.
He was cautious, guarded, and perhaps nervous. Narak detected the
volley of glances that he threw at his father, but they showed only
doubt and anxiety.

“Aidon, Quin, you
are honoured to be in the presence of Wolf Narak, lord of the
forest, Victor of Afael, and an ally of this kingdom.”

It was an
interesting choice of titles, technically quite polite, but
emphasising his ties to Avilian and the Great War. More interesting
still was the response from the duke’s sons. Aidon bowed from the
waist. Again this was technically correct, polite to the point of
perfection, but it was Quinnial that caught his eye. The younger
man bent his knee, touched it to the ground and stood again. This
was a greater mark of respect, and it marked Quinnial as a
worshipper, one who made offerings at the dark granite temple
dedicated to the wolf god.

He noted
Quinnial’s arm, his right arm, strapped against the body.

“I am pleased to
meet you both, my lords,” Narak said. “Now please be at ease. I
have some questions for you all, but it is as important that you
know the questions as the answers, so attend carefully.”

The young men sat,
Quinnial on the right so that his damaged arm was hidden by his
body. Narak had their complete attention.

“Why are you
killing dogs?” he asked.

A quizzical look
from Aidon – he did not know that this was happening. Quinnial
looked grim, and the duke himself slightly puzzled.

“It is an illness,
Deus,” the duke said. “Dogs carry it, so we kill the dogs.”

“Tell me
more.”

“What is there to
tell?” The duke seemed not to understand. It was Quinnial who took
up his meaning.

“The illness is
not fatal, but puts a man down for days. The Merchants insisted on
action, and it was the high priest of Ashmaren who offered a
solution. They say the same illness swept through Telas Alt last
year or the year before, I do not remember. Many dogs had been
killed and the number of cases had dropped.”

“Ashmaren, you
say?”

“Yes, Deus.”
Quinnial now seemed almost embarrassed that he had spoken so
much.

“Thank you, Lord
Quinnial. An appropriate summary,” Narak said. The young man could
not meet his eyes and flushed beneath his tan. Narak was now
equally puzzled. The illness and the response appeared genuine. No
secret game was being played unless it was of a subtlety that
stretched credibility. Ashmaren, or at least the priests of
Ashmaren had no axe to grind that he knew of, and the story sounded
plausible. He made a mental note to check the tale of the illness
in Telas Alt. Poor would know if such a thing had occurred.

“Tell me of the
border incidents, the Berashi border,” he said.

Here the duke was
on surer ground, and leaned confidently forwards.

“It is a mystery
to me, Deus,” he said. “We stand accused by the Berashi of wiping
out two of their border patrols, but we have issued no orders to
that effect. I have checked with the commanders in the march wards
and they have not engaged Berashi troops at all this year.”

“And your
agents?”

“That is the
puzzle, Deus. My agents on the Berashi side of the border believe
the stories. Men have been killed, and we are widely blamed for
it.”

“Two
possibilities, then,” Narak suggested.

“Either one of my
commanders betrays me or there is a third party at work. Yes, I
have given it much thought, but I cannot see a reason for either,
and what third party would stand to benefit from a …” The duke’s
voice tailed away and Narak found him looking very hard in his
direction, but the words remained unspoken.

“Well,” Narak
said. “I have asked my questions, and you have answered them as you
are able. I ask you to be alert, and to inform me if something
occurs that may lead you to better answers. I myself will visit the
Berashi court and see for myself what their reasoning might
be.”

“How shall we
inform you, Deus?” The duke again. Narak suspected that Quinnial
had already guessed. The young man was nodding to himself and
showed no surprise at Narak’s words.

“I will leave a
wolf here, in my temple. Speak to it in the hour before the sun
sets and I will hear your words.”

“We shall honour
it and keep it in good health, Deus,” Quinnial said.

It was all that he
wanted to ask, and business being finished the duke rose to the
occasion and declared that there would be a banquet in honour of
their guest. This was something that Narak had half expected, and
dreaded completely. Yet he knew that he must attend. It was
politics. There were no special circumstances that he could use to
plead his absence.

He was shown to a
room where he could rest, though he needed none, and supplied with
refreshments sufficient to render the banquet surplus to his
requirements. Gifts were brought to his room, suits of clothes,
gold, salt, spices shipped in from the Green Isles. Everything was
valuable and splendid and worthless in his eyes. The trinkets would
go to those of his household who pleased him, the clothes would be
stored, the edibles would go to the kitchens where at least the
cook would be delighted. He would be loaded down like a pack horse
when he returned to Wolfguard.

The banquet was
equally tiresome. He was seated among the most senior lords and
ladies who provided the dullest conversation and seemed to speak to
him only to flatter and praise him. He missed the impertinent
curiosity of youth, and wished that he were among the scions of the
great houses and the pretty girls of the court who sat with them.
He heard their laughter and saw their smiles. And yet if he were
among them they would be different, they would ape their
elders.

Narak was seized
by a sudden wave of sadness. He had sat here long ago with friends,
their comradeship hard won, their respect earned. He remembered the
duke, Duke Paradin, face spoiled by a broken nose and a long scar
down the left side of his face. The scar had still been red and
angry, but Paradin was drunk, roaring drunk and happy among the
lords and knights of his army. He remembered the thud of Paradin’s
fist on his back, a gesture devoid of fear. Paradin had been a
friend. They had all been friends, drinking and feasting to their
mighty victory so long ago.

Even in his
happiness there had been a shadow. Narak had already started to
withdraw from them, to pull back from the revels into the forest
and Wolfguard where people stayed forever young. He had cast aside
friendship, walked away the very next day and never seen them
again, too afraid to watch them grow old, dreading the bitterness
in their eyes when he walked among them, still young, mirroring
their children’s youth.

Perhaps it had
been a mistake.

He sipped his
wine, fed himself morsels of food, nodded, smiled, and thought
again of Wolfguard.


8. Tor Silas

Havil pushed past the guards and slammed open the
door of his father’s chamber unannounced. He threw his mail gloves
and steel helmet onto the table with a clatter loud enough to wake
the guard in the barracks below, and he barely had time to sit
before the old man rushed from his bed chamber. King Raffin
Hawkhand was dressed in no more than a loose gown, and barefoot on
the cold stones, but he was not drowsy with sleep.

“What news?” he
demanded.

“It has happened
again, my king. Another patrol. Thirty-five men.”

“None
survived?”

“None.”

Raffin turned to
the window and looked out at the frosty dawn sky. He seized the
back of his neck with his right hand as though to massage away the
stiffness of slumber, but Havil knew that he had not been asleep.
The king his father was a big man, broad at the shoulder, bull
necked, with a flat, hard, uncompromising face. He stood now, still
as stone but strung tight as a bow, frustration writhing within the
stillness, anger boiling him to action.

“Damn,” he said.
The word was spoken softly, and Havil understood. Some weeks ago a
messenger had come from the Avilian duke in response to their
complaint, a messenger who bore fair words, an avowal of innocence,
and a thousand gold Avilian guineas. They had thought the words
untrue, but the gesture a sign that the border troubles would end.
Now they knew that it was not so.

“I do not
understand,” Havil said. “Why did he send gold if he continues to
attack our patrols?”

The king did not
answer, but shouted for the guard. “Breakfast,” he ordered when the
door opened. “Breakfast for two, at once.”

“Lord King,” the
man responded, and was gone.

“What shall we
do?” Havil asked. “Give the word and I will take a hundred of the
Dragon Guard down to the border, and the killers will pay in
blood.”

“I do not think it
wise, Havil,” the king said. “It may be what they want, and we
cannot afford war. You know the state of the treasury.”

It offended Havil
that money should stand in the way of honour, but he knew that it
must be so. Last summer had been a disaster for Berash. A great
fire had kindled in the poor streets of Tor Silas, roared its way
through the whole of the west side of the capital leaving two
thousand dead and a third of the city gutted, blackened, and
crushed. This was their first concern, and it had become their
weakness. People had been unable to practice their trades. Shops
and workshops were gone, tools were turned to ash and slag. Without
help from the king thousands might have starved. They had been
forced to buy in food from the provinces, to build new houses, to
bring in new tools and materials from Telas and Avilian.

The threat of war
could not have come upon them at a worse time.

“Then must we
stand in the stocks, my king?” Havil was surprised at the
bitterness in his own voice.

The king sat
beside him, placed one of his massive hands on Havil’s arm. “We
must be cunning, my son. Our troops are better than Avilian’s but
they are few, and open war will bring our country to its knees. We
will become a vassal state, and I will die before I see it
happen.”

“But if we show no
will to resist they will grow ever bolder. We must do
something!”

The king sat
still, staring again at the watercolour sky beyond the window, his
breath making small clouds, his eyes unfocussed. Havil stayed his
voice, knowing that his father was deep in thought. As Raffin sat
and pondered men came with trays of food and placed them on the
table, but the king did not move to acknowledge them.

Hot drinks were
poured. For Havil there was wine, watered, spiced and heated
through. For the king they brought a tisane of Shepard’s Ear,
Snowberries and Goldenroot, all dried, crushed and boiled in water.
It was something that his physic had advised. Raffin had added
honey to the recipe, declaring it otherwise undrinkable.

“It is not as
simple as it seems,” the king said eventually. “It may be that the
Avilian duke does not know what transpires on the border. That
would explain his actions. Our agents have indicated no plan for
war exists. They are not moving troops to the marches. If the duke
does not want war, then it may be that another Avilian lord acts
against his will.”

“The king?”

“Unthinkable. He
is a weak man, a fop who never stirs from Golt. Some other lord,
perhaps, who wishes Bas Erinor for himself.”

“Then what can we
do?”

The king smiled.
“It is simple enough, Havil. We must find proof. We must capture
them, send them to Bas Erinor in chains, and the duke will thank
us.”

“I shall prepare
to leave at once, my king.” Havil stood, his energy returned,
despair all swept away by the promise of action, but the king shook
his head.

“Patience, my son.
You must learn to consider your actions. Think of the country that
you will be riding in. Think of the men you will face. What will
their numbers be? Their weapons? How will you capture them?”

Havil sat again.
It was not his custom to think deeply, but he was trying to acquire
the habit. He knew that his father before him had been intemperate
in his youth, but had chained his native rashness the better to do
his duty as king. Havil followed on that difficult road.

“Three times they
have struck, and three times they have left none alive, so we must
assume that it is their plan to leave none alive. If that is so,
then their force must be many times that of a patrol, perhaps a
hundred men or more.” He looked to his father for approval, and the
king nodded.

“So we must shape
our strategy the same way,” the king said.

“Five hundred men
– a small army. It will be difficult to move with stealth.”

“Best not to move
then.”

“True, an ambush,
but how do we draw them in if they seek to ambush our patrols?”

The king said
nothing

“Later, I will
deal with that later, but first the weapons. Most of our men are
killed by arrows, so they have archers, many archers, and in such
rough country they will be on foot,” he grimaced. “The Dragon Guard
would be no use – too heavy, not agile enough.”

“That is
true.”

“We will take
archers. There must be infantry, too, but mounted, mobile, moving
in groups so that their numbers are harder to guess. We will pick
our ambush and await them. We will pick the spot that they will
pick, something that suits their tactics, and we will lay an ambush
for their ambush.”

The king began to
eat, sipping at his tisane between mouthfuls.

“Eat, Havil. The
rest of the day is time enough for great deeds, and breakfast will
only make them greater. Use the time to think. Find the flaws in
your plan. Try to imagine the mind of the enemy commander.”

“I shall do my
best, my king.”

Havil obeyed, ate
as though he would not see food again for a week, and all the time
his head was in the border country. He had hunted there several
times, and in quieter times he had done his duty patrolling those
hills and forests. It was complicated country, wrapped around the
clear waters of the Kadric River, decorated with waterfalls, hills,
narrow valleys, forested ridges. It was perfect ambush country.

When he had eaten
he walked down to the barracks. There were officers whose advice he
valued, men who had served more recently in the rough country,
whose memories would be full of fresh detail.

As he crossed
close to the gates of his father’s castle a guard officer ran up to
him and saluted.

“What is it?”

“Prince Havil, he
is at the gate, my lord.”

“Who is?” He
glanced across and could see a small cluster of guardsmen gathered
there. They seemed agitated, unsure of what to do.

“Wolf Narak, my
lord. He claims to be.”

Havil strode
towards the gate, and as he moved he drew the swords from his back.
He wore them cross sheathed, in the style of Ohas, and as he neared
the gate the guards parted and he saw a man half a head shorter
than himself, swords strapped across his back in the same manner.
The man was lean and wiry, stood confidently as he approached.

“You wish to test
me,” the man said, but Havil did not answer, and as he drew close
the stranger drew his swords smoothly and stood ready, a smile on
his face. Havil attacked.

Things did not go
as he expected. Every blow he struck was met with equal force,
stayed in its path in a demonstration of brute resilience. Where
his massive strength had served him in the past, it betrayed him
now. This man, half his weight, shorter, thinner, smaller in every
way, matched him blow for blow in defence, caught every thrust, met
every cut. It was a deliberate challenge, devoid of subtlety.

Havil tried to
force himself forwards, relying on height and bulk, but the
stranger turned him, stepped sideways and almost tripped him. The
prince recovered his stance and tried to set himself again, but
suddenly found himself on the defensive. Blows rained on his
blades, beat him back a step, two steps, three. He tried to push
forwards, but failed. It was like fighting against a wall, a wall
that was falling on him.

The speed of the
exchanges increased. Havil realised that the stranger was attacking
his blades, and not his body. It was an extraordinary thing to do.
Such an attack required such hand speed and strength that it was
impossible. And yet it was happening. He tried to step backwards
more quickly, to disengage and find room to reset his stance, but
he was followed, pressed even harder.

The stranger was
opening him up, forcing his arms wider and wider, exposing his
chest and belly to whatever blow he chose to deliver.

It was at this
moment, in the knowledge that he was well beaten and could do
nothing about it, that a thought came to Prince Havil. He was not
accustomed to thinking with a blade in his hand, and it came as a
shock. This was Wolf Narak. This was Wolf Narak, lord of the hunt,
victor of Afael.

Narak kicked him.
With Havil’s blades pinned out of harms way he planted the sole of
his foot in the prince’s belly with considerable force, and Havil
took off backwards, travelling three or four yards through the air,
landing heavily in the dust. One blade was knocked from his hand by
the impact, and he clung to the other. He felt that his lungs had
been bent, crushed inwards like a pewter mug, and he struggled to
re-inflate them. His body was bent about his belly, and would not
straighten. He looked up, gasping for air, and saw that Narak stood
above him, swords now sheathed on his back. The wolf god was
smiling, and holding out his hand. Havil took the hand, and found
himself lifted to his feet like a child. He forced his body
upright, but could not speak for lack of wind.

“I admire your
direct approach, Prince Havil,” Narak said. “It is a refreshing
change from the nice and polite disbelief I have met
elsewhere.”

“Deus, I
apologise,” he managed. Havil was a proud man, but Narak was a god.
It was no shame to be beaten by such a one. Indeed, he could be
proud that he had tried his skills against the bloodstained god
whose feats on the battlefield were legendary. It was an honour to
cross swords with Narak.

“No need,” Narak
reassured him. “I enjoyed the bout, and I am sure that it has
settled any lingering doubts among your men concerning my identity.
Will you take me to your father?”

“At once,
Deus.”

He led the way. It
was difficult at first to walk upright, but his wind returned
quickly, and by the time they mounted the stair to his father’s
chambers he was stepping lightly with no hint of the blow he had
sustained.

The guards outside
the royal chamber barred his path. They knew Havil, but their
loyalty was entirely to the king, and they were honour bound not to
let a stranger pass. Havil obeyed the form.

“Prince Havil with
Wolf Narak seeking audience with the king,” he said.

The guards looked
startled, eyed the stranger with big eyes. One of them knocked
heavily on the door and went inside. He was only gone a moment,
barely had time to mutter the god’s name before the doors were
flung open and King Raffin Hawkhand stood before them.

The king had
dressed, and now wore white riding breeches, black boots and a
black and yellow tunic of silk and velvet. His eyes lingered on
Havil just long enough to catch his slight nod, the confirmation
that this man was who he claimed to be, and then settled on Narak.
The wolf god stared back. For a moment the pause seemed too long,
and Havil thought that his father would refuse to bow, but the
moment passed and Raffin bent from the waist in a dignified
acknowledgement of Narak’s status.

“We are honoured
by your presence, Deus,” he said.

“As I am by your
hospitality, King Raffin,” Narak presumed. “We need to speak. There
is trouble, I believe, in the border country between here and
Avilian?”

“There is.” The
king gestured that he should enter, and Havil followed. The guards
left the room and took up their positions again. The door closed.
“What is it that you know, Deus?”

“Very little, I
fear, but that it is none of Elyas work.”

Raffin shared a
glance with Havil. “We suspected that this might be so,” he said.
“You have another in mind?”

“Not with
certainty. What do you intend to do?”

Raffin hesitated.
It was not in his nature to trust foreigners with his nation’s
plans, but he seemed to quickly overcome his reluctance.

“We plan to ambush
the culprits. Those that we do not kill will reveal their master’s
hand, and we shall inform Avilian as we see fit.”

Narak nodded. “It
is a fair course of action, but there may be a quicker route to
knowledge, lord king.”

“Some magic,
perhaps?” Raffin’s voice carried his scepticism.

“Not at all,”
Narak laughed. “It is a simple matter of observation.”

“And what would
you have us observe?”

“Is there a man
here who has seen the place of ambush, and how the dead lay?” Narak
asked. It was Havil who replied.

“Yes. Captain
Pagelian has just returned with news of another attack.” It was
Pagelian who had briefed Havil, sent him angry to his father’s
chambers. “Do you wish to speak with him?”

“Yes, Prince
Havil. He may be able to shed light upon your assassins.”

The king issued
instructions, and the officer in question was summoned. He arrived,
dressed in cottons and soft boots, but despite his comfortable
attire he was clearly a soldier, straight backed, strong, incurious
eyes. He stood rigidly before his king.

“Pagelian,” the
king said. “This is Wolf Narak. He has some questions for you
concerning the attack on our patrol. You will answer him as best
you can.”

Pagelian nodded.
“Yes, my king,” he said, allowing himself a brief, appraising
glance at Narak.

“How were most of
the men killed? Arrows?”

“Yes, Deus. It
appears that a killing ground was set up, infantry to block an
escape and archers to kill most of the men. It was clear from the
wounds and the terrain.”

“And I take it
that you found no arrows?”

“No Deus. They
took them all. It makes sense to reuse arrows if you can.”

“Even the broken
ones?”

“Deus?”

“When you shoot
men they fall. When they fall some arrows break. Did you find
broken arrows?”

“No Deus. We found
none.”

The king leaned
forwards. “The flights would have told us something,” he said. “I
see where you are driving with this.”

“Were any of the
bodies of the slain men brought back from the border?”

“Several. Some
were of noble birth. It is customary for families to have that
right, and although it is thought proper for soldiers to lie where
they fall, there are families with other traditions.” The king was
curious. Havil was also keen to know where this was going.

“Are they as yet
unburied?”

“Deus, they
arrived from the border less than an hour ago with the captain
here. They lie in the hall of honours, but their families will have
been informed by now.”

“We must examine
them at once,” Narak stood. The king and Havil hesitated, and then
rose. Havil led the way past the guards down three flights of
stairs and into a large chamber that was below ground. It had no
windows, and was lit by many candles placed in niches along the
walls. The banners of the hundred regiments of the Berashi army
hung here, their bright blues, reds, yellows, and greens speaking
of a glory that was to be found elsewhere. Here there were only the
dead. Five biers were set out in the hall, and on each was the
figure of a man draped in the colours of his regiment, five
identical flags.

Looking at the
bodies Havil burned with indignation. He was not inclined to accept
defeat in any form. He itched to be there, in the border lands,
sword in hand and a good horse beneath him, answering blood with
blood.

Narak lifted the
flag over the first body, removed it completely and gave it to one
of the guards to hold. This was an older man, grey creeping through
his short, tightly curled hair. An old scar traced the edge of his
jaw.

“Killed by a
sword,” Narak said. “See, here.” He pointed to the wound. One of
the guards turned away. Narak picked up the man as though he were
no more than a dry stick of wood and laid him face down, spent a
few moments examining his back. “No wounds. This man did not fall
to an arrow.”

He turned the man
over so that his closed eyes looked again at the ceiling, arranged
his limbs carefully, even gently, and draped him once again in the
flag. He moved to the next bier. The second man was younger, little
more than a boy. His face was smooth and perfect in the stillness
of death. He had been quite beautiful, but now he had the colour of
ash and cloudy skies. Narak looked at him, pausing for a moment.
Havil saw the wolf god shake his head. What a waste. He examined
the clothes, found nothing, and turned the boy over.

There were three
marks on his back, places where the clothing was rent and the cloth
stained with blood, one on the buttock and two higher on the back –
the ones that had killed him. Narak forced his fingers through the
cloth, pushed them down into the wounds one by one. He was
disappointed. The boy was turned over again and covered with the
flag.

The third body was
also a young man, but a warrior in his prime. He had been struck by
at least five arrows in his chest and belly, and Narak again probed
each wound. He turned the man over and found that his back was
unmarked. He was about to cover him again when he stopped and
lifted the dead man’s arm. There was another wound high up on the
side, close to the armpit. The fingers went in, and almost at once
Narak smiled. He seized something and pulled. His hand came away
with an unpleasant noise and he held up an arrow head, clogged with
clotted blood and flesh.

“Now we shall
learn something,” he said. “Bring me light, and cloth.”

The king’s men ran
to obey, and in a short time Narak was surrounded by lights as he
carefully cleaned the point he had found. At last he was satisfied
and held it up for all to see. The arrowhead was triangular,
cutting back in at the base to give it a slight barb. It was new
minted and smooth, and as far as Havil could tell it was a typical
Avilian arrowhead.

“Avilian,” he
said.

Narak seemed
disappointed and relieved at the same time. Even to Havil, a man
well aware of his own shortcomings in terms of sensitivity to the
moods of others, it was clear that he had been expecting something
else.

“Yes, Avilian.” He
handed the point to the king who studied it. “I am still quite
certain that Duke Elyas has no hand in this, King Raffin. Send your
men to the border, take prisoners, and I would be grateful if you
will tell me what you find.”

“How, Deus?” Havil
asked.

“I will leave a
wolf with you. In the hour before sunset it will be my eyes and
ears. Speak to it and I will hear.”

“You will stay for
a banquet in your honour, Deus?” the king asked.

“I regret that I
cannot, King Raffin. There are urgent matters that I must attend
to. You will forgive the slight?”

“Deus, it has been
an honour to be visited thus,” the king said, but it was only
words. Havil sensed that his father was glad to see the wolf god
go, and go he did, almost at once he strode out of the chamber and
left them with the dead.

“What do you
suppose he expected to find?” the king asked.


9. Benafelas

Pascha Lammeling sat by the window and looked out over
the small town of Benafelas. The window was on the seaward side of
the house, giving her the most beautiful view, the sweep of the
docks, the brightly painted boats tied to their moorings in the
bay, the smooth curve of the cliffs beyond. The fish sheds were an
eyesore it was true, but she forgave them because she liked fish,
and the cry of the gulls, the smell of the sea reminded her of
happier times.

They reminded her
of Alaran.

She had first seen
this view a thousand years before, and like a favourite morsel she
had been saving it for a time when she felt low, when she needed to
see something joyous that told her life was worth living.

Pascha, Passerina,
The Lady of Sparrows, was a god. She denied it, to others and to
herself. She rejected the Benetheon, refused to use her gifts, and
yet she did not age, did not tire. She hid her true nature, and so
she must move from place to place, from kingdom to kingdom before
people began to remark how little she aged through the years.

Another two
summers and she must bid farewell to the pretty boats and the warm
winds of Benafelas. She would move east again, to Berash. There was
a little town there where she owned property, a warm house with two
hundred acres of woodland and a carefully constructed myth that it
was owned by a wealthy widow of Telas, soon expected to die. She
would become her own niece, a young woman entering into her
inheritance, and in ten years or so she would move on yet again,
and become a Berashi heiress with private means moving to her new
house in Afael.

Beyond the bay she
could see the line of clouds vanishing into the south. They marked
the presence of the Green Isles. The Telans named them the Isles of
Mystery and they were a mystery to Pascha, too. She had never been
there, never sailed the hot seas or tasted the exotic fruits fresh
from the trees. It was not a place for someone with pale skin and
red hair who wanted to hide.

She stood and
walked across the room to where her maidservant Teean had left a
silver tray of cool drink and chopped cheese and fruit, and as she
walked she caught her reflection in the mirror, stopped and
looked.

Some men thought
her beautiful, she knew. In the privacy of her own room within her
own house she allowed her hair the freedom she denied it elsewhere.
It was orange, or closer to orange than red, and it fell in lazy
curls to her waist, pinned back by a silver and emerald clip above
one ear. Her skin was pale, almost chalk white, with a hint of the
blue veins that ran beneath. Freckles decorated her nose and
cheeks, a nose that she considered too broad. Her green eyes,
flecked with brown, were slightly too wide spaced, and her mouth a
little too wide, lips a fraction too thick.

She was of ancient
plains stock, her parents had told her. The pale skin and red hair
were from a time before Pelion, before the Benetheon which had
divided the world into men and beasts, and she was part of that
Benetheon, lady of the sparrows, Passerina of a thousand eyes.

Pascha didn’t like
sparrows. Their small, focussed minds terrified her, diminished her
in a way that the others could not know. She hated her gift, but
loved without reservation the status it had given her. In a single
year she had gone from a Telan shopkeeper’s daughter to a god, a
queen, a person of power and influence.

At first she had
been afraid of the high born, that they would see her as nothing
more than a shop girl, a creature from the low side of Telas Alt,
and she had sought the company of the others like herself, the
raised up.

Eventually she
been drawn to Narak and become his lover. He was a gentle man,
considerate, honest. He was everything that her mother had told her
to look for in a husband, and for a while she had been quite happy
in that vicarious satisfaction.

She had lost her
fear of kings and princes. She was a god. She saw them grow old and
die. She saw their children and grandchildren grey and fade until
they became no more than the seasons passing, and she could ask
Narak who was king in Avilian, and he would reply that he thought
is was one man, but perhaps he had died and he could not recall the
son’s name.

Yet she had grown
impatient with Narak. He was always speaking of the forest, of the
wolves that he loved so much. She in her turn hankered after fine
clothes, jewels and men to admire them. She saw other men, it was
true, but they were like Narak, or they were servants. The only one
that flattered her at all was Remard.

She relished their
visits, infrequent as they were, to the courts of the southern
kingdoms. She loved to dance with the beautifully dressed men, to
listen to the pretty words they said.

In the end they
argued. Pascha wanted the genteel life. She did not care for
sparrows, or for wolves or even the great forest. Wolfguard was a
den for animals, a pit of darkness, and she had no place of her
own. She left.

She went to Afael.
It was the kingdom furthest from the forest and Wolfguard. She was
well received. Admirers showered her with gifts. She became
wealthy, bought land, built a house, and when she grew tired of
them, when they started to age she went to Avilian.

For a hundred
years she flitted from court to court, kingdom to kingdom along the
southern coast.

And then she met
Alaran, beautiful Alaran, fresh crowned king of Afael.

Alaran was
perfect. He was everything that Narak had not been. He was
everything that she admired in the men of the south. His skin was
the colour of burnt honey, his hair a bright and improbable blond
like the sun. His eyes were the blue of the ocean, and when he
smiled his whole face embraced his joy. He was the finest looking
man she had ever seen. Yet there was more. He sang with a voice
that silenced the birds in awe. He wrote music and poems of
surpassing beauty, and he was the only man she had ever met who
danced as well as she.

So began their ill
fated affair. For the first years it seemed wonderful. It was one
long dance, an eternal song in Alaran’s beautiful voice. But Alaran
was mortal, and like all the princes and kings before him he had
begun to fade, to age into that infinite succession of royal
autumns. She could not bear it.

She broke the
first rule of the Benetheon. She bestowed her favour on Alaran,
made him immortal by her will.

If it salved her
troubled heart it did little for the court of Afael. At any such
gathering of the powerful there is always an undercurrent of
ambition, a river of politics that surrounds the established kings,
princes, dukes, a river that erodes them on one side and builds
them up on the other. Royal houses weaken and fall, and there are
always contenders waiting to sit on a vacated throne.

They had been
delighted with Pascha at first. She was of the Benetheon, and the
one thing they all knew about Pelion’s gods was that they could not
have children. There would be no demi-gods, no descendents. There
would be no heir to the throne of Afael. All the great families of
the kingdom agreed that this was a fine thing. They encouraged
Alaran and sang her praises.

An immortal king
was a different thing. It was a nightmare. What Pascha perceived as
dissatisfaction quickly grew into intrigues, plots, and a sickness
of hatred gripped the entire court with her as its focus.

They tried to kill
Alaran. They failed. Executions followed, and so did Narak.

He came to her on
behalf of the Benetheon, he said. He came because of rumours that
she had broken their first law, and he came because he did not
believe that it was so. He asked her to swear it, and it would be
enough, he would go and tell the others that they were wrong.

She refused to
swear, would not deny it.

She still
remembered the look on his face and the way it changed. Shock
fading into disappointment. They had talked for hours after that,
but the moment that he knew, that he became certain that she was
extending Alaran’s life, was the moment that she remembered. It
stayed with her even more than her rejection of the Benetheon, her
self excommunication from her own kind.

When Narak had
left she had wept, some part of her knowing what she had lost, and
another part rejoicing that she was free to pursue her love with
Alaran, that the others of the Benetheon would not intervene. She
felt the doom then, the sour taste. She knew that what lay between
her and Alaran would eventually tear them apart because she could
not balance the profit with the loss. She pushed the knowledge away
and buried it beneath her love. But in the end their private doom
was overtaken by a greater evil.

Seth Yarra
came.

They sailed out of
the east. Two ships; tall and dark, clouded with more sails that
anything ever seen in Afael, and they were fast. None of Afael’s
sailors could even offer an opinion as to their origin. The ships
anchored in the bay below the city and boats came ashore, churning
the harbour waters with disciplined oars. Dozens of people stood
and stared as they drew up by an empty boat ramp and a tall man
dressed all in black stepped out of the small boat and surveyed
them. Pascha had not been there, but she was told that he seemed
stern, as though his face was incapable of expressing joy. He had
mounted the ramp until he was eye to eye with the crowd and then he
had greeted them in the name of Seth Yarra. It was the first time
those dreadful words had been spoken on the soil of Terras.

These uneasy
memories gave way to tragic ones. The man in black and his
followers were cold and intolerant, but Alaran was weak, opposed by
the majority of his own nobility, and he welcomed them as a
possible ally. He gave them land and permits to build as they
liked. One of the ships left, came back with ten more, and for the
first time the black and green banners were seen. Hundreds of men
swarmed in the camps around them, a nest of insects.

It was all
predictable, now that it had happened. Like looking at a straight
line and wondering how you could ever have thought it a curve while
it was being drawn. The Seth Yarra did not deviate from their
course. Hundreds turned into thousands. The nobles withdrew from
the city and gathered in the north. They feared these new men, and
so did Pascha.

She asked for help
from the only people she really knew, the Benetheon, but they
denied her. It was a ploy, they suggested, to keep her lover in
power. She had expected more, expected them to be wiser than her,
to see the truth. But it was Wolf Narak that came. Grey shadows
were seen in the hunting estates around the town, pacing silently
through the forested hills that overlooked the Seth Yarra
encampments. A man with two swords was seen in the taverns.

He did not come to
Pascha, but he was all around her.

Of all the
Benetheon it was Narak who saw value in her word, Narak who was
wise.

Then the war came.
A great army marched out of the west. Soldiers of Avilian, Berash,
Telas, allied with the rebel Afael lords, led by Remard and Narak.
But Seth Yarra had grown to tens of thousands, and all hardened
troops.

Yet the invaders
had lost. Again and again they lost, withdrew, lost again. Their
numbers diminished with each battle and the dark ships could not
bring replacements fast enough. Everyone said that it was Fox
Remard who led them to victory, but Pascha knew better. Remard was
clever, but he was no genius, and such strategy was beyond him.
Foxes hunt alone, and she could detect the scent of the pack in
each victory. Remard was doing what he had always done, following
Narak by staying just ahead of him. She had watched the fox do it
for a hundred years, and so clever was he that even Narak thought
himself outshone. Narak was a simple man, direct and honest, and he
liked other simple men, men who lacked politics and diplomacy, and
this is what Remard pretended to be.

The day before the
final battle, with the alliance of nations camped around the city,
was the time that Seth Yarra chose to clean house. They sent an
assassin to kill Remard. Indeed, they sent several. They began to
slaughter the people of Afael, to burn the houses, and they killed
Alaran.

If she had been
Narak she could have saved him. Narak could have faced a thousand
men and driven them back, and he would have been in the right place
to do it, but she was not Narak, and she was in the wrong place
when they came – she was behind him.

He was dead before
she grasped what was happening. Men burst through the door, swords
drawn, she saw their faces, and she knew what they had come to do,
but she was too slow, too far away. She seized a blade from the
wall and attacked them, killing all ten by sheer strength and
speed, and the advantage that their blades could not injure her,
being base metal.

When they were
dead she knelt by Alaran, but he was already gone, the ocean eyes
misted, the golden voice stilled forever. She knelt and wept over
him for hours, oblivious to the sounds of slaughter, the ringing of
steel and the screams of butchered men that came through the
windows and climbed the stairs.

When he grew cold
she arranged his limbs and combed his hair, kissed him one last
time on his blue lips and taking up the blade she had used before,
descended the stairs to see what shape the world now took.

It was over. The
alliance of kingdoms was victorious and the streets were filled
with bodies. She made her way down through the town to the docks,
passing many fires. Afael was no longer a beautiful city. It was a
charnel house, a smashed piece of glass that would never be
reassembled. There were soldiers everywhere. She recognised the
accents, the languages, and she heard one name repeated again and
again. Narak. Wolf Narak, Victor of Afael.

She found him by
the sea. He had stripped off his armour and was washing the blood
from his body in the water, lit by a dozen burning ships. It was a
scene that had burned itself into her memory, the men, thousands of
them, pressing around Narak, hushed and reverential. Kings and
princes, eyes full of something like love as they gazed on this one
slender man.

Narak was moving
slowly, as though he was exhausted, but Pascha knew that he was
not. Narak did not tire. He could run for days through the forest,
go a week without sleep, and he did not tire.

“Is he well?” she
had asked one man. Her voice was a whisper, because the dockside
had become a temple. The man did not answer her question.

“He could have
taken the city on his own,” the man said.

She looked at the
man’s eyes, looked at the waiting, reverent army, and it occurred
to her that this is what it must be like to be a god of men.

Narak walked up
from the water, the firelight showing her his perfect body,
unmarked by any blade, glistening with sea water. He saw her, met
her eyes, and she saw that he was deeply troubled. He walked
towards her, stopped.

“Remard is dead,”
he said. But it was not just the death of a friend. What he said
was an excuse, a reason for what he had done. He had killed
hundreds, perhaps thousands of men. She had seen him training with
Caster, seen those blades cutting the air like a summer storm. He
had walked through the armies of Seth Yarra like the god of death,
dispensing his anger, spending his grief on their lives. Now he was
empty, ashamed.

A man stepped
forwards. She knew him. He was the duke of Casraes, no friend to
Alaran and one of the old Afael nobility who had fled north. The
duke knelt before Narak, and she saw that in his hand he held the
crown of Afael, Alaran’s crown.

Anger surged in
Pascha. Her hand gripped the blade firmly, and it took all her will
to stay and not step forwards to part this man’s head from his
shoulders.

“Deus,” the man
said. He did not even see her, so fixed was he upon Narak. “Take
the crown. Rule us. Be our king for ever.”

Had ambition come
to this? This had all come about because she had prolonged Alaran’s
life, kept him young and beautiful at her side, and now they
offered his crown to Narak. Suddenly she hated Narak again, and
despised herself for it, because she knew why they did this. Narak
was the better man. All art and dancing aside, all manners and
swords forgotten, Narak was to Alaran as an eagle is to a chicken.
He was true steel.

Narak looked at
the man, not seeming to see him, and the army waited, held its
collective breath.

Another man came
forward and knelt beside the duke of Casraes. This one she also
recognised. Duke Paradin of Bas Erinor knelt and offered his sword
to Narak. It was no idle gesture. He was offering Avilian, its
armies, its lands.

She willed him to
accept, because she knew that it would be a mistake. She badly
needed him to make a mistake, and Narak stood for a full minute
looking at what was offered, his eyes dull, his hands still and his
shoulders round. If he took these things she had no doubt that
Berash would follow, and probably Telas. He would become the
emperor of Terras, and it would be so for ever.

But when Narak
moved he took the crown and placed it on the Duke of Casraes head,
lifted him to his feet.

“Lead your people
kindly, lord King,” he said. He turned to Paradin, smiled. “Old
friend, you know better than this. Take your sword back to your
king.”

They bowed to him
and the army shouted his name, over and over. The town was battered
by the sound. On this day he was their god. He could do no
wrong.

Pascha turned away
and began to walk, unable to bear the noise. She did not know where
she walked, but it did not matter, as long as it was not here. She
wanted to be in a place where his name was not spoken.

So she had fled
from Afael, centuries had passed, and here she was.

Pascha sat in her
tower room over the bay of Benafelas and sipped her cool drink,
picked at the fruit on the plate.

Narak had asked
for her help. After four hundred years he had reached for her
through the Sirash and asked, and she had failed him again.


10. Wolfguard to
Bel Erinor

Everything was in the wrong place, and already he had
made mistakes. Narak sat alone in the lair and thought by the light
of just six candles. Their poor glow made the chamber seem larger
and infinitely more sinister. He sat cross legged among the rugs
and rested his back against cushions that he had propped against a
chair. Sometimes he was more comfortable like this, wedged tightly
into a corner, limbs folded, head down.

There was no doubt
that the arrow had been Avilian. He had expected the curved head
and deep barb of a typical Seth Yarra point. He had dreaded it. Now
he was worried again. He did not know enough about Avilian and its
politics to even guess at who was behind the attacks. There were a
score of wealthy lords who might gain by such a war, and any one of
them, or any combination of them was possible.

Perlaine could
have guessed. She knew more about Avilian. She had property near
Golt, and more than any wolf she was his eyes and ears among the
men of the kingdom in much the same way that he would turn to Poor
for news of Telas, Caster for Berash, and Narala for knowledge of
the Green Isles.

He could go to
Perlaine and ask her, but she was travelling, and he needed time to
think. If he thought for long enough he would know the right
questions to ask. He had already spent an hour in discussions with
Caster. The swordmaster had a fine tactical mind, and he often
gained insights from their discussions. This time, however, there
had been no benefit. To be sure they agreed on the essentials,
which reassured Narak, but Caster’s questions were ones that Narak
had already tried to answer, and his theories were no better
formed.

Could Seth Yarra
have made Avilian arrows? Of course it was possible, but these were
perfect copies, and he would swear they had been made on an Avilian
forge. Could they have stolen them? The disappearance of so many
shafts would have been noticed. He guessed that the better part of
a thousand arrows had been loosed in the ambush, and probably a
fifth of those had been broken. More than that, it had not been the
first such incident. And why? Why would they make Avilian arrows
only to go to such lengths to hide them?

Yet he should be
concerned with none of this if it were simply power games among the
southern lords. It was only the other things that concerned
him.

There was another
question. He lifted his head and cursed. There was another matter
he should have raised with the officer in Tor Silas. Were there any
hoof prints in the positions occupied by the attackers? It was
important. The Seth Yarra had no cavalry, no horses. Their wagons
were pulled by a sort of broad shouldered ox, but they had no
riding beasts. It had been a critical weakness in the Great War,
one which Remard had exploited to perfection. If the attackers on
the Berashi border were infantry it would be one small pointer. If
they rode horses it would rule out Seth Yarra altogether.

Narak knew that
they would not use horses, even if they had managed to capture
them, breed them, train and equip them. Horses were not Seth Yarra,
they were, in the language of the black robed priests, taint.

He should read the
reports again, he realised. After the war he had gathered much
information, taken down the first-hand accounts of many people who
had spoken with the foreigners and lived to tell of it. There were
hundreds of parchments upstairs in his private room that held these
words, and while he had a good memory it could certainly stand to
be refreshed. He needed the information at his fingertips.

He sat back again,
closed his eyes.

Why was he so
certain that Seth Yarra was involved? There had been no mention of
the name except in his secret thoughts. No evidence, no sighting,
nothing at all. He could point to nothing and say this is proof. He
had the adequately explained dogs in Bas Erinor, and he had some
unusual things concerning the border clashes in the Berash Avilian
marches, but it was nothing. He had the note, too; the impossible
note. Someone had warned him. But they had warned him of something
that turned out to be inconsequential. Or was it?

“Poor!”

His steward was
there in moments, alert and anxious to please.

“Poor, when were
you last in Telas Alt?”

“Many years past,
Deus, but my folk are there all the time.”

“I heard a story,”
he said. “A story of a disease that troubled the city. It did not
kill, but many became ill. It was found that dogs carried the
sickness, and so the dogs were killed and the sickness went
away.”

Poor frowned. He
shook his head. “I have heard no such tale, Deus. Such an event
would not have passed unnoticed. I would have been told if it was
true, but I will send a messenger to confirm that belief if you
wish?”

Narak shook his
head. “No need,” he said. “Your judgement has never failed me in
the past. Thank you.”

Poor bowed and
departed.

So! It was a lie,
and now he must find the source of the lie. He checked himself
again. Perhaps not a lie. Perhaps the wrong city, perhaps a
mishearing of a word, perhaps a mistake on the Duke’s part.
Whatever, he must look into the source.

He gasped. There
was a sudden sharp shock within him. It was a feeling of pain as
though he had been stabbed in the gut, and a sensation that he had
been struck at the same time. It was the feeling of disaster, and
he recognised it at once. He had not felt it for so many years, but
he knew. One of his own was dead.

Poor was suddenly
in the doorway again. He had felt it too, and his eyes were wide
with shock. “Murder, Deus!” he cried.

Narak stood and
crossed to his steward, laid a hand on his arm.

“I need you to be
calm, Poor,” he said. “Be calm and the others will be calm. I will
deal with this.”

He left the man
and ran up to his private room, a knot twisting in his gut. It
would be nobody at Wolfguard, he was sure. There had been no
alarms. It must be one of those who were about in the world, and he
knew that there were only two. Then he remembered the undertaker,
the man they called Deadbox who he had gifted with his favour. He
had been an old man. He lived in a poor part of the low city. He
could not help himself, but he hoped it was the old man who had
died, not Narala, not Perlaine.

He sat, tried to
sink into the Sirash, but he was too desperate. It would not come
to him. He opened his eyes and focussed on the candle he had
brought with him from the lair. It had a steady light, a still
column of flame, and he strove to make his mind copy the candle, be
calm, be still. He slowed his breathing, tensed each muscle in
turn, then relaxed it until his whole body was loose. He let the
spirit of the great forest fill his mind, and he began to
chant.

The trance came
quickly now, and once free in the Sirash he moved swiftly. In
moments he knew the answer, and he withdrew, sitting disconsolate
on the cluttered floor.

It was Perlaine.
Perlaine was dead.

Narak put his face
in his hands. Perlaine was dead. Dead. Gone. He pushed the thought
away, tried to hide her face from his inner eye. He took a deep
breath and stood, He pulled on a coat and plucked his swords from
the wall, strapped them onto his back and threw a cloak over them.
He would deal with this now. He felt calm, almost serene, and he
knew the feeling. When Remard had been killed he had felt like this
after the grief had ebbed, and he knew it was not a true calm. It
was just that he had one task now, a task that overrode everything
else, and he would do nothing else, consider no other matter until
this was done.

“Poor!”

The steward took
the best part of half a minute to appear. He looked drawn and
unhappy, his eyes pleading with Narak to deny what he had felt.

“It is Perlaine,”
he said. “Look after the wolf.”

A moment later he
was in the forest, and he knew that there was a wolf in his private
room, looking at Poor. That would be all right. The wolves loved
Poor as he did, and would obey his word. In his turn Poor would
feed the creature and then release it into the forest around
Wolfguard.

He looked around
him. He could have been anywhere. Tall trees rose to a dappled
canopy. Wind played among the tops. He summoned them, and wolves
came to him. It would take a few minutes, and so he reached out and
gave them Perlaine’s scent and one command. Find her.

They spread out
around him. He knew that he was close, and that it would not be
long, but he was surprised when one of them gave voice after only a
few minutes. He ran. It took another five minutes for him to arrive
at the place. There were wolves everywhere now. They seethed in and
out of the trees, perhaps fifty of them.

Be calm.

They were. Almost
as one creature they sat and watched him, bright eyed, tongues
lolling, breath steaming the autumn air.

Perlaine’s body
was lying under a bush at the bottom of a short slope. He went down
to her and examined the body with tender care. Three arrows had
struck her in the back, and would have been enough to kill her, but
not at once. A sword blade had been pushed beneath her ribs, and
upwards into the heart and lungs, just to make sure. A few feet
away lay the body of the wolf that she had been travelling with.
Here, too, he saw arrow wounds. All the shafts were gone, taken by
whoever had killed them, and that reminded him of the border
troubles between Berash and Avilian, but it was a common enough
practice.

He lifted her in
his arms and carried her to the top of the slope. He removed his
cloak and laid her upon it, carefully removing all the twigs and
leaves that had stuck to her skin. Her skin itself still retained a
ghost of the warmth of life. He fetched water and gently washed
away all the blood, all the dirt, leaving her face bright and clean
against the dark cloth, and then he wrapped it around her. Next he
fetched the body of the wolf and that, too, he cleaned, laying it
across Perlaine’s feet.

The grave he dug
was deep, and he dug with his hands, strong as any spade. When he
had finished he covered the earth floor with leaves and twigs,
making a soft bed, then laid Perlaine and the dead wolf within,
arranging her fair hair more carefully than she had ever done in
life. He crouched in the grave, caressed her pale cheek.

“Six hundred years
you were with me,” he said. “Six hundred years and I never
regretted a day of it. Sleep well, Perlaine. You will not be
forgotten. You shall be avenged.”

He covered the
body with the cloak, climbed out of the grave and began to fill it
in. He worked quickly, and in a few minutes it was done. He looked
at the small mound, and knew that he would come back to place a
better marker here, and that a wolf would always stand guard in
this spot as long as he lived. Perlaine had been special – a
fixture in his life. She had been kind, generous and unafraid. He
turned away from her memory again. There would be time for that
later.

Now it was time
for justice. Several of the wolves had caught other scents in their
search; scents like wood smoke, cooking, men. He already had the
direction fixed in his mind and he moved that way. The wolves moved
with him, a grey carpet flowing across the forest floor.

He did not run. He
walked, each footfall soft, and yet the whole effect was a tide of
something that could not be prevented. His eyes looked straight
ahead, a slight frown on his brow, and his arms swinging
comfortably at his sides.

It was not far to
the village, and he did not pause when he entered, and nor did the
wolves, they flowed about him, a manifestation of unexecuted rage;
a threat. People saw, and some cried out, ran to hide in their
homes. Other stopped and stared, not quite able to believe what
they saw. Still others turned and followed at a respectful
distance.

It was a small
village. A hundred people, or perhaps half as many again lived
here. The houses were simple structures of lath daubed with mud.
None was any greater or more finely built than the others, and the
place stank of poverty. The huts were gathered around an open
space, and on one side of this stood a small barn and a threshing
floor. Narak stopped before the barn and waited. He did not have to
wait long. They knew who he was, and the head man would come to
him.

“Deus.” It was an
old man, or at least a man who looked old; too much hard work, not
enough food and too many days in the sun. Narak looked at the brown
skin and white hair. The old man was afraid. His body crushed by
terror, he stood in a sort of half crouch, a standing foetal
position, half turned away from the source of expected pain.

“You are head man
here?”

“Yes, Deus.”

“Someone who I
value greatly has been murdered, not two miles from here.”

“Not us, Deus,”
the old man whimpered.

“Do you mean the
wolf lady?” A child’s voice. Narak’s head turned to the source and
for a moment his heart seemed to stop. She was about eight years
old, fair hair, blue eyes, the same blue eyes as Perlaine. It was
almost as though he was looking at Perlaine the child, before he
met her, and like Perlaine there was no fear in the girl. He could
see that her mother was desperately trying to get her child out of
danger without attracting his notice.

He crouched before
her. Anger was suddenly a long way away.

“The wolf lady.
Yes.”

“She stayed with
us, with mother and I. She stayed in our house.”

“Last night?” he
asked.

“Yes. She told me
stories. I liked her. Is she dead?”

“Yes, child, she
is dead.” How simple to be a child again, bold, ignorant, pure.

“My name isn’t
child,” she said. “My name is Gotha.”

“I am pleased to
know you, Gotha.” Perlaine would have liked this child. She would
have been kind and generous. Perlaine had never lost the touch with
such people. It was more than he could say of himself. “My name is
Wolf Narak.”

“Are you her
husband?” the child asked.

Narak managed a
wry smile. “No Gotha, but she was a dear friend of mine. Where did
she go when she left this morning?”

The child pointed
in the direction of the grave. “She went towards the road.”

Narak looked at
the headman. “What road is this?” he asked.

“We told her not
to go,” the headman apologised. “Dangerous, we said. People die. We
don’t hunt that way no more, stay to the east, safer there.”

“Why is it
dangerous?” Narak asked.

“Don’t know. Just
is. People die.”

“Where does the
road go?”

“Bel Erinor, the
mines.” The headman squeezed the answer out as though he expected
to be punished for it, but his reply shocked Narak. Was he that far
west? Even so, there was no road to Bel Erinor, not any more. It
was closed, forbidden, vanished back to forest two hundred years
past. He was suddenly filled with a particular dread.

Bel Erinor, and
the mines there, were the only source of blood silver, and blood
silver was the only thing that could kill the gods of the
Benetheon. The mine had been closed by treaty with the king of
Avilian after the Great War. It had been a gesture of thanks, an
act of friendship.

He almost denied
it. There is no road. The words formed on his tongue, but he did
not utter them. These people had no reason to lie; not about this.
He took a gold guinea out of his pocket and gave it to Gotha, who
looked at it as though it were Pelion’s ring. Some of the villagers
saw the coin, and he heard an intake of breath, a gasp. Many of
them, perhaps all, had never seen a coin of this value.

“Gotha, there is a
grave about half an hour’s walk towards the road. Will you keep it
for me? You will know the place by the wolf that guards it, but you
need not fear the wolf. He is there because she was a wolf lady.
Will you do that?”

“Yes,” she said.
“I will.”

Narak straightened
and looked at the people around him. They were poor, but they were
not starving. They had the look of honest people, and they were
bolder now, having seen his kindness to the child. They stood
straighter, looked more curious.

“I give you a
name,” he said. “The woods between here and the Bel Erinor road
will from this day be known as Perlaine’s Rest, and from this day
forth they will be safe.”

The gathering gave
a muted murmur, and hands were pressed together. It was an honour
to be given a name by a god. Such a name would appear on all maps,
and the grave might become a shrine for the god’s followers. It was
a gift to the village, but if he was wrong and the village was to
blame for Perlaine’s death, then he would come back and take away
more than the name.

He left them,
walked back towards the grave and the road that lay beyond it. His
mind was turning one question over and over. Who? Who was mining
blood silver? There was no answer that comforted him, and so he
just walked, and the wolves followed him.


11. Bas
Erinor

He felt the point of the sword strike him just
below the breast bone, and he stepped back, sighing, and raised his
sword to the vertical.

“A hit,” he
said

Kaylis Faste, his
opponent, smiled and raised his own blade in a salute.

“A good bout
Quin,” he said, wiping beads of sweat from his brow. Kaylis Faste
was known as Fast Kaylis among the fencing fraternity at Bas
Erinor. He had quick hands and a lunge that was capable of taking
even his instructors by surprise. Unfortunately he tended to use
these gifts too frequently for them to be effective, and the rest
of his style had suffered as a result.

In spite of that
Quinnial had lost by three hits to two. He walked back to the bench
where he had stacked his other gear and took a drink from his water
flask. It did not bother him a great deal that he had lost. As
Harad had told him, two hits are better than none, and none was
what he would have scored six months ago. He was improving faster
than any of his peers. But Quin had no illusions. He would never be
fencing champion of Bas Erinor, but he would at least be a useful
blade.

Since his
elevation in the martial pecking order he had begun to join in
these general training sessions attended by the other scions and
the castle guard. He was starting to win bouts, and once word had
got around that he had been summoned to the meeting with the wolf
god his prestige was somewhat enhanced among his peers. People who
had not spoken two words to him all year now sought him out and
paid him compliments.

In three days he
would no longer be a boy. It was a formality, of course, but it was
a legal milestone as well as a rite of passage. In three days he
could marry who he pleased, swear allegiance to who he liked, set
up his own household, and was legally responsible for his own
actions. It was an important day.

It was also the
day on which he would be given his adult title, and the day on
which he would acquire his first land holding. That much was
tradition. There would be no surprises, however. Lord Quinnial of
Bas Erinor would become the Earl Quinnial of Saylarish. He had
expected less, but apparently an earldom was his father’s wish and
the king had assented. Saylarish was one of his father’s estates,
not the smallest, but by no means a great holding. There was a fine
house and two thousand acres made up of seven farms and nine
hundred acres of woodland which provided for a decent enough hunt
if you didn’t push it.

Quinnial had
visited Saylarish three times, and he was pleased that it should
become his. It was not close to Bas Erinor, but it was a most
pretty piece of land, and he could well imagine living there with
Maryal. In the course of things he would expect other properties to
come his way, but not many. The bulk of everything would go to
Aidon, and that was as it should be. Aidon would eventually become
Duke of Bas Erinor and general of the king’s armies.

After the ceremony
he would go to Maryal’s father and ask for her hand. The man would
be pleased. It was a good match. He knew that the family had noble
blood, but it came down through a series of second and third sons,
and there was no property there. It would be a raising up of the
line again.

He walked easily
in the present, buoyed by the feeling that the world was a fine
place, and for the first time since falling from his horse as a
child he could contemplate the future and smile. For the first time
in many years he thought himself more blessed than cursed.

As he sat on the
bench watching the other bouts he was surprised when Skal sat next
to him. He concentrated on his blade, and on trying to ease the
soreness in his shoulder. He had been training too much, even
though Harad didn’t think that was possible.

“You’re getting
better,” Skal said.

“Perhaps,” he
replied.

Skal said nothing
for a while, but ran a cloth up and down his own blade until it
shone. Quin knew that he was waiting to say something, picking his
moment. He didn’t like Skal at all. The man was a braggart, he had
decided, a bully. He couldn’t deny his skill with a blade, though.
Nobody beat Skal, or at least nobody present. He’d noticed that
Skal picked his fights carefully, and never took on the older
blades. Quin was sure that Aidon would beat him. But perhaps that
was only a brother’s certainty. There was no doubting Skal’s
talent.

“We should fight
again, soon,” Skal said.

Quin shrugged.
“Any time,” he said. “You’re still the best.”

“Yes, but people
are beginning to talk. They think you’re afraid of me.”

It was untrue, of
course. Quin preferred to fight people who were closer to him in
ability. Fighting Skal would be like fighting Aidon or Harad. He
would only score a hit if Skal was generous, and he couldn’t see
that happening.

“Terrified,” he
said. Skal laughed easily. It always surprised Quin that somebody
could be like Skal. He was superficially likeable, easy going, a
man who laughed at your jokes, smiled a great deal. Underneath all
that there was something less pleasant.

“I’m getting
married,” he said.

Quin was
surprised. It was out of character for Skal to confide in him.
Indeed, it was out of character for the future Marquis of Bel Arac
to confide in anyone.


“Congratulations.”

He was suddenly
aware that Skal was watching him, and watching him in that way he
had, predatory and unpleasant, smiling. It was some trick, some
cruelty that the older man had devised, and Quin tried not to think
what it might be, tried so hard, but for all that he tried he felt
the muscles clench around his gut, and a ringing started in his
ears. It could only be one thing. One thing. He closed his eyes,
waited for the axe to fall.

“Maryal,” Skal
said. “I asked her father, the major. He agreed. It’s a good match
– for her at least.”

Quin did not
react. He sat and allowed the ringing to subside, waited until he
was in control, and his mind became cold. Then he turned to Skal
and saw the look of smug triumph on his face. The smile faded when
Skal realised that he was looking not at anger and resentment, but
at pity. What must a man be, Quin thought, to so mortgage his own
future happiness just to spite another? How little must there be of
Skal in Skal’s mind for him to do such a thing.

“Until this
moment, I had thought you a man of honour,” Quin said. “Or at least
a man. What you have done, and the reason you have done it, is an
offence against all who walk a straight path. You have called down
the lightning upon your own head. Even the gods will turn aside and
spit when they hear your name.”

He rose and
gathered up his gear slowly. He could see anger in Skal’s face, but
he ignored it, walked calmly away, filled up as he was with
sadness. Maryal’s promise, once given by her father, was binding.
It could not be broken. Never the less, he could see Skal’s path,
his very crooked path, with absolute clarity, and he needed to
speak to Maryal at once.

He dumped his gear
in his chambers, put on a clean shirt, and made his way to the
Major’s quarters. He knew she would be there. He knew that the
major would also be there.

He knocked on the
door, and it was opened by the major. Quin could tell at once that
he had told Maryal, and that Maryal had told him, in turn, what
their plans had been. The old man looked distraught, and he could
not meet Quin’s gaze.

“My lord
Quinnial,” he said. “There is no point to your visit. It cannot be
changed.” There was regret in the man’s voice. It was no more than
he had expected. But he had not come to berate the major. He was
certain that Maryal’s father was troubled enough. He was a decent
man, and knowing what he now knew he would be blaming himself for
his daughter’s misery. It was not unusual for a man to promise his
daughter in marriage without consulting her, and Skal was, on the
surface of it, an exceptional match. She would be a Marchioness,
one of the great ladies of the realm. He understood why the major
had accepted with alacrity.

“I come as a
friend, no more than that,” Quin said. “There are things that must
be said, for your sake, and for Maryal’s.”

“It cannot be
undone,” the major repeated, but he stood aside, and Quin entered.
He made certain that the door was closed behind him and held up his
hands to silence them both, and to hold Maryal in her place, for
she seemed intent on coming to him. She half rose from the chair in
which she sat, but lowered herself back into it at his gesture. She
had been crying. There was a broken plate on the floor that neither
of them had bothered to clear away.

“Please let me
speak,” he said. “Say nothing, do nothing, until I have finished.
This is important.”

They looked at
him. He did not know what they expected, but he had come to talk
about the law, and about Skal. He looked at her and felt again the
tightness in his chest, the pain of Skal’s words. He forced a deep
breath that came unevenly.

“Do not fear to
ascribe too base a set of motives to the lord Skal,” he said. “He
walks a crooked path. He seeks the pain of others, and I do not
know why. I only know that it is so.

“In law Maryal and
I are both still irresponsible. This means that our fathers can be
held to account for our actions. Skal, as your betrothed, has
rights under law, and in matters of honour those are the same
rights as a husband. If you behave towards me in a manner that can
be adjudged improper, then Skal can call out your father, fight him
with sharp swords, and kill him if he can. Skal is very skilled
with a blade, and this may be his intent.”

“Surely, my
lord…”

He held up his
hands again to silence the major’s protests.

“I am not
vulnerable in this way for the next three days. He will not call
out the duke, for he will then be forced to face the duke’s
champion, who would doubtless kill him. After those three days I
should be required to defend my own honour, and I know full well
that Skal is the better fencer. I should have to answer his
challenge with my life.”

He looked at them,
and saw that there was the horrified beginning of belief.

“One more thing. I
do not believe that Skal has any affection for Maryal. She is no
more than an instrument of torture to him, and should he succeed in
either strategy, should either I or the major fall to his blade he
would then have no hesitation in casting her off on the grounds
that she was unfaithful. She would be marked.”

They both knew
what that meant. Maryal would be deemed unfit under law to be
married to anyone of rank, and her future would be very bleak
indeed. Ladies of the court so disgraced had ended up as pitiful
creatures in the low city, it was said, even, in extremity, whoring
themselves to stay alive. It was rare, and by tradition the offence
would have to be gross, but the law did not require that.

It was the major
who spoke first.

“Nobody could be
so wicked, my lord.”

“And yet you know
that I speak the truth, Major. If we behave with propriety, or
better yet, if we avoid each other for a while it will be difficult
for him to work his scheme, but I do not put any measure beyond
him, even the fabrication of an incident that will allow him to
accuse us.”

Maryal had
listened to all this in silence, her hands clasped in her lap, but
now she spoke.

“So I am doomed,
no matter what occurs,” she said. “If I behave perfectly in the
lord Skal’s eyes, and if no accusation sticks I will finish as the
lady of Bel Arac, forced to dwell with Skal and submit to whatever
unpleasantness he chooses to impose upon me. Otherwise I shall be
orphaned, see my true love die, and be cast off to suffer the
existence of a drab. I would not choose any of these things. Death
is preferable.”

“I understand,”
Quin said. “But there is always hope. I do not believe that Skal
will want a quick marriage. He may wait as long as two years in the
hope that he can catch us out, and indeed, he may seek to discount
the betrothal himself when he finds it does not serve him.”

“You do not
believe that,” Maryal said.

“Yet I believe
there is hope. We must pray for deliverance, and I will make it my
foremost concern to devise some strategy that may release us from
this trap.”

She nodded, though
he could see there was little hope in her eyes. The trap was
perfect. It would require some gross error on Skal’s part to break
it, and he did not expect such a thing. Now was not the time for
despair, however. He smiled against his heart

“I must go,” he
said. “Think carefully. Act carefully. Be wise.”

He left them. He
wanted to talk to Harad. The old man was clever behind his rough
manners, and it would be a comfort to talk to him, to be able to
speak what he thought without fear of reproach.

He was most of the
way to Harad’s armoury when he saw Ampet coming the other way down
the passage. He had no desire to speak with Skal’s creature, and
made sure he would pass on the other side, averted his eyes. Ampet
thought otherwise, however, and stepped in front of him, forcing
him to stop and lift his gaze. He was surprised to see sympathy,
even embarrassment on the young man’s face.

“I heard,” he
said.

“Yes. Well…” Quin
had no words for him.

“I’m sorry. It is
wicked.” Ampet shook his head. “Why did he do it?” he asked.

“You are asking
me?”

“I don’t
understand,” Ampet said. “For what it’s worth he is no longer my
friend. I’m sorry. You and Maryal. We all knew.” He shrugged. “I
was jealous, but this…” Again he was lost for words.

Quin did not feel
generous, but he forced himself. He touched the young man’s arm,
nodded. “Thank you, Ampet,” he said.

He walked on.
Could Skal really have not understood? If even Ampet had turned
against him then he would indeed be isolated. Perhaps there was
some hope after all. Surely even Skal would see the folly of his
actions.

He came to the
armoury door and beat on it several times with his fist.

“Come!” Harad’s
rough tones called from within. He pushed the door open and
entered, closing it behind him. Harad believed in doors, and he
liked them closed. The old warrior was sitting at a table with a
selection of weapons laid out upon it. He was sharpening them,
wiping them down with oil so that they would not rust.

Harad was not a
tall man, but he was broad. He moved with no rough edges, smooth
and unhurried. His hair had turned to iron, and was cut short. His
face was scarred in three places. He was a fierce looking man.

“Ah, my lord
Quinnial,” he said. “Today is not a good day.” His voice was quite
different wrapped around these words. It was gentle and
sympathetic.

“I am at a loss,
Harad,” he said. “I do not know what to do.”

“If talking will
help, then I will talk with you,” Harad said. “But we should talk
of other things. Allow the gods a chance to undo this knot before
you worry at it too much yourself.”

“The gods have
bigger problems, I am sure,” Quin said.

Harad stood. “Come
and sit,” he said. This was a signal honour. He had never been
invited to sit in Harad’s inner chamber before. It was the man’s
home.

Quin followed him
through another door, and found himself in another armoury. It was
not what he had expected. The walls were covered with blades in a
bewildering selection of styles, a large chair sat before an unlit
fire. There was a table with two chairs pushed beneath it, and a
cot in the corner. The room was ordered and tidy, even more so than
the armoury outside. Harad pointed to the table.

“Sit,” he said.
Quin sat and watched while Harad retrieved a bottle and two
glasses. He placed one of them before Quin, the other before
himself and poured two small measures of a clear liquid. “Wine is
not adequate for such sorrows,” he said. “This is Heclith,
otherwise Firestone, the old drink of the north. Try it.”

He sipped, and it
burned like fire, leaving a taste not unlike apples in his mouth.
Somewhere in his body there was a burst of warmth. He sipped
again.

“You like it?”

“I like it.”

“Good. I have a
tale for you. It concerns your friend Narak.”

“Wolf Narak?”

“The same. Did you
know he had gone to Berash?”

“He said that he
might.”

“And you know
Prince Havil?”

Quin had met Havil
on three occasions, and two of those were when he was a child. He
remembered a big man. He knew the prince by reputation, of course.
A fierce warrior and commander of the dragon guard, and yet a good
man and a good prince with the welfare of his people in his
heart.

“I know of him,”
he said.

“He attacked
Narak.”

“What?”

“Went for him. His
way of making sure he was who he said.”

“What
happened?”

“There were a lot
of witnesses, apparently. The bout lasted less than a minute before
Narak put Havil down, and you’ll like this bit. He attacked Havil’s
blades.”

“No!”

“That’s what they
say, and Havil uses two, just like Narak. After he knocked him down
he helped him up, slapped on the back and thanked him for the
practice. Not a man you want to get on the wrong side of.”

Quin nodded.
Attacking someone’s blade was almost an insult. It was what you
might do to a child that you were teaching to fence. With anyone
who knew what they were doing it was impossible, but perhaps not so
impossible for a god.

“Do you know what
they talked about?” he asked.

“I could guess,”
Harad said. “But my guess would not be as good as yours.”

“Border troubles,”
Quin said. “He asked us about them.”

“There you are,
then.”

Quin sipped the
Heclith. It was making him feel warm and relaxed. Harad reached out
and splashed another shot into his glass. He could not imagine the
bout Harad had described. He had never seen a man move fast enough
to do what Narak was said to have done, to follow every movement of
two blades, to match it in the blink of an eye. Surely there was
some exaggeration in it?

His drifting eye
caught a familiar shape on the wall, a knife. It had a slightly
curved blade ending in two points, the grip being leather strips
bound around the tang. It gleamed, showing a different grey from
the other blades.

“That blade,” he
pointed to it. “The one with two points. I have seen one of those
before. What is it?”

“I doubt it, my
lord. That’s a very foreign piece.”

“I’m sure, Harad.
It’s a distinctive blade, the curve just so, the two points.”

Harad sat forward
and frowned. “It’s a Seth Yarra blade,” he said. “The very blade
that Remard’s assassin carried. You’ve seen one? Here?”

“Seth Yarra?” Quin
felt the hairs rise of the back of his neck, and the Heclith was no
longer warming him. He remembered the man, the priest, the mad
eyes, and he’d been standing opposite the wolf god’s temple.

“Have you seen
such a blade?” Harad was serious now, leaning towards Quin, his
eyes keen, his brow furrowed.

“Yes, Harad. Not
three weeks ago in the city of the gods. It was carried by a
priest. You remember the day that it rained so hard?”

“I do.”

“I saw him
opposite Wolf Narak’s temple, and he seemed quite distracted, so I
approached him. He drew the knife, so I showed him my sword and he
fled.”

“You are sure? You
have no doubt?”

“None.”

“Then you must go
to the duke your father. Tell him.”

“I will tell the
Wolf,” Quin said.

“You must tell the
duke.”

“He will not
believe me, Harad.” He could see that Harad was surprised by his
words. “He puts no store by what I say; he excludes me from his
counsels.” He does not love me as a son, he finished silently.

Harad was still
for a moment, and then he nodded and poured another measure of
Heclith. The nod was not one of agreement. It was a nod of
understanding, the sort of nod he had seen a thousand times in
training when Harad had grasped the error of the student before
him. For the moment he had put aside the matter of the Seth Yarra
spy.

“I have noticed
that there is a distance between you, and it saddens me,” Harad
said. “It began with the horse, the fall, the arm. Of course. You
know this. But your father did not turn away from you because he
thinks you weak or foolish. He is still proud – more so since you
took it upon yourself to live in the world again. He asks me, you
know, quite often, ‘how is Quinnial progressing?’ and he listens to
what I tell him. He asks the others, too, your masters of language
and strategy and history.”

“He does not speak
to me,” Quin said. He did not believe that Harad would lie, but
nothing that the armourer said rang true.

“He fears you,”
Harad said.

“My father fears
nobody,” Quin snapped back, and at once he was surprised by his own
vehemence.

“He does not fear
your sword, my lord, nor that you may plot against him. He fears
that you blame him, for that,” he pointed to Quin’s useless right
arm. “It was your father that put you on the horse. He put you on
the horse, not Aidon, and he did that because you were better than
Aidon – at everything. You were his favourite. He blames himself
for what came to pass.”

It was a long
speech for Harad, but it made little sense to Quin.

“There was no
blame, Harad,” he protested. “It was an accident. It was I who made
the mistake, and I knew better. If anyone carries the blame it
should be me.” He shrugged. “But I have put it aside. It serves no
one.”

“You should tell
the duke, my lord.”

“About the
spy?”

“Speak to your
father. Now finish your Heclith and be about your business, my
lord. I have work to do.”

Quin was
dismissed. The lesson was over. He walked out of the armoury into
the afternoon air. The sun was shining on all his sorrows. He
thought of Maryal and Skal. He thought of the desperate eyed
priest, drenched and frightened in the midst of the city of gods.
He would talk to his father, and if Harad was right it would begin
a healing between them, but he would also tell the Wolf, and Narak
would come again, and there would be blood.


12. Bel
Erinor

Narak stepped out onto the road. It was a cart
track more than a road. Not well kept, but clearly it had been used
a lot in recent weeks. The wheel ruts were clear of vegetation and
branches had been broken along the sides by passing wagons. He
crouched and examined the tracks. They had been cut deep in the
recent rains, so the wagons had been loaded, heavy with ore.

He had to assume
that the mines had been reopened. Someone had been mining blood
silver, and the only purpose for blood silver was to kill members
of the Benetheon, and on a grand scale. He sniffed the air, and
detected the faintest trace of smoke. The wolves also had the
scent. They looked at him expectantly.

Follow the scent. Be
slow. Be quiet. Stay off the path.

They vanished
among the trees and he turned to follow them. He kept on the path
because it was easier walking. On either side of the track the
trees rose up, thickened by a concealing under storey of shrubs and
bushes. It felt like walking down a tunnel, but he could feel the
wolves moving all around him, a slender sixth sense dimly
illuminating the things he could not see.

As he walked down
the track he stopped from time to time and examined the ruts. It
looked as though the mining had been completed. He could see the
ruts made during the last rains, and they had dried high and sharp.
They were still unbroken, and he would have expected the clean
edges to be crushed and flattened by wheels that had passed after
the rains, but they were not. That indicated that nothing had
travelled down the road for more than a week.

The smell of wood
smoke grew stronger, and the wolves detected men – more than one,
but not many. He paused again and looked at the thickets on either
side. This was a good place for an ambush. He knew that he was
nearing the end of the road, the mines themselves, and if there was
anyone here they would be around the next bend, waiting for
him.

Nobody would mine
here, or even be here without lookouts, so he assumed that he had
been seen, that he was awaited. He gave his last instructions to
the wolves and stepped around the last corner.

For such a dreaded
place it was unimpressive. The entrance to the mines was a simple
tunnel, not much higher than a man and three times as wide. It
gaped in the hillside at the back of a clearing that was less than
an acre in size, roughly flattened and elevated by the spill that
had been discarded from the diggings. There was a canvas shelter to
the right of the mine, a small fire burning beneath it, and three
horses tethered nearby. One man stood by the fire.

Narak walked
slowly towards him. He was a man of middle years, dressed in a
thick leather coat sewn with iron rings, a sort of poor man’s chain
mail. He wore a sword and a dagger in the common style, heavy
boots, and a number of scars that could have come from any number
of weapons. He rested his hand on the hilt of his sword and watched
Narak come. He didn’t smile or frown. He just watched.

Three horses and
one man: Narak felt the wolves gathering behind him, still quiet,
still hidden, but eager.

“Good day to you,”
he greeted the man.

“What’s your
business here?” the man demanded. His voice was harsh, but he spoke
Avilian in the native manner. Narak could sense something else.
Blood silver. He should have expected it. The man’s weapons were
edged with the metal and would cut him if they touched.

“Revenge,” Narak
said.

The man raised an
eyebrow. “Revenge?”

“The woman you
killed,” he said. “She was a friend of mine.” He drew both his
blades and made a pattern with them. The air sparkled and the man
took a step back.

“You’re the Wolf,”
he said.

“I am.”

The man drew his
own sword. It was long and heavy, a useless blade to bring against
a swordsman of Narak’s quality. It would be slow, the sort of
weapon that tried to batter through defences, to wear down the
other man.

“I’ve done no
wrong,” the man said. It was well said, convincing, but Narak did
not doubt.

“Your blade
convicts you,” he replied.

The man shrugged,
and the shrug turned into a turn, the turn into a cut, the great
blade swinging through the spot that Narak had occupied a moment
earlier at about hip height. At the same moment he heard two bow
strings let go, two notes played on a one stringed harp. He swung
in the air, sweeping back and around and cut both arrows from the
air, meeting the two shafts perfectly, one with each blade.

Now.

By the time his
feet touched the ground again the man that faced him had barely
recovered from his stroke. Narak saw his eyes look beyond his
shoulder and all hope fade from them. He heard the wolves cascade
out of the forest, the cries of surprised and terrified men. He did
not look. He saw it all in the other man’s eyes.

“I have
questions,” he said. The man backed away. Narak stepped after him.
When the attack came it was slow and easily avoided. He caught the
big sword on one blade and stepped around it, bringing his other
blade down in a swift arc to sever the man’s sword arm at the
wrist. The man screamed, and Narak stepped in close, swinging his
fist into his opponent’s face, knocking him senseless. He sheathed
his swords, grabbed the severed wrist, using his fingers as a
tourniquet, and stooped to lift a burning length of wood from the
fire, crudely cauterising the stump. He wanted the man to live, for
a while at least.

*

It was nearly an
hour before the man awoke. Narak saw him twitch, a sudden jerk of
the head. He had bound him, arms to his sides, ankles together.
Another rope had been passed between his legs and was thrown over a
branch and hauled up so that he hung head down barely a foot above
the ground a little more than a yard from the fire.

“Don’t make the
mistake of thinking that you are alive,” Narak said.

The man twisted
his head and looked at him. Tried to spit, but his mouth was too
dry.

“I know,” Narak
said. “You’ll tell me nothing.” He pushed the man with a foot so
that his head swung above the fire and back again. There was a
smell of burning hair. The man cursed.

“Let’s start with
your name. That’s easy, isn’t it? What’s your name?”

He said nothing,
so Narak put his foot against his shoulder again.

“Arbak,” the man
grated. “My name is Arbak.”

“There, that was
easy. Now I want you to understand that you’re dead, Arbak. Really
dead, but you haven’t stopped breathing yet. You became dead when
you killed my friend. There is no escape, no reprieve, no mercy.
Between now and when you stop breathing there will be a certain
amount of pain. It will be very bad for you, but you can end it at
any time by telling me two things. How much blood silver did you
get out of the mine, and who did you send it to?”

Arbak said
nothing. He twisted his head and spat. Narak took out his dagger
and placed the blade in the fire.

“I have all
night,” he said. “In fact I have nowhere to be for a week, so we
have plenty of time. It’s a myth, you know, the business about not
talking. Everyone talks. Heroes talk sooner or later. Usually
sooner. So you will talk. Even if you hold out for a day and a
night you will talk, and nobody will ever know how tough you were,
how you stood more than any man before you, except me, and I’ll
forget your name as soon as you’re dead. So you see how pointless
it is?”

Narak took a drink
from his water flask.

“Thirsty?” he
asked. Arbak didn’t speak “You see – I don’t really want to do
this. It’s messy and unpleasant and I don’t enjoy it, but I need to
know how much and who for, and you’re the only man who can tell me.
Think about that.”

He opened the
small pack he’s been carrying with him and took out an apple,
biting into it. He saw Arbak watching him and continued to eat.
When he’d cleaned the apple core he threw it on the fire.

“I’ll tell you if
you let me go,” Arbak growled.

“I can see you
need more time,” Narak said. “So I’ll have a look in the mine. I’ve
never seen a mine before. The wolves will keep an eye on you.”

The wolves had
settled on the far side of the clearing. Some were dozing. Some
were watching Arbak, and Arbak switched his gaze to meet theirs. He
looked worried.

Narak walked
across the clearing to the black opening. It was true. He’d never
been in a mine before. Just to the right, inside the entrance there
was a cluster of hooks and a small shelf. There were three lamps on
the hooks and tinder and flint on the shelf. He lit a lamp and held
it over his head. It was hardly needed here, the afternoon light
flooding the first twenty feet of the tunnel, but as he moved
deeper the darkness clamped down and he held the light up by his
head to see where he was treading.

The reason for the
clearing was apparent. Trees had been cut and trimmed to support
the passage, two uprights to each cross beam. He edged forwards,
and the tunnel split into two. He went left. Another hundred feet
and he came to a shaft that vanished downwards. He held the lamp
over the edge and looked down, kicked a stone into the darkness and
heard it clatter at the bottom. There was a ladder here, a thing
made of sticks tied together. He studied it for a while and decided
against trusting his weight to it. If he wanted to go down there
he’d tie off a rope and climb down that, but he didn’t see the
point.

Outside again the
sun was still shining, and Arbak was still swinging upside down
from a branch. He walked over and sat down next to the man.

“Are those ladders
really safe?” he asked.

Arbak stared at
him for a moment before answering. “Do I look like a miner?”

“No, you look like
a mercenary. Good pay?”

“Not enough.”

Narak rummaged
through his pack again.

“Are you going to
bore me to death?”

Narak was
surprised at the man’s spirit. He took the knife out of the fire
and pressed the glowing red blade to the back of Arbak’s thigh.
There was a puff of smoke as it burned away the cloth. Arbak
shouted and tried to twist away from the blade. Narak put it back
in the fire.

“There’s a small
problem with doing this,” he said. “Torturing someone is a process,
and once I start I have to go through the whole thing, you see. I
know that you’ll tell me something quite quickly, but I have no
real way of knowing if that’s the truth or a lie, so I have to go
on. After a while you’ll tell me something different, but again, I
have no way of knowing if it’s true. Most people tell the truth
either the first or second time, but again I have to keep going.
It’s only later, much later, that I know what the truth is, so you
see why I’m reluctant to start.”

“If I tell you,
will you let me choose how I die?”

Narak carefully
placed small pieces of wood on the fire, making sure that the
flames were not too high. The best fire was one that glowed red,
not a torrent of flame.

“Perhaps,” he
said. “You’re not in a good position to bargain.”

“Will you give me
a drink then?” Arbak was squinting against the lowering sun,
running a dry tongue around dusty lips. His voice sounded dry.

“All right,” he
said. He put a hand under the mercenary’s head and lifted him
easily, tipping water into his mouth. Arbak swallowed greedily.
After a few mouthfuls Narak took the water flask away and lowered
him again.

“One thousand two
hundred and thirty-eight pounds of ore.”

“Ore?”

“It’s what they
shipped out of here.” Arbak said. “Please don’t ask me to tell you
what yield.”

“How many
wagons?”

“Three. They left
a week ago. We were left behind to break up the camp.” Arbak seemed
to have made a decision. He was talking easily now, not hesitating
to answer Narak’s questions.”

“And who commanded
this? Who will receive this ore?”

“I was never
told,” Arbak said. “But it was Bel Arac. One of his people was
here, telling everyone how to do their work. Mouth bigger than the
mine. He talked about it all the time. Great things afoot, he
said.”

There was a
silence, Arbak swinging gently in the evening breeze. Narak watched
him.

“Why did you
decide to talk?”

“You believe
me?”

“Yes.”

Arbak shrugged – a
difficult thing to do hanging upside down. “My father always told
me to die hard, to fight all the way and spit in death’s eye at the
end, but I don’t see the point. Besides, I lasted an hour of the
worst torture that Wolf Narak could throw at me. I hope you tell
people that. And anyway, what use is a mercenary with one
hand?”

Narak smiled. “How
do you want to die, Arbak?”

“Old age?”

He laughed. He
couldn’t help himself. The whole thing suddenly seemed ridiculous.
He stood and kicked dirt over the fire. No need for it now. He
retrieved his knife and stuck it in the soil to cool. He drew one
of his swords.

“Before you go,
Arbak, which one of you killed Perlaine?”

“That was her
name?” Arbak waggled his head in the direction of the wolves and
the mayhem they had caused. “Those two,” he said. “They shot her
from behind. I was cooking lunch, and it was a damned good lunch,
too. They were supposed to be keeping villagers away. They should
have known better when they saw the wolf. Stupid…”

Narak’s blade
flashed through the air and Arbak landed on the ground with a
thump. He grimaced, tried to get his weight off his burned stump,
succeeded and looked up at Narak and then down at his body. The
rope that had held him suspended was cut.

“I seem to be
alive,” he said.

“If I let you go
what will you do?” Narak asked.

“Starve? I’ve got
no trade.”

“Ever hold any
rank?”

“Officer? No.
Squad leader, sergeant, corporal. I usually get a squad of
men.”

“Any skills?”

“I was good with a
sword…”

“Not really.
Average, I would say.” Arbak threw an uncomfortable look in his
direction.

“Well, it hardly
matters now,” he said. “And no. No other skills.”

“What would you do
if you had money?” Narak was packing up his bag, watching the
wolves.

“Money? How much?”
Arbak was still sitting on the ground. He hadn’t moved since he’d
been cut down.

“Enough.”

“Enough is a lot
of money.” He thought for a moment. “A tavern. A nice one. Good
food, too. Did I mention I was a good cook?”

“In passing.”

“Yes. A tavern.
One with a cosy set of rooms over it. Nothing fancy, just a bedroom
and a sitting room. And space for guests.” He ran out of words and
sat looking at his feet. Narak tied the top of his bag shut and sat
opposite him. He saw that Arbak was staring into space, a look of
great weariness on his face.

“I know,” he
said.

“You know?” Arbak
looked at him with wide eyes.

“Yes. Tell me how
it happened.”

“I didn’t lie,”
Arbak insisted.

“Tell me.”

“Just as I said.
Those two, Sigur and Venn, they were cousins, you know. Both good
men with a bow, but stupid. They shot her and the wolf, came and
told me. I went to look.” He rubbed his face fiercely with his
hand. “She was still alive. They’d just left her to die. She was
dying. One arrow had pierced a lung, one through the back of …”

Narak cut him off.
“I saw the wounds.”

“You did? Of
course you did. Sorry. Anyway, there was nothing to be done. She’d
crawled to the body of the wolf, was lying against it. She was in a
lot of pain and the wolf was dead. She asked me to end it for
her.”

“She asked?”

“Well, I asked,
she nodded.” Arbak suddenly looked up and met Narak’s gaze.
“Pelion’s teeth, but she was a beauty. Even in death.” He shook his
head. “What a waste.”

Narak didn’t say
anything for a long time. It was Arbak who broke the silence.

“You couldn’t have
saved her, could you?”

Narak shook his
head. “No.” The mercenary seemed relieved.

“The rest you
know. I stripped the body, tried to hide it with the wolf, burned
the clothes. I knew you’d come. I hid the boys up on the slope,
just a chance we could get an edge that way.” He shook his head
again.

Narak sat still
for a long time, looking at the ground between them. Now he knew
that he had the truth, the full story of what had passed here.
Arbak was just a paid blade, a man doing a job. He had done what
was, in his own eyes, the decent thing. He’d ended the suffering of
a dying woman. There was no malice in him beyond what was necessary
for his profession. He was no fool. The simple trap he’d set might
have had a chance of killing Narak if he hadn’t been alerted to it
by the wolves. It was certain that he was finished as a mercenary,
and it was something that the wolf god could turn to his own
advantage.

He cut the bonds
that held Arbak’s hands and feet and took a pebble out of his
pocket. It was white with a vein of red running through it; a
worthless piece of rock, but quite distinctive.

“Is there anywhere
in Avilian you aren’t welcome?” he asked.

“One or two
dwellings,” Arbak looked puzzled. He rubbed his wrist just above
the cut. Narak guessed he was expecting some form of retribution,
but he had no argument with this man. His enemy was Bel Arac.

“How do you feel
about Bas Erinor?”

“Expensive, busy,
I liked it last time I was there.”

“I want you to go
there. I have work for you.”

Arbak brightened,
and life came back into his eyes. “A job?”

“You said you
wanted to run a tavern.”

“A tavern?”

“Stop repeating
what I say. Take this,” he gave him the stone. “Show it at the
house of Jessec Bosso, the money lender. He will give you the funds
you need. Buy a tavern. Run it as best you can.”

“You want me to
run a tavern for you?”

“For yourself. The
tavern will be yours. The deed will be in your name. For me you
will gather information, rumour, gossip. You will travel to
Wolfguard every year in the summer, tell me what you know, how the
city feels. If the arrangement proves satisfactory to me you will
enjoy considerable wealth and a very long life.”

“I’m still sworn
to Bel Arac,” Arbak said.

“It won’t be a
problem, and such an oath is better honoured in the breach than the
observance, believe me.” Because he is a traitor who seeks war with
Berash, and war with the gods, and he’s going to get it sooner than
he thinks.

“I need a
surgeon,” Arbak said. Narak had to admit that the man was tough.
All this time he hadn’t mentioned the severed and burned wrist,
which must have pained him terribly. Many men would have been laid
low by such an injury, but Arbak seemed able to ignore it. He
tossed a purse of coins to the man. Several gold guineas, he knew,
would be plenty.

“Pay for the
best,” he said. “Get rid of those clothes. Dress like a prosperous
man. It is what you have become.”

Arbak looked
inside the purse and then looked up quickly. “My lord…”

“Deus is the
proper title,” Narak said. “You are my man now, Arbak. You walk
with the wolf. Treachery means death, loyalty is well rewarded, and
if you die by another’s hand your death will be avenged.”

Narak
translocated, and in an instant was back in the woods outside
Wolfguard. Arbak, he knew, would be staring at a wolf. He did not
worry too much about his new agent. The man was tough. He had three
horses and a purse full of gold. He would survive.

He did wonder that
he had not killed the man. By his own admission he had ended
Perlaine’s life, but Narak could not help but like him. Arbak had
faced his end well, and was clever enough to give himself a chance
of avoiding it. He was resourceful, courageous, and cool
headed.

He walked towards
the gates of Wolfguard. Evening approached, and he needed to listen
for news from Tor Silas and Bas Erinor. Tomorrow would be soon
enough for the Marquis of Bel Arac.


13. Wolfguard to
Bel Arac

A few hours ago Narak had been full of grim
purpose, all focussed on the Marquis of Bel Arac and his inevitable
demise, but now it was scattered, torn between three paths. When he
had returned to Wolfguard there had been no doubt. Bel Arac had
been mining blood silver. He was responsible for the death of
Perlaine. He would pay for that with his life.

Simple.

And yet it was
not. No sooner had he settled in to listen to the wolves that he
had left at Bas Erinor and Tor Silas than he had heard the most
extraordinary news.

Firstly, Prince
Havil had been successful. He had ambushed the ambushers, sprung
his trap and wiped out the force that had been attacking the
Berashi border patrols, and he had prisoners. It was a swift and
stunning victory. The message was not from Havil, but from the
king, relaying a message brought by a rider. The most enigmatic
part of the message, the piece that hooked Narak, was that the
prisoners spoke neither Berashi nor Avilian. He wanted to know
more, but Havil was not due back in Tor Silas until the evening of
the next day, so he must wait.

Secondly, the news
from Bas Erinor was even more intriguing. The message was from
Quinnial, the duke’s second son, and it was simple. There was a
Seth Yarra spy in the city – in the city of the gods, no less, and
disguised as a priest. It was the first time the words had been
uttered by another. Seth Yarra.

It made sense, of
course. If there were any plans laid by the old enemy then they
would want better information than last time. They had been
surprised by Remard and the Benetheon. They had been beaten. One
spy didn’t make a war, but adding up the three pieces of
information that he had: Bel Arac, a Seth Yarra spy and the capture
of troops neither Berashi nor Avilian on the border between those
two countries – he was beginning to feel certain.

And tomorrow?
Tomorrow he must make a choice. Bel Arac could wait. The spy was
not caught, nor even proven, and Havil was still somewhere in the
forests to the south of Tor Silas.

He had a clear
sense that events were beginning to move, and that they would move
quickly. And still he knew nothing. If he was lucky the next few
days would bring answers to many of his questions, but he expected
that ever more questions would be raised, more problems revealed,
right to the point where battle would be joined and men died.

Whatever it was
that he suspected, there was no apparent threat. Four hundred years
ago Seth Yarra had come with an army, thousands upon thousands of
men, swords, spears, bows, all marshalled by a ferocious discipline
of which he had never seen the like. It was only the poor class of
their commanders, their refusal to adapt, that had let the enemy be
beaten, or perhaps the genius of Fox Remard. If they came again it
would be with an even larger force, but their attention seemed to
be focussed on Avilian, on Berash.

The candle on the
table in front of him flickered and began to shrink into the last
of its wax. He noticed that several of the candles around the room
had failed, and he took a handful from the basket beneath the table
and set about lighting them, placing them in the appropriate
niches. He had one more to place when he heard a noise in the room
behind him. It was like a cough, but also quite different.
Whatever, it was not an accidental noise, but a signal to attract
his attention, and it was not made by the throat of a man. He
didn’t turn.

“Who are you?” he
asked.

“Bren Ashet, Third
Rank,” a voice said. The pitch was too high, and the vowels seemed
to whistle, but he understood perfectly.

“A messenger?”

“Yes.”

He turned to look
at the creature. How it had entered Wolfguard was one more mystery,
but that would have to wait. He was sure that it had entered
before, that it had left the note. He tested the theory.

“I received your
note,” he said.

“I know this,” the
Bren said. It stood close to the wall of the lair in a place where
he was certain to have seen it just a few moments before. He had
walked past the spot where it stood, candle in hand, and there had
been nothing. It was shorter than a man, and naked except for a
belt about its waist and a length of cloth folded several times and
draped over one shoulder. The cloth was held in place by the belt.
It was skinny, pale skinned, large eyed. Its eyes were like a man’s
only more so. The whites were peripheral, the iris large and the
pupils small; a creature of the darkness. It was troubled even by
the few candles he had here.

“Who sent it?”

“That is not to be
revealed at this time.” It spoke with very little movement of its
lips, which was disconcerting, as though the voice came from
elsewhere. In a sense this was true. The Ashet were simply
messengers. He had seen them before. They had no names, and very
little personality, but acted simply as the mouthpiece for the
sender.

“Why are you here
again?”

“It is thought
that you need more help.”

“By whom?”

“The one who sends
this message.”

“And what form
will the help take?”

“Information.”

“What is the
information?”

The Bren closed
its eyes and began to recite. They were little more than perfect
memories, Narak reflected; machines for remembering and repeating,
incapable of aggression or self defence. They were not a
threat.

“Dark hulled wind
ships, of the type Seth Yarra, have been seen in each of the last
fifteen years in increasing numbers. They have been landing on the
shores of Terras for the last three years, though the purpose is
not known. They have been seen in the waters off all the kingdoms
of men. Ships sail singly or in groups of no more than three. More
have recently been seen off the coast of Avilian and Berash. They
touch land in places where men are scarce, and at night.”

“And nobody
thought we needed to know until now?”

The Bren stopped
talking at the interruption and opened its eyes for a moment. It
said nothing. After a few seconds it closed them again.

“The Bren consider
the Seth Yarra to be a threat, and when all is ready the Bren will
attack the Seth Yarra. This will not take place before the spring
after the one that comes. This message is given in accordance with
the laws of Pelion.”

It opened its eyes
again and looked at him.

“That’s it?”

“That is the
message. However, there are more facts that I am permitted to
divulge.”

“And they
are?”

“The number of the
Seth Yarra, in the place in which they dwell, is believed to be
twenty million. The number of Seth Yarra under arms is thought to
be over a quarter of a million, and may be rapidly increased. The
number of wind ships upon the sea in the service of the Seth Yarra
is believed to be three thousand.”

Twenty million?
That was more than ten times the number in all of Terras, and the
kingdoms could not muster a fifth of Seth Yarra’s armies, even if
they could be persuaded to send all their men to the battle.

“How can we
prevail against such numbers?”

The messenger
looked blank. He did not have an answer to this question.

“How many can the
Bren bring to battle against the Seth Yarra?”

“An exact answer
is not permitted, but the sender allows that there will be
sufficient, but not before the spring after the one that
comes.”

So they must last
a year and a half until help came from the Bren. He had seen Bren
warriors, the Bren Morain, during his time with Pelion. They were
the most insect like of the Bren, protected by dark, hard, bony
plates – a natural armour – and each limb a weapon liberally
supplied with sharp edges and deadly spikes. They were fast,
too.

He had been with
Pelion for six months, but even in so long a time he had learned
very little about the Bren. There were many kinds, and all quite
different from each other. He had no idea if there were male and
female Bren, how they bred, what drove them. It was certain that
Pelion commanded them. They did as he wished without hesitation,
but beyond that simple fact he did not understand them at all. This
one had mentioned Pelion’s Law, and he had no greater understanding
of that than he had of Seth Yarra table etiquette. He didn’t even
know what the Bren ate.

“Do you have
warriors that you can send to help us if we are attacked before
then?” he asked.

“The Bren will
attack the Seth Yarra when all is ready,” the messenger said.

“And not before. I
have one more question. How did you get into Wolfguard?”

The Ashet blinked
at him. He was asking something that was not part of its message,
something on which it had no guidance. “The Bren are creatures of
the rock,” it said. “We are creatures of below. I came from
below.”

“Where did you
enter?”

“Here.” It blinked
again. Blinking was a sign of discomfort, he remembered that
much.

“You came through
the floor exactly below the place you are standing?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

Blink. “There is
no word for it in your tongue. I opened the rock, and then closed
it.”

A useful trick.
“Is that the way you will depart?”

“Yes.”

“Show me.”

“It is not time to
depart.”

That was
interesting, and surprising. The message was delivered. “When will
it be time to depart?” he asked.

“I do not know. It
has not yet been revealed.”

“You will be
staying here?”

“I am to stay
within this structure, or by your side. There will be further
messages, and I am to say what they are.”

“I do not
understand. How will you receive the messages if you are here? Will
another come?”

“No. If the sender
tells Bren Ashet, third rank, then I will know the message if it is
intended for you.”

“There is another
Bren Ashet with the sender?”

Blink. Blink. The
Bren remained silent. He had said something wrong, something that
it did not understand. He had thought for a moment that the Bren
could communicate in some way over distance without speaking, but
it was more than that, he realised, and his appreciation of the
strangeness of the Bren was raised still higher.

“There is only one
Bren Ashet,” he said.

“Yes.”

“And you are in
many places at the same time.”

“Yes.”

A single creature
with many bodies. A single mind. A perfect messenger indeed, and as
long as one of them lived no message was ever lost. How old must
such a creature be, and how wasted such a surety of immortality on
a thing so dull witted?

“You will stay
here, in this chamber,” he said. “It is the place where I am most
often, and I cannot have one of the night folk trailing me about
the kingdoms of men. It would simply distress them too much, and
the sunlight, I am sure, would bother you.”

The Bren said
nothing. It just stood and accepted his words.

“Tomorrow I must
go again to Avilian,” he went on, and then stopped. He was
explaining himself to a messenger with the intelligence of a child.
Did he really want all his actions and intentions to be common
knowledge among the Bren? Tomorrow he would go to Avilian. Tomorrow
he would put things right in the city of Bel Arac. The Marquis was
not just an enemy to the Benetheon, but in the light of what the
Bren had told him he was a traitor to his own people, an ally of
the Seth Yarra.

He left the room
and made his way to his sleeping chamber. He didn’t use it often,
but he was uncomfortable with the idea if sleeping in the lair with
a Bren’s strange eyes watching over him.

In the morning he
sent Poor to find his armour. It was rare for him to wear it. In
fact he could not remember ever having used it in anger. It had
been a gift. The finest armourers in Telas Alt and made it for him
as a gift, and he had tried it on, worn it until he had felt they
had seen enough and were assured that he was suitably grateful, and
then he had removed it and told Poor to store it.

Poor knew where it
was, of course, and Narak was almost disappointed to discover that
his steward had kept it polished and lightly oiled for four hundred
years – just in case.

It was beautiful
workmanship. Even now it looked sleek and dangerous. He watched as
Poor and two others brought it piece by piece into the great hall.
He had publicly moved into the great hall because the Bren was
still in the lair, even though he was not overly fond of the room.
It seemed a little too cold and a little too richly ornamented for
his current taste.

It was a broad
chamber, laid out as a throne room. At the lower end a pair of
double doors gaped wide enough to allow more people to enter than
had ever been in Wolfguard. They were eight feet high and twelve
wide, panelled in a selection of woods from across the great
forest. The pillars and lintel of the doorway were carved in the
form of trees and branches, and the pillars that supported the roof
continued the theme so that it was like an ordered forest. The
ceiling itself was painted in great detail as a canopy of leaves,
but the illusion had always failed for Narak, despite the exquisite
quality of the workmanship. The light was wrong. There was no way
that lamps and candles could adequately capture the dappled
daylight. He preferred it poorly lit. It could seem almost like the
forest at night with just a few flames to stand in for stars and a
lamp for the moon.

He had removed the
throne from the dais centuries ago, when its arrogance began to
annoy him, and the space was curtained off. Behind those curtains
were doors leading to a suite of private rooms, and these, too,
were rarely visited.

The armour was
red. He had no idea how they had done it, and it was said that the
secret had died out among the smithies of Telas Alt over two
hundred years ago, because it was not painted; the metal itself was
the colour of fresh blood. It was all curves and smooth planes with
no place for a point to stick, the joints being the only weak
points, engineered for ease of motion more than complete
defence.

He needed armour.
He was going to confront the lord of Bel Arac in his fortress, and
Bel Arac was a man with a lot of blood silver. Narak was all but
invincible with a sword, but arrows bothered him. You could not cut
ten arrows from the air at the same time, let alone fifty.

He was certain
that Bel Arac would have plenty of warning of his arrival. He could
attempt to sneak into the building, to avoid being recognised, but
the though of that offended him, and if he was discovered in such a
low act he would have the same problems to overcome. If he was Bel
Arac he would have fifty archers with their arrows tipped in blood
silver waiting for the word to shoot. In such a case he would be
hit many times, and was loath to rely on a shield for protection.
Arrows could come from many directions at once.

It embraced him
like a second skin. The day he had been given it, the armour had
been a perfect fit, and nothing had changed. Each piece was
carefully placed on his body and strapped into place. It closed
about him like some great lobster shell, waiting to be peeled away,
and he waited patiently until they were done. He disliked having to
rely on others to dress him for battle. It seemed weak, and made
him feel somehow incomplete.

When they had
finished he shooed them away and drew his swords. The action seemed
easy enough. He moved, spinning, cutting, slicing the air to
ribbons. His red carapace was surprisingly light. It made him a
shade slower than he was without, but he adjusted to it easily, and
after a few minutes he was as fluent in his movement as he had
dared hope.

“It will do,” he
said to Poor.

“It looks very
warlike, Deus,” the steward said, and though his tone was neutral
Narak knew that Poor was disapproving by his choice of words.
Warlike was a disparagement in his mouth, just as much as peaceable
was a blessing.

He did not reply.
His business that day would be the killing of men. He did not doubt
it. And the armour was surely suited to the business. He hadn’t
been sure if the colour of the armour was a joke or a compliment
when they had presented it to him, but he decided it was the
latter, simply because they would not have dared to offend him. He
was the bloodstained god, bathed in the gore of his enemies. It was
a name they had given him after Afael when he had indeed been
painted red from head to foot in the blood of Seth Yarra.

Wearing the armour
brought back the nausea he had felt after the battle, the sudden
desire to bathe, to be elsewhere, to forget. He draped a heavy
cloak over his shoulders.

“I will go now,”
he said.

He ran out of
Wolfguard, warming his muscles, driving the unwelcome memories from
his head with deep breaths and the clean feeling of power in his
body. He had no problem with killing. He’d never had a problem with
death. His father had been a hunter, and so had he before Pelion.
But there was something wrong about that day in Afael. There had
been something wrong with him. His mind had not been clear, and the
killing was done badly, without respect; cutting weeds, not
corn.

He stopped when he
was in the forest and out of sight of the entrances to Wolfguard.
He picked up leaves from the forest floor and crumbled them in his
hand, inhaling the scent. He let the pieces fall and closed his
eyes.

He opened them
elsewhere. He was on a slope about a quarter of a mile above the
gates of Bel Arac. The forest was thick enough to conceal him from
anyone who might glance up this way, and he stood in the shade of a
tree for a while and watched the city. There seemed no unusual
traffic, no extra guards on the gate. From this point he could see
the fortress at the heart of Bel Arac. It was as pretty a piece of
architecture that ever rightfully bore the name of castle. Five
towers showed the shape of the curtain wall, each able to support
the towers on either side so that there was no place that you could
assault the walls where you would not be attacked from two
directions by numerous bowmen. Within the curtain wall stood the
keep, a circular tower. The only entrance was twenty feet up one
side, and the wooden stair that led to it was easily burned or
broken, making it difficult to assail.

The entire
building and the walls were made of a smooth, grey local stone with
a crystalline structure, and it caught the morning light, glittered
like polished metal, or like a myriad of jewels set in lead. The
gap between the city gates and the curtain wall was no more than
three hundred yards and from the curtain wall to the keep was
another thirty. Not far, but the distances worried him.

There was no point
in putting it off. Every moment increased the likelihood of Bel
Arac being warned of his presence, of learning that his mining
operation had been discovered. Narak strode down the hill. He did
not run, but long strides carried him quickly to the gate. The
guards, and there were only two of them, seemed startled to see
him. One look was enough to tell them that trying to stop him would
be a fatally bad idea.

The road between
the city gate and the curtain wall was busy with people, but it was
straight. He could see the guards there and they could see him. He
saw a man run off, probably to the keep to warn the Marquis. It
seemed a very short time before he reached the gate and found his
way barred by three men. They had not drawn their weapons, which
surprised him.

“What business…?”
one of them started to say, but Narak didn’t break his stride,
burst through them like a tide through a wicker dam. One of them
cried out, but he did not look back, and did not hear any of them
follow him. He reached the wooden steps to the keep and took them
three at a time. At the top his way was barred by an officer of Bel
Arac’s guard, sword drawn, face pale.

“Deus,” he said.
“You must stop.”

For a moment he
did. He had not yet drawn his swords.

“Stand aside,” he
said.

“I am bound by my
oath to protect my lord the Marquis,” the officer said. It was a
brave thing to stand before Wolf Narak, braver still to stand
alone.

“Your oath is
voided. Your lord is a traitor. If you do not stand aside I shall
judge you guilty of taking arms against your king.”

The officer
hesitated, but Narak could see the shock in his eyes. This one did
not know. What he did know was that the wolf god would not lie
about such a thing. If Wolf Narak said that Bel Arac was a traitor…
The guard put down his sword and stood aside.

“Good man,” Narak
said as he pushed past. He ran up the grand staircase. The plan of
this keep was simple enough, and he knew that if the Marquis was
here he would be in the great hall, or in the private chambers
behind it. He knew the way well enough from other visits, long ago.
It was unnervingly similar to the layout of his great hall in
Wolfguard.

The door was shut
and barred. He kicked it and it burst open, the beam that had held
it splintering across the stone flags of the floor. The great hall
was much as he remembered it, high, well lit and richly adorned,
but he had no time to see it. He counted twelve armoured men,
swords drawn, standing between him and the Marquis’ high seat. The
Marquis himself sat upon it, and smiled.

Narak studied the
rest of the room. He looked for loop holes where a bowman might be
concealed, for men hidden in doorways, for tapestries that might
conceal an archer of two, but there was nothing. Not one bow was
trained on him. He smelled blood silver, and he knew that the
swords were all tipped with it, edged with it.

“What is your
business here, Wolf Narak?” the Marquis asked. He was not a large
man, but dressed like a prince, his beard neatly trimmed and his
hair long, dark, brushed back from his forehead and bound in a
queue behind his neck. He wore a sword, but had not drawn it.

“You are a
traitor, Bel Arac,” he said. “You have made alliance with Seth
Yarra, you have broken the terms of the blood silver pact, and you
have supplied arms to the enemy of your king.” The last was a
guess. The arrows that had been used to kill Berashi border patrols
must have come from somewhere, and this was the obvious place.

“And you have
rushed here full of indignation to punish me?”

“Your men killed
one of my own,” Narak replied. “Such a thing does not go
unavenged.”

“Then by all
means, do your worst.”

Narak looked
around the room again, but he could see no surprises, no hidden
traps. There were just twelve men, swords drawn. Could that be it?
Bel Arac seemed so confident. He drew his swords and took a step
back so that there was not enough room for anyone to get behind
him. Fighting with a wall at your back made things simpler.

“I have no wish to
kill you,” he said to the men. “Lay down your blades and walk
away.”

The Marquis
laughed. “Too many for you? So much for the fable of Afael!”

“I’m not speaking
to you, Bel Arac,” Narak replied. “Let these men answer for
themselves. Will they die for a traitor?”

“If they
understood you they would tell you that they do not see it that
way.”

Bel Arac’s words
caught him off guard. If they understood you? Then understanding
came, like a drum roll, into his mind. Of course. Who could Bel
Arac trust if he was betraying his own people? Who would insist on
being here to mind their investment? When he looked into the eyes
of the twelve men he saw nothing but hatred, and he knew why. They
were Seth Yarra. Not only that, but they were the black clad monks
who had fought so well at Afael, the cleansers, the killer priests
of Seth Yarra.

“Then let us
begin,” he said.

They were ready
for a fight, but none of the Seth Yarra had seen Wolf Narak for
four centuries, and they were not ready enough. He thrust with all
his speed, flashing past the half raised blade of his nearest foe
and put the tip neatly into the man’s neck above the collar of his
armour. He turned the blade and stepped back in time to parry two
fierce blows from the others.

Eleven.

Now three of them
came at him at once. His position by the wall limited it to three,
and though they were all skilled with a blade, Narak was better. He
was faster, too, and he had thought about fighting in a thousand
scenarios over hundreds of years. He had tried out dozens of
theories with Caster in their practice hall, and now he would test
them.

In his mind he
labelled his immediate opponents as Left, Middle and Right. He
parried the cuts, deflected the thrusts, and waited. Picking his
moment he stepped hard to the right, taking himself out of the
reach of Left, parrying Middle and catching Right’s sword on his
own blade, lifting it up. He disengaged from Middle and used that
blade to attack Right, who was now undefended. He thrust into the
man’s face, turned, and pushed himself back to the wall, parried,
parried, cut.

Ten.

They were not
going to get anywhere near him, blood silver or not. They were just
too slow, and his position was too good. He tried the move again,
going to the left this time, and again it worked and his blade took
the leftmost cleanser in the throat.

Nine.

Just how slow
witted were they? He tried again, this time to the right, but his
target moved with him, disengaged and attacked again. So they did
learn. Well, he could use that against them, too. He began a move
to the right again, in exactly the same pattern, and Left followed
him, coming into the gap, just a little less prepared than he
should have been. Narak reversed his movement, barrelling into
Left, knocking his sword to one side and wrapping his left arm
around the man’s neck. He lifted and twisted, heard a satisfying
crunch as the man’s neck broke, and threw his limp body at the
others, knocking Middle down and forcing the others to step back.
He pressed his advantage, stamping on Middle’s groin before driving
his blade down into his neck. The remaining cleansers swarmed back
and he allowed them the space, going back to his position by the
wall.

Seven.

It would be more
difficult now. They stood back from him, less eager to attack, and
for a while it was almost sword tip to sword tip, the distances too
great for anyone to inflict harm on anyone else, but if they sought
to tire him they would be disappointed. He did not tire, could
fight in this fashion for a day and a night. He wasn’t here to
dance.

He began to move
forwards and backwards. Pressing into Middle, driving him out from
the wall, and then falling back to his safe position, forcing them
to follow him. The movement gave him greater possibilities. He
began to attack the blades to each side of him as he moved, forcing
them wider, allowing Middle the slightest of openings. Middle was a
cautious man, and held back the first time, hesitated at the second
opportunity, but the third time he could not resist and came in
with a quick thrust, placing himself effectively one on one with
Narak.

He didn’t use the
blade this time, but punched the hilt of his right hand sword into
the man’s face, sending him backwards into the man behind him. They
both fell to the ground, and the three to his left pulled back.
Right stayed close, however, perhaps expecting him to step forwards
again and attack Middle, but Narak now had unprecedented space, and
attacked the close man, knocking Right’s sword away and putting a
killing blow through his neck that pierced all the way through to
the high collar of his armour.

Six, and one of
those still alive was no real threat, his nose broken, blood in his
eyes.

As yet no blade
had touched him, and his confidence grew. He began to expand his
style, showing off some of the more outrageous moves that he had
practiced with Caster. He jumped, spun, kicked, punched. Everything
became a weapon. He broke the neck of a man behind him with a
prodigious blow from the pommel of his sword. He kicked the legs
out from under another, disarmed a third, sending his blade
clattering across the room. He was beginning to enjoy himself.

“Are you ready for
me, Bel Arac?” he called out. He killed another man with a blow
that found the gap between his armour and his helmet, a space no
more than half an inch at best. Now there were four, and he could
see the shadow in their eyes. They knew that they were dead men.
They were tiring and he was not. He battered them, kicked them,
knocked them over, almost playing with them now.

Then he stood
back, made the gap between them an offering, a respite, and
everything stopped. He looked at the four remaining men and
gestured to them. Lay down your swords. Surrender. He saw two of
the men exchange looks. A third, perhaps the oldest of the
remaining four looked at him with hard eyes.

“We will not bow
to you, demon,” he said. He spoke Afalel, heavily accented, but
clear enough.

“I do not ask it,”
Narak replied in the same tongue. “You are beaten. If you fight on
you will die. I am offering you life.”

“At what price?
You will take our souls.”

“One soul is
enough for any man. I have no need of another. All I ask is that
you lay down your blades.”

“Why?”

“I do not need to
kill you. You do not need to die.”

“It is a
trick.”

“It is not. I have
no need of tricks.”

One of the other
men interrupted, speaking to the one that had been speaking with
Narak. His words were a question, but Narak did not know the
language. A conversation began; an argument. He guessed it was
between those who wished to live and fight another day, and those
who desired to carry out their orders to the letter. He could
imagine the words. Pragmatism versus honour: it was a debate as old
as the art of war itself.

“You can trust
what he says. His word is the only thing stronger than his
blade.”

The voice came
from the shattered doorway. It was the officer who had allowed him
to pass into the keep, and there were others there; an audience.
The officer spoke Afalel.

It was timely
reinforcement for the pragmatic side of the debate. One of the Seth
Yarra took matters into his own hands and cast his blade to the
ground. The Afalel speaker threatened him, but was in turn seized
by another, who shook him and shouted at him.

In a few moments
the argument was won. The other swords were thrown down.

“We will submit,”
the older man said reluctantly. “And when this place is taken we
will fight again.”

“That is your
choice,” Narak said. “But remember to whom you owe your life.”

“We owe our lives
to Seth Yarra,” the man declared.

Narak shook his
head. He spoke to the officer. “Take these four. Keep them locked
below.”

He looked for Bel
Arac, but the Marquis was no longer in the great chair. He was
nowhere to be seen. Reason said that he could not have passed
through the main entrance to the chamber. Others would have seen,
and he would have passed close enough for Narak to notice him. He
ran the length of the hall and through the door behind the great
chair into the private chambers.

He was in a
lavishly furnished room. There was no sign of the Marquis, but
three doors, all closed, promised more. He kicked one open and
found a bed chamber. It, too, was empty. He returned to the first
room and tried the second door. A study. Papers lay scattered
about, and he made a note to come back later. There might be some
interesting correspondence here.

The third door was
also a dead end and an empty room. He had seen no other doors.

Back in the main
hall he found the officer still there, and a few of the others. The
prisoners were gone.

“The Marquis, did
you see him come by you?”

“No, Deus.”

What then? Some
form of magic? A concealment? Perhaps something simpler. He went
back to the private rooms and stood in the middle of the first
chamber. He could not become the wolf while wearing armour, even
though the wolf would scent the traitor’s route in a moment. It
would take too long, and there was another way.

He allowed the
veil to fall, taking on his full aspect as a god, the wolf and the
man combined. Power flowed through him, a sun shone within his
chest, flooding him with warmth. His eyes became sharper, his
hearing more sensitive, and more importantly, he could smell like a
wolf.

He dropped to his
knees and closed his eyes, casting for the trail. It was not hard
to find, and he scrambled across the floor in an undignified half
crawl that took him through the door of the bed chamber and up to
the wall next to the bed. Here the trail ended.

He rapped on the
panel next to the bed. It replied with a hollow sound. He had no
time to look for a mechanism. It would be artfully hidden somewhere
on the bed, and could take hours to locate. He kicked the panel
several times until it was nothing but matchwood, and revealed a
dark opening about four feet high and two wide. He looked inside
and saw that it gave onto a corridor, and then steps leading down.
It was all in darkness, but with wolf eyes there was enough light
to see his way. He squeezed through the broken panel and hurried
down the stairs. They wound downwards to what he guessed was level
with the ground, and then became another corridor. He could see
light, and ran forwards.

He emerged into
the dim light of the stables, behind a stack of hay bales. The
door, which closely resembled other parts of the stable walls, had
been left open. He assumed the veil again, hiding his god aspect
and walked swiftly into the stable yard. A groom was standing with
a stable boy looking the other way.

“In a hurry was
he?”

They jumped,
startled by his sudden appearance.

“Deus.” They
chorused his title, knelt.

“The Marquis?”

“Gone, Deus,” the
groom replied. “Just moments ago. He took the swiftest horse.”

Narak could still
hear the hooves clattering on cobbles as the Marquis rode out
through the gate in the curtain wall. If he ran, if he ran really
fast, he would get to the gate while the traitor was still in range
of a thrown knife. He could throw a knife with great accuracy over
a considerable distance.

But Narak did not
run. He stood and listened as the clattering hooves bore the
Marquis along the street that led to the city gates. Bel Arac was a
man alone now, and vengeance would be well served by waiting.

Where would he go?
Narak guessed south, south to the border and the force he expected
to find there. They were close, and the Marquis could not yet have
heard that they had been wiped out by Prince Havil. What then would
he do when he discovered there was no safe haven to the south?

Bel Arac would
head for the nearest large force of Seth Yarra, he guessed. Now
that would be an interesting direction to discover.

He felt the wolves
in the hills outside the city, felt them become aware of him.

Follow this
one.

He gave them the
scent.

Follow and do
not be seen. Follow no-pack, disperse. Be alone, each of you.

Now he had to
wait, and there was Havil in Tor Silas, and Quinnial in Bas
Erinor.


14. Tor
Silas

He chose Havil.

He enjoyed Havil.
Of all the princes, kings, lords and dukes he had met in the last
month Havil reminded him most of the great warriors of the old
alliance that had thrown back Seth Yarra. Havil was strong, honest,
and his motives were simple. The people of Berash saw it to, and
they loved their prince.

He was welcomed in
Tor Silas as Havil’s friend and ally. The guards were cheerful, and
less in awe of him than he expected. They were treating him, he
realised, as they treated their prince. They were also celebrating
a victory. Havil had taken an army into the field and returned
victorious. They did not yet know their enemy, but it was clear
that the chance of war with Avilian was much reduced, and most were
pleased by that.

Havil came to meet
him. That was the gesture of a friend. The big man was clearly
still dusty from the road, and should have been bathing by the look
and smell of him, but he strode down the stairs with a broad smile
of his face and clenched his fist by way of a salute.

“Victory, Deus!”
he cried. Narak could not prevent the smile that came to his own
lips.

“It lightens my
heart to hear you say it, Lord Prince,” he replied. “It went as you
planned?”

Havil did not bow,
did not fawn upon him as others did, but there was no disrespect
there, and Narak was glad of it. The prince was full of news and
bursting to share it. They climbed the stairs to the King’s private
apartments side by side.

“I could not have
wished for a better outcome. The surprise was complete, and most of
their archers were down in the first two volleys. They were a hard
lot, though. Fought well. I took few prisoners and lost a score of
men.”

“Have you
determined who they are?”

“I have not. The
prisoners will not speak, or perhaps they cannot. They do not seem
to understand what we say to them. They are willing enough to take
food and water, but have to be shown it, and will not take the
meaning when we tell them things they willingly do when we mime to
them. I can make no sense of it when they speak among
themselves.”

“Not a word,
eh?”

“Worse than that.
One of the prisoners bit out his own tongue and bled to death. He
was already wounded and had suffered from loss of blood. Nothing we
did could save him.”

“It is to your
credit that you tried. Do any of your men speak Afalel?”

“Afalel? That is
what they gab in Afael, is it not?”

“It is.”

“I do not know. I
will have someone found. Do you think they are Afaeli?”

“I think a few of
them might know the tongue, but I doubt they are Afaeli. I have
captured a few strangers of my own in the last few days, and some
of them spoke it, but with a strange accent.”

“Did they confess
their origin, then?”

“They did not. I
think I know it, but forgive me for playing coy, lord prince. I
would wish to speak with the prisoners when I have paid my respects
to the king.”

“Two with one
blow, then. He is with the captured men.”

They changed
course and headed for the castle’s copious dungeons. They were a
remnant of an age when the king of Berash was not a kind man, and
that unkindness had passed down a black line of kings with a
fondness for the suffering of others. The darkness was long dead in
the line of Berash, however, and it had been a well governed state
since long before the Great War.

So it was that
Havil led Narak into a complex of dark and unpleasant corridors
that wove past empty rooms and open doors, the shame of which had
long since perished. They came to a better lit section where they
found guards, the king, and a clutch of prisoners.

There were seven
in all. They were currently being questioned by the king, but to
little effect. His questions were met with a surly silence.

The prisoners were
arrayed in a dispirited group, eyes cast down, several of them
still stained in the blood of their fallen comrades, and the
majority wounded in some minor way, and the wounds not treated with
more than a dirty bandage.

The king broke off
his questioning when he saw Havil and Narak.

“Deus, as you see
we have had some success, but I cannot get a thing from these men.
They are not Avilian, or at least not born there. They do not speak
a word of it.”

“Will you permit
me to question them?”

“As you wish.” The
king’s acquiescence was not without reservation, but Narak did not
fret if the king felt his authority usurped. He wanted a quick
resolution.

Narak moved into
the circle of light where the prisoners could see him. He had left
the armour back at Wolfguard and now appeared in good boots,
breeches, a heavy white cotton tunic, and the ever present swords
strapped across his back. He studied them for a moment, and one of
two of them looked up to see the cause of the break in the king’s
harangue and saw him. He spoke in Afalel.

“Hear me now,
soldiers of Seth Yarra,” he said.

Two heads jerked
upwards. He had hoped for one, but this was better. He guessed that
Afalel was the only language that they had of the tongues of
Terras, and that many had learned it before this incursion had
begun.

“I am your judge,”
he said to them. “I will judge you as I judged your forefathers
before you. I am Narak the Wolf, victor of Afael, the one that you
fear most, next to your own defeated god.”

The two prisoners
who understood him stared, and the others looked from Narak to them
and back again. One of them asked a question in a language Narak
did not know, and got no answer.

“You are a man,”
one of them said. He spoke Afalel with an even thicker accent than
the cleanser he had captured in Bel Arac.

“What is your
name, soldier?”

“I am Jod, son of
Lim,” the soldier replied. He was a thick set creature with dark
hair and eyes, features common to most Seth Yarra. His eyes were
deep set, and his unshaven face was so abundantly hairy that he
reminded Narak of a bear. His cheek had been cut in the battle, and
the side of his head was bruised purple. Taken while he was
unconscious, Narak guessed.

“Jod son of Lim,
if I seem to be a man it is because I choose to appear that
way.”

“Your mouth is
tainted,” the prisoner said. It took a moment for Narak to
understand. The man was accusing him of lying. He smiled.

“The twelve that
you sent to Bel Arac believed me.”

Jod was visible
taken aback by that. He squinted at Narak, and the other Afalel
speaker said something to him. He replied, then turned back to
Narak.

“How do you know
of this?” he asked. Jod had little idea of subtlety, it seemed. He
was not up to playing games around the truth.

“I killed eight of
them. The others yielded.” He turned to Havil and Raffin and spoke
in Berashi. “I discovered that the Marquis of Bel Arac was the
traitor, lord king. He was guarded by twelve knights. He escaped,
or thinks he did, but he will serve my purpose yet. He is
followed.”

“What do you hope
he will reveal?” Raffin asked.

“He comes towards
the border to join this band, but they are destroyed. Once he
learns this he will go elsewhere. It is that elsewhere that I wish
to know. Another force of Seth Yarra, perhaps.”

“Seth Yarra? You
have confirmed this?” Raffin looked worried, as well he might. To
replace the prospect of war with Avilian with a conflict against an
even greater foe was no relief at all.

“I have confirmed
it, lord king. These men are Seth Yarra. The knights at Bel Arac
were Seth Yarra – the priests they call cleansers – but as yet
there is no indication of a large force. If there is an army to
oppose, it remains concealed.”

Narak turned back
to the prisoners. Jod and the other Afalel speaker were watching
him carefully, but he did not think they understood what he said to
Raffin. Perhaps they had heard him say the words Seth Yarra. That
alone would tell them nothing.

“Your words are
taint,” Jod said again.

Narak ignored him.
“What is your rank?” he asked.

The man was
guarded, but the guards were relaxed and the prisoners were not
bound. Jod chose this moment to attack Narak, throwing himself
forwards with teeth bared and fists clenched, uttering a sound
remarkably like a wolf’s snarl. Narak avoided him easily, stepping
to one side and planting a firm blow in the man’s gut. Jod
collapsed at his feet, completely winded, and struggled to claw his
way upright. The guards grabbed him roughly, embarrassed by their
lapse.

“Well, that was
pointless,” Narak said. “Put him in a cell on his own, far enough
from here that he cannot hear what passes.”

Jod was dragged
out of the circle of light and the other prisoners looked at
Narak.

“What will you do
with him?” It was the other Afalel speaker who asked.

“Not much. He will
not be harmed,” Narak replied. “What is your name?”

“I am Marik son of
Aseth.”

“You speak Afalel
more ably than Jod. Your accent is better. Are you his
commander?”

Marik smiled. It
was the first time he had seen a Seth Yarra smile, and it made him
look more like a man. He had come to think of them as automata, he
realised, men who followed single tracks from which they could not
deviate.

“No,” Marik said.
“I am Arish, he is Shenda. That means that he is senior in rank to
me.”

The terms were
unfamiliar, but Marik seemed quite willing to talk. He lacked the
varnish of hatred that so characterised Jod.

“Arish?”

“I am second in a
squad of twenty men. Shenda is first in such a squad, but we are of
different squads.” A shadow crossed the man’s eyes. He was
remembering his squad, perhaps, and his commander. All dead. Narak
felt sympathy, but it did not trouble him much. It was that nature
of war that men died, and it was not a war that any of the kingdoms
had started. These men had come to destroy all that he held dear.
On the other hand he did not hold the motive against any
individual. They were men doing what they were told to do, perhaps
even what they believed was right. That, too, was the nature of
war.

“And yet you are a
more educated man,” he said.

Marik looked
surprised. “How do you know this?”

“The way you
speak. The way you look. You were intended for something other than
a common soldier.”

“Yes,” Marik
acknowledged. “The priesthood.”

“A master of the
rule, then, not a cleanser.”

“You are astute,”
Marik said. “I studied the rule for many years, but in the end I
was not suited to that service.” He paused. Narak waited. “Are you
really Fenris Godkiller?”

“It is what your
people call me. I am Wolf Narak.”

“You should
forgive Jod. He cannot help himself. There is a bounty of promise
on your head, and to the very faithful it cannot be resisted.”

“What is a bounty
of promise?”

“The one that
slays you is raised up to sit by Seth Yarra himself. One who dies
in the attempt is assured of good standing in the halls of the
dead.”

Narak looked at
the man, but could see no trace of irony or humour on his face.
Marik, and by implication Jod, believed that they would go
elsewhere when they died, to another world. It was a belief that he
had encountered before. Some of the peoples of the Green Isles
believed it, and the people of the old north had held the same
credo. Narak believed otherwise. The dead were dead. The living
were temporarily more fortunate.

“Where is your
army?” he asked.

Marik looked at
him for moment, perhaps startled by the abrupt question, although
he must have expected it sooner or later.

“I do not know,”
he said.

“Or you will not
tell.”

“I would not tell
you willingly if I knew, but I know that my resolve could be
broken. My commanders were wise enough to know this. I do not know.
Jod does not know. None of us know.”

It made sense.
These men must have been considered expendable. They were no more
than a distraction, a thorn in the side of Berash, a throw of the
dice, a gamble that so small a force could cause war or bad blood
between two of the most able kingdoms. They might have weakened the
alliance before it had been made. The plan had failed, but not by
much. A hand less steady than Raffin’s might have taken Berash to
war with Avilian.

“I believe you,”
he said. He called for a seat and sat in it opposite to Marik. It
was a gesture. Gestures were important. They were often as
effective as threats, more effective than words, and a great deal
simpler. By sitting opposite Marik he was showing respect,
accepting him in some sense as an equal.

“I confess that I
am curious. Surely the priesthood is a great honour. It is
certainly considered so here in Terras, at least by the priests.
Why did you not complete your studies?”

“Answering such a
question will serve neither of us,” Marik suggested.

Reluctance to
answer was also revealing in a man who had seemed at ease a moment
before. There was some shame to the matter, Narak thought, but
would he or any other man of the kingdoms count it shameful?

“You were
expelled,” he said.

Marik would not
meet his gaze and did not attempt to deny his statement.

“You could not
overcome a flaw in your character,” Narak went on. He was guessing,
but even the slender glimpse of Marik’s character that the young
man had allowed told him that he was right. “You ask too many
questions. You do not accept what they tell you simply because they
tell you it is so. You ask for proof.”

Marik looked
increasingly alarmed as Narak spoke. “Is this some magic that you
have?” he demanded. “How can you know?”

”No magic. There
is no need of it. I have met such men before, and may once have
been so afflicted myself, in my youth.”

“You are a
demon.”

“I am not.”

Marik stared at
him for the better part of a minute, and neither of them spoke. The
young man was obviously troubled, but as time passed his expression
grew calmer, and he managed to look the wolf god in the eye.

“I believe you,”
he said.

“You believe me?”
Narak was pleased by the irony.

“Yes. I believe
that you are not a demon.”

“Isn’t that
heresy? Your almost brother priests believe it absolutely.” He
raised an eyebrow, and saw Marik smile again.

“I do not know
what you are,” he said. “But I have seen how these others regard
you, how the men here behave. I see respect, not fear.”

“Are you changing
sides, Marik?”

“No. I have never
been on a side. I am subject to the god’s rule. There is no choice.
I do as I am told because to do otherwise is unwise. There are
consequences.”

“I think we shall
talk more of this.” Narak stood and approached Raffin. He switched
back to Berashi. “Lord King, have the others taken to a common cell
where they can entertain each other. Treat them better than they
deserve, and do not let this one or the other that was taken away
mix with them. Keep this one away from the others, and treat him
well. He may be most important to our cause.”

The prisoners were
conducted to their accommodations, with some reassurance to Marik
that they would speak again, and soon.

“So what have you
learned?” Raffin asked when they were safely away..

“Not a great deal.
The first one, the one that attacked me, is a junior officer, and
the second is equivalent to a sergeant, but an overeducated,
dissatisfied, questioning sergeant. He will talk, but will be
better persuaded by honesty and fairness, I think. Neither of them
knows anything of strategic value, but Marik, the sergeant, will
tell me much of Seth Yarra, how they are organised, what tactics
they train, and much else of peripheral value. Treat him as a
friend, but be cautious. He is intelligent, and not yet our
man.”

Raffin nodded.
There was reluctance in his face, and Narak understood. He was a
king, an absolute monarch, and he was being told what to do by
another. It was a trespass on his authority, and it was taking
place under the eyes of castle guards who would doubtless convey
the scene to anyone they could. It was a mistake, taken in the
wider view, for Narak to act this way, but he was in a hurry, and
he was quite certain that Raffin would not mutiny at such a time.
Uttering the words Seth Yarra was surety enough.

Now he must be
gone. Quinnial and Bas Erinor awaited. There was a spy to
catch.


15. Bas
Erinor

Maryal knelt before the altar of the wolf god in
the half darkness of his temple. She had come every day since her
disastrous betrothal to Skal, and every day she had wept and prayed
that it should be undone. The wolf had watched her. It sat now,
slumped against the wall to her left, eyes half closed, tongue
lolling. When she was silent she could hear its breath. The place
was filled by its wolf smell.

These last few
days had been like summer, a hot week jammed uncomfortably among
the cool days of autumn, and the temple was hotter still. The wolf
suffered. She brought it water and spoke to it, but she dare not
touch. It was a wild creature, a hunter, and would not welcome
familiarity. Quinnial had said as much.

One of the candles
guttered, close to failing, and she took another from a basket by
the altar and went to replace it. She lit the wick of the new from
the flame of the old and extinguished the latter by slowly lowering
the base of the new onto the dying fire. She nestled it into the
molten wax, making sure that it was upright.

“You are
Maryal.”

She turned,
surprised. He hand went to her mouth, which in turn opened without
managing a sound, let alone a reply.

The wolf was gone.
For a moment she imagined it running free again in some cooler
place, relieved, but it was the man that had taken its place that
held her gaze. He was average. Average height, average looks,
average hair, but she knew who he was. His clothes were casual,
almost peasant like. There were no silks and satins, no brash
colours, just cotton, and dull, un-dyed cotton at that. He wore two
swords across his back, hilts protruding above his shoulders like
horns. He looked at her and smiled.

He was Wolf
Narak.

She fell to her
knees again, but this did not please him. She heard a sigh, a
couple of steps, and a hand took hold of her shoulder, raising her
up.

“You are Maryal,
yes?”

“I am, Deus.” She
did not dare to meet his eyes.

“Come with
me.”

He led her out of
the temple into the sunlight, and they walked briskly through the
city of gods in the direction of the Duke’s castle. She trailed
behind him, and after a while he stopped and gestured her to his
side.

“Walk beside me,”
he said. “You are not a slave.” His tone was not happy. He wasn’t
angry, but perhaps frustrated, perhaps irritated. She did as she
was told, hurrying to keep up with his long strides. She sensed
people looking at them. One or two recognised him, she thought. She
heard exclamations. Fingers pointed. A few people began to follow
them but Narak seemed not to notice.

They came to the
castle gates. The guards knew at once who he was, and of course
they knew her. He told them that he was here to speak with the
Duke, which they expected, and that he wished to speak particularly
with the lords Quinnial and Skal, which they did not. A runner was
sent.

“If you will
follow me, Deus?” The guard officer hesitated and looked pointedly
at Maryal. She was the daughter of an officer, but not generally
welcome in the councils of the great.

“She will come
with me,” Narak said.

The guard nodded
and led the way. Maryal was unsure if she should continue to walk
beside him, but he seemed to want it so, and she did her best to
oblige. She could not help but hope, even though she hardly dared.
For Narak to interfere in the betrothal of someone of middle rank
would be both unheard of and improper. It would be a terrible
breach of the Duke’s prerogative, not to mention the King’s. It
would cause trouble and bad feeling. Yet she had prayed for it. It
was what she wanted above all things, and so she hoped.

They came to the
Duke’s chambers and were admitted. The duke frowned to see her at
Narak’s side, but the wolf god told him that she was there at his
wish, and for a good reason, and so she was permitted, and
permitted herself a continuation of hope.

Lord Skal arrived
next, was announced, and entered the chamber. He had clearly
expected Narak, was forewarned, and had donned his most humble
aspect. He was quite unsettled, though, to see Maryal there, and
for a moment was quite transparently annoyed. He regained himself
quickly, but Narak was a god. He would have seen the lapse, and
that pleased Maryal more than it perhaps should.

Skal took a seat
and kept silent, since neither of his betters chose to address a
word in his direction.

Quinnial arrived
last of all. He looked surprised, worried, and then surprised again
when he caught sight of Maryal, and then worried again.

Narak stirred from
his chair, stood before them all.

“I come with grave
news,” he said. “I can confirm Lord Quinnial’s fears. Seth Yarra
are among us.” He was watching them all, she saw, but especially
Skal. Her unwanted fiancé looked shocked, even more, she thought,
than Quin or the Duke. “I have come fresh from Tor Silas, and bring
news that Prince Havil has engaged a force of Seth Yarra and
defeated them by dint of cunning and prowess of arms. Most are
dead. A handful of prisoners are taken.”

“This is good news
and bad,” the Duke cried. “Seth Yarra are among us?”

“They are. I found
still more within the borders of Avilian,” Narak said. He turned
and looked directly at Skal. “I found them at Bel Arac,” he
said.

There was a moment
of silent disbelief. The Duke and Quin both turned to look at Skal,
and Maryal could not help herself. She, too, turned to stare. Skal
had gone pale as a boiled chicken. To his credit he met the gaze of
both the Duke and the wolf god, and gritted his teeth to speak.

“You think that I
and my father had some part in this? I assure you…”

“Your father had
fled,” Narak interrupted. “His guilt is certain.”

“No!” Skal struck
the table before him with his fist.

“Yes. He had
twelve Seth Yarra knights to protect him. He thought himself safe
because he had broken the blood silver pact, sent miners to gather
the metal and armed our enemies. He thought twelve blood silver
blades were enough to keep him safe, but they were not.”

“I know my
father,” Skal said. “He is loyal to Avilian, loyal to the
crown.”

“It did not seem
so to me. He sat in his high chair and shouted mocking words over
the heads of the Seth Yarra assassins. When he saw that they would
fail he took to a horse and fled.”

Skal looked angry.
His customary calm was storm torn to rags, his face red, his eyes
staring. His fists clenched. For a moment Maryal thought that he
would reach for the blade that hung at his side. He had used it, or
the threat of it, to settle so many arguments in his favour. From
somewhere he found enough control to stay his hand. Some whisper in
his brain said to him that this was not a man he could bully.

“I do not believe
it,” he said. Skal knew well what the consequences of his father’s
treachery would be.

“Are you calling
me a liar?” Narak asked. His voice was quiet and cold. “If so you
had better be prepared to defend your words with your blade.”

Maryal looked away
to avoid smiling. Skal had done this so many times to others that
it was balm to her soul to see it done back to him. There was no
justice in unequal blades, but somehow she believed that Narak
would not kill the young lord even if he drew, because she believed
he was innocent of treachery. He was devastated by it. There was a
lost look in Skal’s eyes that suggested he did not understand or
believe what was happening to him. A dark shadow was falling over
everything he was, or owned, or desired.

“No, Deus,” Skal
said, his voice quiet and beaten.

Narak turned to
the Duke. “Judgement,” he said.

The Duke and Quin
wore similar expressions. The conversation had moved too fast for
their emotions to keep up. They heard and understood the words, but
the rain of revelations and the possible consequences had left them
numb.

“Judgement,” Duke
Elyas repeated, as if trying to understand the word. He
straightened in his chair, turned his eyes on Skal. “There is only
one thing that I can do. The gift of Bel Arac is the King’s. I must
send to the king and tell him what has come to pass. We must await
his judgement. However, I cannot see any outcome other than the
dissolution of the house of Bel Arac. A new Marquis will be
selected, a new family raised up. Lord Skal, you retain your junior
title until we have word from the king, but you will be held under
house arrest within this castle. You will not be permitted to speak
to any without my express permission. Your family is shamed and all
obligations to it are voided.”

Maryal could
hardly believe the words. Her prayers had been answered, and Narak
had known it. That was why she was here. The betrothal was broken
by Bel Arac’s shame.

As if reading her
mind Narak turned to her.

“You should go to
your father now,” he said. “Tell him what you have seen and
heard.”

She stood, bowed
briefly to the Duke, to Narak and left the room with a glance at
Quin and a glow filling her heart.

*

When Maryal had
left them the Duke summoned guards and a sullen and silent Skal was
led from the room. His protestations were all used up. Narak could
see equal parts of anger and disbelief on his face. There would be
a time for Skal to be forgiven, but it was not now, and it would
not be Narak who forgave him.

That small
business taken care of, Narak turned back to the Duke.

“We have another
fish to fry,” he said. “The spy.”

Elyas glanced at
Quinnial, and the glance held more warmth than the wolf god had
seen between the two at their previous meeting. He wondered at
that.

“A priest, Deus. I
saw him in the rain but could not make out the robes he wore. They
were darkened with the water,” Quinnial said.

“Ashmaren,” Narak
said.

“It’s
possible.”

“It is certain.
Think about it. Think about the dogs. There never was an illness in
Telas Alt.” Narak sat back and watched their faces. The Duke was
slow getting there – a couple of seconds. Quinnial understood as
soon as he stopped speaking.

“Bring me the high
priest of Ashmaren,” the Duke said. The two guards inside the door
left. Two others took their place. The duke turned to Narak. “We
had no way of knowing, Deus. No priest of Ashmaren would worship
Seth Yarra.”

“What is a priest
of Ashmaren, my lord?” Quinnial asked. “A man who wears robes and
speaks certain words.”

The duke looked at
his son and then smiled. “You are right, of course,” he said.
“Perhaps we have grown dull witted after so many years without
war.”

“It was the lie
about Telas Alt that gave him away. He could expect you not to know
what has occurred the other side of the Dragon’s Back, and he
gambled that I would not know, keeping myself to Wolfguard as I
do.”

The guards came
back and announced the High Priest of Ashmaren. Baltho Hermandis
was clearly discomfited by the summons. It was unexpected, and the
unexpected was always trouble. He entered the room carefully, and
his face showed even less joy at the presence of Wolf Narak. He
stood in what Narak guessed was a pose of wisdom and condescension,
his hand clasped together in front of him, his head bowed slightly
and slightly turned to one side. His eyes focussed on the duke,
denying the presence of Narak.

Narak knew that
the Ashmareni had no time for him. He had been called a half god, a
made creature, a chimera. They resented his real and physical
presence when they had nothing but promises, rituals and stone. Now
he watched the high priest trying to come to terms with what sat
before him. They had not met before, but Narak quickly decided he
was not fond of the man.

“My lord,” he said
to the duke. “You have summoned me, and I have come. How may I
serve?”

“You have betrayed
us, Hermandis.”

Even Narak thought
that a little harsh. The Duke, it seemed, had a desire to poke the
pompous old man. Hermandis responded true to type.

“My lord, I have
not!” The priest was vehement. His eyes flashed with
conviction.

“You have worked
in the cause of Seth Yarra,” the duke accused.

“Never!”

“Then you are a
fool.”

Hermandis opened
his mouth to speak, then shut it again. He was in a position where
he had to be careful what he admitted and what he denied. If it was
a choice between traitor and fool, then fool it must be.

“I have always
acted in the best interests of the people of Bas Erinor, the people
of Avilian, and the king.” He said.

“And this nonsense
with the disease and the dogs?”

“Nonsense? We have
clear evidence. The illness retreated when the dogs were killed.
The merchants approved…” He stopped talking and for a moment looked
quite blank. Narak could not stop himself from smiling. “It was a
lie?”

“So it seems,” the
duke said. “There never was an illness in Telas Alt.”

Now Hermandis knew
his course, and seized on it with extraordinary enthusiasm.

“Pelas Simal,” he
said. “That is the man’s name. The name he goes by. He came to us
from Telas,” he said. “I have indeed been a fool, my lord. He was
most plausible, a clever man. Seth Yarra you say?”

“My son saw him
with a Seth Yarra blade.”

Hermandis glanced
across at Quinnial, and for a moment his eyes flicked further,
touching Narak. The Wolf had not spoken a word.

“Send for him,”
the high priest suggested. “He will be in temple. He has a cell in
the east wing, above the chapel of the stillborn.”

The duke gestured
to the guards, and the same two that had brought Hermandis left at
the run. The spy was named. He would be brought before them. Narak
wondered if it would be so easy. The city of gods would be awash
with tales of his return, and he did not doubt that news had
reached the temple of Ashmaren. The spy, the one that called
himself Pelas Simal, would have had every chance to run if he
suspected himself unmasked.

The high priest
continued to try to improve his position, inventing quite the most
impressive array of excuses and reasons for his failure to see
through the spy, but it was clear from the duke’s dry comments that
Hermandis had lost the trust of his lord. He would no longer be
accepted as a councillor to the duke, and that in turn called for a
new high priest. Hermandis had provided the perfect pretext for his
own removal. It did not trouble Narak, even though he did not think
another would have done better in the circumstances.

The guards came
back. There was no sign of the priest Simal in the temple of
Ashmaren. They had found priestly robes, the amulet that declared
his status, all cast upon the bed. Nothing else was in the
room.

“He has run,”
Narak said.

“We will hunt him
down, Deus,” the duke assured him.

“There is no
need,” Narak replied. “I thought that he might flee, and I have
made provision. In a few minutes there will be wolves at the gates.
I have called them. They will follow the man wherever he has
gone.”

They left the
duke’s chambers and went to the gates of the castle. Several uneasy
guardsmen were facing off against a pair of wolves. Swords had not
been drawn, but hands were close to hilts. There was no way that a
guardsman would kill a wolf, not with Wolf Narak in the castle, but
they were sworn to keep the gate. They relaxed when they saw him
approach.

“First we must go
to the temple,” Narak said. “His robes are left there, and these
trackers need a scent to follow. I hope there will not be a
problem?” He looked at the high priest. He expected some protest at
wolves entering Ashmaren’s holy place, and even more when he did,
but he had the high priest where he wanted him. If the man did
anything to impede the pursuit he would look like a traitor.

Hermandis nodded
his reluctant consent, managing to turn his face to Narak without
looking directly at him.

The priests at the
temple gates were shocked, but Hermandis waved them aside and
silenced them with a look. He had authority here. Every priest and
acolyte was bound to his word by oath. They gathered a wake of red
and white robes as they mounted the stairs and made their way to
the spy’s cell. The duke followed closely behind the high priest
and Narak followed them, walking beside Quinnial. The wolves
followed his heels like obedient dogs, all their wildness banished
by his presence.

The cell was clean
and empty apart from the robe and the amulet. Narak studied the
room carefully, and he sensed that all was not as it should be. Why
leave the robe here? He must have known that it would be useful to
his pursuers. Clearly there was a simple logic. The robe and amulet
were all that could mark him as a priest of Ashmaren, and nobody
would look twice at a man in breeches, boots and tunic walking down
the stair from the city of gods. He would be one among many. But to
leave it here was almost an invitation to follow. How much better
to have discarded these things in a place where they might not be
found or identified for days?

“You are sure that
this is his robe, and not another’s?” Narak asked.

Hermandis
shrugged, but one of the priests that had followed them from the
door stepped forwards and examined the robe, passing in through his
hands. He stopped and pointed to a tear on the hem.

“It is his,” the
priest said. “This tear he made moving wood to the fires below. It
was caught on a splinter on the door frame.

So it was his.
Narak picked it up and showed it to the wolves.

This scent. Find the
man. Walk.

The wolves
breathed the spy’s scent and cast about the doorway, almost
immediately stepping through. It was strong. They did not even bend
their muzzles to the ground, but walked head up down the
corridor.

“They will keep an
easy pace,” Narak said as he stepped out after them. Now the last
were first. The wolves led, Narak followed with Quinnial and the
duke after them. Hermandis brought up the rear.

They left the
temple, and the red and white robes were left behind. They would
have followed, but Hermandis shook his head and they reluctantly
fell back. The wolves led them directly to the high city gates, and
the guards there sprang to attention. The duke attached two of them
to the company and they went down the great stair. People pressed
to the sides to allow them to pass. Narak saw fear, amazement, even
worship in the eyes of the pilgrims. They knew him and they knew
the duke. How they knew him he could only guess; the swords
perhaps, but more likely the wolves that led them, or perhaps a
combination of the two. He heard his name spoken. From the corner
of his eye he saw fingers pointing. He had learned to block it out
once before, but the skill had deserted him, and the attention
distracted him. He did not like it.

At the foot of the
great stair they plunged into the city, taking alleys and small
lanes, turning and twisting through the poorer parts of the low
city. It did not bother Narak, but he could see the Duke was
troubled. He had only two guardsmen with him, and this was a place
without law.

They turned down
another alley, similar to a dozen others they had threaded, and
Narak heard the brief hum of a bow string. He saw the arrow and
stepped easily out of its path.

Go. Hold him. Do not
kill.

The wolves raced
ahead. One of the guards behind him swore. He turned to see that
the man had not been as quick. The arrow had embedded itself in his
upper arm, but it was not a serious injury. He turned back to the
road and ran after the wolves. He saw that they were heading for a
house not very distant, for an open window that was a good vantage
point for a bowman.

A second arrow
flew from the window. The spy was not shooting at the wolves, but
at Narak himself. It was what Narak expected. Mindful of the
important people behind him he reached up a hand and snatched the
arrow out of the air. Its impetus threw him slightly off balance,
but at the same moment he saw the wolves fly through the window
into the threatening darkness beyond. He cast the arrow aside and
in a dozen long paces he reached the window himself, and dived
through it with swords drawn.

When he rolled
back to his feet he saw that his blades were unnecessary. The spy
lay in a corner of the room well away from the broken remains of
the bow. The wolves bared their teeth mere inches from his face,
and he was pinned against the wall by his fear.

He was a small
man, a nondescript figure. He had short dark hair and unremarkable
rounded features. He was dressed in the simplest, most common style
of clothing. He looked up as Narak sheathed his twin swords.

“Are you going to
kill me?” he asked.

Narak laughed. The
others were at the window, forcing their way through the door. He
turned to the duke. “Have him taken up to the castle,” he said. “I
want to question him.”

*

It was an hour
before Narak saw the spy again. He’d taken his time, insisted that
they all eat a generous lunch, take a couple of glasses of wine.
The Duke was impatient, but Quinnial ate, drank, and watched him.
Quinnial was learning his game.

He insisted again
on seeing their prisoner alone. He banished the guards to a
distance, closed a door behind them to make sure that the two of
them would be unobserved, and then he undid the chains and offered
the spy a glass of wine.

“Not poisoned,” he
said. “Why would I poison you?”

The small man
sipped the wine. He looked scared, huddled against the cold stone
walls of his cell. There were grazes on his knees where the guards
had dragged him, cuts on his fingers, a purple bruise blooming on
the side of his face and neck.

“You’re a clever
man,” Narak said. “A master of the rule.” The comment found its
mark. The man’s eyes snapped up.

“No,” he said.

“But you would
have been.” It had to be so. They needed someone who could learn;
someone who could adapt and yet still remain loyal.

The prisoner
nodded. “I would have been,” he confirmed.

“Your name?”

“I am Keb, son of
Jarl.”

“You know who I
am, Keb.”

“Yes.”

“You have a
message for me?”

Keb looked
surprised and uncomfortable, but Narak knew that it must be true.
The man had set out to be caught; not easily. Each step had been
intentionally difficult to follow, yet possible. He had not
attempted to throw off the scent. He would have known that he would
be hunted down.

“I don’t know what
you mean.”

“I will tell you
how it goes,” Narak said. He sat down opposite Keb. “You are a
loyal servant of Seth Yarra. You have been caught by the evil wolf
god, Fenris God Killer. You will be tortured, and given enough
time, probably about an hour, you will break and reveal the secret
that you hold.”

“I will tell you
nothing.”

“Everybody talks,”
Narak assured him. “Heroes and cowards alike. If they had not meant
me to have the information that you know you would not know it. The
men that I captured at Bel Arac knew nothing. The men that Havil
took in Berash knew nothing. You do. You are their gift to me.”

He could see the
sense of it cutting through to Keb’s mind, the horror that he was
abandoned, that he had been used. Yet it was their right to use
him. If it was done in the name of their one god, then anything was
excusable.

“Now,” Narak said.
“I have given you an hour. That is how long you might have
resisted, but your body would be broken, your mind destroyed, and I
would have your secret. I will confess to you that I do not enjoy
torture, but if you insist I will send for a brazier, a set of
irons and a blade and we shall see how long you really would hold
out. Otherwise you can tell me what you know and you can avoid all
that pain. I will allow you to live because it will save me
considerable unpleasant labour.”

“But if you are
meant to know what I know, then it cannot be true.”

“As I said: you
are a clever man.”

“So if I tell you
something else – a lie – then it may be the truth, but you will
believe it a lie.”

“You want to be
tortured?”

Keb shook his
head. “I’m just trying to think,” he said. “What if they knew that
you would know?”

“Did you mean to
be taken? Was that part of the plan?”

“No. I fled when
you returned. I was told to do so if I thought myself discovered. I
followed instructions.”

“Nobody is as
clever as you think, Keb. You are a sacrifice. What you know is
what you are meant to tell me. Do not second guess your
masters.”

“Very well,” Keb
said. “What I know is this. An army gathers in the east, somewhere
north of Afael. I do not know the numbers, but if I escaped here I
was to follow the borderlands eastwards, then turn north at the
coast.”

“Thank you, Keb.
Now I must decide what your masters intended.” He put the wine
bottle down next to the prisoner. “I will try to get your
conditions improved.”

Narak opened the
door and called to the guards.

“Just one thing,”
Keb said.

“What is it?” He
looked at the Seth Yarra spy, afraid and curled back against the
wall.

“Would you really
have tortured me?”

Narak smiled. He
did not answer the question, but turned away as the guards came
towards him, remembering.

Four centuries ago
they had caught the man who killed Remard. They had brought the
assassin to Narak, and Narak had not been merciful. The Seth Yarra
had taken a day to die, but die he had, burned and broken, so far
beyond mere pain that he could no longer scream, but whimpered
instead, eyeless, drooling, more of a thing than a man.

Could he torture
Keb? It was a question he could not answer without the hot knife in
his hand. Part of him hoped that he could, and part of him that he
could not. He liked the latter part better.


16. The
Sirash

Wolf Narak was back in the Sirash, floating and
flying, gliding and sliding. He was in a sea of lights that were
not lights, ocean phosphorescence in a night sky of jewels that
sparkled to a sense other than sight. He touched wolves on the
plains, bid them move to the east, he looked through their eyes,
but the closest was still several dozen miles from the coast, and
he saw nothing.

The east, he had
decided, was the first place to look. Keb had pointed him east, and
he judged it a fair chance that this was a lie, but Keb was right
in one way. They might have expected him to look west, to read it
as a bluff, but he chose a double bluff instead. Clever.
Perhaps.

The one thing that
he knew for sure was that Seth Yarra planned to invade again, soon,
and armed with blood silver this time.

He went back to
the wolves that he had set to follow the Marquis of Bel Arac, and
was rewarded with the knowledge that Bel Arac had changed
direction. He was moving north, and east, following the same
borderlands that Keb had named as his escape.

They could both
have been lied to. Bel Arac was hardly a major part of their plan,
he guessed. What he had learned of Seth Yarra in the last war
suggested that a rogue nobleman was something that would have to be
disposed of sooner or later, so the Marquis could also be a
blind.

Whatever
transpired he had his proof.

The other members
of Pelion’s Benetheon were easy to find in the Sirash. Of the
twenty that had once lived now only sixteen remained, and the lords
of the ocean were more fish than man , having taken too much of
their lives to the sea, dwelt there, and rarely if ever walked on
legs. He touched them all, lords of forest, plain, air and ocean,
weaving a net of connections so that when he spoke all would
hear.

When it was done
he raised his voice and spoke, but this being the Sirash there was
no sound.

“Hear me now,
brother gods of the Benetheon,” he said.

He felt eyes turn
to him, attention swing like sunlight on his face. He also felt
five of the connections die away. Four of those were lords of the
ocean, and the fifth was Pascha. She would still not hear him.

“I am Wolf Narak,
lord of the forest, master of the hunt,” he announced.

“What of it?”
Beloff said. The bear was always a tough audience, had no time for
formality and form.

“Seth Yarra has
returned,” he said.

A dozen queries
came at once. He sensed doubt, disbelief, even annoyance. He told
them about Havil, he told them about Bel Arac, and he told them
what the spy had said.

“They are really
here?” Beloff again. Doubting again.

“Truly. They come
once more, and now with blood silver arrows and blood silver
blades. It is us they have come to kill.”

“Then we must kill
them.” It was a new voice. Jiddian, god of eagles, an ally from the
last war, often called the far-seeing eye, and perhaps the best
bowman that had ever lived. “I will send eyes east and west, and we
will know.”

Narak appreciated
his support. Jiddian was one of the most influential. Others would
follow where he led; particularly the lords of the air.

Fashmanion Black
Wing spoke. The crow god was also a powerful influence, but he was
no friend of Narak. In the Great War he had opposed the fight,
stayed away until the last moment, and even then had questioned
Remard’s right to lead and proposed his own plan to attack Afael.
He had been brushed aside by Narak in his rage at Remard’s death.
They had not spoken since that day. “If what we are told is true it
may be east, if at all. There has been a great fire on the east
coast. All eyes were driven away, all food burned. It is a place
they would not be seen. I will investigate.”

The danger with
the Benetheon, when they were together like this, was that they all
wanted to control. They were all gods, creatures of great power,
and reluctant to recognise any authority. Each seemed to trust only
their own allies, share with only their particular clique. A room
could seem crowded with three powerful men present. How much more
crowded, then, was this place with eleven gods vying for their
chance to lead, to impose their will.

“The armies of men
must be raised," Beloff suggested. “Narak is best suited to that
task in the east, they love him there.”

“Let him deal with
the men of the west also,” Fashmanion said. “None of us is as
comfortable with the short lived as he.”

“I have seen their
ships.”

The bald statement
silenced even Fashmanion, even Beloff. The voice was awkward with
disuse, high pitched, but not feminine; more like the whine of a
saw that accidentally touches metal. It was the voice of the Shark
god, Bondoro, otherwise Red Tooth.

“Where have you
seen them, lord of the ocean?” It was the Serpent Sithmaree who
posed the question. She had a sweet, low voice. It was said that
she could steal men’s minds with her words. She was a beauty, too,
tall and dark and slender with still, long fingered hands, eyes as
black as coals, swarthy Afaeli skin.

“Beyond the land,”
the shark replied. “East and west, north and south, alone and
together, like jacks that hunt the pretty anthias above the coral
they feign indifference until they strike.”

“Useless.” Beloff
again. “His mind is full of salt water.”

Narak wanted to
stamp on his foot beneath the imaginary table. It was extraordinary
enough that Bondoro was with them at all, even more so that he
should speak, that he should help them. Bondoro saw things that
none of the others could see.

“The seas are
cooling, Bondoro,” Sithmaree said. “Since they began to cool where
have you seen the ships of Seth Yarra gather?”

“East. In the
channel that men call Ebardine, around the island called Finchbeak.
They come and go, but they go with smaller hulls.”

It was a moment
before Narak understood what he meant. Smaller hulls seen from
below meant they rode higher in the water. It meant that they came
full and left empty.

“It is the same
place,” Fashmanion crowed. “It is the place where the fire has
killed the land.”

Could it be? Keb’s
knowledge had been correct, and Bel Arac fled towards genuine
allies? The army lay in the east? Narak had guessed that he might
be wrong. It was a half chance only, but even so he had tamed his
expectations.

“We must be sure
that they have not begun to march,” he said.

“They have not,”
Jiddian said. “An eagle watches even now. Seven ships stand in the
Ebardine Channel. Banks and ditches have been built, and thousands
of men swarm around black tents.”

“Can you say how
many men?”

“In time. It will
take time to count, but there are many thousands. We must be swift.
They are well set.”

“I shall leave
you, Brother Gods of the Benetheon,” Narak said. “I go to Bas
Erinor, to Tor Silas and Afael, and we will see what army marches
to meet Seth Yarra.”

He felt the
approval of the others, and withdrew from the Sirash to find
himself once more in the private chamber at Wolfguard, surrounded
by candles and familiar books. He closed his eyes for a moment a
savoured the ordinary darkness it brought. It had gone better than
he expected. Most of them would help – even Fashmanion.

He had not told
them about the Bren. There were those, he suspected, who would take
the Bren’s message as a reason to stand off, to let Seth Yarra have
their way with the men of the six kingdoms. After all, if the Bren
were going to deal with Seth Yarra in just over a year, there were
ways of staying clear of them for so short a time. There was no
call to risk their very long lives in the cause of the short
lived.

Narak thought
differently. He was still a man. They were all still men, no matter
what changes Pelion had wrought in them. The god of the underworld
had not given them life, and they owed that especial debt to
mankind.


17. Bel Erinor to
Bas Erinor

Arbak had decided that he needed a
promotion. It was all very well being a rich man, or appearing to
be a rich man, but without some sort of social standing he would
always be looked down on. Former sergeant Arbak would always be
charged more, gulled more, cheated more than former captain Arbak.
This was not true among people of his own humble station, the
corporals, sergeants, innkeepers, waggoners, muleteers, and
shopkeepers that he habitually dealt with, but the better sort of
people, and he used the word ‘better’ somewhat grudgingly, had
little regard for common folk.

He’d discovered
this almost at once. Riding south after his extraordinary encounter
with Wolf Narak he had been in grave need of medical help. The pain
in his severed wrist had grown with each mile, and he feared that
the injury had become infected. It looked inflamed, red, and though
there was no sign of pus, a sure damnation, he badly needed to get
it fixed.

The town was
called Kinwood. It was big enough to have two physics, and he went
to the best. He had the money. The physic, however, saw things
differently. He was a portly man of middle years, thick, mousy hair
tied back in a powdered queue. He dressed like a gentleman,
polished his boots, and he didn’t have time for ruffians. The
moment he laid eyes on Arbak he sniffed, ignored him and spoke to
his secretary.

“What is this man
doing here?”

“He has come for
treatment, Physic,” the secretary said. “His arm…”

“Send him to
Jereman. Jereman will dose him.”

“He can pay,
Physic,” the secretary said.

“Pay. I should
think so. He’d have to pay a fortune to get me anywhere near
him.”

“I have ears,”
Arbak said. “You want to say something, you say it to me.”

The physic peered
over spectacles at him, and down at the notes that the secretary
had written. “Arbak,” he said. “You can’t afford me.”

Arbak was angry.
He knew that he could get the man to treat him by invoking Wolf
Narak, but the pompous, arrogant little deer dropping would still
sneer and cant every moment that he could. He wanted the man to
know that he was not the no-account idler that he took him for, and
so he promoted himself.

“Captain Arbak to
you, Physic,” he said. “My family’s as old as yours, and better
bred, I’d wager.”

The physic looked
at him again, more carefully this time. “You’re an officer?” he
asked, clearly disbelieving.

“Physic, I have
been attacked and severely injured. Two of my men were killed and
the others have gone on ahead. I look rough because it is easier to
travel that way in the border country. There are no baths and
tailors in the areas that I patrol. You will forgive me,” and here
his voice began to swell into a shouting crescendo, “if I think it
reasonable to get a severed hand dealt with before I have a shave
and a bath!”

He felt hot and
the wrist throbbed terribly. He knew that he must look frightful,
angry, even sick. He was all those things.

The physic was
still for a moment, and then the decision was made.

“Bring him
through,” he said to the relieved secretary. “Captain Arbak, I will
treat you at once. By the look of that arm you are in danger of
losing it.”

So the arm was
saved because he was an officer. He spent a week in the physic’s
house, and he had a bath and a shave, sent out for a suit of
clothes more fitting for an officer, new boots, a cloak. He played
the part of Captain Arbak with conviction. He’d seen enough
captains, both good and bad, to know how to do it. He bowed to
ladies, ate carefully with knife and fork, avoided swearing in
female company, held his glass by the stem, and shaved and bathed
at every opportunity.

The physic charged
him two gold guineas, which all things considered was a fair price.
He had spent another half on clothes and wine, and when he set out
for Bas Erinor he had left the physic as a friend, although he
still couldn’t bring himself to like the man.

“I am sorry that
we began so poorly,” the physic said as he saddled his horse. It
was difficult with only one hand, but he waved away offers of help
from the groom’s lad. “You have proven yourself to be a gentleman
indeed. Will you accept my apology?”

“I will, sir,”
Arbak said. “You have been a friend to me, and to my poor arm.”

“Be careful of it,
Captain,” the physic said. “Keep it clean and keep it dry. It will
heal well enough, but seek out another physic when you get to Bas
Erinor.

So he rode on. He
could have lived well enough for a month on the money he’d spent in
Kinwood with all the wine, food and loose company he could have
desired, but he had other duties now, duties to the one who’d taken
his hand.

He was not bitter
about it. He was getting old for a sword hand, slowing down. The
best he could expect was a quick death in some meaningless squabble
he’d been paid a pittance to meddle in. He’d lost a hand, true
enough, but he’d gained a future, gained a protector that royalty
would baulk at offending, and gained the sort of wealth he could
only have dreamed of.

Arbak wasn’t
entirely without thrift. He’d saved money. He’d known that
mercenaries had a limited working life. His plan, if he survived
long enough, had been to take what he’d saved, some thirty gold
guineas, and buy an interest in some business. If he worked hard it
could give him a decent life, and perhaps a wife and children. Now
everything had changed. He was to have his own tavern. His very
own. He had thought about it, of course. It was a favoured idea, to
buy a share of a small tavern, but they cost a lot of gold. There
had been a place on the road between Bas Erinor and Golt, a modest
road house, and he’d been offered a half share for sixty guineas.
They might as well have asked him for a piece of the moon.

Taverns in Bas
Erinor would cost more. How much more he couldn’t say, and he would
have to find someone willing to sell, but none of it was a problem.
Narak had promised that he would have enough, and enough was a lot
of money.

Bas Erinor was
just as busy, just as noisy and noisome as he remembered. He rode
slowly through the streets, savouring the city, and was surprised
that people got out of his way until he remembered that he was
shaved, washed, dressed like a gentlemen and rode with three
horses. He looked better than he was. No, he rejected that. He
looked exactly what he was. He had money. He had power, albeit
borrowed power, and borrowed money come to that.

He stopped at an
inn. It was better than he was used to, cost more, but it suited
Captain Arbak. The groom took his horses and the innkeeper showed
him to a large room with a fire and a comfortable bed. It was not
yet evening, and so he had food brought to his room, which he ate,
and then a bath and hot water. He bathed and shaved; dressed with
deliberate care. Making certain that he still had the small white
stone that Wolf Narak had given him he left the inn and sought the
offices of the moneylender Jessec Bosso.

Bosso’s offices
were impressive, daunting even. They were set back from the Sacred
Avenue and housed in a stone building that would have been the
pride of many cities. It was built like a temple, ornamented with
columns and raised three levels above the street. He paused before
going in, looked at the name: Bosso, carved above the double doors.
Such wealth, such places he would not have dared to enter a month
ago.

He walked through
the doors and saw a young man, better dressed than he was, sitting
behind a desk. The entrance chamber was paved with polished stone,
and a small fountain played sweet music at its centre. Closed doors
lay to either side, and a broad stair swept up to further
mysteries.

“May I help you?”
the young man asked.

“I am here to see
Jessec Bosso,” he replied.

“Do you have an
appointment?”

“An
appointment?”

“What is your
name?”

“Arbak. My name is
Arbak.”

The man consulted
a heavy ledger on the desk. He ran his finger fruitlessly down a
list of names, and then turned to the back of the book, and a much
shorter list.

“Sir,” he said.
“Mister Bosso will see you. Please sit and he will be informed that
you are here. May I get you any refreshment?”

“No, I am quite
refreshed as it is,” he said. The young man gave him a quizzical
look and rang a small bell. Another young man appeared, not quite
as finely clothed as the first and there followed a brief,
whispered conference. The second young man hurried up the stairs
and out of sight.

Arbak sat and
looked at the fountain. A door at the back of the building was open
and he could see gardens beyond. Flowers bloomed, trees rustled,
and a scented breeze found its way into the hall where he waited.
It was all very pleasant.

The second young
man returned and approached Arbak directly. “Sir, please be so good
as to follow me. Mr Bosso will see you now.”

Arbak nodded and
followed. They went up the stairs and entered a short corridor.
Several doors stood open along its length, and as they passed he
could see men and women working quietly, writing figures in
ledgers, reading documents, talking in hushed tones.

At the end of the
corridor there was another door, a closed door. Only the fact of it
being closed marked it as different from the other doors, but
Arbak’s escort approached it with great deference. He stood
slightly to one side and knocked modestly on the wood. It was the
sort of knock that assumed an attentive silence in the room
beyond.

There was a pause.
It grew quite long.

“Perhaps he did
not hear?” Arbak ventured, but the young man gave a peculiar,
abrupt shake of his head and remained attentive, listening at the
door. They were both surprised when it opened.

The man who had
opened the door stood framed in it. He was elderly, thin, neat, and
dressed in a perfectly cut jacket that was remarkable because it
managed to look expensive and yet lacked any form of embellishment
or ornament. The man gazed at Arbak out of sparkling blue eyes.

“Mister Bosso,
sir, this is the man Arbak.” The young man withdrew, leaving Arbak
to face Jessec Bosso on his own. He felt abandoned.

Bosso waved him
through the door without a word and closed it carefully behind
him.

“You have it?” he
asked.

“What?”

“The token, man.
Do you have the token?”

Arbak fumbled in
his pocket and brought out the stone that Narak had given him. He
handed it over to Bosso, who took it at once to his desk and
examined it under a glass by the light of a window. His examination
seemed satisfactory, and when he lifted his head he was smiling. He
put the stone in a drawer.

“So,” he said.
“You walk with the wolf.”

“I am in his
service, yes.”

“I have your name,
of course, but the token is a surety. Meaningless to any thief,
absent from any impostor. You have come for money?”

“I… yes, I suppose
I have.” Arbak was taken aback. He expected more of a dance around
the truth.

“How much?”

“I am not sure. I
am instructed to buy a tavern, to buy it in my own name, but I do
not know how much I can draw on. I have come to know my
limits.”

Bosso nodded and
pointed to a seat. Arbak sat, and the moneylender sat opposite,
elbows on his desk, hands steepled and touching his chin.

“Were you given a
limit?” he asked.

“No, but we talked
for only a few minutes, taverns are expensive.”

“Mister Arbak, I
can see that you are new to this. Wolf Narak is unlike any mortal
employer. He does not forget to tell people that which he considers
significant. I manage…” he paused, searching for a word. “I manage
a fraction of the Wolf’s holdings – most of the wealth he holds in
Bas Erinor – and yet it makes me one of the most important men in
this city. The money that I lend builds ships, fleets, towns, puts
swords in the hands of armies, feeds nations if needed. I assure
you that the purchase of one tavern, even ten taverns, would not
inconvenience me in the slightest. Spend what you need to spend.
Your credit is good.”

“Nobody
cheats?”

“Think about who
you are cheating, and how he might react.”

“I take your
point.”

“Do not
misunderstand me, Mister Arbak. Spend what needs to be spent to do
the task as well as it needs to be done, as well as you can do it.
Neither should you stint your own comfort. As a servant of the wolf
you are a lord among men, and he would expect you to live like one.
You have been raised up. You have not yet realised a tenth part of
your good fortune.”

“Perhaps I have
not,” Arbak understood, he thought he did. Narak was wealthy beyond
the ambition of men. So many years and so many gifts, and him
spending so little, he had employed men and companies of men to
manage his wealth. They had done well, and the Wolf’s holdings now
underpinned more than one of the southern kingdoms.

“Anyway,” Bosso
continued. “You must have some spending money, something to buy
clothes, hire men, pay for carriages and such. Will fifty guineas
suffice? You can come back for more if you run out.”

Carriages? Men?
“Fifty would be plenty,” he said. It would be more than he had
saved in eighteen years of soldiering for money, and so easily had.
Just a word. Yes.

Bosso rang a small
bell that stood on a corner of his desk and a few moments later one
of the young men knocked on the door.

“Come!” Bosso
shouted. The man entered and approached the desk. “Beris, isn’t it?
We need a purse with fifty guineas, Beris. Have it brought here at
once.”

The young man
vanished silently, and Bosso continued. “Are they treating you
well, the clerks?”

“Very polite,”
Arbak confirmed. “Like a lord.”

The moneylender
nodded. “Yes. Well it would be easier if they thought we were
friends, as I hope we will one day become. You have a given
name?”

“Of course. My
father called me Cain. Cain Arbak,” he replied.

“And you must call
me Jessec. I think that our business is done for now. When Beris
returns you should go, but follow my lead in our parting
exchange.”

Arbak raised an
eyebrow, but he nodded. He was a stranger in this rarefied
atmosphere, and would allow himself to be guided by Bosso. Jessec,
he corrected himself.

Beris returned
with the purse, having knocked as always. He placed the purse on
the desk between them.

“Well there’s your
gold, Cain,” Bosso said, standing and holding out his hand. Arbak
noticed that he held out his left hand, even though he was
assuredly right handed. It was a thoughtful gesture, seeing as
Arbak only had a left hand to shake with now. Arbak took it and
found a surprisingly firm grip. He picked up the purse, which was
shockingly heavy, and with some difficulty tied it to his belt.

“I’m obliged to
you, Jessec,” he replied. They smiled at each other.

“Come by if you
have any questions or you think I can be of help in any way,” Bosso
suggested.

Arbak wanted to
say that it wasn’t likely with fifty guineas in his purse, but he
knew his part. “Of course,” he said. “Perhaps you would do me the
honour of advising me on any investments I might make?”

“I’d be glad to,
Cain.”

He nodded and was
ushered from the room by a respectful Beris. He descended the
stair, nodded again to the clerk at the desk and stepped out into
the brisk air of autumn.

He should have
asked more questions. How do you go about buying property in Bas
Erinor? How do you find out who owns it? Well, he’d have to find
out the hard way. He set off on the road back to his lodgings,
thinking to pick up a meal there and pay for his rooms a month in
advance. He was a wealthy man now.

Tomorrow he would
begin work in earnest, searching for the right tavern to buy. He
had already cast an eye over the one he was staying in, and had
decided that it was too small, too close to the better parts of
town, too high class. He wanted something that anyone would feel at
home in, and that meant a large public area, space for private
rooms at the back where gentlefolk could avoid mixing with the
rougher, harder drinkers, and preserve their pretty manners.

It would be best
to have rooms as well, places where people could stay, and food. He
needed a good sized kitchen. Perhaps he would make a list.

As he walked he
became aware that he was being followed. It was a gradual thing,
and he became certain as he was cutting through one of the poorer
neighbourhoods where streets were emptier. He glanced behind him.
There were two men, younger that he was, and they were closing in.
A month ago he wouldn’t have worried, but a month ago he was
Sergeant Arbak, and he carried a sword. Now he was Captain Arbak
with fifty guineas in his purse, no right hand, and he was in the
wrong part of town.

He walked faster,
knowing that it was futile. In a moment they would move to cut him
off, and this was their ground. He would be caught and robbed, and
if he was lucky he would go back to Bosso and confess his
foolishness. If not he would be dead in some nameless alley, killed
by his own stupidity.

He looked for a
door that he might slip through, a place where crowds would
discourage the pursuit, but the thieves had chosen their spot well.
It was a barren, derelict area, houses barely held together by
rotting mortar and buttressed by worm ridden planks. He looked back
at the men again, and saw that they had closed the gap. They were
only ten paces behind him.

He walked straight
into the other man. Arbak was not short, but this one was a head
taller than him, and broad. It was like walking into a wall. He
felt hands the size of skillets grip his shoulders, and then
release him. He looked up into a weather-beaten face, dark eyes, a
scar across one cheek.

“I’m sorry, sir,”
the giant said. “I didn’t see you.”

Arbak just stared.
He was aware that the other men, the thieves that followed, were
keeping their distance. This man was not with them.

“Can you spare a
few coppers, sir?” the big man asked. He had an accent. Berashi.
Now that he’d stepped back Arbak could see him more clearly. He
stood that way, he held his shoulders that way. This man was a
soldier, and a proper one, not part of a levy. His eyes caught the
faintest trace of a tattoo on the man’s right shoulder, a scaled
tail coiling down below the end of his short, torn sleeve.

“You’re dragon
guard,” he said. But that was impossible. Dragon guard were the
cream of the Berashi army, chosen for strength, endurance, skill.
What would one be doing here?

“No, sir. I was,
though.”

“Was?”

“Combat injury,”
the man said. “Can you spare a few coppers?”

“Can’t you find
work?”

The big man
sighed. His polite manner frayed a little. “Would I be begging if I
could? Nobody wants a Berashi, especially one with a bad leg.”

Arbak’s mind was
working again. He’d recovered from the shock quickly. This man
could be a valuable asset, and he felt some sympathy for him. He
had his own combat injury.

“Do you want a few
coppers, or do you want a job?”

The big man was
silent for a moment.

“What job would
that be?” he asked. There was a note of caution in his voice. It
spoke volumes to Arbak. Of course he would have been offered work
before, but not anything that an honourable man could take.

“Honest work,” he
said. “To begin with you could escort me back to my tavern.”

“Bodyguard?” He
looked over Arbak’s shoulder. The two thieves were still there.
“I’ll do that, but I’m too slow. I could barely keep up with
you.”

“I had something
else in mind. No running around involved, just keeping order.”

“Legal?”

“Perfectly. I’ll
pay room and board and three florins a week.” It was a little high,
but he didn’t want to lose this man.

“That’s a good
offer. Are you sure it’s legal?”

“What can I say?
I’m rich.”

“I’ve got nothing
to lose,” the man said. He held out one of his massive paws.
“Bargil,” he said. “Tane Bargil.”

Bargil was, he
discovered, a former sergeant with the Dragon Guard, skilled with
sword, lance and bow. He’d had his leg broken in a skirmish with
bandits in the northern marches, and it had healed badly, leaving
him with a pronounced limp. He had no family, and he couldn’t bear
to live in Tor Silas where he saw his old comrades every day,
reminding him of what he had once been, and so he’d come to Bas
Erinor. He’d been in the city nine months, and in all that time
he’d not been offered honourable work.

Arbak hired a room
for him at the tavern, and they dined together. The old dragon
guard wasn’t an educated man, but he was clever in the way that
many successful soldiers are clever. He was packed with common
sense, he was decisive, and he had the ability to smell foolishness
a mile off.

He was exactly the
man that Arbak needed.

*

The next day Arbak
hired a carriage. He took Bargil to a tailor’s shop and had him
fitted out with a decent set of clothes, and then took him to an
armourer and bought him a serviceable sword. He watched the huge
man getting used to the blades he was offered, and recognised very
quickly that he was a better blade than Arbak had ever been. That
was a good thing, but he couldn’t help a feeling that Bargil was
the better man out of the two of them, and yet Arbak was the one
with the money and the Wolf standing behind him.

They dined at a
different tavern. The food was good, but a quick look around told
him that this, too, was smaller than he hoped for, and it was doing
well. He had realised the previous night that he would be hard
pressed to buy a successful ale house for anything like a
reasonable price. Nobody would want to sell.

He was looking for
a struggling business.

Several taverns
later they rode back to their inn and Arbak was somewhat
dispirited. A day had gone by and he had seen nothing approaching
what he wanted. Bargil had been watching him all day. The old
soldier had been silent, but he had been thinking.

“If you don’t mind
me asking, Captain, just what is it that you’re trying to find?”
Captain. He’d passed that particular lie on to his hired man, and
didn’t feel too happy about it. He’d tell him one day, but this
wasn’t the time. He tried to explain his idea of what he was
looking for. Arbak was not above getting a little help, and Bargil
had been in the city quite a while.

“You should have
said,” Bargil admonished. “I know a place. We’ll go there
tomorrow.”

“Why not now?”

Bargil shrugged.
“No reason. But you look tired.”


18. The Wolf
Triumphant

They went anyway, with dusk laying its flattering
blanket over the streets and the grubbiness of everything in the
low city hidden in the shadows from yellow oil lamps. They rode
through the evening world where work is done for the day, the
taverns are busy, and everything is just a little bit finer than an
hour before. It lifted Arbak’s spirits, and by the time the
carriage drew up outside the inn he was almost jolly again.

The place was
everything that Bargil had promised. From the outside it looked
big. It sat on the corner of a street and a narrow lane. He paced
the extent of it down one street and then the other. It was very
big. The site was close to an acre in size. There was a gate that
stood locked against the street, higher than Arbak’s eyes.

“Can you lift me?”
he asked Bargil. The big man didn’t reply, but stooped and suddenly
Arbak found himself looking over the gate into an unlit stable
yard. An ancient wagon stood to one side, broken and abandoned.
There were no horses, no grooms, and the yard had an air of
decrepitude.

They went back to
the tavern’s entrance. It was a big door, but only half of it was
opened, and a single lamp burned below a sign that was difficult to
read. The letters were faded and the picture difficult to make out.
By the lights of a passing carriage he saw the name.

The Wolf
Triumphant.

Well, if that
wasn’t an omen Arbak had no idea what could be. They went
inside.

The interior lived
down to the dismal promise of the exterior. It was poorly lit,
cold, and sparsely populated. Perhaps twenty men sat around in a
great space that could have held five hundred, huddled around small
tables or sitting alone. There was no entertainment, the fire was
small, the barman looked bored and uninterested in their
arrival.

It was
perfect.

He walked over to
the bar and leaned on it. The barman carried on ignoring him.

“Do you serve
ale?” he asked.

“It’s a tavern,
isn’t it?” the barman said. He reluctantly pulled himself away from
doing nothing and faced Arbak and Bargil. “You want ale?”

“Two,” he replied.
Two were poured from the barrel and placed on the bar.

“That’s eight
pennies,” the barman said. It was a high price, but Arbak put a
florin on the counter. The barman looked at it as though it were a
poisonous spider.

“You don’t have
anything smaller?”

“Keep the change,”
Arbak said, and was rewarded with a look that mixed surprise and
avarice in equal parts. The barman shovelled the coin into his
pocket. “Do you have private rooms?”

“Yes, sir,” the
barman said.

“Will you show
me?” He sipped the beer, which was surprisingly good. The barman
seemed reluctant to leave his haven behind the bar, but the spur of
a twelve penny tip was just lever enough. He unhooked a bunch of
keys and led them across to a door beside the bar. He lit a lantern
that hung by the door and turned a key in the lock.

The private rooms
had clearly not been used for years. There were three of them, one
large and two small, leading off a passageway. They were dusty.
Tables and chairs were stacked in the corners and the fireplace in
each was still host to the ashes of a fire that might have predated
the current king’s reign.

“I can clean them
up,” the barman volunteered.

Arbak nodded
absently. This place was better than he could have imagined. It was
old, full of character, huge, and dishevelled. Whoever owned it was
getting almost no return on their money, and obviously didn’t care
too much.

He allowed himself
to be led back into the tap room by the barman.

“Where do you get
your beer?” he asked. “It’s quite good.”

“Got a brewer,”
the barman said. “Does his own.”

Better and better.
“And do you have rooms for guests?”

The barman looked
uneasy. “You asking a lot of questions,” he said.

Arbak was ready
for this. He’d measured the man and thought another florin about
equal to his reluctance. He took the coin out and tapped it on the
bar. “Just curious,” he said. The barman looked at the florin and
confirmed Arbak’s judgement.

“Used to have,” he
said. “There was ten rooms upstairs, but people stopped staying
here, so we sold the beds and stuff. Just empty rooms now.”

“I see.” He let
the florin free on the bar and watched it vanish as quickly as the
first. If he ever did buy this place the barman would be among the
first things to go. “Well thank you,” he said. He picked up his ale
and led Bargil to on of the tables.

“This is just
about the worst run tavern I’ve ever been in,” he said in a hushed
voice.

“I thought you’d
like it, Captain,” Bargil grinned. He hadn’t seen the big man smile
before, he realised. It was a whole grin. Bargil had done something
useful, and he was happy about it.

“You’ve earned a
finder’s fee, Tane,” Arbak said. “This place has made my day.”

Bargil continued
to grin, and they both finished their ales.

“You’ll keep the
brewer?” Bargil asked. “This is good ale.”

He nodded. “We’ll
keep the brewer.”

*

It was a simple
matter, in the end, to discover who owned The Wolf Triumphant. It
was not so easy to buy it.

There was a
register, kept at the guild of merchants. It was available to
anyone who was willing to pay half a florin to look at it, which
ruled out most of the city. Arbak paid, and quickly discovered that
it was owned by a merchant who bore the name Kelso Jerran.

Jerran was a
successful man. He owned everything that it was possible for a man
to own without the benefit of blood. Ships, shops, buildings, land,
wagons, inns; the man was a leading light on the council of
merchants who ran the low city. He was so far out of Arbak’s league
that Arbak began to doubt that the man would even see him.

He went to see
Jessec.

“Kelso will meet
you.” Jessec advised. “You just have to give him to understand that
there is a profit involved. He is a man who lives for a
profit.”

“Do you know what
he paid for it?”

“Me?” Jessec
smiled. “No. But you can look up the previous owner. He might tell
you. In the end it won’t matter much. Kelso is man who knows the
value of things. You won’t get a bargain.”

Arbak did things
the proper way – the way that Jessec told him to do things. He sent
Bargil round to Jerran’s house in a carriage with a letter
requesting a meeting that could be to their mutual profit. He gave
his address as the Shining Star Inn. When Bargil came back the big
man was impressed.

“What a house,” he
said. “Bigger than the inn you’re trying to buy. He’s got liveried
footmen at the gates, armed guards on the street. The place is like
a palace.”

“He’s rich. He’s
very rich.” He tried to make it sound matter of fact, but in truth
he was worried that Bargil was so awed. The ex-guardsman was
nothing if not level headed.

The reply to their
note came the next morning. It was sooner than Arbak had expected,
and made him worry even more. He thought he knew people, but not
these people. The rich were a different species, and Kelso Jerran
was feared even by the rich. Arbak dressed in his most respectable
outfit, hired a carriage, and rolled to a halt outside Jerran’s
gates a few minutes before the appointed hour.

He could see why
Bargil had been impressed. Jerran’s house was a temple to wealth.
The lawns looked like they’d been cut with scissors; the men at the
gates were equally immaculate. The main house was in a classic
Avilian style, a central door, six windows either side of it, a
balcony above the door and six windows either side of that. The
windows were framed in white stone, and the rest of the façade
plastered and painted in a pale cream tone, the roof, which boasted
eight dormer windows, was grey slate. A gravel path led to the
door.

“Captain Arbak to
see Kelso Jerran,” he told the footman. “I’m expected.”

“Of course, sir.”
The footman led him to the house, through the door. “May I take
your coat?”

The house was
warm. A great fire burned in the hall against the bite of autumn,
and he could see another through an open door. The hallway was two
levels high. A broad stairway went up from the door and split,
merging with a balcony that surrounded the hall on the second
level. A great light fixture of crystals and candles hung from the
roof into the open space.

Arbak surrendered
his coat and was led to one side, though a doorway and into what he
guessed was Jerran’s office. This, too, was an impressive room. It
was dominated by a great desk, but also boasted six comfortable
chairs, a roaring fire, and shelves packed with books. Red Telan
rugs completely hid the floor, and the room was filled with light
from a broad set of windows that looked out on delightfully chaotic
gardens behind the house. Trees blazed with autumn colours, and two
men could be seen in the middle distance raking leaves.

Kelso Jerran sat
in one of the six chairs reading. A hot drink steamed on a table by
his right hand. He put his book down as Arbak was shown in. He
stood and offered his hand.

“Captain Cain
Arbak,” he said. “Welcome to my home.” Arbak felt Jerran’s eyes
measuring him.

“Thank you,
councilman.” Jessec had told him that Jerran was proud of his civic
position. It would not hurt to harp upon it, to let him know that
Arbak knew.

Jerran smiled.
“You have a proposition? Mutual profit, your note implied?”

To business, then:
“Yes, councilman. I wish to buy one of your properties; a tavern
that goes under the name of The Wolf Triumphant.”

“Ah, that one.
Terrible state, isn’t it?”

“It could be
tidier, councilman.”

“Please call me
Kelso. You do not mind if I call you Cain?” Jerran sat down. “Would
you like something to drink? A tea, perhaps? We have some very fine
examples.” It was interesting that as soon as Jerran had determined
the nature of the deal he had sidetracked into pleasantries.

“No, thank you,
Kelso. It is kind of you to offer, but I am quite slaked.”

Jerran sipped his
own drink, taking his time to enjoy the flavour. Arbak sat opposite
him and forced himself to slouch back in the chair, to ease each of
his muscles and relax.

“You have seen the
property?”

“A cursory
examination only. The building is sound, and the position suits my
purpose.”

Jerran smiled.
“You are an interesting man, Cain,” he said. “I tried to find out
something about you, but there is very little to be known. You bank
with Bosso, which seems to recommend you, but I can find no trace
of your military record.”

“I was a
mercenary, so there is no record to find, but surely my past is of
little consequence?”

“You are right, of
course, a deal is a deal. But I do like to now the men I deal with.
You are a genuine military man? You have fought in battles?”

“Eighteen years
service,” Arbak replied. “And I have this to show for it.” He held
up his right wrist and Jerran winced at the sight of it. “And a
certain amount of money. What is your price?”

Jerran was too old
a hand to be influenced by sympathy.

“Six hundred
guineas,” he said.

That was a lot. It
seemed a high price, especially given the condition of the place.
Arbak had made his enquiries, and knew that Jerran had paid only
three hundred and fifty guineas, but that had been three years
ago.

“Too high,” he
said. “If it was pristine it might be worth that, and it must be
costing you to keep the money tied up. What do you get from it?
Fifty guineas a year?” Jerran smiled, and he knew that his guess
was close. That was still enough money to live like a gentleman,
but he thought it could generate a lot more. “I’ll give you four
hundred,” he said. It was fair to allow the man a profit.

“Six hundred is my
price.”

Now we come to it.
Arbak had never been much at haggling in the market, but he
understood one rule. The seller wanted to sell, and the buyer
wanted to buy. The one with the stronger hand was the one willing
to walk away. That was true enough in a market, but here? Jerran
didn’t need to sell.

“It’s going to
cost me a hundred to fix the place up.”

Jerran shrugged
“Not my problem,” he said.

Arbak looked out
of the window. He could pay the six hundred, of course, or Wolf
Narak could, but he really didn’t think it was a fair price. If it
was his money he wouldn’t pay it, even if he had a thousand to
spend. Never the less, it was exactly what he was looking for.

“I’ll give you
four hundred and fifty,” he said.

Jerran shook his
head. “Six hundred.”

Arbak looked at
the merchant. He sat comfortably in his chair, smiling as though
this was no more than a parlour game, and perhaps it was, to him.
He stood.

“I’m sorry to have
wasted your time, councilman,” he said. He walked to the door,
opened it to find a footman waiting discreetly outside. He asked
for his coat.

“Won’t you stay
and have a tea?” Jerran asked.

“I’d like to, but
I have business that I must be about,” he shrugged. The footman
arrived with his coat and he slipped it on.

“Five
hundred.”

Well, that was
cutting it fine. So Jerran wanted to sell after all. He stepped
back into the room and closed the door, still wearing his coat. He
had one last card to play.

“If I buy this
place I have a lot of work to do. I’m going to need lumber, cloth,
lamps, glasses, rugs, and a new stock of wine. There are a thousand
things. If you sell it to me for four fifty I’ll buy it all from
you, on condition that you give me a discount of one tenth off your
regular prices.”

Jerran laughed.
“Why would I do that?”

“Your margins are
a lot higher than ten percent. You’ll still make money on
everything I buy, and it’s a good deal for me, too.”

“I don’t need your
good will, Captain Arbak,” Jerran said.

“Of course not,
but it’s a good deal.”

“Four seventy and
you get your ten percent.”

It was a few coins
more than he wanted to pay, more than he thought was fair, but it
was close enough, and he was dealing with merchant aristocracy, if
there was such a thing. He didn’t want to annoy Jerran, and this
was probably the best deal he was going to get.

“Done,” he said
and held out his hand. Jerran took it, smiling, and they sealed the
bargain.

“I will have it
written up,” Jerran said. “It will be round at your inn this
evening, and as soon as you sign it the Wolf Triumphant will be
yours. Now, Cain, would you like a glass of wine? I have some very
fine Telan stock just arrived.”

“It would be very
welcome,” Arbak replied.

Jerran seemed in
no hurry, and Arbak spent another half hour discussing matters with
the merchant, in particular the rumours that the evil of war was
upon them again, and this time not with Berash. A general
mobilisation had been called for, and the city was filling up with
regiments from other parts of Avilian. Camps had begun to spring up
on the common land north of the city, and the taverns were doing a
good trade.

“It won’t last,
though,” Jerran said. “In a few weeks they will be marching off.
East I hear. They say that Seth Yarra has returned.”

“So I have heard.
I fear it will be a bloody war. They will have learned some lessons
from defeat.”

“Surely they
cannot win?”

“Patriotism is a
fine thing, Kelso, but in war there are patriots on both sides. I
was not here four hundred years ago, but it was not an easy
victory. The tales of that time are quite clear. It was difficult.
Thousands died.”

Jerran looked
concerned, but his face was lit by a sudden smile. “And yet you are
buying an inn,” he said.

“Our soldiers are
formidable, and the Benetheon rides with us,” Arbak said. “There is
certainly room for optimism, but my soldiering days are done. Our
fate is in the hands of others.”

“It may seem that
way,” the merchant said. “But I believe that there is always
something that we can do to push the odds in our favour. The key is
in knowing what to do and when to do it.”

There was some
wisdom in the sentiment. He had always thought, as a soldier, that
each man should be aware of the objective, be able to participate
in reaching the goal.

Eventually Arbak
took his leave and returned to his inn with the feeling that it had
been a good day. In the evening the papers came from Jerran, and
after reading them through with great care Arbak signed them and
sent one copy back to Jerran. Now he owned the Wolf Triumphant, but
it would have a new name, a new style, a bright future he was
sure.


An
extract from “The Seventh Tale of Karim”

“…and Karim
wandered in the woods of Lillan, seeking proof by arms, and glory
in the service of his king because the woods were claimed both by
the Sillish Emperor and by his king. He rode upon his warhorse,
Perran, his blade at his side and his shield upon the pommel.

After a while he
came across a Sillish Warrior riding in the woods upon a great,
dark horse. The Sillish Warrior had a bow, and he fitted an arrow
to the string and loosed it at Karim’s heart, but Karim was swift
and sure, and caught the arrow on his shield. Then Karim and the
Sillish Warrior drew their blades and saluted each other, and rode
at each other and gave battle. For many hours they traded blows in
the woods until the sun was due to set, and the Sillish Warrior,
seeing this, raised his shield in parley, and the two stopped
fighting.

“The sun bids us
cease our battle,” The Sillish Warrior said. “But if you are
agreeable we will meet here again at sunrise and continue as
before.”

Karim agreed to
meet the Sillish Warrior at dawn, and made camp a short way from
their place of battle, and in the night he wondered at the strength
of the Sillish Warrior who had matched him blow for blow through
the latter half of the day, and rode so fair, and spoke so well to
the point.

At dawn he mounted
again upon Perran and rode to the place of battle, and from a long
way off he saw the Sillish Warrior also approaching. They saluted
one another as on the previous day, and then began their battle
anew.

All morning the
two men fought, and yet neither could land a blow upon the other’s
body. With the sun high in the sky and the heat of the day upon
them Karim raised his shield in parley and the Sillish Warrior put
up his blade.

“It grows hot, and
I hunger and thirst,” Karim said. “Will you sit with me in the
shade and share my bread and water until the day’s fury
abates?”

“I will,” the
Sillish Warrior said.

So they sat in the
shade of a great tree and shared the food that Karim had brought
with him, and they talked of courtly matters, and of the love that
they had for their own lands. The Sillish Warrior declared that
nothing could compare with the fresh wind off the eastern sea on a
summer morning when all the wild flowers were in bloom along the
cliffs, and Karim declared that there was no pleasure as great as
walking in the woods of his own land when spring was resurrecting
the world from winter’s spell and life burst forth from all
things.

When the heat of
the day abated they took once again to their mounts and Karim urged
Perran forwards. But the horse to put his hoof into a rut concealed
beneath the leaves and Karim was thrown from his saddle and struck
a tree, and went into darkness.

When Karim awoke
he found himself resting upon a comfortable bed of leaves made with
the Sillish Warrior’s cloak. His sword lay by his right hand, and a
fresh bandage nursed the wound on his head where he had struck the
tree. He arose from the bed, though the pain of his injury was
great, and found the Sillish Warrior seated by a fire, preparing
food.

They shared a
meal, and afterwards Karim asked the Sillish Warrior why he had not
slain him, for according to the rules of combat there was no reason
he should have spared his life.

“In all the world
there is but one warrior who could withstand my blade as long as
you. You Are Karim of the Long Arm, Prince of Swords, and you were
defeated by time and chance, as may happen to any man, but I have a
fondness for tales, and the Tale of Karim deserves a better ending
that this.”

“Will you tell me
your name?” Karim asked.

The Sillish
Warrior declined, but gave no reason. He insisted that they remain
in their camp until Karim was quite recovered from his wound, and
so they stayed for seven days, and each day the Sillish Warrior
would leave the camp in the morning and return in the evening with
food sufficient for the day. In the evenings they talked, and
argued many fine points of philosophy, and shared many tales of
battle, and of the hunt, and so they grew to know each other
well.

On the eighth day
Karim was well again, and they took up their swords and returned to
their place of battle where they stood opposite each other, but did
not draw their blades.

“I regret that you
must slay me,” Karim said. “For though I do not know your name I
have grown to love you as a brother, and yet my honour does not
permit me to cede the woods of Lillan to a Sillish blade as long as
I live. I have so sworn to my king.”

The Sillish
Warrior drew his blade, but did not strike at Karim. Instead he
threw it to the ground.

“Neither can I
kill you, Karim Prince of Swords. Your life is worth more to me
than ten such woods, and so hear me. I am indeed the Emperor of All
Silla, the mighty Perandor, sometimes called the King of Swords,
and I renounce my claim to the woods of Lillan in your favour. Go
to your king and tell him your heart and not your sword has won
this victory. You are forever welcome in my court, and I shall hold
the bond between us sacred for as long as I live. No Sillish blade
shall ever be raised against you.”






Karim knelt before
the emperor, and was raised up a lord of the Empire of Silla, and
he returned to his king and told him the tale, and the king was
amazed and greatly pleased, and in his wisdom he raised Karim up
lord of all the lands along the borders between Silla and the
kingdom, and Karim ruled them wisely for all the years of his
life.

For the rest of
his days he was a frequent visitor to the Emperor, and the Emperor
often hunted with Karim in the woods of Lillan, and they were
friends until the last days of the Emperor Perandor, and there was
no more war between Silla and the Kingdom, but instead a spirit of
brotherhood that lived one thousand years.






Translator’s
note:

It is generally
recognised that Silla occupied what is now mostly the Great Plain,
and the Kingdom covered the area that is now Afael and most of
Avilian. These ancient tales were penned to illustrate the perfect
virtues of the noble classes, and to inspire behaviour of the best
kind among the powerful. It cannot be judged how well they
succeeded, but there is much to be learned from the fact that they
have come down to us by many routes, in many languages, over two
thousand years and more.

In each tale Karim
wins a friend by the virtue of his nobility, his kindness, his
force of arms, or some other noble attribute. The whole is a
handbook on morality. We can be fairly sure that both Karim and
Perandor actually existed, but as to their character, who can tell?
The volume was composed many years after the death of both.

From “The Ten Tales of
Karim” Author unknown.

A Translation by the Learned Scholar Jorril Marras

Sage advisor to the Royal Court of Berash.


 19. Telas Alt

Narak was
unfamiliar with Telas Alt. It had changed much in a thousand years,
and what few scattered memories he still possessed clashed
violently with the reality of the place. The streets of this city
were wide, the houses mostly clean and well kept. He remembered a
backward, dirty place, a king little better than a barbarian
warlord, and a law that relied heavily on the prowess of
bladesmen.

Now he sat in a
fragrant garden as fine as anything in Avilian, excepting perhaps a
few of the King’s own formal terraces in Golt. He was served with
wine that had become a byword for quality, and sugared dainties
that teased the palate with exotic and surprising tastes.

The equerry who
had been assigned to accompany him seemed aware of the change.

“You have not
visited us in many years, Deus,” he said. He was a tall, well built
man with impeccable manners. The equerry wore an impressive silk
shirt that hung in a peculiar array of folds that Narak had not
seen the like of, and the equerry wore no weapon.

“And yet the
kingdom lies within my favour,” he replied. “You are my
neighbours.”

“Yes, of course
you refer to the lord Filamon, a noble subject much trusted by King
Terresh.”

Narak nodded. His
connection with the family was well known. It was one of many
reasons that the clan Filamon had done so well. He wondered at the
place, though. It did not seem warlike. In the Great War there had
been few troops sent from Telas and Durandar. It was a great
distance to Afael from here, and it was an even greater distance to
the place where Seth Yarra’s armies now gathered. It was doubtful
that any men from so far away could be useful.

Travelling quickly
an army could barely make twenty miles in a day. Thirty was over
ambitious, and a light cavalry unit scavenging off the land could
perhaps make fifty, but would arrive exhausted and unfit for
combat. The insane pace of fifty miles a day, even if they started
this same afternoon, would put any Telan unit seven weeks from the
battle, and at the slower pace it was over four months.

The Afaeli, close
as they were, were not marching to meet the enemy. They could get
there first, and in about three weeks, but they were sending no
more than a few hundred scouts north, and the bulk of their force,
six thousand men, were headed north west, moving to a rendezvous
with the Avilian army.

The Avilians were
not expected to meet their allies for a month at least, and then
there was a question of whether they should wait for the Berashi
force, the Dragon Guard and all that it entailed. It was a tempting
option. The Berashi heavy cavalry were a huge asset against a foe
with no horse troops.

It was all so much
time, so much space for Seth Yarra to act. If they turned south and
raced for Afael they could meet the Afaeli army in isolation and
wipe it out, and that would change the odds. Even now Afael,
Avilian and Berash between them could muster only twenty-one
thousand troops, and Seth Yarra had landed at least twenty-five
thousand. Cavalry gave the kingdoms an edge as it had done four
hundred years ago, and they had better intelligence – the eyes of
eagles – than Seth Yarra could hope for, but there was an ocean of
time until the clash of swords, and it worried Narak.

“Deus, the king
would be pleased to receive you.”

He looked at the
equerry. He had been only dimly aware of another figure that had
come into the garden and spoken briefly with his escort. He had
been thousands of miles away. He roused himself and followed the
young man out of the garden, but they did not plunge into the great
stone edifice of the king’s castle. Instead they walked along a
grassy bank and down a broad stone stairway flanked by blue and red
flowers. Great trees stood as pillars at the top and bottom of the
stair, casting a thin shade, for their leaves were mostly stripped
by the autumn winds.

At the foot of the
stairs was a long swept lawn. It was cleared of leaves by some
means, and two archery targets stood at one end. At the other a
small marquee had been erected and a group of brightly clad men and
women sat at tables, drank wine, and exchanged banter. With the
threat of war so much in his mind Narak found the scene
disturbingly trivial and mildly irritating. He put the thought
aside.

The king was easy
enough to recognise. He was young and clean shaven, and sat in one
of two comfortable chairs set to one side of the others. Beside him
sat his queen. Narak had not heard her name spoken overmuch. He
knew it, of course. She was queen Hestia, married to Terresh for
three years, of a good Telan family – her father was the Duke of
Eran, a southern province, and a man of great wealth and breeding.
These bare facts served not at all.

She was a
startlingly beautiful woman. She sat gracefully. It is a hard thing
to do. Most people slump or grow rigid when they sit, but Hestia
sat with the suggestion of movement, like a fine willow on a calm
day. She was listening to her husband talk, a hand beneath her chin
placed not for support – the second joints of her index and middle
fingers barely brushed her pale skin – but for effect. It was an
attentive pose. She wore a smile on her lips, and her brown eyes
were bright with humour.

“My lord king,”
the equerry said. “I present Wolf Narak, Lord of the Great Forest,
Master of the Hunt, Benetheon God of Wolves.”

For a moment he
thought that Terresh would not stand, that this would start with a
slight, but Hestia rose, pulling Terresh from his seat by the force
of her motion. He could not sit while she stood. She bowed to
Narak, smiled at him. She was not awed by the wolf god.

“I am glad to
welcome you to my court, Deus,” Terresh said. His dark hair was
pulled back into a queue that reached down his back, his eyes were
proud.

She rules here,
Narak realised. He speaks, he acts, but she writes the scripts,
pulls the strings.

“I am glad to know
you,” Narak replied. His eyes flickered sideways to Hestia and he
caught her gaze for a moment. “Your city seems most prosperous and
pleasing to the eye, lord king.” The king smiled a thin smile.

“Well, Deus, I am
glad that you approve. Will you not show us something of your skill
with arms,” he gestured towards the distant target. “It is
legendary, they say.”

Narak glanced at
the target. “My skill is more with the blade, lord king,” he
replied. There was no way he was going to be the entertainment for
a gaggle of lesser nobles. He saw Hestia frown.

“We can summon our
champion,” the king said. “He is a fine swordsman.” He sought out
the eye of an equerry.

“My lord,” Hestia
touched the king on his arm. “Wolf Narak has doubtless come to
speak with you on matters of importance. He would not have made
such a long journey after so many years on a social call.”

“What?” The king
looked at his consort, and took the meaning from her eyes. Narak
could read it, too. She knew that he was offering a grave insult to
their guest, and that it was a dangerous path to tread. “Of course,
you are right, my love,” he said. He turned to Narak, and spoke in
a lower voice that might not carry to the general nobility around
them. “Forgive me, Deus. My queen tells me I am not a natural
diplomat, but I have at least had the good sense to marry one. Will
you come within?”

Narak forgave
Terresh at once. The man was not cut from the same cloth as Duke
Elyas or King Raffin. He was a simple man, much given to his
pleasures. His insult had been nothing more than
thoughtlessness.

He went into the
marquee with Terresh and was pleased to see that Hestia followed.
Without her there would be no decision.

The tent had been
prepared against the chance of rain, and was as comfortable as any
room. Terresh and Hestia took their seats and Narak sat opposite,
struggling to look serious in a chair that invited sloth. He
understood comfort, and the desire for it, but all his life he had
resisted its call. There was a degree of comfort that he found, for
want of a better word, comfortable, and beyond that point it felt
like rottenness in the soul, a disease of some vital organ that
made a man whole. It seemed that this kingdom struggled beneath the
yoke of excessive cushioning.

“Deus, what is
your business? You may speak freely before Hestia,” the king
said.

“Seth Yarra,” he
said. “They have landed an army in the east.” He expected a
startled reaction. He got a puzzled frown.

“Seth Yarra?” the
king asked. “The Seth Yarra of the Great War?”

“The same. They
have put twenty-five thousand men onto Terras. Perhaps more by now.
I have come to ask for your help.”

“They are
real?”

Narak stared at
him. Had it really been so long? It was true that Telas had only
been involved in a small way, only a thousand troops had marched
from here through the green road into Berash and the east, but
surely they could not have forgotten? To Narak it was his most
immediate memory. Even after four hundred years he could close his
eyes and see again the frightened, fanatical men throwing
themselves at his swords, hear the ringing steel, smell the
burning.

“They are real,”
he said. It was a struggle to keep his tone even.

“I do not
understand,” the king said. “If they are real, then they were
defeated in the Great War, and there has been peace for, what? Four
hundred years. Where have they come from?”

Narak looked at
their faces. He saw puzzlement. He saw a trace of amusement. He saw
incomprehension.

“Pelion’s Eyes,”
he said. “You think this is some story.”

The king was quick
to reply. “Deus, I assure you that we do not doubt your word, but
these tales are what we use to frighten our children. They are a
myth.”

“Must I teach you
history, lord king?” Narak felt anger rising within him, but pushed
it down again. It would not serve his purpose here. “These are no
stories. I was there, and the Seth Yarra are a formidable foe, and
come in great numbers. They dwell on another land apart from
Terras, and they are most populous there.”

“Why is it that
they make war on you, Deus?”

“Not on me,” Gods
these people were stupid. “On all who are not as they are.”

“Deus, forgive me
for observing this, but we have found that there is common ground
between all men. There has been no war in the west for a thousand
years, and the wisdom that has prevailed so greatly is the seeking
of that common ground.” The king sat back as though he had
delivered a telling argument.

And so it was. It
was the best argument in the world. All men do have common ground.
They want to be left in peace, to wed their wives and raise their
children and do their work, whatever it may be. Yet it was also not
true. There are men who will not take the world as it is, who seek
to change things, to make an advantage for themselves. Narak had
long believed that Pelion had chosen the men and women who were to
become the Benetheon with this in mind, and for this reason alone
none of them had risen to kingship, to empire, to conquest. It was
why Pelion’s law forbad the immortality of kings and princes, for
they were all ambitious and death itself was the surest limit to
their greed.

Even as he thought
this, Narak realised that he had not been this wise four hundred
years ago. He had watched Seth Yarra, he had listened, but he had
not spoken with them. It would have been a simple thing in those
early days when the green and black banners had flown politely
above peaceful camps to seek an audience, to seek common ground,
but he had not done so.

For all that, he
was certain that war had been inevitable. The philosophy of Seth
Yarra was an unbending rule by its very foundation – the idea that
one thing is right and another is wrong. Men will always believe
such things, but to impose one idea upon all men, one way of
eating, one way of loving, one way of fighting, one way of
dressing; it was a monstrous tyranny.

“You are wise
indeed,” he said to Terresh. “In the same way all dogs will respond
to kindness, but when a dog bites you it is the dog that you must
fend off, not the master who beats it.”

“You have come to
us for soldiers?” The king’s question was an abrupt change of
direction.

“Yes, that is the
essence of it.”

The king shook his
head. “We are not a warlike people. The levy may be raised to
defend the kingdom, but to fight in another land, well, it is most
difficult, and quite unlikely that any we sent would be able to
reach the battle before it was decided. Besides, our good relations
with Durandar are to some extent dependent on the presence of the
small number of troops that we have along the border.”

“Lord king, if we
fail to stop them they will come through the green road like
locusts, and all the levies you could wish for will not make a
difference. All I ask for is a token, a thousand men. It will show
that Telas, too, is part of our cause.”

The king glanced
at Hestia, who had yet to speak a word in Narak’s hearing, but now
she broke her silence.

“What Wolf Narak
asks is reasonable, my king. A thousand men is but a quarter of the
force that we have in arms, and if the Lord of Durandar agrees to a
similar figure I see no reason why it should not be so.”

The king nodded.
There was reluctance in his expression, but he agreed.

“That is our
position, Deus,” he said. “If Durandar will send a thousand men,
then we shall do the same.”

It was something,
at least. Durandar was his next call, and he could use this as a
bargaining chip in the occult court of Hammerdan. But so much work
for two thousand men, and men that would never see battle, most
likely. It was worth it, though, just for the boost to morale it
would give the others, the assurance that their rear was
protected.

“I go to Durandar
next, lord king. I am sure that Hammerdan will appreciate the
balance of your position.”

“He’ll probably
try to kill you first,” Terresh said. “They’re little better than
barbarians in Durandar.”

Narak smiled, but
he did not think that Terresh was close to the truth. He had no
ears and eyes in Durandar, but he knew that they were different
from the other kingdoms and kept themselves apart. He also knew,
however, that he was respected in Durandar. They did not come into
the forest as the Telans had done, they did not need watching. It
had all stopped in Telas when Filamon’s kin had been given control
of the northern marches, but until that time their infiltration had
been a constant source of friction. The Duranders were more
circumspect, more afraid.

“I am sure that
they will hear what I say, lord king,” Narak replied.

The usual offers
were made, a banquet, the possibility of gifts and honours. It was
all part of the protocol, but he had no time for it today, and the
impending war gave him an immediate and genuine excuse. He left the
king and queen of Telas together in their tent and as he stepped
across the impossibly neat lawn he heard laughter from the tent,
and felt a moment of unease. It was the king laughing, no doubt, at
something his queen had said. It did not matter, though. A thousand
men mattered. He returned the way he had come, towing an anxious
equerry to the gates of the royal estate and then through the city
to the wild country to the north where wolves waited.


20. Bas
Erinor

Arbak looked around him at the empty space. All the
old tables and chairs had been carried out and given away to anyone
who would have them, the bar had been ripped out and broken up, and
he had a number of men fitting a new one on the opposite wall. It
was the remains of a huge tree, a single plank of wood nine inches
thick and two feet wide, and it ran the full length of the wall.
The space behind it was large enough for several men to work, and
he planned to move a wall to allow for a staircase down to the
cellars.

Bargil had saved
one of the old chairs and now sat by the door with the chair tipped
back against the wall, swinging his good leg, the bad one hooked
around one of the chair legs. He looked half asleep, but Arbak knew
that he was not.

Arbak watched the
carpenters work. They had insisted on going down to the cellar
before placing the new bar. It was heavy, and the master carpenter
had refused to fit it without looking at the support below. As it
turned out, all was well. The place had been built like a fortress,
he’d said, over strengthened, and the huge black beams were free of
worm and rot. They would last another two hundred years.

“Slowly,” the
carpenter said. He squatted on the floor as his journeymen managed
the sling that supported the heavy wood. They eased the rope
through steel eyes above the bar and the section settled into
place. He moved around the side of the bar and eyed up the fit. He
slapped one of the younger men on the back. “Good job,” he said.
Then to Arbak: “Do you want to see before we fix it?”

Arbak inspected
the bar. He put a round stone on the surface and rolled it too and
fro. It ran true in each direction that he tried.

“A fine job,
master Stebbar” he said. “You certainly know your work.”

Stebbar beamed. He
was not a young man, but he was energetic enough. “It’s a pleasure
to do such work, sir,” he said. “I can’t tell you how glad we were
to win the job, and so close to the workshop.”

“You’re a patron
of this inn, are you not?”

The old man
nodded. “Twenty years and more,” he said. “It being so close. I
wanted to talk to you about the stairs, sir. It’s the rail, and how
you want it to turn at the foot. You’ll be carrying barrels up
it?”

“Roping them, I
expect,” Arbak said. He’d seen a roping system in another tavern. A
small man could rope a tun up from the cellar with no help. He’d
seen it done.

“So you’d want a
pulley at the top, or two perhaps, and a rail extending out, so you
can roll the barrels to the end and wedge them for the ropes?”

“That sounds
right, but the pulley needs to be mounted on something strong. It
must carry the weight of twelve men and more.”

“It’s no problem,
sir. There’s one of those old black beams in just the right
place.”

“Well, draw up a
sketch and we’ll look at it this afternoon,” Arbak said. The more
he worked with master Stebbar the more he appreciated the man’s
attention to detail. He was always drawing sketches and plans, and
they were clear and simple to grasp.

“Captain
Arbak?”

Cherat had drifted
into the room. He hadn’t sacked the barman yet, probably because he
was the only one who knew everything about the inn.

“Cherat, what is
it?”

“It’s the brewer,
sir. He wants to speak with you.”

“He’s back?” Arbak
had wanted to speak with the brewer since he’d come through the
door as the new owner two days ago, but he’d been told the man was
out every time he asked. He’d accepted it at first, but quickly
came to realise that Cherat’s face couldn’t hold a lie with still
eyes. He’d pressed, but Cherat had become even more evasive.

“Yes, sir.”

“Where?”

“In the brewery,
sir.”

Arbak left the bar
and entered the labyrinth of the inn’s private areas. He had
managed to get lost a couple of times already; not seriously, but
it was a big building, and not laid out according to any sensible
plan. Corridors ended without doors, staircases were hidden behind
other doors. There were angles, turns and empty rooms with no
apparent purpose. It was as though the place had been built to
confuse.

The brewer, whose
most pleasing creations he continued to drink at every sensible
opportunity, lived above the brewery, a great room filled with vats
and sacks of various ingredients.

He found the
brewery by its scent, and climbed the stairs to the door of the
brewer’s lair, where he knocked and waited. It was a while before
the door opened. He heard sounds from within the room as of someone
moving to and fro. When the door eventually opened it opened just
wide enough to reveal an eye, peering out at him.

“What?”

“I am Arbak,” he
said. “I now own this inn, and I wanted to speak with you.”

The eye vanished,
but the door neither opened nor closed. Arbak pushed at it gently
with a toe and it creaked open to reveal a scene of utter chaos. It
took him a while to identify the usual elements of a one room
habitation; a bed, a chair, a window. Clothes were draped
everywhere, and papers were piled on top of the clothes wherever
they presented a roughly level surface. He stooped and picked up a
sheaf, running an eye across the words. He saw mention of barley,
hops; a recipe perhaps?

The sheets he had
picked up were roughly slapped out of his hand and scattered
themselves about the floor. He found himself face to face with the
brewer.

“Private!” the man
said. He was of middle years, but he was one of those whose ample
frame made it difficult to judge his age. He could have been
thirty. He could have been fifty. It was not that he was fat, just
that his bulk stretched his skin just enough to eliminate wrinkles.
He had no hair, and his eyes wandered from place to place in the
devastated room. He was dressed in trousers and a stained singlet.
His feet were bare. “Don’t rush me,” he said. “I’ll be ready
soon.”

Gods, I’ve bought
a mad house.

“Ready for
what?”

“To leave, to go
away.”

“Where are you
going? Why?” He was worried. The ale this man made was first class,
and insane as he appeared Arbak did not want to lose him. The
brewer stopped in the middle of his storm of papers and clothes,
put his hands on his hips and stared at Arbak.

“Well, I can’t
stay here,” he said.

“Why not? I want
you to stay.”

“You want me to
stay? Who are you?”

“I’m the new
owner. I bought the Inn.”

“Not possible. The
new owner wants me to leave.”

“No I don’t.”

The brewer stopped
moving, gazing at a point somewhere between Arbak and the door, a
puzzled frown on his face. He looked like he was trying to remember
something.

“You are the new
owner?” he asked eventually.

“Yes.”

“And you want me
to stay?”

“Yes. You make
very good beer. I want you to stay.”

A crafty look came
over the man’s face. He took two of steps closer to where Arbak
stood and spoke in a softer voice.

“I can keep my
room?”

“Yes.” Not a
concession, really.

“And you’ll pay
me,” he paused, searching for a figure. “A florin a week?”

“Two,” Arbak said.
“Two florins a week, and full board.”

“Two?”

“Yes, two.”

The brewer grinned
and turned away, diving into a pile of paper behind him, quickly
scanning sheet after sheet and throwing them over his shoulder to
join the confusion once again. He found something he was looking
for and tucked it into his shirt, threw more paper, found something
else. It went on for a while, and Arbak wondered if he should just
back out and close the door softly behind him, but before he could
make the decision the brewer sprang towards him with a handful of
papers.

“I can make other
beers,” he said. “Look, this one,” he waved a paper. “It’s a
porter, and this is a stout, and a summer ale, and a dark ale.
There are dozens. Look, here’s a wheat beer!”

The brewer talked
on, and apart from the man’s obvious poverty of reason he became
certain of one other thing. This man was a master brewer, a scholar
of beer in all its many forms. He had never heard of many of the
brews that he was hearing praised, but it was clear that the brewer
knew them intimately.

“What is your
name?” He interrupted the flow of ale talk, and the brewer looked
at him silently for a moment, as if trying to adjust to this new
and less interesting line of conversation.

“My name?”

“Yes. What is your
name?”

“Felix. Randell
Felix.”

“May I call you
Randell?”

“Felix. Everybody
calls me Felix, or brewer. Most people call me brewer.” Felix
looked poised to continue his monologue on ales and beers, like a
runner at the start of a race. He was tense, waiting for a signal
to release him again.

“Felix, then.”
Arbak fixed the brewer with a stern eye. He meant Felix to
understand his instructions quite clearly and without error. “Pick
four beers or ales which you are confident people will enjoy.
Prepare one barrel of each. Can you have them ready in four
weeks?”

“I can, but they
won’t be at their best.”

“Six weeks?”

The brewer
hesitated, then nodded. “Six weeks. My choice? The stronger brews
take longer, so it will be mostly light beers, if you want…”

“Your choice.” He
cut short the flow again.

“I need Cherat to
look after the cellar,” Felix said.

“Why?”

“It’s complicated.
The beer needs to breathe, needs to be looked after, fined before
it’s ready to drink. Without a good cellarman you might as well buy
the same stale piss they sell in most inns around here. It would be
cheaper.”

Cheaper? “How much
does your beer cost to make?”

Felix shrugged. “I
don’t know. Ask Cherat. He orders all the stuff I need.”

This was an eye
opener. He’d thought of Cherat as just a barman, a hand that poured
beer and was rude to customers; something dispensable. Now he was
the cellarman, the supply clerk, and who knew what else. He was
going to have to rethink this.

“Just keep making
the usual ale as well,” he told Felix. “But make twice as much. If
you need an extra hand, ask Cherat. He’s going to have a little
more time to spare.”

He left the brewer
looking happier than he’d found him, but his own mind was leaking
certainty. Things were not as simple as he’d assumed.


21. Music

Days passed, and the work on the Inn
continued. It was going to take more than the six weeks that Felix
had asked for to effect the transformation that Arbak wanted, and
he was continually troubled by the thought that he was indulging in
trivia while the rest of the world was girding itself for war.

Money was no
problem, and he was doing his best to fulfil the task he had been
set by the Wolf, but it didn’t seem to amount to much. He felt a
growing resentment within him. If he still had his right hand he
would be more use. He could enlist in the levy and be ready to
defend the kingdom, all the kingdoms, against Seth Yarra. It was
hard for a professional soldier to see the greatest conflict of the
age passing just beyond his good years. He was nothing now.

He had persuaded
Bargil to practice with him, so that he could at least learn to
wield a sword with his left hand, but it felt so much weaker than
the hand he had been parted from, and he had so much else to get
done.

The deal that he
had made with Jerran was saving him a fortune, but he took no
pleasure in it. None of the money was his, and it felt more and
more like a game, a fiction that he was participating in until his
real life started again. Yet for all that he was enjoying himself,
at least superficially. Being rich contributed to his sense of
unreality, but that his deeds were free of any serious consequences
made him bolder, and he took decisions impulsively.

Three days before
he planned to open the Inn for the first time the soldiers left the
city and headed away to war. It plunged Arbak into a black mood,
robbing him of his ease, making him snappish and uncomfortable.
There were still details he needed to attend to and everything was
taking longer than he’d expected, especially finding men to do his
bidding.

He’d been amused,
surprised when Jessec had suggested he would need money to hire
men, but that was exactly the case. He wanted three to work the
bar, a cook who would not disgrace his own dedication to food, a
couple of men to help Bargil keep order, and assorted people with
lesser skills, cleaners, assistants and the like.

They were hard to
find, and he had become so eaten up by the necessities of the
running of an inn that he had all but lost his vision of what it
should be. It had become no more than an inn.

The vision was
woken again as he walked back towards the place from lunch. He had
taken to eating elsewhere because, he reasoned, he needed to know
what the other taverns were doing if he wanted to compete with
them. He admitted to himself that it was at least partially a
necessary break from the drudgery.

They were cutting
through an alley. He had no fear of alleys, nor of thieves when he
had Bargil with him. The former guardsman was slow on his feet, but
his hands retained their skill, and it was enough to ward off any
footpad or cutpurse that might try their luck otherwise.

He heard
music.

Music was
everywhere in the city, but it was mostly crude and simple;
bouncing, beat driven drinking songs with one and two syllable
words that were easy for drunkards to remember. The people who
played such music were barely musicians at all. They could hold a
tune on a pipe or a lute, and belt out the words, but there was no
artistry to it. Arbak had heard real musicians a few times;
artists, men and women who played for princes and generals, dressed
in fine clothes and bathed in the esteem of their patrons.

This was such
music. Rich music.

“Where’s that
coming from?” he asked Bargil. “Is there a tavern down there?”

“Not in this part
of town.”

He listened, and
heard it again, an air played on a pipe, a flute perhaps, drifting
on the pungent slum breeze like a prince in a pigsty. Arbak turned
aside and headed towards the source.

“No fine houses
nearby?”

“No. This is a bad
area.”

He came to the
mouth of an even more noisome alley, quite dark even by daylight,
and the music suddenly stopped, as though the pipes had been
snatched away from the breath that gave them life. He peered into
dim space, barely narrow enough to for two men side by side, but
all he could see was rubbish, rags, waste of the worst kind. The
smell was enough to make him turn his head.

“Down there?”
Bargil asked. The big man wasn’t impressed by the idea.

“I think so.”

“Do you want me to
go first?” There was a plea in Bargil’s voice.

“No, you can wait
here.”

“I’ll follow you,”
Bargil sighed. “Just in case.”

Arbak stepped
carefully down the alley. It was silent now, but he was sure that
the music had come from here, and sure that it had stopped when the
musician had seen him at the mouth of the alley. He trod carefully.
There were a lot of things here he wouldn’t want to step on.
Hardened as he was by years of war, times when he’d eaten things
he’d rather forget in order to live, times when he’d seen men do
things to other men that sickened him, this was a terrible place.
Who would choose to be here?

He took another
careful step and suddenly a pile of rags just in front of him
exploded into motion. He saw the whites of eyes, he saw the bright
steel of a short blade, and just avoided its point as it slashed
past his belly. The pile of rags retreated a few steps and he saw
the blade held out to ward him off, the white eyes staring.

“I’ll cut you,” a
voice said. It was a ragged end of a voice; a girl’s? He heard a
whisper of steel behind him and Bargil was at his side, the length
of his blade glinting in the poor light.

“I can deal with
this,” the big man said.

Arbak put a hand
on his shoulder. “No,” he said. He turned back to the staring eyes.
“I mean you no harm,” he said. There was no answer, just the
staring eyes and the blade held between them. He could have called
Bargil forwards and the guardsman would have taken the weapon as
easily as picking an apple off a market stall, but Arbak knew that
such a deed would only feed fear and hatred. He could see that in
the eyes.

“Are you a
musician?” he asked. There was a flicker, but no answer. Arbak
noticed that the knife was not steady, but shook with the weakness
of the hand that held it.

“Are you hurt?” No
answer again, but the eyes blinked twice. To admit to hurt would be
to admit to weakness, he understood that.

Arbak crouched
down in the filth, bringing his eyes to the same level as the ones
before him. More light penetrated the alley, filtering through the
space that he had vacated. This was a child, he thought, but
looking again at the eyes he could see lines about them, small
lines. A woman?

“My name is Cain
Arbak,” he said. “I am a wealthy tavern owner.” He gestured back at
Bargil. “This man is my protector – he was once a member of the
Berashi Dragon Guard and his honour is beyond reproach. We will not
hurt you. I just want to know if it was you who played the music we
heard.”

The eyes looked
past him at Bargil. It was true that Dragon Guard were legendary
for their honour. The head nodded. It was a woman. He could see the
outline of her face when she moved her head. Her hair was cut short
in a mannish style. She seemed very small, and very thin.

“It was me,” she
said. It was certainly not a child’s voice. It was heavily
accented, and low for a woman, and he recognised the accent as
Durander, and the citizens of the magic kingdom were not widely
loved in Avilian. It explained the hair, too. It was the Durander
way to cut a woman’s hair short and cover it with a scarf or
shawl.

“Do you need
help?” he asked. It was the wrong question. She shrank away from
him another foot. No help then. He fished in his purse and pulled
out a coin. It was a florin, enough to eat for a week, enough to
buy clothes, a room for the night and a good meal.

“I’m looking for
musicians to play in my inn,” he said. “Real musicians, like you,
who can play for wealthy people in private rooms. If you want a
job, come to my inn tomorrow. It used to be called the Wolf
Triumphant. You can find it on King Lane. If you want a job get
yourself cleaned up and come and play for me tomorrow. Come in the
afternoon.” He tossed the coin and a small, dirty hand reached out
and snatched it from the air. He held her eyes for a moment longer,
then stood and turned his back on her, motioning to Bargil to go
ahead of him out of the alley.

They had walked a
couple of streets before the big man spoke.

“That could be a
waste of money,” he said.

“A gamble,” Arbak
conceded. “I hope she will come, but I am not certain.”

“She? That was a
woman?”

“And a Durander,
no less.”

Bargil touched his
forehead in a superstitious gesture. “Durander?” he said. “I hope
you know what you’re getting into. They’re difficult folk. Strange
ways.”

“Ah, but they play
such music. You will see. If she comes, you will see.”

*

She came to the
inn just an hour after they had eaten their midday. Arbak did not
recognise her at first. She was dressed in a rough brown dress, a
shawl over her head. Her skin was darker than most Avilians, but
more olive than brown. She walked with a limp, head bowed,
something clutched in her left hand wrapped in old green cloth. She
looked little better than a beggar.

She walked across
the room to where Arbak sat, and one of the men he had employed to
work at the bar moved to intercept her. She stopped and raised her
head, and Arbak saw who it was and waved the man away. How he knew
her he could not say. It was certainly not the look of her. The
only similarities between this woman and the ragged bundle he had
seen in the alley were her size and her eyes, which were quite
striking. She had a small featured, regular face, a pointed chin,
neat ears that lay flat against her head, and hair the colour of a
raven’s wing, but it was the eyes that struck him. They were big,
brown, and fringed with the most luxuriant lashes he had ever
seen.

“Lord Arbak,” she
said. “You said a job.” Her voice was sweet and low, and with the
Durander accent it was almost seductive.

“I am no lord,” he
said, aware of the quick smile on Bargil’s face. “But there is a
job, yes. These are your pipes?” He pointed to the green cloth
bundle. She unwrapped them and held them so that he could see, but
just out of reach. He could see at once that it was a quality
instrument. Polished wood, brass and steel all contributed to its
air of solid, serious construction. He could see that each of the
pipes had been engraved with symbols, and though he had no idea
what they meant he recognised the script from the few times he had
seen it: the magical script of Durandar. She did not say
anything.

“What is your
name?” he asked.

“Sheyani esh
Baradan al Dasham.”

Bargil snorted. “A
big name for one so little,” he said.

“It is not my
name, man like an ox,” she said. “It is what I am called. I do not
tell my name.” She turned back to look at Arbak. He was surprised
by her words. His first impression was that she was meek,
frightened, but he remembered the knife in the alley. Whatever had
happened to her the flame still burned within. He remembered that
all Duranders had a secret name. They believed in magic, and they
believed that anyone who spoke their secret name had power over
them.

“Can we call you
Sheyani? Is that polite?” he asked.

“It is.”

“Will you play for
us?”

“It is the job,
yes?”

He nodded.

“What do you want
I should play?”

He shrugged. “I do
not know your music. You choose.”

She looked at him
for a moment, as though he had disappointed her in some way, or
perhaps it was just frustration. He could not read her well.

Sheyani began to
play. Standing in the middle of the tavern, without preamble or
preparation, she lifted the pipes to her lips and played. It was
like nothing he had ever heard before. It was a tune full of
sadness and anger. It caught him like a net and took him to a place
he did not want to go. He felt resentment building inside him, a
sense of injustice that needed to be avenged, and he felt his hand
reaching towards the hilt of his sword.

“Stop!” he said.
Sheyani stopped. The Inn was filled with stillness. The carpenters
had stopped working and stood with hands clenched, staring at the
musician. Bargil was stood by the door, his sword half drawn, his
face grim. For a moment the tension held, and then it faded away.
People looked at each other as though awaking from a dream of
anger.

“Why did you play
that?” Arbak asked. “What was it?”

“It has no name,”
She replied. “I will name it for you: Foreigner, Slighted. It is
how I feel.”

He could see
Bargil nodding, his face still less than happy. The Guardsman had
been poorly treated, too, he remembered, so this would pluck at his
different experience.

“Are we really
that bad?” Arbak asked.

“I am sorry,
Sheshay,” she said. “I have offended you. You have been kind.”

“No, I am not
offended, but I am sad, and I am impressed.” So this was Durander
magic, or one aspect of it. “Play something that will lift us,
Sheyani. Play something of the summer, and good times, and loyal
friends.”

She nodded, closed
her eyes for a moment, and then began to play again. This tune was
quite different. It lilted along quite sweetly, almost dancing, and
there was an endearing clumsiness to the meter. Arbak saw smiles on
the faces of the carpenters, the barman, and even Bargil. He could
not help it. He smiled himself. The mood was less insistent than
the first piece, and he saw the carpenters go back to work, he saw
Bargil sit and tilt his chair back again, tapping his thigh with a
hand.

Perfect.
Frightening.

What could he not
do with such a musician in his service? He shook himself free of
the spell for a moment. He could not be sure of his own mind, which
was the problem. Yet it was so pleasant to let go and allow the
music to carry him to a better place. The war was far away and
unimportant, the problems of the inn were simple and would be
overcome with all the fine men he had employed. It was glorious. It
was magic. It was false.

Sheyani stopped,
and the room let out a collective sigh. She stood looking at Arbak,
waiting, it seemed for him to speak, but when he opened his mouth
to do so she held up a hand to silence him.

“Not now, Sheshay”
she said. “Wait for the music to fade. A minute, perhaps three,
will be enough.”

He did as he was
told, and felt the euphoria of the spell drain away. Sheyani pulled
something out of her pocket and held it out for Arbak to inspect.
He looked. She was holding two copper discs. They must have cost a
third of what he had given her yesterday. Copper was expensive. On
the disks he could see that symbols had been scratched inexpertly,
perhaps with a nail. He looked at her questioningly.

“Shield,” she
said. “It stops the music from going inside you.” She looked around
at the people in the inn, the barmen, the carpenters and Bargil. “I
can make more,” she said. “For those that work.”

He took the discs
from her hand, and he was aware at once that this was the first
time he had touched her skin. He looked up to see that she was
looking into his face. She looked anxious.

“You answer my
questions before I ask them, Sheyani,” he said. “I can give you a
room to sleep in, as much food as you need, and four florins a
week, though I think you will be worth more.”

“You give me a
job?”

“Oh, yes,” he
said. “You must be here every night for four hours, starting an
hour before the sun sets, and you will play music that makes people
peaceful, that makes them enjoy the good things that I offer, that
makes them happy to be here.”

Sheyani nodded.
“It is lawful,” she said.

“Lawful?”

“I am bound by
laws of Durandar, here, too. I cannot play some things, but what
you ask is lawful, Sheshay.”

“I am happy that
it is,” he smiled at her, and there was a moment when he thought
that she might smile back, but it did not come. Her eyes were still
full of pain. “Tell me one thing. Why do you call me Sheshay? What
does it mean?”

She struggled with
the language. “It is not lord,” she said. “But still,” she put her
hands together and bowed slightly.

“Respect?”

“Respect,” she
confirmed.

“You are young for
such great skill,” Arbak said.

“Not so young. My
father, he teach me many years,” she said. He could see sadness in
her eyes again, but it was an old sadness. She wasn’t as young as
he’d first thought. The lines around her eyes gave it away, but she
was so small, her skin so smooth, she could have passed for
seventeen, but now he guessed she was closer to thirty.

“Your father is
gone?”

“Gone, yes,” and
that was all she had to say about that, but there was a story
there, and it made him curious. She was so obviously talented that
there must be some powerful reason for her being here, struggling
to live in Bas Erinor when she should have been entertaining the
nobility of Durandar.

“Do you need
anything to eat?” he asked.

She looked towards
the bar. There was a smell coming from the kitchens beyond, a rich
smell of bread and meat. She suddenly looked very thin to
Arbak.

“We have a fine
stew,” he said.

She shook her
head. “I do not eat meat,” she said.

“Pumpkin
soup?”

“Yes,” she nodded,
and for the first time there was a touch of a smile on her
lips.

“Bread?”

“Yes. Bread is
good.”

Arbak leaned
towards the bar and shouted. “Cookie, I want a really large bowl of
that pumpkin soup out here, and a loaf with it!”

The food was
brought quickly and he sat Sheyani at a table where she ate
hungrily. Arbak watched her. She used the spoon carefully, as
though she was not completely used to its function, and she tore
the bread carefully, one modest chunk at a time, dipping it into
the soup and eating it. She ate quickly, but she didn’t spill a
drop.

He left her to
finish and walked back to where Bargil was leaning on his chair by
the door.

“She’s quite
something,” he said to the big man. “Talented.”

Bargil shook his
head. “Yes,” he said. “Talented, but be careful there Captain.
They’re strange folk, the Duranders.”

“I know,” he said,
keeping his voice expressionless. “You can’t trust these
foreigners.”

Bargil
laughed.


22.
Retribution

The Marquis of Bel Arac rode just
within the line of trees, walking his horse carefully out of sight
of any watchful eyes out on the plain. He felt wretched. All his
life he had been accustomed to the best, the best food, the best
clothes, the best conversation, the best of everything that money
could buy. Now he had nothing but a tired horse, albeit a quality
one, a suit of stained and stinking clothes, a sword, and the hope
of a warm welcome. He felt degraded.

He had recovered
quickly from the shock. Wolf Narak had been much more effective
than he’d expected. He gave no credence to the old stories. They
were still nonsense, he was sure of that, but the man was a superb
swordsman. The twelve Seth Yarra cleansers he’d been given as a
bodyguard were all very good men. They had been quick, subtle,
skilled and experienced, and they’d been armed with blood silver
blades. They should not have lost.

But they had.

By the end it had
become a show, and he had found it difficult to tear himself away.
Narak had been dismantling the cleansers one at a time in a display
of martial exuberance the like of which he had never before
witnessed, and in spite of himself he had been impressed.

It had come as
even more of a shock when he discovered the Seth Yarra force along
the border had been destroyed, all five hundred men killed, he had
heard. He’d learned that just in time to avoid stumbling into some
crude Berashi trap. That would have been humiliating. He had turned
and headed for the Seth Yarra army, massing on the coast north of
Afael.

Now that he was
drawing close he had other problems. There were Afaeli scouts all
over the place. Just the day before he had seen twenty men, Afaeli
light cavalry, riding north through the woods. He’d been lucky to
avoid them and been forced to hide in a thicket while they
passed.

It meant that the
Afaeli, and probably the Avilians had discovered their presence,
and that war was drawing close. That, of course, was the problem.
There would come a time when he would have to leave the cover of
the forest and ride across the plain to join his new allies, and
that plain was now full of Afaeli patrols.

He had made a
plan, though. He had a good horse, and he was, perforce, travelling
light. He would settle himself about fifty miles from the coast and
wait for two or three days, and allow the horse to recover its
strength. Then he would ride hard for the Seth Yarra lines, not
stopping until he reached them. It might kill the horse, but as
long as he got there in one piece the job would be done. He would
be safe.

He stopped for
lunch in a quiet glade close to a stream. He did not rest by the
stream itself. There was a chance of a patrol coming through, and
they would probably stick by water because the going was easier and
there was little chance of getting lost, all the rivers in this
part running north to south. He had very little food, and he
wondered at the sensation of hunger he felt. It was extraordinary.
It made him feel dangerous and adventurous: things he had never
been. There was some dried bread, horrible stuff, but he made
himself eat a small portion at every meal, and some hard cheese
that he would never have touched at home. It was the sort of thing
that peasants ate. At home he would have had a soft cheese, and he
would have eaten it with fruit and a suitable wine.

He remembered just
such a meal not more than a month ago. He had been dining alone, as
was his custom. Since his wife had died in childbirth some twenty
years ago he had not been able to eat with anyone else in the room.
Even the Seth Yarra knights were not invited. They would not have
accepted, at any rate, he thought. They had a strange, almost
superstitious attachment to their own rations and would not eat the
castle’s food or wine. He had told them that they might order what
they wished from the kitchens, but they had declined. It had not
been a particularly courtly refusal, he recalled. One might even
call it rude.

Anyway, he
remembered eating a particularly fine cheese. It had been soft and
blue-veined with a rich flavour, well complemented by a rich, red,
Telan wine, sweetened by grapes and thinly sliced apple. That was
not the whole meal, of course. There was duck, roasted with a
stuffing of nuts and apricots, a joint of beef, pink and tender
beneath its flame seared exterior. And a confection of ice and
fruit and sugar, with beaten egg whites, sliced strawberries, and
yet another wine, this one a sweet Avilian white from the coast
where such things were skilfully made.

He licked his lips
and looked with distaste at the dry bread and hard cheese.

There would be a
time when he could eat like a king again. Indeed, he expected to
be a king. Who else would the Seth Yarra put to rule
Avilian? They would need someone to keep things under control once
their conquest was complete, and he had assured that conquest with
blood silver. Now even the Benetheon could not stand against
them.

He put the food
away and drank deeply from his water bottle. The water helped to
stave off the hunger more than the food.

He climbed back on
his horse and rode carefully out of his glade, crossed the stream,
pausing to refill his water, and headed east. The plain was visible
occasionally through gaps in the trees, a bright, exposed expanse,
but he saw no sign of movement there. Beyond the stream he came
across a path running east, beckoning him to follow, but it was too
clear. A path like this must be used often, and he was not for the
company of other men. He pulled the horse to the right, deeper into
the woods, and after a short while headed east again.

The forest became
thicker as he travelled, and he was forced to lean low over the
horse’s neck, ducking under branches as the animal pushed too and
fro, picking a path between the scrubby bushes that grew rank and
thick about the base of the trees.

Suddenly he was in
a clearing, broad and open, the trees towering above him and
nothing but leaf litter beneath the horse’s hooves. He stretched
his body, looked across the empty space, and stopped.

He almost stopped
breathing, his hands limp on the reins. The horse stopped too.
Idling to a standstill, and bending its head to see if there was
anything edible to be found among the brown carpet of leaves.

Wolf Narak sat on
the far side of the clearing, leaning his back against a tree, and
he was looking directly at the Marquis.

This was a
catastrophic surprise. Narak was not mounted, so for a moment it
occurred to him that he might flee, but he quickly became aware
that the woods around him were seething with wolves. He saw their
slender grey bodies flickering between the trees, their hungry eyes
looking at him, their pink tongues lolling. There was no running,
then. He would be brought down and torn to pieces within five
minutes. Inwardly he cursed. He had been so close. Just another few
days and he would have been safe. Well, he would have to make the
best of the situation.

He dismounted and
drew his sword. He saw Narak stand and draw his own twin blades,
but the Marquis had no intention of fighting the Wolf. That was
certain death. He was no match for Narak.

They stood facing
each other for a moment. Narak was quite still, his blades hovering
at his sides, his face expressionless. The distance between them
was too great for a blow, but a couple of steps would remedy that.
The Marquis threw his sword to the ground.

“I surrender
myself to you,” he said.

It was a gamble,
but the Wolf was often described as sentimental, a man who took the
Karimic virtues seriously, and a man who would not kill a prisoner.
This way the Marquis might survive until the point of Seth Yarra
victory.

“You
surrender?”

“I place myself in
your charge, and I am prepared to answer any allegation against me
in any court.”

Narak shook his
head. “You are guilty of so many crimes that I could not begin to
guess which court should judge you,” he said. “You have conspired
with the enemies of your king, which is high treason, and you have
supplied weapons with the full knowledge that they will be used
against the citizens of Berash, for which you should face the
Dragon Court, and you have broken the blood silver pact, for which
you should face the judgement of the Benetheon.”

“I will face them
all,” the Marquis said.

“Will you? I think
you may not, for there is a higher, more immediate court that calls
you to judgement, and it is here, and it is now.”

“There is no
higher court. You must obey the law.” The Marquis was insistent. He
would bend the Wolf to his will. The so-called god had a weakness
for doing the right thing, and it was the Marquis’ best weapon.

Narak stepped
forwards and placed his left hand blade against the nobleman’s
chest.

“You caused a
friend of mine to die,” he said. “Her blood is on your hands. Of
all your crimes this is the greatest, and I have judged you.”

The blade pressed
home, and the Marquis was shocked to feel it cut through cloth and
skin, plunging into his chest as easily as a sharp knife though
soft cheese. He tried to speak, to tell Narak that he couldn’t kill
him, that he needed time, but all he managed was a cough, and he
tasted blood in his mouth.

This wasn’t right
at all. He clawed at the blade, but only managed to cut his
fingers, and the pain became worse, blossoming out from the wound,
filling his body. His legs began to feel weak. He was standing on
stilts that were impossibly high, and he wobbled, looked again at
the shining face of Wolf Narak. The whole world was brighter,
shining

He saw the other
blade come up wide, and watched, everything slowing to his eyes,
light struggling down the pathways to his mind, as the blade swept
across. He felt it bite his neck. There was a tumbling of light and
pain.

Then nothing.


23. Bas
Erinor

Lord Quinnial sat at his
father’s table and read the letter three times. It was as
unambiguous a document as he was ever likely to read, but he read
it again anyway. He wanted the words to be clear in his mind.

It was hardly a
surprise. He had been expecting a letter from the King, and its
contents were exactly what his father had predicted, almost word
for word, but he still found it unsettling. This piece of paper was
an instrument of power. Change a couple of names in it and it could
destroy any man in the land – even his father the Duke.

Times were
difficult, there was no denying it. His father had gone, left with
the army and with Aidon to answer the Wolf’s call, and he knew that
they were going to danger, to war, and possibly a violent death.
Almost everyone else had gone, too. All the officers, men, knights
and noble scions that filled the castle had packed their weapons
and armour and mounted their horses and gone in search of
glory.

He was left
behind.

There were
compensations. His father had given him power over the Duchy, so
that until the duke and Aidon returned from war, if they returned,
he was effectively the Duke of Bas Erinor. It was a position of
great trust. He also felt that it was a position considerably
beyond his competence. If not for Maryal he might have
despaired.

It was the one
good thing. They were betrothed with her father’s blessing. They
were in love, and the one person who actually believed that he
could achieve the tasks set before him was constantly at his side,
encouraging, praising, commiserating, supporting. It made his new
life bearable.

Quinnial was no
longer a child. He knew that he would make mistakes, and he knew
that his father had made mistakes. All men do. What he feared was
looking foolish, making some great mistake. It was true that he had
men to advise him, and they were, with a couple of exceptions, the
men that had advised his father for many years, but he remembered
well the last piece of advice that his father had given him before
leaving with the army.

It had been a cold
day, and his father was uncomfortable with indigestion. It worried
Quinnial, because it seemed to be troubling his father more and
more often. He was surprised that the physics of Bas Erinor had
been unable to engineer a change in diet or a medicine that would
effectively answer the problem. They had sat together in this same
room, the table covered with papers, his father running through the
business of the Duchy once again.

“You do not need
to remember it all, Quin,” the duke had said. “There are fifty men
beneath you whose concern it is to remember everything. What you
must learn is the skeleton beneath that flesh, so that when they
tell you that a man has three arms you will know that they are
deceiving you.”

“So it is not
really I who will rule?”

“Yes, absolutely.
No decision that you make can be anything other than your own. Your
advisers will advise, they may even try to persuade you to a
particular course of action, but the decision is yours. You will be
held responsible for every single edict that you issue. A Duke
cannot point the finger at an adviser and say it is another man’s
fault. Always trust your own instincts. Those are what will make
you a good ruler or a bad one. There is no help for it.”

No help for it
indeed.

He put the letter
down and rang a bell to summon a guard. A man stepped through the
door of the chamber almost at once.

“My Lord?”

“Ah, Piras, has
the shift changed? I did not see you out there this morning.”

“Indeed it has, my
lord.”

“And your son, he
is well again?”

“Yes, my lord.
Recovered fully a week now. He is back at his training.”

“Well, that is
good. Can you bring me the prisoner Skal Hebberd?”

“At once, my
lord.” The man vanished again, and he heard words spoken beyond the
door, then footsteps going away. It was more difficult to keep up
with the comings and goings of the guards now that he was so
occupied, but he still made the effort. These men had been his
friends for years. They had treated him well in spite of all his
difficulties, and he was determined that he would not be so far
above them that he would cease to know them.

He picked up the
document again and read it yet again.

“My lord?”

He looked up and
saw that Piras was back, accompanied by two less prettily attired
guards, and between then the forlorn and yet still defiant figure
of Skal Hebberd.

“Thank you,
Piras,” he said. “Skal, please sit.”

“I prefer to
stand,” the young man replied. So full of pride, so doomed by
it.

“As you wish.” He
set his eyes to the letter again. “I will read this to you.”

He took a deep
breath. It was an unpleasant duty, but a duty none the less.

“‘Read and
believe’,” he began. “’This letter, duly sealed and signed,
witnessed and confirmed is given under the hand of Beras, King of
Avilian and all its peoples, lord of all its oceans and those that
sail upon them, here in Golt, his capital, on the fifth day of…
etc’ I will not trouble you with more of the heading.” He scanned
down to the meat of the letter. “’Let all who read this letter
understand that the blood of the house of Hebberd, formerly our
servants bearing the title of Marquis, of our lands of Bel Arac, is
from this time on degraded to the common stock. All lands and
property pertaining to this title will pass into the keeping of my
loyal servant, the Duke of Bas Erinor until such time as I shall
otherwise dispose. The last holder of the title of Marquis, being
found guilty of treason against my person and my kingdom is
declared outlaw, and subject to any seizure or punishment as any of
my subjects should see fit to mete upon him. All other members of
his family are at the disposal of the Duke of Bas Erinor, their
guilt in this matter and their punishment to be determined by
him.’”

He put the letter
down and looked into Skal’s resentful eyes.

“You understand
this, Skal Hebberd?” he asked.

“This must give
you great pleasure,” Skal said.

“You understand
this? You must confirm that you understand.”

“I understand.”
Skal almost spat the words.

“You misjudge me,
Skal. You have not been kind to me, but I would not wish this
degradation on you. You have done cruel things, but I do not hold
you to be a traitor to our king, to our country.” He rolled the
letter carefully and tied a ribbon about it.

“Yet having hurt
you so much, I regret that I must hurt you again. I have news that
you father is dead. He was slain by Wolf Narak to the north of
Afael. He was alone.”

Skal looked
inwards for a moment, as though seeking a memory of his father.

“Then he died as
he lived,” Skal said. “He was ever alone since my mother died at
the hour of my birth. He was not a father to me, or a friend.”

Quinnial sat back
in his chair. The unpleasant business was concluded, but this was
not how he wanted to leave it.

“I hesitate to
show you any kindness, Skal, for I fear you will resent it, but I
would not cast you out into the low city until you have had time to
prepare yourself. You will remain here, in the castle, under house
arrest as you have been, for the duration of a month. You will be
accorded the dignity of your former title during that time, though
not the title itself. At the end of the month I will ask you if
there is a position that you desire, and if it is within my power
and prudence, I will grant it to you.”

Skal looked at
him. Quinnial read surprise, calculation, and resentment. He hoped
the latter would pass.

“Why?”

“You are a fine
swordsman, a useful strategist, a loyal Avilian. These things
should not be lost to us because of your father’s crimes.”

“I will think on
it,” Skal said.

“I am sure that
you do not want my advice, Skal, but you will have it anyway. Do
not seek revenge. Do not brood upon your past and the injustice
that fate has worked upon your fortunes. Your life begins today.
Make it anew.”

Skal sneered. “It
is not an arm that I have lost, Quinnial. It is my blood, my reason
for existing.”

Quinnial signalled
to the guards and Skal Hebberd was led from his sight. He hoped
that the man would awaken to the possibilities, but he did not hope
too much. Skal was a bitter man, had been a bitter child, and it
would take a lot to wring that bitterness from him.

Alone again he
looked around at his papers. He was hungry, he realised. It must be
well past midday.

He called for
Gerant, his father’s secretary, and the man appeared quickly.

“Put this
somewhere it will not be lost, Gerant,” he said, handing him the
King’s letter. “If anyone seeks me I shall be lunching with Harad
in his chambers.”

“Yes, my
lord.”

He left Gerant to
tidy up after him. It was poor use of the man, but he admitted to
himself that he was not overly fond of the secretary. The man was
useful, no question of that. Without him the Duchy would flounder
in administrative chaos, but Quinnial thought him pompous and very
full of himself and his position. He preferred the company of men
like Harad.

Harad was his
touchstone. The armourer kept his eyes and ears open, and passed on
what he learned to Quinnial. At present there was a general
dissatisfaction among those that had been left behind. Many of
those were older, had families, or, like Quinnial himself, carried
some injury that prevented them from being useful in war. It was
not a problem because they knew that he was tarred with the same
brush. They sympathised with him, and he with them. There was
anxiety in the city. They did not know war, and the enemy was
powerful and legendary. All this did not surprise him, but it was
good to see beyond his narrow circle.

Harad was already
eating when he arrived. It did not bother him. He helped himself to
a plate full of food from the larder and sat down with a glass of
wine.

“Any news?”

“Well, my lord, as
you know, rumour flies faster than eagles. We hear that Telas has
promised troops, and that Narak has gone to Durandar, but no word
yet from the magic kingdom.”

“And the people of
the city?”

“Much the same.
Many chafe at inaction. The merchants are looking for something
that they can do to help win the war, and the people in general are
ready to fight. A levy now would be filled quickly.”

“That is a
thought, but then we would have to feed them, arm them, even train
them, and we do not have the resources. We must wait, I fear.”

Harad nodded. The
levy would take time. It was a last resort. If the army now
marching to war was defeated they would raise and train a levy in
the hope that it would be strong enough to defend Avilian from the
remnant of the enemy. It would be a large army, but comparatively
unskilled and likely to suffer from poor morale.

“There is one
thing of interest, my lord,” Harad said, and Quinnial could see a
smile on his face.

“What?”

“A new tavern has
opened in the low city.”

“This is
news?”

“It is. You
remember the old Wolf Triumphant?”

“Yes. A shoddy
place by repute.”

“It’s been bought
by a man, Captain Cain Arbak, a retired mercenary, and he’s quite
turned it around. I think it may be the most popular tavern in the
low city.”

“The Wolf? Are you
sure?”

“He has renamed
it. The Seventh Friend. An odd name.”

Quinnial smiled.
There were few reasons for the literary education he had been put
through, but he had found one of them.

“It’s from Karim,”
he said. “You know: Ten Tales of Karim?”

“I know of it,”
Harad shrugged. “I was never one for reading. Anyway, most people
just call it ‘The Friend’.”

“Have you
been?”

Harad shook his
head. “No,” he said. “But you might consider a visit. They have
private rooms, and if reports are to be believed they have music
and some of the best ale in the city. If that wasn’t enough, the
doorman used to be Berashi Dragon Guard.”

“What do we know
about this Captain Arbak?”

“Not much. He’s
Avilian born, or claims to be. Did his soldiering elsewhere – we
have no record of him - and he seems to be quite rich.”

“Might be
interesting. He could be working for one of the other kingdoms, but
we’re all on the same side now.”

Harad raised an
eyebrow.

“As you say,” he
said. “There is one thing, though. I know a couple of old hands,
veterans, who seem to be making a habit of the place. These are
serious men whose judgement I trust, but their reports are, well,
stuffed with praise to the point where I find them hard to
believe.”

“I don’t know what
you mean.”

“No inn is that
good, my lord.”

“Go and look
yourself,” Quinnial said.

Harad nodded,
helped himself to another glass of wine. “That’s exactly what I’ll
do, My Lord.”


24. The First House

There was only one
guard on the gates of the First House, and he was a man with a
staff and no armour. Instead he wore a black silk gown that reached
to his feet and wrapped himself in a sky blue cloak. He was bare
headed. His face was marked with a tattoo above the right eye, a
snake with five bars above it, and his head was shaved. He watched
Narak approach with keen, dark eyes.

“Areshi,” Narak
greeted him, stopping a little before the threshold and raising his
open hand. “I seek audience with the First Mage.”

“You are not known
to this house,” the guard said.

“I am known to the
house,” Narak replied, “but perhaps not to the people within
it.”

The guard gestured
and spoke a word, and the air about them both glittered for a
moment, like a fine rain caught in morning sun. The colours faded
and the guard bowed.

“God of Wolves, I
did not know you. Forgive my ignorance.”

“Areshi, if there
is a fault it is mine. It has been many years.”

The guard pulled a
thistle head from his pocket and carefully removed one seed, a
silken tuft that he held for a moment in the palm of his hand. He
bent his head and spoke to it softly, and when he pulled his hand
away it remained motionless, floating quite still, immune to the
breezes that wandered through the gateway.

“Follow the
thistledown, God of Wolves, and it will lead you to my lord.”

Almost at once it
moved through the air and paused, impatiently awaiting its charge.
Narak had forgotten this piece of magic. It had been so long. Now
he found it charming again, as he had done once before.

“Thank you,
Areshi,” he said. “Joy upon your house.”

It was formality
upon formality, but to Narak it seemed an honest sort of stiffness.
He liked the Duranders despite all their difference, all their
magic and ritual. He followed the thistledown guide along a series
of passageways. The First House, as they liked to call it, was
certainly not anything that he would have described as a house. Nor
would he have called it a castle.

In truth the First
House was a labyrinth. On the surface it was a single storey
building, a construction started over a thousand years ago and
added to by each First Mage. Beneath the ground it was the same
again, and again, and again. In all it went down seven levels, and
he had heard rumours that there were more levels beneath, a knot of
hundreds upon hundreds of curving tunnels and secret chambers so
that not even the First Mage himself knew all the ways of it. The
thistledown guides could be told to find a person or a room, and
they would do so, but without them almost any member of the occult
court of Hammerdan would be lost in the maze.

Narak walked
behind his guide for over twenty minutes. At times they passed down
corridors no wider than three hand spans, and he was forced to edge
through with his shoulders turned slantwise, and at other times he
walked passageways so wide that twenty men could have walked
abreast. There were rivers here, too. He crossed four bridges,
though he had no way of knowing if they were the same one. The
thistledown guides never took the most direct route and the bridges
were all deliberately identical.

He came eventually
to a great room deep within the earth, and he recognised it at
once. He would not have known that this was a cave if he had not
descended so many stairs. Of course there was no guarantee that it
was a cave. It was possible that each significant chamber was
placed at a different point in Durandar, and all were linked
together by magical portals. It was just the sort of thing the
Duranders would do.

The room, the
cave, the chamber, whatever he called it, was one of the most
remarkable anywhere in Terras. The ceiling, some twenty feet above
his head, flowed with light. It was a little like looking up at the
surface of a lake from beneath, and a little like seeing the
ceiling burn. The light filled the room. The chamber was circular,
with three entrances, and the walls were carved with scenes from
battles, the faces and figures of great heroes from Durandar’s
past, and with sigils and runic writings. The detail and skill were
likely to trap the eye, but Narak had seen them before. Long ago he
had seen his own face there, read his own name.

Within the chamber
stood a great round table carved from the rock. The table was a
great symbol of the power of Durandar, sometimes called the magic
circle, the great ring, or the world’s heart. Nine sitting-stones
lay evenly spaced about its rim, and at eight of those the great
Mages of Durandar sat in council. The ninth stone was vacant. Men
had died sitting upon it, for it doubled not only as a guesting
seat, but a trial seat, a pleading seat, and sometimes an
altar.

Each mage was
clothed in heavy robes, hooded, and faced the centre of the table
where a single white light burned. Seven wore coloured robes,
imitating the rainbow, and the eighth wore white. The white robed
figure, Narak knew, was Hammerdan.

This was a
delicate moment. His personal standing with the court of Durandar
had not always been high, and relations not always as cordial as he
might have wished. His bluntness had given offence in the past, and
he had no idea how the current court regarded him. He had met none
of them. In theory he should be at least formally welcome. These
people worshipped Pelion above all others. They referred to him as
the Great Mage, and many disliked his being elevated to godhood in
the other kingdoms. They saw him as their founder, their father,
their template.

But Durander
magic, for all its potency was not even a shadow of the power that
Pelion had wielded. He had stamped his will upon the world with
authority, and none had the power to oppose him.

“I am here to
speak with Hammerdan the White,” he said.

The white robed
figure stood, but none of the others moved, even to turn their
heads at the sound of his voice. Hammerdan threw back the hood of
his robe, revealing a broad, smiling face. He had blue eyes, a
tousled mop of thick, fair hair, and he held his arms wide in
greeting.

“Mighty God of
Wolves, Child of Pelion, you are most welcome here,” he said.

So much for the
Duranders being barbarians, so much for them trying to kill me.

“I thank you for
your welcome, First Mage of Durandar. I am pleased to be among
friends.”

“So it must always
be,” Hammerdan replied. “Will you take the ninth seat?”

Narak stepped
forward and settled himself on the sitting stone. Given the
apparent warmth of Hammerdan’s greeting he decided upon a direct
approach.

“Seth Yarra have
landed an army in the east,” he said. “It is a great army, and the
three kingdoms of the east march to give battle. I am here to ask
for your help in the enterprise.”

Hammerdan had
taken his seat again, and he leaned forward, shaking his head. “We
know, of course, that they have come, and it is a terrible thing,
but they are far away, and time is short. We can spare few mages
from the protection of our border.”

“The Telans will
send a thousand men to war if you will match it.”

“A thousand men?
Soldiers? We can raise such a number, but you know it is not swords
that defend us, and not arrows that keep our borders safe.”

“I will, of
course, be grateful for the few mages that you can spare, Lord
Hammerdan, but Terresh made the men a condition of his own
assistance.”

“The man is a
fool, but we will meet his terms if it helps you, Deus. We will
also send ten mages, and they will travel more quickly than
soldiers, and may yet be of some use to you in the battle.”

“I am grateful,
Lord Hammerdan.” It was a boon indeed. He knew the effectiveness of
Durander magic, though immune to it himself. Theirs was not a great
magic, not like the magic of Pelion, nor yet like the magic of the
Benetheon, which came easily to them, and was as natural as
breathing. With this aid the armies of the east would be stronger,
more certain of victory.

The white light at
the centre of the table flickered blue for a moment, and Hammerdan
turned to the blue robed figure sitting to his right.

“You are
concerned, Kelmarrim?”

“It is a trick,”
Kelmarrim said. The voice was that of a woman, but she did not draw
back her hood. She spoke forcefully, her voice ringing through the
chamber as powerfully as Hammerdan’s own.

“To what end?”
Hammerdan asked.

“I do not know,
First Among Us, but Terresh is not such a fool to think a thousand
of our men match a thousand of his own. He has some other purpose
in mind.”

“Your words are
wise, and have the light of truth, Kelmarrim, but they do not
change my decision. Perhaps there is some Telan political intrigue
involved?”

“Perhaps, First
Among Us, but I fear the hand of his woman in this. She is a
cunning enemy and has cost us dear in the past.”

“It was Hestia who
suggested it,” Narak confirmed. “But I cannot see what she might
gain. Ten mages will surely not weaken you so much, and she did not
ask for them, just for a thousand men?”

“Mighty Narak, God
of Wolves, you see clearly,” Kelmarrim said. “But Hestia is a
master of the crooked path and it may be that even your wisdom
cannot unravel the twistings of her subtle scheme.”

Narak wondered at
this. He had himself thought that Hestia was the mistress of Telas,
but he had seen no hint of scheming or wickedness in her. She was
beautiful, and she seemed intelligent, and yet what Kelmarrim said
recalled something Pascha had once said to him: that he was too
honest to see a lie, and too trusting to know deceit. He did not
think of himself as particularly guileless, but there was an ounce
of truth in what she had said. He preferred to deal with honest
men. He was almost unhappy to have come here, to have heard the
doubt voiced, but he could not see an advantage for Telas whatever
angle he viewed it from.

“You may be right,
Kelmarrim Mage,” Narak said. “But if the scheme involves sending a
thousand men to fight against Seth Yarra, then I for one am willing
to watch it unfold.”

“But watch it we
must,” Hammerdan said. “We will keep our eyes upon their forces,
and they shall not move without our seeing it.”

They talked more,
but it was of little consequence. When the time came for Narak to
leave Hammerdan told him to leave by one of the three doors, and
that no guide would be needed.

He walked through
a short passageway and out into a glade of trees. They were trees
that he knew. They were friends. When he turned back the opening
through which he had walked was gone, had probably never been
there, and there was only the sky and a river flowing between
overgrown banks, the green light filtering through the canopy
showing him a doe that stood quite still, ears pricked in alarm,
staring at him.

He laughed, and
the doe was released in a rush of hooves and flying leaves that
took it into the undergrowth and out of sight. He turned again and
began to walk. He was less than half a mile from Wolfguard.


25. The Seventh
Friend

Arbak could not believe the degree
to which his inn was a success. Night after night it was thronged
with men and women, drinking and eating, singing, talking and
shouting. He was taking more money over the bar than he had ever
seen in his life. He was averaging more than ten guineas a night,
and six of that was profit. If it carried on like this, well, he
would shortly be a very wealthy man. In the first week he had more
gold in his hand than he’d managed to save through his entire
mercenary career.

He credited his
success to three people, and he himself was not among them.

Bargil had found
the place. Without the former guardsman’s steer he might have still
been searching among the hundreds of inns that salted the low city,
or he might have settled on a lesser property.

The brewer was
another. There was no question but that he produced the most
delightfully drinkable ales. Arbak had never tasted the like in all
his wandering years. He truly owned the inn with the best ale in
the city.

And then there was
Sheyani. Each night her music lifted the customers, brought them to
a place where everything was good and friends surrounded them.
There had not been a fight since he had opened his doors; there had
not even been a theft. Once a man crossed the threshold of The
Seventh Friend he forgot his troubles, he left his enmity and
prejudice at the door. Without Sheyani it would have been a good
inn. With her it was the stuff of legends.

He had allowed
Bargil to hire two men to help him keep order, and at first they
had been bored. Now they were keeping the peace outside on the
street. So many wanted to enter the Inn that they were limiting
numbers. About two hundred and fifty was all that he allowed, and
that meant queues.

It was six days
before Kelso Jerran turned up.

An hour after the
doors had opened the inn was already crowded. Three men were
working flat out behind the bar and Bargil was beginning to herd
latecomers into some sort of order in the street beyond the doors.
Sheyani was playing on the dais, the pipe music binding the noise
of the tavern into a steady, cheerful rhythm. Arbak knew that most
people didn’t even hear the music, but he could. The copper disk
around his neck grew cold when she played, and he could hear the
cleverness, the unbelievable skill of her lips and breath, teasing
happiness out of a din.

Bargil appeared
before him.

“You’ve got a
visitor, Captain,” he said.

“I have many
visitors,” Arbak replied, gesturing expansively to the merry crowds
around him. In spite of the copper disk the mood of the place could
still infect him.

“You’ll want to
see to this one yourself,” Bargil said. “It’s Jerran, the
merchant.”

“Kelso Jerran?
Here?”

“He’s waiting
outside. I said something about a private room. Which one do you
want to put him in?”

With so much money
to burn Arbak had decided to keep the lamps and fires in the
private rooms lit and burning. It was wasteful, but he thanked his
luck for it now. He could take Jerran straight through to a room
without waiting.

“I’ll take him
through myself. How many does he have with him?”

“Three or four men
who look like merchants, a couple of guards.”

He had been
tempted to number the rooms, but it had seemed a dull thing to do,
and so, in keeping with the name of his tavern, he had named them
after three of the Karimic virtues: Honour, Honesty, and Charity.
Charity was the largest, but Honour was the best appointed, and
there were less than half a dozen in Jerran’s party, so Honour it
would be. He told Bargil to have them bring Telan wine and glasses,
and stepped quickly through the packed Inn, exchanging only the
occasional word with those that recognised him. At the door he
found Kelso Jerran deep in conversation with his friends.

“Kelso, I am
honoured that you should visit my place of business,” he said.

“I could not stay
away,” Jerran said with a smile. “Tales of what you have done here
spread through the city like plague, and I see that the numbers at
least are not fever born. How many do you pack in here?”

“Why don’t you see
for yourself,” Arbak replied. “I have set aside a private room for
you, and my finest wine awaits.”

They entered and
crossed the crowded public room with little trouble. One of the men
that Bargil had hired eased their way through the press of
humanity. Arbak saw the smiles settle on the faces of the merchants
as Sheyani’s music took hold, and by the time they entered the
private room they all seemed quite mellow.

The room was a
delight. Arbak had bought good quality furniture, decorated the
walls with Afaeli tapestries and the floors with rugs from the
mountain regions of Berash. The room was a riot of warm colour and
opulence, lit by twenty oil lamps, and warmed by a modest fire that
welcomed them from the grate. Three bottles of Telan wine stood on
the table with a small forest of glasses. A man from the bar waited
to one side, ready to serve.

‘This is very
fine,” Jerran said. “Very fine indeed.”

“The wine is a
gift to you, Kelso,” Arbak said. He could afford it, and he wanted
this influential man to speak well of the inn. “A small token of my
esteem.”

The men sat around
the table, making themselves comfortable in the very comfortable
chairs. Wine was poured. Faint chords of music and noise drifted
through from the public room.

“Well, gentlemen,”
Arbak said. “I shall leave you to enjoy yourselves.” In truth he
would have liked to have stayed. Listening to the casual
conversation of these men would be money in the bank, but more than
that, it might be valuable to the Wolf. He had not forgotten his
obligation, though in the powerful current of war and through all
the changes in his life it had sometimes been difficult to
remember.

“Not so hasty,
Captain,” Jerran said. “Sit with us a while.”

“I’d be glad to.”
Make a wish and it comes true. He almost credited Sheyani’s magic
pipes, but this was something else. Arbak sat, and his glass was
filled with his own wine.

“Are you from the
city?” It was one of Jerran’s friends who asked.

So they want to
know more about me. That is what this is.

“Yes,” he replied.
“Born and bred. I spent an unhappy childhood in the low city, on
the north side, but I always liked the place, always meant to come
back one day.”

“But you served
elsewhere?” It was the same man.

“Fought elsewhere,
yes. I spent six years the other side of the Dragon’s Back, some of
it guarding, some of it in border skirmishes. Then in Berash, and
for the last year in the north of Avilian.”

“You’ve been in
battles, killed people?”

Arbak was slow to
answer this one. He was not sure what they meant by it. He looked
at the men, but saw nothing in their eyes but eager expectation.
Perhaps they had never met a soldier before.

“When it was
necessary, yes,” he replied. “A soldier’s job is not to kill the
enemy, but to win the fight. That was one of the first things I
learned.”

“You see!” Jerran
turned to the others. “There is nothing false about Captain Cain
Arbak.”

Except the rank,
of course.

“You are right,
Jerran,” the interrogator said. “And you were right to bring us
here. The quality of the business shows the quality of the man. You
may put the proposition.”

Arbak turned to
Jerran. Proposition? Did these men want to put some business his
way?

“Well, Cain,”
Jerran said. “You know that the low city is managed by a council of
merchants?”

“Of course, and I
know that you are a distinguished member of that body.”

“We all are, Cain.
The men in this room make up a third of the council, and we carry
their full authority.”

He looked around
at the men, their faces, again. There was real power here. These
people employed the watch, they had the right to try and punish men
who committed crimes in the low city. Gods, they even hung
people.

“What is it that I
can do for you?” he asked.

“We are at war,”
Jerran said. “We are all men of business, merchants, traders. We
are successful and wealthy, but we know nothing of war. It has
always been a small thing, confined to the borders, and no more
than an inconvenience on trade routes. Now there is an enemy that
may bring the war to Bas Erinor itself.”

“So I believe,”
Arbak said.

“So do we all, but
we cannot sit idly by and wait for our destiny to be decided
elsewhere. We must do something.”

“You want to
fight?”

“Gods, no. We
could raise a few men ourselves, but we want to do something
bigger. If our army fails to defeat these Seth Yarra then we must
have another army. Do you think there will be a levy?”

“Certainly there
will, but the cost to the city will be great. If the duke calls a
levy then shops will close, businesses will shut down and taxes
will rise. It will be years before things return to normal, perhaps
never.”

“We have money,”
Arbak’s inquisitor said. “We have a lot of money.”

“Being chosen to
sit on the council is a great honour,” Jerran said. “Usually it
takes years of sound business, of building friendships,
demonstrating good sense, but these are extraordinary
circumstances, unsettled times.”

Gods, they want me
on the council. They want me to tell them how to fight a war.

“You are one of
us, Captain Arbak, albeit for a brief time. Kelso tells us that you
understand business, and that you think as we do. We want you to
accept the position of Honorary Councillor, to help us to help
Avilian.”

There was a moment
of panic. Arbak had seen it coming, but he still froze, still
stared slack-jawed at Jerran and the other councillors. He was a
sergeant, a squad leader, not a general. And he was an innkeeper
with little experience and a lot of luck.

“My friends, I am
honoured,” he said eventually. “But you need a general…”

“We could buy ten
generals,” Jerran said. “But they would not understand us. We don’t
expect you to lead the men, Cain, just organise them, stop us from
making fools of ourselves. You can hire your own general if you
want.”

“And you wouldn’t
have to pay,” the inquisitor said. “We all pay two guineas a day
for the honour of serving on the council, but your business is
barely off the ground, so we’ve made provision. And you need not
attend all the sessions, just those that concern the war.”

They were
desperate. They wanted someone to tell them how war worked, how
soldiers thought; someone to speak with hired blades in their own
language. Well, that was something he could do. He’d always told
himself that he could be a better officer than most of his
officers, and now was his chance to prove it. He allowed his pride
to talk him into it. If he devoted some of his mornings to the task
it would have little impact on the inn, and if the levy was called
off to war he would still be here with his tavern. Besides all
that, this might be something that Narak would want.

“Very well,” he
said. “I accept. But do not expect too much of me.”

He saw them smile.
They had what they wanted, and they exchanged congratulatory
glances, smiled at each other, and sipped at their wine.

“Congratulations,
Councillor Arbak,” Jerran said. “We have a meeting at my home on
Thursday morning. If you could attend, we can get started on it
then.”

“I will be there,
Kelso, and I am deeply honoured by your trust.”

After finishing
his drink he left the councillors to their wine and conversation.
Whatever they thought he was not yet one of them. Everything about
him was a fiction. He went back into the public room and looked at
the happy crowds. For a moment he took the copper disk from around
his neck and put it in his pocket, allowing the power of Sheyani’s
music to lift him.

Two months ago he
had been sergeant Arbak, a beaten soldier on the point of death,
and even before that he had been slowing down, growing old with no
prospect of ease in his life, and now he was here, rich, respected;
Councillor Captain Cain Arbak. And he was going to have his own
army. Who could guess the ways of destiny?

*

The watch bell had
sounded, and they had finally closed the doors after the last few
men. The public room seemed cavernous without its crowds. Bargil
and his men sat by the doors. The big guardsman had taken to
pouring three pints of ale after they closed and drinking them with
his underlings. It was a statement that they had finished for the
night. The men behind the bar worked steadily cleaning glasses,
polishing the bar, sweeping up.

Arbak was still
somewhere between panic and euphoria. He had been thinking about
the war and the merchant’s council for most of the evening, but he
had come to a halt, and could think no further. A night’s sleep
would breed a few ideas. It was the way that his mind worked.

But in spite of a
busy day, or perhaps because of it, he did not feel like sleep. He
wanted to share his mood. Looking around the bar he saw that Bargil
was with his men, and he did not want to intrude on that private
bond. He had been a squad leader often enough to know that Bargil
would not welcome him now. But Sheyani was alone, sitting on her
chair up on the dais, still wearing the shawl that covered her head
and polishing her pipes with a scrap of the green cloth that he’d
first seen them wrapped in.

He walked across
the room to where she sat. It was about time he started paying her
more. If anyone worked out what she was worth he would have a hard
time keeping her. She didn’t notice him approach, so as he stepped
up onto the dais he put a hand on her shoulder.

Sheyani jumped up
as though she’d been slapped, the high backed wooden chair she’d
been sitting on clattered away across the dais, and for a moment he
saw a look of such fear on her face that he drew back, afraid that
he had somehow injured her, or caused her unimaginable offence. He
saw the expression on her face change to something he couldn’t
recognise. Horror? Despair? Shame? Then she turned and ran from the
room, leaving him standing on the dais, immobilised with shock.

He looked around
and found that everyone in the inn was looking at him.

“What…?”

Bargil shrugged.
“Speak to her,” he said.

It was the
rational thing, the sensible thing to do. He followed her at a more
sedate pace, walking slowly up the stairs that led to her room, all
the time trying to think what he would say. He had startled her. He
knew that, but her reaction had been far beyond anything he could
have expected. It was exactly as though he had slapped her. He had
no idea what he had done wrong.

He stopped outside
her door and listened for a moment. He knocked gently. There was no
answer. He waited. He knocked again, a little louder.

“Sheyani, we must
talk,” he said, trying to put friendship and sympathy into his
voice.

He waited again,
an in a little he heard the latch, and the door opened a crack, but
no more. He pushed it open gently with a finger. Sheyani was
sitting on her bed, her arms wrapped tightly around her, the pipes
discarded on the bed. She would not meet his eyes.

“Sheyani, what is
the matter?”

“I have offended
you,” she said. “I will leave tomorrow.”

“No,” he said. The
word was more than a simple negative. It carried with it all his
knowledge that Sheyani was important to the success of his inn,
and, he realised for the first time, important to him in another
way. He did not want the inn to be without her, and he did not want
to be without her.

“You want me to
leave now?”

He took a step
into the room, crouched down to bring his eyes down to the level of
her face.

“No, I don’t want
you to leave at all. I startled you, that is all. You have done
nothing wrong.”

“I have,” she
said.

“No,” he said.
“No, you have not. If you had, I would have noticed.”

“I offended you. I
saw it in your eyes.”

“No, Sheyani. I
startled you, but you looked so afraid. I was surprised. There is
no offence in that.”

He could see that
she was weeping. Not sobbing, but the silent, expressionless,
flight of water from her eyes, down her cheeks, and she still would
not meet his eyes. He reached out and took her hand in his own, and
was surprised that she immediately gripped it fiercely.

“I have no more
honour,” she said.

“I don’t
understand.”

She bowed her head
and did not speak, but she continued to clutch at his hand, a
lifeline in a stormy sea, a last hope in a shipwreck of a life. He
wondered what it could be that had brought her so low. Not just one
thing, he guessed, but many. He had seen the fire in her, the
pride, and she was certainly talented, and, he thought, quite
striking to look at.

“Do not fear,
Sheyani,” he said. “You do not need to speak of it if you do not
wish to. The past is the past, and cannot be changed. You are
important here. You are needed. This inn is something good in the
city of Bas Erinor, and it would not be that if you were not a part
of it.”

She remained
still, and her grip on his hand remained firm, but he thought that
he detected a change in the way that she was sitting, a small
relaxation.

“There were three
men,” she said. “They were soldiers, I think. They followed me. I
cut one of them, but they held me down…”

“You don’t have to
tell me, Sheyani.”

Gods, the woman
had been raped. Here in the city. His mind flew back to all those
campaigns, all those battles. Bad things had happened afterwards,
sometimes, and though he had never been part of them he had
sometimes turned a blind eye, walked away. Now what had seemed
uncomfortable at the time came back to crush him like a hammer. He
felt his face flush with shame and anger. All those times he had
walked away from someone like Sheyani when he could have helped,
each one burned in him like a wound. He had always thought of
himself as a good man, or at least better than average.

“I have lost my
honour,” she said.

No,” he said, and
he was surprised at the strength of his own voice. “Not honour.
Innocence, perhaps, trust, but not honour.”

He tried to think
of what to say, and the book came back to him again. He had always
liked the Ten Tales, and perhaps he had always unconsciously
measured himself against them, and always he had been short,
lacking, a fraction of what he should have been. Now he saw that
they had another purpose.

“Do you know
Karim?” he asked. “The Ten Tales?”

She lifted her
eyes for a moment. “Of course,” she said.

“You remember the
second tale? Karim is deceived into fighting the god Maritan, and
he is beaten, his sword, the one that was given him by the king, is
taken from him, and his armour stripped away, and he is forced to
return to the king naked and humiliated?”

She nodded.

“Karim said to the
king that he had dishonoured the king by being so humiliated before
the people. Do you remember what the king replied?”

He could see her
look sideways, trying to retrieve the tale.

“Yes,” she said.
“Yes, I remember. He told Karim that honour cannot be stolen by the
deeds of another. It lives solely in your own actions, thoughts and
deeds. Honour is not lost when a battle is lost.”

“You are safe
here. You are needed. You have your honour.”

She sat and looked
at her hands holding his for a long time, but he felt that she was
calmer. Her shoulders slowly relaxed. She looked up at him.

“You are wise,
Sheshay,” she said. “I will do what you wish me to do.”

“Do not do as I
wish because I wish it. You are free, Sheyani; free as the hawk to
stay or to go. I hope, of course that you will stay, but the choice
is yours. And it is Karim’s king who was wise, I simply
remembered.” He extracted his hand gently from her grip. “Now, will
you be eating with us tonight? The cook has prepared a fine
meal.”

“Yes, Sheshay, I
will eat with you.”

“Good.”

He left her and
closed the door softly behind him. It was a small act of expiation
for all those other times, but his eyes were open now, and he would
never be the same man again. He could never walk away.


26. Pascha

So it was to be war again. Word had
come to Benafelas with a group of traders down from the north,
which was a surprise. The Mayor of Benafelas was directly
responsible to the court. He was the King’s man, but no royal
messenger had come. Even when the news had spread, become the idle
talk of every tavern in the town, there was no sign that the mayor
knew. No riders left for Telas Alt, no soldiers ran about the
streets inspecting what little defences the town possessed. Perhaps
there was no point. There was a small fortified keep out on the
headland beyond the harbour, but it would be no hindrance to Seth
Yarra.

Pascha listened to
the rumours. She had her maid servant gather them up and bring them
back to her with the shopping.

The war was in the
east again, it seemed; as far from Telas as was possible. Maybe
that was why the mayor did nothing. People here seemed to regard
the Dragon’s Back as an impenetrable wall that would keep all
trouble at bay, and perhaps it was.

Narak was involved
again. She heard that he had been seen in the capital, had spoken
with the king and queen. It made her feel odd to know that he had
been so close. Not that close, exactly. It was over two hundred
miles to Telas Alt, but it felt close.

She had been about
to order her house packed up. Her move to Berash was due, but with
war looming the other side of the mountains it did not seem a wise
thing to do. She would stay here and wait out the trouble. It could
not last more than a year.

She trusted Narak
to be victorious again. It was what he did best. He would defeat
the armies of Seth Yarra and she could return to her life of
nomadic inheritance. She could pretend yet again to her own
blood.

Pascha still
remembered. The flame of hate for Seth Yarra still burned within
her, even after four hundred years. They had killed Alaran, her
prince, her love. Nothing had been the same after that. With
Alaran’s death she had lost what remained of her appetite for
society. Where she had danced and laughed she now sat and brooded,
lost in the memory of sorrow.

And she remembered
Narak.

It was the day
after she heard the words Seth Yarra spoken again that she went
down to the cellar of her house in Benafelas. There was a room
there for which she alone had the key. She wore it always on a
thong about her neck, but she had not used it in twelve quiet
years. Now she had heard those words again: Seth Yarra; and she
went down to the cellar and took the key from around her throat and
fitted it to the lock.

It was a small
room beyond the locked door, no more than a large cupboard, and yet
it held three things more important to her than anything else she
possessed. She took a lamp and hung it on a hook within the room,
and allowed her eyes to feed on the three objects.

The first was a
sword, stained black with blood, the blade rusted so much that it
had begun to lose its shape. It was the same sword that she had
picked up when they had killed Alaran, the same blade that she had
used to kill his murderers. It was a mortal blade, a weak thing,
long past its usefulness. Yet the feel of it in her hand reminded
her of the only time she had felt the power of what she was, a god,
even if it was only the god of sparrows. She had cut down the
assassins like so many rank weeds, and it had felt like real power,
even though the reason for power was gone. Alaran had been dead. It
was too much, too late.

There also lay her
bow. It was unstrung, wrapped in cloth. It looked like nothing, but
her bow was no mortal weapon. Only three had been made; one for
Jiddian the Eagle, one for Fashmanion the Crow, and one for
her.

The bow was a
weapon that no man could string, let alone draw. It was made of
secret metals by the greatest craftsmen of Durandar a thousand
years ago, and it would never rust and never lose its power. She
did not unwrap it, but instead remembered the feel of it, the
immense sensation of an arrow released from its metal string,
flying true over a thousand yards. She was a lord of the air, and
the wind stepped aside when she aimed. She had never failed to
strike gold when she aimed at a target.

The third thing
was a small silkwood box, exquisitely carved with leaves and
flowers about the startlingly lifelike head of a sparrow. She
touched the box, ran her fingers along its smooth edges, and over
the sharp, silky lines of the leaves and flowers. For all that she
disliked sparrows it was a beautiful thing.

She opened the
box. It was lined with green satin, like the richest nest in the
world, but instead of an egg it bore a ring. It was a broad, gold
ring in the Durander style of six hundred years ago. Three stones
were set in it; an emerald, a sapphire, and a ruby. The value of
the stones and the gold was considerable. Add the workmanship of
the thing, and it was an artefact of great value, but even that was
less than a tenth part of its actual worth. It was a calling ring.
A thing of magic made in Durandar, and it was a gift, given to her
by Narak when they were lovers.

If she wore the
ring, if she placed it upon the ring finger of her right hand and
then covered it with the fingers of her left hand, then every word
that she spoke could be heard by Narak. She had no reason to think
that it did not still work. She had used it a few times in play,
when she had first possessed it, but never out of need. She did not
know why she had kept it so long, other than she could not possibly
sell such a thing, and it seemed a crime to destroy it.

She closed the box
and put it back with the other things.

Seeing these
mementoes, touching them, had taken her back to other times, times
before the war, even before Alaran. She had been cut off from
things for so long, and suddenly rumour and gossip were not enough.
She had another source of news if she dared to use it.

She made sure that
the door to the tiny room was locked. The last thing she wanted was
for a servant to stumble upon her when she was in a trance state.
The people of Telas were intolerant of magic, and a trance looked
like magic to them. Such a revelation would make her vastly
unpopular.

She sat on the
floor and tried to settle into a comfortable position, but it took
some time. The floor was hard and a draught whispered under the
locked door. Eventually she managed to find a place against the
corner where she could relax. She tried to remember the chant that
Narak had taught her so many years ago, but it was gone. Only a few
words remained, and they meant nothing. But it was not the words
that mattered, she recalled. It was the rhythm, and she remembered
that well enough. She invented her own words.

It was easy, in
the end. She slipped into the Sirash as though she had never been
away, and it welcomed her. She felt at home here. Perhaps she had
always felt this way, but she could not remember. The memory of the
Sirash was tied up with the terrifying, tiny minds of sparrows, and
that memory made her shiver with dread.

She drifted for a
while, enjoying the freedom. There was no compulsion on her to do
anything, but her want came back to her. News. She wanted news.

There were two
ways. She could seek it herself through the eyes of her
congregation, the sparrows, or she could approach another of the
Benetheon and ask. Neither seemed attractive. She hated using the
sparrows, but she was cut off from the Benetheon. They would not
speak to her. Well, most of them would not. Narak, of course, would
do so, but she had already rebuffed his attempt to speak with her.
If she came to him now it would look desperate, and he was the last
person she wanted to be beholden to.

Beloff, on the
other hand, had always been a friend; a friend to Narak, but a
friend to her, also. He had been like a gruff uncle, short spoken,
but generous of deed. She did not think that he would deny her.

She slid across
the greasy, dry, not quite darkness of the Sirash. Beloff was easy
to find, a bright bear light, the brightest of them all, burning in
the midst of the great forest. She reached out and touched him. He
was aware of her at once.

“Sparrow? Pascha,
is that you?” Beloff was surprised, which in itself was not a
surprise. It had been centuries since she had spoken to him. She,
in turn, was surprised that he recognised her so readily.

“It is, Mighty
Bear. Will you speak with me?”

“Levity does not
become your circumstance, Pascha. What do you want?”

She knew better
than to tease him. When Beloff began to speak in sentences and to
use words of more than two syllables it meant that he was angry.
“News. War is coming?”

“With Seth
Yarra.”

“You will
fight?”

“Of course.”

“And Narak?”

“Narak is
Narak.”

“Do you know where
he is?”

“I do not. When it
is time he will call me. I will fight. That is the way of it.”

“He was in
Telas.”

“So I
believe.”

“What is he doing,
Beloff?”

“Ask him.”

Beloff was not
being very helpful, but at least he was back to his taciturn
self.

“What is the
situation with the war?”

“As yet there is
none. Seth Yarra waits to the north of Afael. Armies gather to meet
them. Five of the six kingdoms are joined to do battle, though most
come from the east. They number twenty-five thousand, we a few
thousand less.”

“Then we shall
win.” She knew enough to know the importance of cavalry, and that
the invaders had none.

“If time and
chance allows.”

It was all that
she could ask. He would not talk about Narak, and any greater
detail about the war would be wasted on her. She was no strategist,
and Beloff knew it.

“How have you
been, Pascha?”

The question took
her by surprise. It wasn’t like Beloff to ask.

“Fine,” she
replied. “I live an easy and comfortable life.”

“Rootless and
bored, you mean.”

She was stung by
the remark. Beloff dismissed four hundred years of her life in one
harsh phrase.

“Do not judge me,
Bear God. I am not you. I do not need…”

“We all need,
Pascha,” he cut her off. “You and me and Narak and the kings of men
and the peasants who work in the fields; we all need. What we need
are friends, equals, betters and inferiors. We need others. You
have been alone too long.”

“Not out of
choice.”

“You did not
choose to break the law with Alaran?”

“I was in love,
Beloff. There was no other choice for me!” She did not know why she
was defending herself to Beloff, but she felt compelled to do
so.

“A passing
infatuation with perishable goods,” Beloff said.

It was such a
terrible and hurtful thing to say that she broke the connection
between them, and was once again drifting alone in the oily
smoothness of the Sirash. Beloff had been her friend, one of her
closest companions for hundreds of years before the break. How
could he be so cruel?

Indignation and
anger swelled up inside her, but they felt hollow, unviable, a fire
built with damp wood and wishes. She allowed the coolness of the
Sirash to suck the heat away, leaving her empty.

There was some
truth to what Beloff had said. There always was. The Bear God spoke
like a simpleton, but the words he uttered always carried meaning,
and always had a purpose. Perishable goods. Was that really how he
saw mortal men? Was that how they all saw men? She thought of her
maid servant, the men and women that she knew in Benafelas, and she
recognised the distance between them. None of them were friends.
After all these years she was just like the others, aloof,
isolated, superior.

How could she have
become like this? She had worshipped Alaran, loved him with all her
heart, and yet, she had to confess, she had known that time itself
would come between them, had felt that special doom. If he relied
on her for life itself, then how could they ever be partners, how
equals? He had been a prisoner of their love, even if he had died
before he fully realised it.

She allowed
herself to drift, and wallowed in the misery of her revelation.
Where she had thought herself better than the others, more
egalitarian, more connected with the ordinary folk of the world,
she now realised that she had only been less far sighted, less
sensible. She had merely come to the same place by a longer, more
painful road.

And Narak? Narak
had known.

She punished
herself, allowed her mind to dwell on each of the people she had
come to know over the last four centuries. She remembered faces,
occasions, conversations, intimacies, but there was no grief.
People no longer died in her world. She moved away, cut them off
like worn out rope, and started a new life. Like a snake shedding
its skin she lost all the little scars each time she moved on. It
was only the deep ones, the old ones, which stayed with her time
after time: Alaran, Narak, her mother and father. She had stopped
living.

Was there a way
back? She drifted on and on. Perhaps the Sirash was what she really
was; a disembodied presence, passing over life, aware of it, able
to reach out and touch it, but separate. No, she could not accept
that. Narak managed to care, and Beloff in his way; some of the
others, too. She needed to find a new balance, a new way to be part
of the world. For the moment she was a cut flower, a rootless
decoration that would shrivel and die.

Something in the
Sirash caught her attention and held it. Sparrows. A flock of
sparrows in a field of corn. Her own creatures. She allowed them to
distract her for a moment, but watched with growing fascination.
She had never watched sparrows before. The corn was gone, harvested
days ago, but the sparrows were among the broken straw, chaff and
spilled grain. They boiled, swirled and swept around each other
like a living cloud. In the Sirash they seemed a constellation of
brightness, almost like a single living thing.

She watched,
fascinated by the patterns, amazed by the unity of the movement. If
she concentrated on a single bird the movement was erratic. It
hopped, it pecked, it flew, it was startled, it was hungry; it was
a collection of simple desires and actions. Yet if she drew back
and watched the flock, hundreds of birds seemed to move as one,
with the intelligence of a larger creature.

Could it really be
so simple?

Pascha was driven
by her revelation. She was filled with a reckless despair, and so
she did what she would not have done a mere hour previously. She
descended upon the flock of sparrows and merged with them. She
became the flock.

At first it was
more frightening than being in a single bird. The tiny idiot
brightness of one sparrow was simpler than having a thousand eyes,
a thousand ears, being in the midst of a cloud of wings. She
struggled to focus, but the harder she tried, the more difficult it
became. A single person was just not meant to see with so many
eyes. There was nothing in her mind that could cope with the
clutter of images. She let go and allowed the images to bombard
her. Like a pile of leaves picked up in an autumn breeze, the
images spun around her.

Just for a moment
it happened. She was not trying at all, and suddenly she was the
flock, all of it at the same moment, aware of everything around
her, seeing in every direction at once, hearing everything. Each
piece of the shattered image fell into place and she saw with
something better than eyes.

As soon as she had
it, she lost it again. The unity shattered, and again there was
only confusion, fragments of sight and sound swirling about
her.

But she could do
it! The flock was complex enough to hold her mind. There was enough
space that she was not diminished within it, and yet there was a
way to see, to hear, to be the flock.

How many years had
she wasted not knowing this simple thing? If Pelion had said to
her, those long centuries past, just three words: be the multitude,
everything would have been different. But he had not. She had put
herself into one sparrow, a tiny creature with mind no bigger than
a single candle flame to illuminate the library of her
consciousness, and she had been terrified by it, as though a puff
of wind would blow that candle out and she would simply cease to
be.

Now she was indeed
the lady of the sparrows, the god of a thousand eyes, or she would
be when practice yielded the skill that she had touched upon. She
withdrew from the Sirash feeling renewed.

She would return
to them, to Narak and Beloff and all the others, but not yet. First
she must prove herself somehow. She would become what she was meant
to be, and they would see it, and they would ask her to rejoin the
society of the Benetheon once more.






Pascha rose,
stretching the stiffness out of her limbs. It felt as though she
had been still for hours, and perhaps she had. She went out of the
small room and locked the door again behind her. She called for her
maid to attend her, but there was no answer. She went to the
kitchens where the girl was usually to be found, but there was no
sign of her there, either.

She went up stairs
to her sitting room, and heard voices drifting in through the open
window. Curious, she stepped to the window, keeping to one side so
that she would not be seen. This house was not a particularly grand
building, and stood no more than twenty yards back from the street.
A semi-circular driveway swept round beneath a roofed space, a
space where one could step down from a carriage out of the rain,
and back to the road again.

Her maid was
standing close to the road, talking to a man. It was not an
intimate conversation. She stood a respectful distance from him,
head tilted forwards in an attentive pose. Pascha could not hear
what passed between them, but she could hear the tone of his voice,
of her voice, and see the gestures that he made. The man was giving
her commands.

She studied him
carefully. He was well dressed, a gentlemen to all appearances, but
his face was hard and cold. There was no asking in his stance, no
cajoling, no kindness. He wore a short sword of a functional kind,
unornamented and well worn from what she could see. He was a man
who used his sword, a dangerous man, and she could see that Teean
knew it.

He glanced up at
the house and she pulled back a little. She did not quite know why,
but she did not want that man to know that she had seen him. She
did not think him well disposed to her. His presence gave her an
uneasy feeling.

So she could no
longer trust Teean. She rang the bell, and saw the maid say a last
few words to the man, nod, and then run inside.


27. Duke
Elyas

Duke Elyas wished for the
hundredth time that he had listened to his physics’ advice. He rode
beside Aidon, and did his best to put the pain out of his mind, but
it was increasingly difficult to stay upright in the saddle, and he
feared that if he slumped over the saddle, or even fell, it would
take some of the heart from his men, and he thought that they
needed it all.

Behind him rode
and walked the army of Avilian. Thousands of horses and men on
foot, hundreds of wagons loaded with supplies. They followed
him.

If he had stayed
in Bas Erinor they would have wondered why he did not lead them,
but they would have followed Aidon just the same. Now he had no
choice. The riding had made his illness worse. What had been an
irritation and a mild weakness back in the castle had become a
severe pain and a tiredness that filled his body with a desire to
stop, to fall to the ground, to sleep away the rest of his life. He
badly needed to rest.

Riders approached,
and Elyas welcomed the distraction. They were his own men, scouts
sent ahead to ensure the safety of the trail. Their officer pulled
his mount up just a few yards from the duke and his retinue. He was
smiling.

“My Lord Duke,” he
said. “Good news.”

“Report,” Elyas
commanded.

“The Afaeli camp
is no more than a mile distant, my lord. They have not been
attacked, and their forces are intact. The King extends his
invitation to you to join him and relax after your long
journey.”

Did the Afaeli
know of his illness? He looked back at the army for a moment,
plodding slowly onwards. By nightfall they would be encamped with
their allies, and only the Berashi were to come. He looked across
at Jiddian, the only member of the Benetheon to ride with them.

“Deus, I am
inclined to take up that invitation. I confess I am tired. Will you
ride with me?”

Jiddian smiled. “I
will, Lord Duke,” he said. Jiddian cut an imposing figure. He wore
no armour, but carried a bow slung across his back and a long sword
at his hip. He was a tall man, powerfully built, and after so many
days in the saddle he looked as fresh as he had at the start. He
was clothed all in silks and satins, apart from the fine brown
leather boots that covered his feet.

“Aidon, you will
take the army to the end. See them properly camped. I want no
slackness because we are among friends.”

Aidon nodded and
turned to one of the other officers. Elyas spurred his horse
forwards. Just a few more minutes and the torture of perpetual
movement would cease. He could sit, take a glass of something to
ease his gut, and perhaps recover some of his comfort. He rode away
from the noise and the dust of his army and quickly gained the
ridge that lay before them. He reined in at the highest point and
looked at the spectacle before him.

To his right and
left, ahead and on every side there were guards set about the
valley, camped on the hill tops and ridges, guarding every point of
the compass. Down below a river flowed through a flat area many
hundreds of acres in size, and on the western side of the river lay
the encampment of the Afaeli army. Six thousand men looked a great
deal in such a space, but he knew that nearly twice that number
marched behind him.

It was an army to
write the words of legends, but Elyas didn’t feel like a legend. He
felt like an old man, a sick man. He spurred his horse on, down the
long slope that led to the tents and campfires of the Afaeli. The
King’s tent was not difficult to see. They had erected a small
palisade around it, and guards patrolled the fence, stood at the
gate. He swung down carefully from the saddle, and approached the
gate. Men sprang forward to take their mounts, and the guard
officer at the gate bowed.

“My Lord Duke,” he
said. “The King awaits.” He cast an uncertain glance at
Jiddian.

“Be at ease,”
Elyas said. “This is Jiddian, God of Eagles and lord of the
air.”

The guard officer
bowed again.

“Honoured, Deus,”
he said.

They passed
through the gate and were conducted within the tent. Elyas had to
admit that the Afaeli King had not stinted on his comfort. It was a
canvas and silk palace. The man had even brought comfortable chairs
with him, six of them. Those alone must have filled a wagon.

“I am most glad to
see you, Lord Duke,” the king said as they entered. They had never
met, but Elyas recognised the Casraes features, the long lobed
ears, the broad nose, and the pale blue eyes. The Afaeli king was a
descendant of the man who had offered the crown of his country to
Narak.

“King Pridan, I am
most glad to be here,” he replied. It was no lie. He slumped into a
chair with a sigh of relief.

“It has been a
difficult journey?” Pridan asked.

“Not so much, but
I have had a touch of indigestion for the last entire day. Could I
trouble you for a glass of milk, if you have such a thing?”

“Of course.” A
servant was dispatched to fetch it. Who would have thought, Elyas
wondered, that the king of Afael would bring milk with him? But
then it was he who had asked for it. He smiled at the sight of the
white liquid, poured from an earthenware jug into a fat glass and
handed to him. He sipped and felt the pain in his gut retreat a
step. Milk was no cure, but it seemed to buy him a small
respite.

Jiddian accepted a
glass of wine, and leaned forward in his chair.

“Have you seen
anything?” he asked. “Any Seth Yarra scouts? Have there been any
skirmishes?”

“Nothing,” the
king replied. “We have not seen as much as a Seth Yarra rabbit and
my riders have been a full day to the east.”

“So far? We have
been watching them, of course, and they have not moved from their
camp, but we thought there would be scouts, men testing the land
around them for our presence.”

“It is odd that
they have not moved,” Elyas commented. “They have had an age to
come out and engage Afael. It can only be to our advantage that
they have not. In a week the Berashi will be here, and they will
have lost what advantage they had.”

“They seek to draw
us in,” Jiddian said. “I do not see the advantage in it for them
unless they grow their force, but no ships have come for a month.
The Seth Yarra army remains the same size.”

“They will be
harder to beat within their wall, but I do not see the point. Will
they sit there for ever?”

“Harder?” Pridan
raised an eyebrow. “We will suffer greatly if we try to winkle them
out. My scouts have looked upon their walls, and it is quite a
fortress they have built. We cannot starve them out if their ships
supply them, and even if we do break their ring, they can simply
fall back to the island beyond. They have positions there,
too.”

Elyas smiled. “So
we wait for Prince Havil,” he said. “And When Havil comes, Narak
will come, and then we shall have a plan.”

Pridan nodded, his
faith in Narak was absolute, it seemed, but Jiddian frowned, trying
his best, Elyas surmised, to look as though he himself would not
need the Wolf God’s strategy. Elyas was unconvinced.


28. The Plan

It had been a hard day, but
Councillor Captain Cain Arbak was very pleased with himself. His
first meeting with the council of merchants had been a storming
success. The night before he had spent a couple of hours sketching
out a plan, and he thought it a fine one. It was not as expensive
as a full levy would have been. In fact it turned out so cheap that
he could almost have afforded it from his own modest profits.

There would be no
levy. The merchants would simply approach the duke and offer to
register men, train them, and provide weapons and armour. Each man
would be offered a small sum for attending training sessions on
three days of each week. Men would continue to work in their usual
jobs, but if the call to arms came there would be a regiment of men
ready to march at a few days notice, men who could hold a lance,
swing a sword to good effect, or handle a bow without causing
injury to their own fellows.

He felt that he
had justified their faith in him, earned his place on the council,
at least for the moment. The others had been appreciative, and even
impressed. Jerran had basked in a glow of borrowed wisdom.

Now it was back to
business. The Seventh Friend was open again, Sheyani was playing on
the dais and Bargil was by the door, counting heads as the early
custom crowded into the public room.

It was up to the
duke what happened next. It was forbidden for anyone to raise
troops in the city without his express permission, even for one’s
own protection, and all the merchant guards and caravan guards were
licensed. It would not be the real duke, of course. Elyas was
somewhere on the great plains with the Avilian army, sharpening his
sword for the battle to come, and for once Arbak was glad that he
was elsewhere. It would be the duke’s youngest son, Quinnial, who
would decide.

It had become a
habit with Arbak to help the barkeepers serve the customers at the
start of the evening, singling out customers who came regularly,
exchanging a few words with them. It was something he took pleasure
in. When he had done this he placed himself at the end of the bar
on a stool set aside for his use, and watched the mass of people
ebb and flow, laugh and talk, and pay money over the bar. Here he
usually sat for about an hour before retiring to one of the private
rooms, assuming that one was free, to eat a light meal.

Arbak followed his
routine, but he also listened. It was surprising what he could hear
from his seat by the bar, and sometimes he walked among the tables
to stretch his legs, greet a few regulars, and he heard even more.
People talked freely, and sometimes they even talked to the
landlord openly of things they would have been better advised to
keep quiet about.

Arbak felt that he
was becoming an oracle of all things in Bas Erinor.

He could, for
example, tell you which blacksmith to avoid if you didn’t want to
be overcharged, which inns were reputed to harbour thieves, which
husbands sought comfort outside their marital beds, which wives
received gentlemen callers when their husbands were absent, and he
had a pretty good idea of the balance sheets of every business in
the district.

He had just
returned to his seat by the bar after one such excursion when one
of Bargil’s men approached quickly across the public room, a look
of mild panic on his face.

“Captain, the duke
is here.” He managed a stage whisper, but a couple of heads still
turned. Arbak gathered his thoughts quickly.

“You mean the
son?” he asked. “Lord Quinnial?”

The man
nodded.

“As a
customer?”

“Yes,
Captain.”

“How many in his
party?”

“Just three,
Captain.”

“Prepare Honour,”
he said. “Wine, glasses, make sure the fire is well stoked.”

The man nodded and
hurried away behind the bar. Arbak wove his way through the crowd
to the door. It was a necessary part of his duty as a host when the
great came to call. He must greet them, escort them to suitable
accommodations. It was expected.

Outside in the
street Bargil was guarding the young lord. Arbak could describe it
no other way. He stood between Quinnial’s party and the queue
waiting to enter, one hand on the hilt of his sword, and the other
on his hip, glowering at the crowd. He was half turned, so that he
could see the rest of the street as well. It was a classic
bodyguard’s stance.

The duke’s son,
currently ruler of Bas Erinor in his father’s stead, stood apart
with a young woman and an older man, who was undoubtedly a soldier.
Quinnial looked mildly amused, the girl, who was quite pretty in
the aristocratic manner, stood close by him, and the soldier at a
respectful distance.

“My Lord Quinnial,
we are most honoured by your visit,” Arbak said, bowing deeply
enough to show his respect.

“You are Captain
Arbak?” Quinnial asked.

“I am, my
lord.”

“Well you
certainly seem to have the most popular inn in Bas Erinor,”
Quinnial said, gazing pointedly at the crowd. “Can you squeeze us
in?”

“A private room is
being prepared as we speak.”

He showed them to
the room, leading them across the public room, which in itself was
quite an event. Many of the people present recognised the duke’s
son and the noise of conversation fell away. A few men bowed,
others turned to each other and whispered quiet words. Arbak
smiled. He could not have hoped for this in a thousand years. The
ruler of Bas Erinor had chosen to grace his inn with a visit within
a month of opening. It was the sort of thing that changed a man’s
fortunes, and he had to admit that his fortunes were already pretty
excellent of late.

 

He did not linger
in the public room. He thought it would be an obvious, unnecessary
ploy, showing off the duke’s son to the public. He ushered them
quickly into the room called Honour, and was pleased to see that
food and drink had been laid out for his guests.

“My Lord, “Arbak
said. “You will pay for nothing tonight. Consider yourself and all
your party as my guests.”

“Absolutely not,”
Quinnial said, but he smiled as he said it. “I will pay, as any
other customer would pay, and do not seek to discount the prices. I
will not have it said that Bas Erinor sold favours to its loyal
subjects.”

Arbak was at a
loss for a moment. Nobody had ever refused free food and drink
before, not here, or anywhere he had ever been.

“As you wish, my
lord.”

Quinnial sat down
and examined the food, he picked up an olive and put it in his
mouth.

“Good,” he said.
“And is that Telan wine?”

“It is, my
lord.”

“Well, will you
sit with us a while, Captain Arbak?” There was a slight emphasis on
the rank, not enough to be overtly insulting, but sufficient to
show that there was a question mark in Quinnial’s mind.

“Gladly,” he said.
In truth it was anything but. Arbak had always found the nobility a
disturbing group of people. He didn’t understand them. Soldiers he
understood completely, in all their various guises. He could judge
them as well as any man, knew the types, the motives, could predict
their actions, knew what offended them. Even merchants were easier.
He thought of them as soldiers who fought a different kind of
battle, with softer weapons and wealth the territory fought over,
and this served him well. Nobility, well, they played different
games. He understood the words they used, but they had different
meanings.

Take duty for
example. To Arbak it meant staying awake on watch, guarding his
fellow’s back, obeying orders. These were simple things, things
that he had learned easily. To someone like Quinnial duty could
mean almost anything. It got mixed up with responsibility, with
politics, with family and blood. There was no way of knowing when
some notion of duty would provoke them to do something that was
just plain wrong.

“I received a
petition today from the merchant council of the low city,” Quinnial
said. “They mentioned your name a great deal.”

So this was not a
chance visit, then, not a coincidence.

“I expected it to
take a day or two longer, my lord,” Arbak replied. Again he was at
a loss what to expect. Did his suggestion trespass upon some noble
prerogative? Did it offend? To a soldier it was plain common sense,
but if Quinnial ascribed other motives to his suggestion he could
suddenly find himself charged with treason. He began to wish that
he had refused the council, kept himself to himself. He was not one
to play in such high stakes games.

“You are a clever
man, Captain Arbak. I like the idea. I like it so much that I am
going to lend you my armourer and master at arms, Harad,” he
indicated the soldier who sat silently on the opposite side of the
table. Arbak knew his type well enough. He was cut from the same
cloth as Bargil, only a little older and apparently free from
injury. The loan of such a man could mean much, or just that
Quinnial thought he needed to be watched.

“I am happy that
you find some merit in it, my lord,” he said.

“Don’t be modest,”
Quinnial was apparently in an expansive mood, but Arbak could put
that down to Sheyani’s pipes. He could hear the music even now,
filtering through with the noise of the public room. “It will save
the dukedom many thousands, give the merchants a feeling that they
are helping to win the war, and may indeed go some way to that end.
You are to be congratulated.”

“I do not know
what to say, my lord. I am glad to have been of some service,”
Perhaps he was not in trouble after all. Quinnial seemed genuinely
pleased.

“Well, you can
thank me later.” He pulled a rolled parchment from beneath his
cloak, and Arbak could see that it bore the duke’s seal and was of
the finest quality. It was the sort of thing that generals received
to tell them what to do. “A regiment needs a colonel,” Quinnial
said. “And since it was your idea, Captain,” again a small pause
before the rank,” I am giving you the job. This is a temporary
commission into the army of Avilian, at the rank of colonel. It
lives as long as the war against Seth Yarra, or until you choose to
resign it. Recruit them, train them, arm them. Harad will tell you
what provision we have made for training grounds, and I think that
you will find it adequate.”

“My Lord!” He was
surprised. He had not expected a rank. He had not expected anything
apart from a little part time work, a few meetings, and some social
contacts with the merchant council.

“Will you drink
with us now, Colonel? All that talking has dried my throat.”

“I will drink to
you, my lord, and to the success of the regiment.” Arbak raised his
glass and emptied it in one swallow. He felt the stirrings of a
passion within him that he had not felt in a long time. Loyalty. He
dismissed his doubts as he looked Quinnial in the eye. This one he
would serve.

A knock sounded on
the door, and without invitation it was pushed open. Sheyani stood
there, staring at the company in surprise. She had clearly expected
to find only Arbak, eating his usual mid evening meal in
private.

“I am sorry,
Sheshay,” she said. “I did not know there were others.”

“It’s all right,”
he reassured her. “You’re going to eat?”

“Yes.”

“I will eat
later,” he said. “Go head without me.”

He heard a chair
scrape back, and was startled to see Quinnial standing, and even
more surprised when the lord executed a polite bow in Sheyani’s
direction.

“Areshi,” he said.
“I am honoured to meet you. Joy upon your house.” He then said a
few words in a language that Arbak did not understand, but he knew
enough of its rhythm to know that Quinnial was speaking the tongue
of Durandar.

Sheyani looked
equally surprised, but replied in the same language, and returned
the bow politely. She turned back to Arbak.

“I will go now,”
she said and did so, closing the door softly behind her.

“Pelion’s Blood,
Arbak,” Quinnial exploded the moment she was gone. “How did you
manage that?”

Arbak looked at
him blankly for a moment. Quinnial had seen something in Sheyani
that he had not. That much was clear. He knew that she was
Durander, that she was a piper of exceptional quality, and that
there was magic in her pipes. Perhaps Quinnial had seen this
somehow, or recognised the pipes. She had been holding them when
she came in. He decided to react as little as possible.

“I helped her when
she was in trouble,” he said.

“And you have a
Durander Court Piper playing at your inn!” he shook his head in
amazement, and looked across at Harad. “Well, that explains a lot,”
he said. He must have seen the slight puzzlement on Arbak’s face,
because he smiled again. “You don’t know,” he said.

“What don’t I
know?”

“What she is.”

“A friend,” Arbak
said.

“It certainly does
you credit to say so, Colonel,” Quinnial said. “She’s a court
piper, and I’ll bet my sword there’s not another this side of the
Dragon’s Back, indeed, not another outside Durandar. She’s a Master
of the path of Halith, a Mage. If she wasn’t sitting in your inn
charming the customers she’d be qualified to sit on Hammerdan’s
council, the world’s heart itself.”

“A mage?” He could
no longer hide his ignorance.

“My father would
have given a thousand guineas to have her march with him to war. Do
you know what she can do?”

“She plays very
fine music,” Arbak replied. He had decided to be obstinate. He was
beginning to realise that he had no really adequate notion of what
Sheyani was, or what she was capable of, but to him she was exactly
what he had said. She was a fine musician, a woman who he had
helped, and a friend.

“You seem to be a
man of singular sensibilities, Colonel,” Quinnial said. “I admire
that in a man. Be careful what you use her for.”

“Sheyani is her
own woman, my lord,” Arbak said. “She will do what she wants to
do.”

Quinnial shook his
head again. “You really need to learn something about Durander
customs, Colonel. They are a very formal people. Every word has
special meaning. What she called you, for example: Sheshay. Did she
explain that?”

“She said it was a
term of respect,” Arbak said, but he knew it meant something else,
and he knew that Quinnial was going to tell him. It was like his
brief flirtation with schooling, decades ago. Having learned to
read and write he’d considered that education enough and fled the
place to pick up a sword.

“It is, but it’s a
special term of respect. She’s only permitted to give that title to
one man,” he grinned at Arbak’s apparent alarm. “No, don’t worry,
you’re not married.” Arbak felt slightly foolish, and slightly
relieved, but there was a shade of disappointment there as well,
and he wondered at that. “According to Durander tradition a mage
can only have one master. Most talents of her rank would give that
honour to Hammerdan. She has chosen you, for whatever reason. As
long as you live she will do what you tell her in the face of all
others. Sheshay means master; it means ruler, commander, wise man,
all those things and more. The only thing she will not do for you
is break Durander law.”

“I had no idea,”
Arbak said. He tried to recall when she had first called him by
that name, and could not, but he was sure that is was early, almost
as soon as she had started working for him. “Why would she do that,
choose me like that?”

Quinnial shrugged.
“A man’s education only goes so far, Colonel, no matter how
expensive it is. There are rumours, of course, but they contradict
each other, and I would not want to feed you a lie.”

“Well, my lord,
you have certainly added to my own education, and I will bear what
you have said in mind, of course, but I am Avilian, and no matter
the custom elsewhere I will do what is right in my own mind.”

“Spoken like an
honest soldier, but Colonel be careful. There are those in the city
who would not be pleased that a Durander Mage walks free in our
streets, Telans among them. That is why none of us here will
breathe a word of this,” and he looked at the lady who accompanied
him, and at Harad with serious eyes. “Not a word, do you
understand?”

They nodded.

“Have I done
something wrong, my lord?” Arbak’s question was a bald one. He felt
it was something he had to ask. So much of what Quinnial had said
seemed to bode ill, and danger now seemed to threaten from all
quarters. He felt he was being chastised for his foolishness, and
yet in his heart he knew that he could not have acted any
differently, he had done the right thing, and he challenged
Quinnial to deny it. Besides, he had a protector; one that even the
Lords of Avilian feared. He walked with the wolf.

“No,” Quinnial
laughed. “I cannot fault you. With what you knew you could not have
done better. You have acted with honour, and it has won you a great
prize. I wish you joy of it.”

“Joy. Well, we
shall see, my lord.” He stood. “I thank you for this commission,
and I shall do my best to see that the regiment is raised and
trained, but now I have a business to attend to, so I will leave
you to your conversation. Anything you wish will be brought.”

He left them, but
he did not go back to the public room. He opened the door to the
kitchen just enough to let him see in, and watched Sheyani eating
for a short while. She was sitting quietly, hunched over a plate of
the excellent leek and onion stew; Arbak’s own recipe; and talking
occasionally with the cook. She looked small, almost child sized,
just as she had done on the first day she came into the inn. She
looked harmless, even vulnerable. A mage?

He had been a
fool. He allowed the door to shut quietly and went up to his own
rooms above the inn. One of these days he was going to buy a house
on the good side of town and leave the running of the inn to
someone else, but not for a few years. He should have known better.
The first time he heard her play, the very first time, when he was
walking through the streets of Bas Erinor with Bargil and heard the
haunting music beckoning him, he should have known.

A wise man would
fear her. A wise man would not have a Durander Mage playing in his
inn every night.

He smiled.

Why, then, I am a
fool.


29. Bren
Morain

He had wasted three days, but they
were days that he had needed to waste. He had spent them in the
forest, being the wolf, running through the clean air and sleeping
in drifts of dead leaves among the great trees, feeling the simple
and grand spirit of it flooding into his soul.

There was no
hurry. He had days. He knew where the armies lay, and it would be
days yet before Havil joined the others on the northern borders of
Afael. The enemy had not moved. He did not see the advantage in
that, but did not doubt that it was part of a plan. The moves Seth
Yarra had made so far had been foiled, all but one. They had taken
blood silver from the mines of Bel Erinor, and now they could kill
the members of the Benetheon, but it was not so great an advantage.
Cavalry was more important.

Perhaps they
thought that the fortifications they had built would alter the
balance, but Narak had no intention of attacking walls. There were
other ways.

Now he was at his
ease. His muscles had lost the tension of the previous weeks, and
he found himself able to relax and enjoy a meal with Caster in the
old audience chamber. Now that war was certain he could put it out
of his mind.

They talked of
inconsequential things. Wine and food, the mildness of the season,
but eventually the conversation drifted round to swords and sword
play. It always did when he talked with Caster. Narak described in
detail the fight with the twelve Seth Yarra cleansers at Bel Arac,
carefully explaining each move they had made, and how he had
countered it. Caster followed well enough, but after a while Narak
noticed that his friend was growing less enthusiastic.

“You miss it, old
friend?” he asked.

“I was once the
finest bladesman in three kingdoms, Deus,” Caster replied. “I have
not tested myself against another man for as long as I can
recall.”

“You are still the
finest I have ever fought, Caster.”

The swordmaster
shrugged. “High praise, but it means less that it once did. You
will forgive me for being blunt, Deus, but this is a just cause,
and my skill would serve it well.”

Narak was silent
for a moment. He understood Caster’s eagerness to be part of the
battle, but he did not want to lose another friend, and Caster was
only a man for all his skill, and in any battle he would certainly
seek out the most dangerous places, test his steel in the hottest
fires.

“You are
Wolfguard’s protector, Caster…”

“Then I am a lock
on an empty box, Deus. Nobody has attempted Wolfguard since it was
built.”

“But if we fail in
this battle…”

“You will not.
Numbers and strategy are on your side, the armies that you lead are
loyal and strong. You will sweep them aside as you did four hundred
years ago, and I will sit here and grow fat and lose my self
respect.”

“Caster, you will
not go.” He spoke softly, but he saw from the look in the
swordmaster’s eyes that the steel of his words had got through the
other man’s guard.

“It is too late
anyway,” Caster said, his tone resigned. “By the time I got to the
east coast the battle would be a month past.”

“I am sorry,
Caster,” Narak said. “But since Perlaine’s death I have been afraid
to lose another friend. I have so few that have travelled so long
with me, now only you and Narala and Poor remain.”

Caster nodded. “I
know, but I have to say these things, Deus. I begin to doubt my own
fighting spirit. It has been so long since it was roused.”

Narak poured
another glass of wine. “I do not doubt it,” he said.

“And to think this
all started with some fool killing dogs in Bas Erinor,” Caster
said.

Narak stopped with
his glass half way to his lips. A fool, Caster had said, and indeed
it was a foolish thing to do, a thing almost guaranteed to draw his
attention in the end, but he had not been looking, and finally it
was a note that had appeared beneath his wine glass, or beneath
Caster’s, at least, telling him where to look.

How foolish, then,
were Seth Yarra? He had seen no evidence of it apart from this one
thing, and so perhaps it was not foolish, and if not foolish, then
clever, and that was a cause for worry. He had been drawn to Bas
Erinor. He had found the spy, Keb, and Keb had pointed him to a
place north of Afael, and there an army of Seth Yarra was landed
and waiting. It was like a trail of flour laid along the floor for
him to follow, and he had followed, barely looking to the sides.
Even if he had not found Keb he would have picked up the knowledge
from Bel Arac, from the Marquis. It was as though they had left
signposts all across the kingdoms for him to follow.

Yet there was an
army on the Great Plain, and it could not be ignored.

He tried to
remember what the Bren had told him. They had a great many men
under arms, the Seth Yarra, and many ships. Yet the Bren had
promised to deal with them just a year and a few months from now;
the spring after the one that comes. It was truly winter now, and
spring would be hard on its heels. It was not a long time to hold,
and knowing this much he could perhaps just wait, keep them penned
behind their walls for a year and then step aside for the Bren.

“You are lost in
thought, Deus.”

“I am sorry. My
thoughts wander back to the war.”

“As they should,”
Caster sighed and drained what was left in his glass in a single
swallow. “And I shall leave you to your war, Deus. I have more
inconsequential things to tend to.”

He watched his
friend leave, wishing he could do more for him, and as soon as he
was gone Narak rose and walked with purpose down to the lair. The
Bren Ashet had said that it would wait in the lair, and he wanted
to question it again.

He took a single
lamp with him, trimmed it low. He knew that the Bren preferred
darkness. There was no other light in the lair, and he looked about
the large room, unable to see any sign of the creature.

“Are you there,
Bren Ashet?”

“I am here.”

He hated the way
the Bren could do that. It was standing to his left in full view,
and yet just a moment ago he would have sworn he had looked in that
direction and not seen it.

“I have
questions,” he said. The Bren blinked. It said nothing. Narak put
the lamp down and sat in a chair. “Of all the messages that you
could have left, you chose to point me to the most trivial thing.
You did not mention Seth Yarra; you did not mention that an army
was being landed on the shores of the Great Plain. Almost any piece
of information would have been more useful to me than the one you
chose to give me. Why is that?”

“I do not
understand the question.”

“It is simple
enough. Why did you give me the least useful piece of information
when you had many more valuable secrets to impart?”

“I carried the
message. That is all.”

“I am asking the
sender of the message. I take it that he has another Bren Ashet
just like you at his side, and that even as I speak he is being
told what I say.”

The Bren shifted
uneasily. It blinked three times. It was the first time that he had
seen it make an involuntary movement. He was right then. The Ashet
were a conduit, one here, one there, repeating his every word,
reporting every movement.

“It is true,” the
Bren said.

“Does the sender
who refused to name himself have an answer for me?”

The Bren said
nothing again. It stood quite still and did not blink. It was
listening, he guessed, to another part of its scattered mind. How
would that be, he wondered, to be in ten thousand places all at
once, to see the world through a myriad of eyes? He saw one thing
at a time, sometimes less. He tried to imagine seeing through the
eyes of every wolf, all the time; to know what they knew, to hear
and scent the woods, the plains, even cities and mountains all in
the space of a breath. Surely it would be a brief prelude to
madness.

“The sender will
speak to you,” the Bren said.

“What does he
say?”

“You
misunderstand, Narak. He will speak to your face. He will not
converse through Bren Ashet.”

“He will come
here?” Narak was on his feet. He wasn’t altogether sure that he
wanted another Bren in Wolfguard. One was enough strangeness in the
place.

“No. You will come
to him.”

“I will?”

“There will be
answers to your questions.”

“How far must I
go?”

“It is far, but it
will not take long. There are quick roads beneath.”

Quick roads? What
could the creature mean by that? Roads were roads, and the speed
you travelled depended upon your feet, of if you were more
fortunate upon the feet of your mount. He had no more time for
consideration, however. The Bren touched the wall next to where it
was standing and the stone simply ceased to be there. Instead there
was an opening about six feet in height and the same across. He saw
stairs vanishing down into the darkness.

“I will be safe?”
he asked.

The Bren paused
before the doorway, its pale skin framed in the darkness of the
opening. Listening again.

“It is assured,”
it said. “Follow me. You will not need a light.”

Narak put the lamp
down with great misgivings and when he looked up the Bren was no
longer visible. He stepped up to the doorway. He would never have
guessed that there was a secret door in his own lair, the safest,
most private place in his home, but there it was. He could see
steps leading down, plunging into stygian darkness.

He eased down
slowly, one step at a time, and very quickly he was blinded by the
dark, running his hands over the rough stone walls as he edged
down. The steps seemed to spiral down to the left, and he paused
after perhaps a dozen paces and looked back. There was a faint glow
above him, yellow lamplight glinting off a few stones that caught
it and passed on a fraction of its comfort, but no more.

He listened. He
hoped to hear footfalls ahead of him, but he heard nothing. The
silence made noises out of nothing, a faint hum, a hissing. These
were the noises that he heard when there were no others, when he
sat alone in the lair and listened to the rock, the blood pumping
around his body, his own noise.

“Why have you
stopped?”

The Bren’s voice
made him jump. It was no more than a few feet away, and startlingly
loud. He looked in the direction from which it had come, but could
see nothing.

“I am blind here,”
he said.

“There is light,”
the Bren assured him. “It is enough for the Bren.”

Narak waited a
little longer for his eyes to grow accustomed to the dark, but
beyond the faintest glow he could make out nothing. He was as
likely to break his neck as get to his destination like this. He
thought for a moment about going back for the lamp, but he realised
there was another solution. He was a wolf, after all.

He dropped the
veil and took on his aspect. Suddenly he saw the walls, the roof of
the tunnel above him, and the Bren just a few feet below. The walls
themselves appeared to give off a faint, greenish light, and a
closer look revealed a lichen coating every surface. It was the
source of the glow. The Bren took a step away from him. It looked
cowed and afraid. So the power of the aspect was not wasted on the
night folk. Well, that was worth knowing.

“I see better in
my true form,” he said. “Lead on.”

The Bren nodded
and quickly began down again. It continued for some time, turning
down the stair as it corkscrewed into the rock, always just in
sight. It moved silently, did not brush the walls as it passed, a
feat that Narak tried to emulate, but could not. His hands sought
the comfort of the rock, otherwise their descent was so fast and
spun them so that he felt he might fall from dizziness.

The passage ended,
and they burst out into a vast chamber. This was the cave beneath
Wolfguard, he was sure. The roof was a hundred feet above him, and
great spears of rock plunged down from it, meeting towers from
below like the teeth of some mythical beast. He paused. The lichen
was here, too. It was everywhere, but not on the teeth of rock.

He followed the
Bren again as it scrambled across fallen stone, through gaps in the
monster dentition of the cave, and quite quickly they came to
another cave mouth leading off to one side. He had lost his sense
of direction completely. The spinning around of the corkscrew stair
had been far more effective than the blindfolded spinning which he
had done as a child when they played blind chase.

“This is the road
we must take,” the Bren said.

Narak looked down
the cavern beyond the opening, and was surprised to see that it
ended not more that thirty yards from where he stood. There was a
feel to it, though. The same crisp tingling that he got when he
translocated. It was the feel of magic.

Quick roads. The
phrase made sense now. This was a magical means of travel, a portal
that would take one elsewhere. The Duranders could do this, but he
had not thought it of the Bren.

The Bren Ashet
stepped into the doorway and spoke words in its own tongue. Narak
repeated them to himself, trying to memorise the words. It might be
useful to know them.

“Follow,” the Bren
said and walked into the tunnel.

He followed, felt
a shift in the light as he walked, a change in the air. It was
cooler. There was a faint smell of… something. He could not place
it. They emerged into a tunnel that was clearly artificial. The
walls were smooth as glass and curved twenty feet above his head to
meet in a sharp point. The passageway was twenty feet wide. The
Bren did not pause, but continued to walk swiftly, turning to the
left, and Narak had to abandon his study of the walls and hurry to
catch up.

The tunnel went on
in a straight line. Occasionally there were other tunnels off to
the sides, all the same, smooth walled and of equal size. They
passed many such passageways, each of which plunged off into the
distance through the rock, and as time passed Narak began to gain
an appreciation of how vast the network of tunnels must be.
Hundreds of miles, perhaps thousands, and he had yet to see another
of the Night Folk.

That changed,
though. His guide took a turning and quite quickly they were among
the Bren. Many stopped to stare at him, but seeing his guide they
returned to their tasks, or continued walking. As time passed fewer
and fewer of them spared him a glance. Narak was fascinated. He
remembered the Bren from long ago, from the time when he had become
the Wolf somewhere deep beneath the earth in a place like this many
centuries ago. Some of these he recognised, but others he did not.
There were no other Ashet among the ones he passed, but he saw
tunnellers, slow and massive, some with blunted chisel hands, other
sharp and fresh. He saw many of a small, delicate form, blue
skinned, large eyed. They walked together in groups. He had no idea
of their purpose. Occasionally he saw a warrior, black and
armoured, striding through the others with smooth, long steps. The
armour was like chitin, a natural growth, but Narak knew it was
harder than that. Even so, the warriors reminded him of lobsters or
insects. The spines at knee and elbow could disembowel a man; the
outer edge of each arm was as sharp as a sword, and he knew that
they were fast and agile. He had seen them fight, once, so very
long ago.

A sudden turn
brought them to a small chamber. It was unfurnished. The Bren had
no use for furniture in the same way that they had no use for
weapons or tools of any kind. Each Bren was suited to its task,
born to it, and needed no artifice. The chamber was empty apart
from two Bren, a warrior and another Ashet. This, then, was the
creature from which the message had been sent.

“You are the
sender,” Narak said.

“You are Narak the
wolf,” the Bren said. It did not move its head; there was no
inflection to its speech, no accompanying gesture.

“I have
questions,” he said.

“Yes.”

It was like
speaking in a muffled chamber. Nothing came back to him from the
Bren, so sense of being. Its eyes were on him, but that was the
only sign that it was speaking to Narak.

“You know my
question,” he said. The creature was not intimidated by him, which
was unusual. He was Narak, Wolf God, revealed in full aspect, but
his creature looked at him as though he were an outcrop of rock,
one that he might have removed if it inconvenienced him.

“The question is
why. The answer is that it was my choice, and I chose.”

“Who are you?”

“Bren Moraine,
sixth rank.”

“What does the
sixth rank signify?”

“There are five
ranks beneath.”

The Bren was
playing a game, he realised. He was here for its amusement. Oddly,
he did not feel offended. It was so many years since anyone had
treated him with contempt that it fascinated him. This Bren Moraine
believed itself far above him in station.

“How many Bren
Moraine does the sixth rank command?” he asked.

“Thirty-seven
thousand, four hundred and forty-eight,” it replied. Narak thought
he detected a hint of satisfaction in the words. He was impressed
despite his reluctance. It was a large army, and the Bren were
formidable warriors.

“It is a goodly
army,” he said.

“It is a
division,” the Bren said.

“A division?”

It did not answer,
and Narak felt it had scored another point. The words sounded even
more satisfied.

“How many
divisions do the Bren possess?”

“Eight.”

Eight. It was a
huge number. An army of that size could sweep the six kingdoms from
end to end in a few months. None could stand against it. But it was
needed. If the Bren were to move against the Seth Yarra they would
need such an army.

“Bren Moraine,
Sixth Rank, you had a great deal of information about the movements
of Seth Yarra. Why did you choose to provide me with the least
significant item of information when many others would have been
more helpful?

“I am required to
warn. That is what I did.” But as little as possible, so that the
warning might be dismissed; and yet the messenger had told him more
that that, and perhaps more than the sender had intended.

“Required? Who or
what requires you to warn?”

“Pelion’s
law.”

“You do not like
us, Bren Moraine.”

“You are not
necessary,” the Bren replied, and at last there was a hint of
passion in its voice. “You crawl and squabble and waste upon the
skin of the sacred earth. You lack common purpose, you lack
direction, you lack cohesion. You are each of you alone and against
all others. There is not one admirable thing about you.”

“Pelion thought
not. He thought we should be warned, or so it seems.” So the Bren
thought very little of men. Well, that was to be expected, Narak
thought. If the Bren were all born to purpose, unquestioning in the
execution of their function, then men would seem strange indeed.
Men decided for themselves, made their own allegiances, followed
their own paths.

“Pelion did not
see you for what you really are.”

“Pelion was a man,
Bren Moraine. He created you.”

“He set himself
apart from men. He made what was better.”

Narak studied the
Bren, but he could read nothing from its eyes. It did not speak at
all with its body. Throughout the exchange of words it had not
gestured, there was no expression on its face, or if there was its
subtleties were lost on him. His only clue was its voice, and yet,
little as that was, it was enough to tell him that this Bren
believed what it said. Pelion had left men behind, created what was
better and stronger. The only thing standing between men and the
scorn of the Bren was Pelion’s law, whatever that might be. He had
no knowledge of it.

But the messenger,
the Bren Ashet had told him more. It had said that the information
was permitted, but what if that was not true? The more he thought
about it the more certain he became. There were divisions among the
Bren, just as there were among men. The law was the law, and some,
like this Moraine, would do only what the letter of the law
required. Others would go further. Others would help.

And yet that was
an optimistic view. This Bren represented the warriors of the Bren,
and if the warriors were set against men, then he could expect no
more than the law demanded. He needed to know more.

“You have promised
to rise against the Seth Yarra,” he said.

“It is permitted.
They are numerous, and they pose a threat, even to the Bren.”

“You will rise in
the spring, the one that follows the one that is next?”

“We will obey the
law,” the Bren said.

“And why have you
brought me here?” It was a sudden change in the flow of the
conversation, and he hoped to elicit an honest response with the
surprise, but the Bren did not blurt out an unguarded answer. It
was silent for a while, and perhaps it was silent to let him know
that it had considered its reply, for when it spoke it was not a
measured answer.

“I brought you
here because I wanted to see you,” it said. “It is said that you
are the greatest among men, that you are the most favoured of
Pelion’s last tinkering with mankind. Some even say that you are
Pelion’s heir. I wanted to see the truth of it, and now that I have
seen you I can dismiss the heresy with authority. You are a single
creature like all the rest of your kind. There is nothing of Pelion
in you.”

Narak was inclined
to reply, to disabuse the creature of its error. He had known
Pelion. For two months he had been with him, and Pelion was a man,
a powerful man wielding the most awesome powers, wise, kind, but
clear headed enough to do what he thought must be done. Pelion had
liked wine, he had laughed at jokes, smiled at irony, allowed his
eye to linger on a beautiful woman. He was a man in every sense of
the word that Narak understood. Few had seen this, even among the
Benetheon. Pelion was a stern task master and his project had been
serious, dangerous, and complicated. His mask had slipped only a
few times, and most had not noticed.

Narak’s memory of
Pelion was of an old man; so old that he had forgotten centuries of
his life. Thousands of years had ticked by like decades, even like
years. He was a remnant from a different age, and all the years of
his life had weighed him down, crushed him into an appearance of
old age. Pelion was tired, but death does not come easily to
immortals, and Pelion was chained to his life by his duty. He
feared that men would destroy their world; that they would
multiply, cut down the forests and trample the plains. So he had
made the Benetheon, guardians of the world that was not given to
men, lords of the wild places, and then he had stepped aside.

It was an odd
thing, the stepping aside. They had all felt it. Pelion was not
their creator, but he had changed them beyond recall, and in that
moment they had all felt his absence, and yet not his death. Pelion
had unmade himself, and yet he was still somewhere. Narak had never
understood it.

Near the end he
had sensed that the old man was withdrawing from the world, saying
farewell. It was the way he looked at the trees, the way he
listened to the wind, even the way he breathed; deep, hungry
breaths that drew the essence of the world into his lungs like a
sigh in reverse. Narak had sought out the best wine and taken a
bottle to Pelion as a gift.

The old man was
talking with Remard. His memory of the occasion was sharp as a
knife. Remard looked harassed; Pelion looked tired and frustrated.
Some lesson was being taught, and Remard was struggling to satisfy
Pelion that he had learned it.

He made no apology
for interrupting them, but put the bottle on the table with three
glasses and pulled the cork.

“It’s the best I
could find,” he said.

Pelion said
nothing at first, but his eyes had sparkled as he watched Narak
pour the wine. He had taken the glass and sipped, closing his eyes
to enjoy the flavour and complexity of the drink. When he opened
them he smiled at Narak.

“When there is
something that must be done, it is you that will do it,” he had
said. And so the legend began. Narak was Pelion’s favoured one,
Narak was Pelion’s heir, all for the price of a bottle of wine.

He pushed his
memories aside and looked once more at the Bren Moraine.

“You have strayed
from the path, Bren Moraine,” he said.

The Bren twitched
with fury. Narak had admonished him in front of the perfect
witness, and it was a grave insult, but for all that he was not
afraid. If the Bren attacked him he was still capable of tearing it
limb from limb. Any one of the Bren was no match for him, weapons
or no.

“How dare you
presume to know Pelion’s mind, you half thing,” the Bren stormed.
“We are the chosen, we carry his purpose forwards.”

“I will leave
now,” Narak said. “Your curiosity is satisfied, I take it, and so
is mine. If you will permit the Ashet to guide me back to
Wolfguard?”

The creature
glared at him, but did not speak. It gestured with one spiked arm
and the Bren Ashet turned at once and stepped from the room.
Without a backward glance Narak followed.

He remembered the
smell now; the smell of the Bren. He had liked it then. It dragged
back those distant times when he had been just a man, a man
learning to be a god. They had been difficult times, but there were
happy memories, too.

The Bren Ashet led
him back the way they had come. He could probably have found the
way himself, at least as far as the quick road, but he followed the
Ashet faithfully until they were in deserted, empty tunnels.

“Thank you,” he
said.

The Ashet slowed
for a moment, and then picked up its pace again. It did not turn
its head of acknowledge his words in any way.

“I know that you
told me more than you were supposed to,” he said.

The Bren stopped
and looked at him. “I did not,” it said. “There was authority.”

“Not from that
one.”

“No.”

“One greater than
that?” Narak was curious. Some other Bren had interfered, and it
was not a trivial interference.

“Yes, perhaps” the
Ashet said.

“Which of the Bren
gave you authority?”

“The first. The
Bren Alar.”

“I do not know the
Bren Alar,” he said. He had never heard the name, and the title was
intriguing. The First? The first of all the Bren? The creature that
Pelion had made before all others. “What are the Bren Alar
like?”

“I am not
permitted to say.”

“But you are
permitted to mention them, by name.”

“Yes.”

The Bren carried
on in silence, walking swiftly along the empty tunnels. Narak
followed. He did not want to. He wanted to stop and talk, to
question the Ashet about the nature of the Bren Alar. He tried to
imaging what Pelion might have created, his first new life. What
would the old man be aiming for? Perhaps on a first try he would
not be too ambitious, a simple creature; something that could walk
and talk, learn to better itself.

No, that was
wrong. Narak would do that. Narak had doubts, he was careful with
new things, he was unsure. Pelion would have been bold. He would
have reached for perfection. Yet he had failed. If not, then why
were the Bren Alar put aside? Why were the Bren in all their many
forms created at all?

Now that was an
interesting conjecture. The Bren Alar, at least some of them, at
least one, still existed, and the Bren Alar felt differently about
Pelion’s law. It, or they, were more in tune with the spirit than
the letter.

“Can you carry a
message to the Bren Alar?” he asked.

“It is aware of
all that has passed between you and the Moraine, and between you
and the Ashet. If you speak words to me, it will know.”

“I am grateful to
the Bren Alar,” he said.

“It is not
meaningful,” the Bren said. “The Bren Alar interprets the law. It
adjust the actions of the others.”

Singular, then.
Just one. “Can you tell me about the law, what it is?” he
asked.

“The law is known
only to the Bren, and so it shall remain. The law belongs to the
Bren. It is what we are.” The reply had the feel of a litany, oft
repeated. He would get nothing out of the Ashet. At least he now
knew that there was a law, and clearly the continued existence of
the six kingdoms was in some way aided by its provisions. That
alone was worth knowing.

They came to the
quick road again. He felt it before he saw it. The Bren stood on
the threshold and spoke several words in its own tongue, and again
Narak tried to memorise them as the creature spoke. He imagined
that the same words, spoken correctly at the mouth of any of the
Bren Quick Roads would take him back to Wolfguard, and that was a
valuable thing to know.

They stepped
through together, and on the other side the smell of the Bren was
gone, the air was warmer, and the great cave opened up before them.
The Bren led him across the uneven floor of the cave to the foot of
the corkscrew stair.

They ascended to
the lair, the stone opening at the Bren’s touch as though it were
no more than a curtain, and now he was back on familiar ground.

The Bren took up a
position close to the secret door, and he knew that when he looked
for it again the creature would be gone, or at least not visible to
his eyes. He had gained knowledge, but no comfort from his
excursion. Nothing he had learned would help the battle against
Seth Yarra, and he was less sure of the Bren.

So be it. It was
time to travel; time to fetch swords and armour. No more would be
gained by waiting here, and he was eager to begin.


30. Siege

Sunrise. It had been snowing during the night. An
armada of tents rode at anchor in a sea of white, the dark Avilian
canvas, double peaked, stood out most of all. The soldiers had left
the snow on their roofs during the night. There was not much of it,
not enough to collapse the tents, and it kept them warm. Now they
were out brushing it away before the cook fires and sunshine melted
it. It gave the tents a magpie look.

Narak stood with
Jiddian on a rise just to the east of the camp. From their vantage
point he could see the Seth Yarra camp, its walls, the island that
had been made part of it, and beyond that he could make out the
masts of three wind ships. The island was not big. He guessed it
was twenty acres. The channel between the island and the mainland
was wide enough to be a problem for an attacking force, a hundred
and fifty yards of killing ground, a natural moat too deep to wade,
and men could not swim it in full armour.

The Seth Yarra had
boats. They looked more like barges. He could see them drawn up on
the shore of the mainland, and ropes connected them to the island.
It was an efficient scheme for a swift retreat to their secondary
positions.

“A tough nut to
crack,” Jiddian said.

Narak nodded. “You
see the barges,” he said. “Clever. Very clever.”

“They can be
across to the island almost at a run,” Jiddian agreed. “And we’d
have to start all over again. They mean to hold this position.”

“For a time,”
Narak said. “They are here to conquer, and they will not do that
hiding behind walls.”

“When they come
out we will unleash Havil’s Dragon Guard on them, and that will
make them think again.”

“They are waiting,
Jiddian. They believe that we will grow impatient and attack, and
they will diminish us until they can break out and defeat us, but
we shall see how great their patience is. Walk with me.”

Narak set out
across the snow patched grass towards the Seth Yarra camp, and
Jiddian walked with him. They stopped about a hundred yards short
of a bow shot. Several ambitious arrows fell short of where they
had stopped.

“They are hungry
for our blood, God of Eagles. One that I questioned told me that
they were guaranteed eternal life if they killed us. Seeing us here
it must be hard for them to resist riding out to take our heads.
Shall we provoke them more?”

Jiddian laughed.
“You have a tricky mind, wolf lord.” He unslung his great bow. Out
of bowshot for a man was not out of bowshot for the eagle god. He
picked an arrow from his quiver and put it to the bowstring. “What
shall I kill?”

Narak looked at
the camp. The walls were manned by troops of an ordinary kind. He
could see their tabards of black and green. They would be easy
prey, and each one that fell would weaken the resolve of the
others, but he did not dislike the ordinary soldiers. They were
like the mercenary Arbak who he had spared. They were men of their
land, brought by others to do a job of work.

Further back there
was a pavilion, an open tent in which men sat and surveyed the
scene. These men were all garbed in black. He could see their heads
move as they talked among themselves, and he studied them for a
while.

“Well?” Jiddian
asked.

“A moment.” He
continued to watch. There would never be another chance like this.
The Seth Yarra thought that they were safely out of bowshot, and
they behaved without guile. A man entered the pavilion and stood
before one of the seated men, the third from the left. He spoke.
Narak could see the gestures he made to emphasise his words. The
seated man replied, and the other nodded and ran to obey.

“You see the
pavilion?” he asked.

“I see it.”

“The seated men,
dressed in black. They are cleansers, and probably senior officers
in Seth Yarra’s army.”

“One of them,
then.”

“The third from
the left,” Narak said. “Shoot the third from the left.”

Jiddian bent the
bow. For a moment he stood like a rock, not breathing, and Narak
felt the wind die away. Such is the power of a lord of the air that
even the winds obey. The arrow released with a sound almost like a
thud, a bit like the ringing of a bell, and the arrow flew over the
Seth Yarra walls, arcing high through the cold morning air. It was
a thing of beauty, a perfect instrument of death, and it followed
its path unerringly. The third man from the left in the Seth Yarra
pavilion folded over and struck the ground. He was immediately
engulfed by his fellows, others fled, running crouched over in fear
for their lives.

Narak watched as
chaos quickly became order. They were disciplined, he had to
concede that much. Commands were shouted and men who had been idly
standing about in the open rapidly disappeared behind shelters of
canvas and wood, anything that obscured line of sight. There would
be no more easy targets, at least not among the black clad
commanders.

He watched again.
Things settled. Heads were held lower, but he could still see men.
They, after all, were required to watch. He saw a tent canvas,
stretched where a body leaned against it. He pointed it out to
Jiddian.

“I see it.”

The bow drew
again, and a second arrow cut the clean air. A second man died.

“I have only
thirty arrows, Narak,” Jiddian said as he picked another from its
quiver. “We cannot kill them all.”

“One more will do.
It does not matter – pick one from the walls.”

Jiddian fitted the
arrow to the string, but lowered the bow again as a horseman
approached from their own encampment. Narak turned to look at the
man. He was an officer of the Dragon Guard.

“Prince Havil’s
compliments, Deus,” the man said pulling off a smart salute even as
he reined in the horse. “There are ten riders arrived, asking for
you. They are Duranders, Deus.”

“It is good news,”
Narak said. “Now sit still a moment.” He nodded to Jiddian, who
raised his bow again and after a moment of stillness loosed a third
arrow. A man cried out behind the walls. They saw heads pull down
even lower.

“Enough for now,”
Narak said. “Stay here a while, Jiddian, take aim a few times, but
waste no more arrows. We will take a few more lives tomorrow.”

He strode back
down the hill to the camp, the officer riding beside him.

“I have never seen
such a shot, Deus,” he said. There was wonder in his voice, but the
pleasure the man took in seeing Jiddian kill irritated Narak.

“What is your
name, soldier?”

“I am Thoris,
Deus, Major of the Dragon Guard.”

“Major Thoris, you
will see many things in the days to come that you have never seen
the like of before, and by the time we have finished our work you
will pray never to see them again.”

“Yes, Deus.”

In the camp he
could see the Duranders at once. They stood apart from the soldiers
of the east like a circus carnival at a funeral, a rainbow of
colour on a grey morning. They were still mounted, surrounded by
dozens of curious and suspicious troops. The crowds parted as Narak
approached.

“You are most
welcome here, Mages of Durandar,” he said. He made sure that the
considerable warmth in his voice could be heard by all who stood
nearby. The Mage at the head of the small troop dismounted, and the
others followed him. He wore a green cloak, the colour of a spring
leaves, caught about his shoulders with a large and ornate silver
brooch. Beneath it he wore a fine wool tunic crossed by a scarlet
silk sash. There was a blade at his hip, a furiously decorated
piece of steel with a dozen emeralds set in the pommel.

The green cloaked
mage bowed deeply, more than was perhaps necessary given his high
station among his own people.

“Deus, we are
honoured to serve your need. Hammerdan White Cloak sends his
highest regards and his good wishes for your venture here.”

Narak invited them
to sit with him in his tent, and served them wine and what food he
could command. They were indeed a varied group; six men and four
women, each bearing a cloak of the colour that represented their
path. The leader, Fadim, followed the path of Karesh, and as such
was skilled in weather magic.

He explained his
strategy to them, as far as he needed them to know it.

“I want them to be
afraid,” he said. “And I want them to be angry and frustrated.
Anything that will crush their spirits, weaken their judgement,
will serve our cause. If it is possible I want it to rain on their
camp all day every day. I want storms to lash their ships. I want
their water to sour, their grain to rot. I want them to forget
glory and dream of home, wherever that may be.”

“The weather,
Deus, may be influenced,” Fadim said. “But it may not be
controlled. It may be impossible to do as you ask.” Narak saw the
others nodding. He knew this, of course. These mages were not even
shadows of the man they worshipped. Pelion could have sunk the Seth
Yarra island into the sea, scoured the land with lightning, burned
them all from the face of the land, but these men and women
negotiated with rather than commanded the elements.

“Wind, then? Can
you prevent the rain? Drive it off the coast so that none falls on
their camp?” It was a tactic that he disliked, but depriving men of
water would certainly drive them out from behind the walls.

The Durander
smiled. “We can do that, Deus.”

There was a stream
that flowed down the valley and into their camp, but it was not a
great deal of water for twenty-five thousand men, and streams could
be diverted. He had no doubt that they had stored water, but again,
with so many men it would not see them through more than a few days
if all other supplies were cut off.

The plan was set,
but Narak was not in a hurry. He did not want Seth Yarra’s army to
march before he had trampled their spirit and weakened their
discipline. That would take many days.

He had a hatful of
strategies to try. Jiddian’s bow was the first of many. Each day he
would go with Jiddian to the slopes above the Seth Yarra camp, and
three arrows would fall on the camp, killing three men. It was a
pinprick, but such a thing would prey on the minds of the ordinary
soldiers, sitting and waiting for the arrows to fall. The weather
would be on their side, too. Dry winds would blow from the plains,
sucking the moisture from men’s skins, making them thirsty, and
they would have to be rationed – another source of irritation.
Narak himself would sit above their camp, he would have a wolf
banner made and don his red armour so that they were in no doubt
who their tormentor was.

Each night he drew
four hundred men from the ranks and had them eat and drink their
fill in full sight of Seth Yarra. He got them drunk, had them sing
ribald songs and stage wrestling matches. The sound of their
laughter carried easily to the enemy – another pinprick.

He had the poison
that the spy Keb had used; the poison that had made people ill
without killing them. He watched the enemy carefully, and
determined when they drew water from the stream, and a short while
before the usual hour he emptied half the poison into the stream,
sending the rest after it a few days later. Sickness in the camp
would be terrifying, packed in close as they were.

All the time he
had men working on a ditch, a diversion channel for the stream that
would take it away into an adjacent valley, out to the sea beyond
the Seth Yarra walls, but not yet.

The Duranders had
a Halith with them, a piper, and Narak sent him forward to play
songs of death and despair to the Seth Yarra. He confined his own
men to the valley when the mage played, and those few who stood
with him on the slope wore copper amulets, and listened to the
sound unaffected.

He forbade his
officers from considering the walls of the camp. Any battle would
be fought out in the open where cavalry would be decisive, and with
that in mind he prepared the ground, studied the lay of it for
miles in every direction, and developed his strategy for
victory.

After two weeks he
stood again with Jiddian looking over the walls at the Seth Yarra
soldiers. His eyes wandered over the camp, picking out the small
weaknesses, the blind spots, the places where they had failed to
protect themselves. He had to admit that they had done a good job.
It would be impossible for them to attack the place without great
loss of life. If they failed to sally forth they had no sure route
to victory. In the back of his mind he was working on a way to
exploit the only two openings, which were either end of the ocean
channel, but he did not like the odds.

“Jiddian, I have
been a fool,” he said.

The Eagle god
smiled. “It is most unlikely,” he said.

“How many men are
behind those walls? How many did you see?”

“Twenty-five
thousand. I did not count them to a man, but an eagle’s eyes are
sharp. It is about the right number.”

“And how large is
that island?”

“Twenty acres,
give or take.”

“So how many men
would such an island hold?”

“I do not know. A
good many, I should think.”

“They would each
have a space no more than two yards across,” Narak said. They would
be stacked like wheat stalks in a sheaf, thick as flies on a week
old kill.”

“Then they cannot
retreat.” The implication shocked Jiddian. It was clear on his
face.

“Not until nine
tenths of their force has been slain,” Narak said. “It puts a new
perspective on what they are doing here. They are prepared to hold
this position to the last man.”

“And there is no
water on the island.”

“They must believe
that they can break us, and we would break our force against such
walls. Any battle will take place out here on open ground, but I
confess that I do not see the virtue in their strategy. We will
force them out. They cannot avoid it.”

The revelation
made Narak uneasy, and it was a discomfort piled upon extant
doubts. They had pointed him here, they were waiting for him, it
was all their game, and he could not see it. He felt that he was
playing by rules he had not understood. He was doing what they
expected, except that he would not attack their makeshift fortress.
He grew increasingly uncomfortable as the days stretched into
weeks.

It did not help
that he worried about Elyas, Duke of Bas Erinor. The man was rarely
seen outside his tent, and when he did make an appearance he
generally stood, or walked slowly in the company of his son and one
or two senior officers. He knew the man was sick, dying even, and
he was concerned that the Avilian troops would be robbed of their
morale should the Duke perish before battle was joined. Some would
see it as a sign that their war was ill favoured.

But he could do
nothing, so he stuck pins in the Seth Yarra army, dug the diversion
for their water, and waited. Sometimes waiting was all that you
could do.


31.
Benafelas

Pascha woke early. It was a sudden
thing, like childhood awakenings. She opened her eyes and was
immediately alert, listening to the silence. A dim, grey light
filtered through the thin cloths that screened the window, the room
adopting the same grey tones. It was not quite dawn.

She sat up and put
her feet on the floor, digging her toes into the thick rug, staring
at the dim square of light. A spray of rain rattled against the
glass. She sighed. It was going to be another wet, windy day. There
had been too many of them recently. It made going to the market a
chore, kept visitors away.

She stood and
walked through to her dressing room. The fire was cold and unlit.
Was she that early? She liked to dress by the fire’s heat, even if
there was no real need of a fire during the day. It was a luxury
that she insisted on. The chill of the morning made her feel
sluggish, and the fire clothed her with warmth.

She would have
words with Teean. It was the maid’s job to light the fire before
Pascha awoke, before dawn.

She washed
quickly, hating the feel of the cold water on her cold skin, and
rubbed her body dry with a thick towel that lay beside the basin.
She dressed quickly, thinking of the weather. She put on thick
boots, trousers, a long tunic that could almost pass for a dress,
and over that a thin leather coat, and belted it all at the waist.
She pulled her hair back and imprisoned it with a leather
thong.

She descended to
the living area, finding it cold and dark, not a candle lit, not a
fire burning. The light from the windows was brightening, so dawn
was well on the way.

The girl must
still be asleep. Well, she would be awake soon enough.

“Teean!” She
called.

She took a step
towards the back of the house, the room where Teean slept, but was
stopped by a loud knocking on the front door.

At this hour?

If Teean was
asleep she would have to answer it herself, which was annoying. She
went to the door, drew the bolt and lifted the latch. She was
surprised to see five men standing outside her door. Four of them
were watchmen, nothing special, she had seen their like around
town, leaning against things. They were generally poorly dressed,
poorly armed, and poorly disciplined. The only uniform they bore
was a blue sash to show that they represented the mayor, and
through him, the king.

The fifth man was
different. He was shorter, thinner, fitter looking. His clothes
were of a better quality, and he wore a short blade at his hip. It
looked like an expensive weapon. It was his face that she studied,
however. He was pale; pale eyes that were almost blue and almost
grey, pale, thin lips, and a skin as fair as her own, but which
somehow seemed dusty. His nose was straight and narrow.

“Pascha
Lammeling?” he asked. His voice was thin, too, and there was an
accent there which she could not place.

“Yes?”

“I have some grave
news,” he said. “May I come in?”

She recognised
him, of course. He was the man she had seen talking to Teean just
the other day, and Teean had been afraid of him.

“Of course.”
Calling so early they would have expected to find her asleep, or at
least in bed. On any other day she would have been. She led him
through the door, but the watchmen did not attempt to follow. They
stood in a clump and stared. They disliked him, she saw. They were
here because they were commanded to be here.

“What is it?” she
asked as soon as she had closed the door.

“You have a
servant called Teean Sheleeth?”

“I do.” What had
she done, Pascha wondered? Or what had been done to her?

“I regret to
inform you that she has been found dead, not more than an hour ago,
down by the docks.”

“Dead?” It
explained the unlit fires and the quiet house, but dead? And down
by the docks? Pascha knew that it was a lie. Teean was dead. She
was prepared to believe that, but her maid would no more go to the
docks than she would take ship for Afael.

Teean was a simple
country girl. To her the small port of Benafelas was a city. She
was a farm girl, and going to the bustling little market was an
adventure for her. Sometimes she went to the square where the
mummers and jugglers performed, where the story men told their
stories, and always she came back flushed with excitement. Being
sent to the market on her own with a small purse of coins to buy
food was as much excitement as she could handle. Pascha had always
assumed that one day there would be a simple country boy, and a
garlanded wedding with a country priest, fat aunts and uncles at
long trestle tables, and perhaps a farm and a family.

Dead? Teean knew
the docks were a bad area, if such a small town could be said to
have one. It was nothing like the taverned south streets of Afael,
nothing like the dark alleys of the low city of Bas Erinor.

But this man was
unmoved by the death. Pascha suspected he may in some way be
responsible for it.

“Would you like a
glass of something to warm you?” she asked.

He shook his head,
and she thought she detected a look of distaste on his face before
it was replaced by a brief smile, but it was an unaccustomed use of
facial muscles, almost a spasm on his grim face. This was not a man
who smiled a great deal. How could you like a man who could not
smile? How could you believe him?

She turned her
back and walked across the room towards the table where she kept a
few bottles. If she had not thought him responsible for Teean’s
death she would not have watched his shadow from the corner of her
eye, and she might not have heard the whisper of his blade leaving
its sheath. Such small betrayals.

She twisted away
with all the speed she had, and it was barely enough. She felt the
blade cut though her coat, though her tunic and rip at her flesh.
Blood silver. The blade was edged with blood silver, and that meant
the man knew who she was.

She ignored the
pain. It was her shoulder that was torn, a rip in the skin, and
deeper. She felt the warmth of blood seeping into the cloth, but at
the same time she was still turning, faster than any mortal man.
Her hand seized his. She pushed with all her strength, driving the
hilt of his sword back into his own face. She felt the impact, felt
him thrust away from her by the blow. She watched as he hit the
ground. Time had slowed, and she had time to realise that she had
taken his sword. He lay stunned on the floor, and the blood silver
sword was in her hand.

She spun it
around, pointing the blade at the floor and drove it down through
the man’s belly. She felt it glance off a bone and embed itself in
the hard wood of the floor. The man convulsed. There was blood
everywhere. His blood, her blood. It was a slaughterhouse.

Pascha felt angry.
She felt betrayed. It was not so much that this one man, whoever he
was, had tried to kill her. It was Telas that had turned on her.
She liked Telas. She liked its people, its wine, its customs. The
kings own men, even if once removed, had escorted this man here to
kill her.

She knelt beside
him. His pale eyes were full of pain and hatred. It was a hatred
she had seen before.

“Seth Yarra
assassin,” she said. “We are harder to kill than that.”

She reached out
with both hands and gripped his head. She twisted, and his neck
broke with a wet crunching sound.

Pascha collapsed
into a sitting position on the floor next to him. With the relief
of survival came the pain. She pulled the coat and tunic off the
shoulder and inspected the damage. The blade had cut an inch into
her shoulder, glanced off the bone. It was a serious wound, and she
would have to stitch it if she did not want a scar. Her hand and
arm still moved well, so no permanent damage had been done.

She pulled the
blade free of the body and wiped it carefully on a clean patch of
the dead man’s cloak. She took the scabbard and sheathed it. It was
blood silver over steel, and she would not normally have touched
such a weapon, but she had no blade of her own, and it would have
to serve.

There were still
four men outside her door, and she had no idea how much they had
heard. She did not know if their brief, and deadly exchange had
been enough to wake the neighbours, or if it had been silent. It
had all seemed a rush of other senses; mostly pain. She climbed to
her feet, favouring the injured arm, and stood close to the door,
listening. They were talking. She heard a man laugh. They had not
heard.

It would be a
while before they realised that something was wrong, but not a
great while. She would have to move quickly.

She went back
upstairs to her dressing room and cleaned the wound. She tore up a
shirt, wrapping the cloth in strips around her shoulder. Her tunic
and coat were bloody, and she discarded them. The binding would
have to serve until she had time to stitch the cut. She found
another shirt and put it on, a tunic went over that, and then
another coat, a heavier one. It would be colder where she was
going. She picked out a thick cloak and fastened it around her
shoulders.

Stuffing a few
more items into a small bag she went downstairs to her room of
secrets and unlocked the door. She looked for a moment at the
rusted sword. She was loath to leave it, but she did not need it
any more. There were other things now to remind her of her pain,
and the blade had been a sort of talisman against Seth Yarra. It
had failed.

She picked up her
bow and the quiver of arrows and, after a moments hesitation, the
carved silkwood box. The ring within it had unexpectedly become
something that she might need.

Back down in the
kitchen she sought out foods that would last, and foods that would
nourish her; cheese, dried meats, flour, butter. She packed them
into her bag.

Time was running
out. In a few minutes the men outside would become anxious, and
eventually they would break down the door and find their master
bloody and broken on the floor. She must be elsewhere when that
happened.

She found a quiet
spot at the back of the house and sat on the floor, legs folded
beneath her. She closed her eyes and drifted almost at once into
the Sirash. This was her way out.

She sought
sparrows, and found them almost at once, dozens, hundreds of them
in the fields on the slopes above the town. It would be safer to
look further, but not quicker, and she wanted to be gone as quickly
as possible.

She
translocated.

In all her
centuries of life she had only done this once before, and the
sensation was strange. It left her disoriented, sitting in a field,
trying to adjust to the light and the feeling of vertigo. She kept
her eyes closed and put her hands to the ground, waiting until the
feeling passed. When she opened them she was close to the edge of a
field and facing a stand of trees. She sat until everything felt
normal again, and then she rose carefully, and turned to look back
at the town.

Her breath caught
in her throat. Her guts felt twisted within her, and she almost
cried out aloud.

The sea was full
of ships. In Benafelas bay she was used to three of four ships,
seven on an exceptional day, but now they filled the ocean, as far
as the eye could see they rolled at anchor, tall and dark, and the
beaches were crowded with a sinister flotsam, long boats full of
oars and men, thousands of men.

Seth Yarra. They
were Seth Yarra ships. She knew them from Afael, from long ago.

She knew that she
had to count them, to know the numbers that Narak would ask for,
and so she began to count, beginning in the east and tracking
around the bay, and all the time the boats plied between the tall
ships and the shore, bring death and hate to the land.

Thirty-four,
thirty-five. She has never seen so many ships, not even in Afael
four hundred years ago. They had come in groups of five or six.
Sixty-two, sixty-three, sixty-four. Two hundred soldiers to a ship,
or that’s what Narak had told her, or was it Narak. It might have
been Alaran. It was someone who would know, someone she trusted.
One hundred, one hundred and one.

As she counted she
opened the box and took out the calling ring, slipping it onto her
finger. It felt warm. It felt like it belonged there.

One hundred and
thirty-four. One hundred and thirty-four ships crowded into
Benafelas Bay, and Telan treachery to let them come ashore with no
one to stand against them.


32. A
Command

Quinnial wished that his father were
still here. Each day it seemed that the trivial and mundane tried
to crush his will with its sheer bulk. It was only when great
matters arose that he had respite from the petty, and yet he feared
great matters even more. There was great opportunity for error when
the kingdom was at stake and men’s lives hung in the balance.

Now was one of
those times. A messenger stood before him, his fingers chewing at
the hat he clutched in his hands. He was full of nerves and the
importance of his news.

“You are sure?”
Quinnial asked. “No more than three?”

“No more, no less,
my lord” the man said. “We waited a full day and gathered news from
up and down the coast.”

“And five hundred
men?”

“Just so, my lord.
We counted them many times.”

Three Seth Yarra
wind ships and five hundred men was not an invasion, but they could
do a lot of damage to undefended towns. Quinnial thanked whatever
gods were responsible that the harvest was in. It was winter and
the fields were immune from fire. Barns and people, however, were
not. He would have to do something.

“You may go,” he
told the messenger. “And send in my secretary, and tell one of the
guards to find Harad. I need to see him.”

The man bowed and
strode purposefully out of the door. Quinnial wished he had such a
simple purpose, but his own steps were hesitant. His instinct was
to take the new regiment south. The inn keeper, Arbak, seemed to
have done a good job. There were three thousand men in the town
ready to go to war, and surely that would be enough to crush a mere
five hundred Seth Yarra. But his duty overruled his heart. His job
was to hold Bas Erinor, and not to go adventuring along the coast
to the east.

He would send men,
but how many? His people were probably not as well trained, but he
understood the enemy. They would have no cavalry, and he had a good
number to draw on. Yet he must be certain of victory. Nothing would
be worse than to dispatch men and lose them.

Then there was the
problem of a commander. The men would only be as good as their
general, and all the men of the court had gone to war. All but one.
But could he trust Skal Hebberd? If he managed it the right way
there would be little risk. If he put it to Skal just so, the
mission would appeal to the man.

Gerant entered,
wearing a grave face.

“My Lord?”

“I need you to
draft a letter, Gerant, a notice. We need to raise a third of the
levy, a thousand men of the regiment of the Seventh Friend. They
are to go on full pay, and into active service.”

“Will you select
the men, my lord?”

“No. Get Arbak and
Harad to do it. They know the men better.”

Gerant left again,
and Quinnial pondered his decision. A thousand men would be enough,
surely. Given the advantage of cavalry they would be enough. And
Skal Hebberd to lead them. He could send Arbak, but he suspected
Arbak’s provenance as a military man, or at least as an officer. He
had certainly never served in Avilian’s army, or in that of Berash.
He could not bring himself to entirely trust the man.

Harad came
next.

They discussed his
decision, and Harad agreed that Hebberd was the best choice to lead
the men.

“It will get
another problem out of Bas Erinor,” the armourer said.

Skal was brought
before them, and from his face Quinnial could see that he was still
not reconciled to his fall in fortune.

“I have a job for
you, if you will take it,” he said.

“A job?” A sullen
sneer.

“It is a command,
Skal, a chance for glory and elevation if it is well done.” The
sneer stayed in place, but he saw that he had Skal’s attention.

“What is it?” The
fallen lord feigned a slight curiosity to mask something more.

“We have been
invaded,” Quinnial said. “A small force of Seth Yarra has landed in
the south; five hundred men. They are somewhere between here and
Golt. I do not fear for the king. He has his own regiment in the
royal city, but they must be stopped from marching north. The
people must be protected.”

“You have no men
to send,” Skal said.

“I will give you a
thousand. They are levy men, but trained better than usual.”

“Cavalry?” Skal
knew his tactics, and he knew his enemy.

“Two hundred. And
you can take two hundred archers, the rest being pikes and
swords.”

“Five hundred, you
say?”

“So it is
reported.”

“There is
rank?”

“Military rank. I
will commission you a colonel in the Avilian army. It is a rank
that you can keep.”

Skal nodded. It
was more than he could have expected for such a small command, but
it was justified, Quinnial believed, by the urgency of the
situation. He knew that rank meant everything to Skal, and colonel
was a significant step back onto the ladder of greatness.

He was making a
show of considering the offer, but Quinnial was impatient with
games on this day.

“It is an urgent
matter, Skal. The expedition must leave tomorrow, so if you do not
wish to accept the commission I will seek another.”

Skal smiled. “I
will take it, my Lord Quinnial,” he said. “It is a good offer, and
I find that you are as good as your word, though I suspect
necessity motivates your generosity.”

“You are the best
choice,” Quinnial conceded. “But there are others. You are yet
untested.”

“I will not fail,”
Skal said, and Quinnial had to admire the confidence he displayed.
The fallen lord had never been a disciple of doubt, and swam in the
warm sea of his own certainty, free from chilling currents of self
examination. The Duke’s son wished his own mind was so immune to
second guessing and uncertainty.

“Your task is to
defeat the Seth Yarra force,” Quinnial said. “With the men allotted
it should be simple enough, but you are to act quickly, and do not
waste lives. We may need them again if the army fails to carry the
day on the plains. There may be further reward if you do well.
Honours may flow quickly in times of war.”

He could see the
light in Skal’s eyes at the mention of honours. He could already
see his blood elevated once more, lands and lordships following his
victories in the field. Given the path, Skal was sure that he
simply had to walk it.

Quinnial wondered
if he had made the right choice after all.

“I will do all
that the kingdom demands of me, my lord,” Skal said.

“Very good,”
Quinnial turned back to his papers. “Harad will show you where the
men are.” It was a dismissal, and Quinnial was half ashamed and
half pleased when Skal stiffened at the clear emphasis on their
current difference in rank. He was the duke’s son, and Skal was a
colonel, just a soldier.

Skal stared at him
for a moment, and he could feel years of resentment in that gaze,
then turned on his heel and marched from the room with Harad
reluctantly hurrying behind him.


33. The Green
Road

Major Tragil stood above the
great gates and looked down the Green Road. The wall that he stood
upon was high and thick, made of granite blocks the height of a
man. It had not been broken in the six hundred years since it was
made. The gates, too, were impregnable. There were two sets, one
that opened outwards and one that opened inwards, and in times of
war there was a great slab of counterweighted stone that settled
between them. There was a stone tower either side of the gate, a
small space within in for the guards to shelter if the weather was
unpleasant, and close to each tower a stoutly built wooden stair
descended from the walls to the Berashi side of the Green Road.

To the west he
could see a body of men approaching. Their dust had been visible
for an hour, but now he could make out men and horses as they
entered the throat of the pass. He was expecting them. They were
Telan troops, the force that had been promised to Wolf Narak in
support of the war against Seth Yarra. Even so, he disliked the
idea of lifting the gate to allow them through. Berash had not been
on good terms with Telas for much of the last few hundred years.
They were the reason the Berashi had built the walls, the gate.

Just yesterday he
had lifted the gate to allow a regiment of Durander troops through,
and they had been a surly bunch, hardly a word spoken as they
marched through, and even then they had carried on only until the
Green Road widened into the western plains of Berash, and then
pitched camp. He could still see them from here. The morning was
not young, and they were only now breaking camp. Not too keen, he
supposed, to be part of whatever bloodshed might be taking place in
the east.

To be honest he
was glad to see that they were moving at last. However much he
disliked the Telans, his feelings were not a tenth part of the
enmity between the Telans and the Duranders. If the Duranders had
still been there when the Telans marched through the gate they
would be lucky to avoid some sort of clash.

He turned back to
the Telans. They, too, were taking their time. The column was
headed by about two hundred horse, and the rest marched in their
dust. Winter or no, it was a dry month, and he was glad to be
posted here where they had protection from the wind, warm fires and
good supplies.

“Feran,” he called
down to his lieutenant, “The Telans are approaching the gate. Get
your teams ready.”

The great gates
were not easy to open. It took three teams of four men to swing
them wide, and as he watched the men tumbled from their shelter by
the gate and took up the ropes. They would not open the gates until
he gave them a formal order.

“Guards stand to!”
he called out. “Strangers approach.” It was a drill. He knew it was
the Telans, and his men knew, but he wasn’t going to let them see
Berashi soldiers lounging around. They would be alert, armed, and
polished.

He waited as the
men assembled along the wall. He was pleased. There were only three
hundred of them, but each wore bright armour, and the archers had
arrows on the string. They looked relaxed, but they were ready. The
wall was only two hundred paces from side to side, and his men
filled it like steel teeth on a stone jaw.

It took a few more
minutes for the column to reach the gates, and Tragil held his men
at readiness, waiting for formal identification. He studied the
Telan officers at the head of the column. They were well turned
out, even grimed with the dust of the road they sat upright in the
saddle and looked up at him without any show of fear.

One of them stood
up on his stirrups and called up. “We are Telan soldiers bound for
the war against Seth Yarra.” His words carried clearly to Tragil.
“In the Name of Narak the Wolf we require that you open the gates
and let us pass.”

“What is your
number?” Tragil demanded.

The Telan officer
said something to one of his companions, and the man laughed. He
turned back to Tragil.

“We are twelve
hundred strong,” he called up. “Two hundred horse, two hundred
bowmen and the rest are swords. “

The numbers agreed
with what he saw, but not with what he had expected.

“We expected a
thousand, no more,” he shouted.

The officer
shrugged elaborately. “Well, King Terresh was feeling generous when
he dispatched us. You’ll not deny another two hundred would be
useful?”

Tragil glanced
back over his shoulder. The Duranders were on the move now. He
could see dust and mounted figures. They would be far enough gone
by the time the Telans were through the gate, and any squabble
would be far enough from him that he would not feel compelled to do
something about it.

“Lift the gates,
Feran,” he said.

Ropes strained,
quivering with the effort of moving wood and stone. He could see
them shrugging off the dust they had picked up from the ground,
like dogs shaking off water. The outer gates swung forwards, and
the Telans backed out of their arc. Tragil never got used to the
middle gate, the stone slab, being silent. He expected it to grind
and moan as it lifted away from the ground, but it lifted slowly,
without a whisper, into the wall above.

The third gate
opened. It crashed against its stop stones leaving the gates
parallel to the path, pointing the way to Berash and beyond.

“You may pass,” he
shouted down. The Telan officer did not acknowledge his words, but
turned to his own men and called out orders, then spurred his mount
forwards through the gate, all the time looking up at the armed men
and archers high up on the walls. He turned off to the left once he
was through, and sat to one side while his troops stamped past.

Tragil saw the man
lift his sword hilt and drop it again. It was a gesture that he was
familiar with. He did it himself when he faced a conflict;
loosening the sword, making sure that it would draw freely. Just
nerves, he thought, so many soldiers looking down on him. Just
nerves. In spite of himself he lifted his own sword an inch and let
it drop. Just nerves.

The men walked
through slowly, and he could see the tension in their shoulders,
stiffening the way they walked and held themselves. It was no
surprise. They were marching into the land of their traditional
enemy. He imagined they would be itching between the shoulders with
so many Berashi archers at their back.

The moment the
last of the Telans were through the gate he leaned over, looking
for Feran. The lieutenant was waiting for the order to close, the
ropes already braced.

Something zipped
over Tragil’s head, and for a moment he did not believe his
instincts, which told him that it was an arrow. He looked up and
saw a dozen of his men fall from the walls. With disbelief he
looked down at the Telans, and even as he looked he saw another
flight of arrows released. Treachery! They had drawn swords, too,
and were closing on the two stairs that led up to the fighting
platform on which his men stood.

“Shoot!” he
shouted, and was gratified to see a volley of Berashi arrows cut
into the packed troops below. He turned and ran for the head of the
stair on his side of the gate. The place was not meant to be
defended from the east, but he would give them a fight anyway.

“Bring the oil,”
he called to a group of his men, and they lifted the pot that was
always ready and followed him. There was already a melee forming on
the stair. It was too narrow to let many come at once, and so two
fought two, with others pressing behind. He tipped the oil over the
lower part of the stair, dousing the Telans who crowded there.
After that he flung a burning brand, and was impressed with the
result. The wood, the oil, the soldiers on the lower stair, all
burst into bright flames, and he was pleased to see the remaining
soldiers back away from the flaming stair, his own men pulling back
to the fighting platform above the gate and the Telans to the
ground below. The few Telans left on the wrong side of the flames
were quickly dispatched.

More arrows flew
both ways, and more men died.

Tragil could see
that he was greatly outnumbered, and that attrition would go the
way of the enemy. He needed a way to tip the odds, but the other
stair was his first concern. There was no more oil, and the same
fight was taking place over there. He hurried towards the hacking
heaving mass of men.

“Stay low,” he
called to his men as he passed. “Lift your heads only to shoot.”
The platform would give them cover from those immediately beneath.
It was lucky that most of the Telans had not thought to pull back
and use their bows. From sixty yards they could have made short
work of it. Instead they crowded towards the stair in a gratifying
show of ill discipline.

The immediate
problem was the stair. His men could hold it for some time, but in
the end the superior numbers of the enemy would tell, and they
would take it. It may only happen when all his men were dead, but
that didn’t seem like a victory. He realised now that they could
not hold the gate, and it was senseless for them all to die in the
attempt.

At the top of the
remaining stair he found Feran. It was a miracle that his
lieutenant had made it back up to the fighting platform. He’d had
to cut his way through fifty yards of Telans even to reach the
stair. Tragil could see at once that he was wounded. He still
clutched his sword, but his left side was painted red with blood,
and his left arm hung uselessly at his side. He had lost his
shield.

“We can’t hold
this for long,” Tragil said.

Feran nodded.
“What do you want to do, sir?” he asked. “We can take a lot of them
with us.”

“The more men who
survive this the more we’ll be able to cause them trouble later. We
have the ground, but they have the numbers, and that by a long
margin.”

Feran gestured
with his sword at the stair. “We cannot pass that way,” he
said.

Tragil nodded.
“And if we go over the wall they will pursue us into Telas and
finish us. We need to close the gate.”

“Give me ten men
and we will cut the counterweight ropes,” Feran said. “It will take
them days to lift the stone again, and you can flee over the
wall.”

“With no shield,
Feran? You would not last a minute,” the major said. “You have done
enough. If you go down there again they will kill you for sure. It
is my task, I fear.” He smiled at Feran. “Take them over the wall,
lieutenant, when the gate is blocked.”

Feran nodded.
Tragil liked the young man. He was a fine soldier, the son of a
respected house, and the men loved him. He was glad to be giving
him a chance to live. He stepped forwards, a couple of arrows
chipping the stone behind his head. A few of the Telans were
pulling back to get a better trajectory for their arrows and it was
only a matter of time before a desperate defence became a
slaughter.

Somehow they
needed to block the other stair. Trying to hack it from the
platform would be all but impossible with an axe, and suicide with
a sword. It was well built. He needed some way to make it burn.

He saw Heranad
crouched down by the tower and worked his way along the wall to
where he was sheltering from Telan arrows. Heranad had a bow, and
was bobbing up and down, sighting targets and releasing shaft after
shaft into the Telan force below. Heranad wasn’t a good soldier. He
was tough, good with weapons, but too often considered orders to be
little more than advice.

“Heranad,” the man
turned at the sound of his name, crabbed across the last few yards
between them.

“Sir?”

“Tell me you’ve
still got some of that home made poison you drink hidden in the
tower.”

Heranad raised an
eyebrow, smiled. “You want a drink? Now?”

“Idiot. Just get
the bottles.”

“All of them?”

“All of them. Go.
Now.”

Heranad ran into
the tower crouched over. More arrows followed him, one picking at
the mail shirt on his back and spinning away into the stone of the
wall behind, shattering into splinters.

It took Heranad a
few moments to get back outside again, crouched even lower. He was
carrying a wooden box. He put it down beside Tragil. It held seven
bottles. It might be enough.

“You’re a rogue,
Heranad,” he picked out a couple of bottles, and pulling the corks
replaced them with cloth that he tore from his shirt.

“Fire bombs,”
Heranad said, smiling. He did the same to another two bottles, and
together they lit the soaked cloth tails of the makeshift grenades
and threw them into the mass of soldiers at the foot of the
remaining staircase. If the wood had not been so dry, if the
alcohol had not been so pure, it might have failed, but the arid
winter was unexpectedly a blessing, and the stairs became a
bonfire. Burning men ran screaming from the flames, and an angry
flight of arrows rattled the stone wall above where he and Heranad
crouched.

It was time to
close the gate.

He gathered men
around him. They grouped as close to the wall as they could press
themselves, crouched low. More than one of them was bloodied,
though if it was their own blood they ignored their wounds. They
were good men, most of them soldiers of the best kind. He explained
quickly what they would attempt to do, and he saw in their eyes
that they knew it was a desperate thing, a task from which there
would be no return. He was warmed by their grim nods, their
acceptance of their duty.

“There is no need
for you to lead us, sir,” Heranad said. “We can do it.”

Tragil smiled.
“And how would I explain it to your wife, Heranad?” he asked. “I
fear her wrath more than death.” Heranad’s wife was indeed
something of a terror, not in the least shy of telling officers how
to do their work, and the men crouched about him smiled.

Six men and
himself, he dared take no fewer. He risked a look over the edge,
down at the press of Telan soldiers below. There were a surprising
number of dead men among the living down there. Where they would
land was just five paces from the counterweight rope, the place
where it was exposed to a sword blade. It would take three or four
blows to cut it, he guessed, thick as it was.

“Ready?” he asked.
The men nodded.

Tragil tumbled
over the side of the platform. It was near twenty feet down to the
ground where the enemy stood, and he contrived to land on hands and
feet together, then sprang up and slashed at the nearest Telan. He
took the man by surprise, and killed him with the single blow, the
others pulling back for a moment. It was the gap his men needed to
recover themselves unscathed.

He took the few
steps to the rope and slashed at it. Behind him his men formed a
curtain of steel, protecting him from the great mass of the enemy.
The rope, though, was tougher than he expected. He hacked at it
again and again, and saw strands rip away, but the body of it
seemed uncut.

All my life’s work
come to this, he thought, and to fail for want of a sharper sword
or a stronger arm.

Then it went, a
quarter of the rope parting, twisting and shrinking from the cut as
the great weight of the stone pulled it away. Another blow and
another cluster of parting threads; one more would see it done.

Something struck
him in the back with stunning force and he was thrown forwards,
through the gate. He landed face down in the dirt, and scrambled
upright, amazed that there was no pain, no apparent injury.

He looked back to
see Heranad grinning at him from the other side of the gate.

“Look after the
others, Major,” he shouted. A sword flashed, and the great stone
fell. It hit the ground with a sound that shook Tragil to his
bones. Dust jumped from the ground, and then, for a moment the
world seemed to pause. Sounds of fighting stopped. He looked around
and saw that two Telan soldiers were standing on the same side of
the gate.

He looked at them,
and they looked at him. One of them took a step towards him, but a
volley of arrows from the walls above felled them both. He looked
up. Men were tumbling from the walls. His men. Now that the Telans
had no way to attack the men on the fighting platform they were
doing as he had feared, pulling back and getting a better angle for
their archers.

In two minutes it
was over. The wall was abandoned, and Tragil stood with the
remainder of his force on the Telan side of the Green Road pass.
Feran was there, his arm now strapped up in a crude sling. Now they
had to get away quickly. The ground before the wall was a killing
ground, stripped of trees and rocks by generations of Berashi
commanders so that no Telan could hide within bowshot of the walls.
Now it was Berashi who stood exposed. Four hundred yards away there
was a thin forest clinging to the side of the pass. It thickened
out into woodland, and that was where they must hide. It would take
the Telans a week to lift the gate, but probably a few minutes
before the first archers climbed up to the platform.

“To the woods,” he
called. Some of the men were injured, and he took his place
alongside one of them, helping him towards safety, an arm tight
across his shoulders. The man had an arrow in his leg above the
knee, but he didn’t complain.

It took what
seemed an age to cover the distance to the shelter of the trees,
and all the time Tragil expected arrows to pursue them at any
moment. It was his turn now to feel that itch between the shoulder
blades, but he fought against it, deliberately slowing his step so
that his men would know that he was not afraid.

They passed the
first trees – out of range now, safe from arrows, but he pushed
them on, further into the woods until he was certain that they were
out of sight from the walls. Only then did he allow them to stop
and rest, lowering the injured man from his shoulder. He sought out
Feran.

“How many of us,
Lieutenant?” he asked.

Feran was sitting
with his back against a tree. He made to get up, but Tragil waved
him back down.

“I counted
ninety-three, sir,” he said. “Sixteen are injured.”

“Including
you?”

“Seventeen,
then.”

Less than eighty
fit men, no food, no shelter, and they were on enemy ground, cut
off from reinforcements or help. They were safe for the moment, it
was true, but it was a long road ahead of them.

“Sir?”

He looked back at
Feran. The young man was leaning forwards with an earnest
expression on his face.

“What is it,
Feran?”

“You did a good
job, Sir,” Feran said. “Nobody could have held the gate, and we
were fortunate to get away with so many lives saved.”

“We will see,
Feran. We will see.”


34. Narak

Narak leapt from his seat at the
sound of the voice in his head. It was as clear as though she spoke
in his ear, and at once he knew who it was, and how she spoke.

Pascha, and the
calling ring.

“Narak, they are
here,” she said. “Seth Yarra are here, in Telas. There are great
numbers of them. I cannot say for certain, but there are one
hundred and thirty-four ships in Benafelas Bay, and many men come
from each. Tens of thousands of men, all ashore, and the Telans do
not oppose them. They have betrayed you, Narak. They have betrayed
us all.”

The voice cut off
as abruptly as it had begun. Narak wanted to enter the Sirash, to
speak to her at once, but the news was grave. He had to confirm
what she had said.

“What is it?” The
Eagle God’s voice dragged him back to reality, to here and now.

Jiddian was
staring at him. A moment before they had been sitting side by side
looking down on the Seth Yarra camp, discussing strategy, although
in truth Narak did not have a great wish to share his thoughts. He
had discussed strategy with Remard, but no other. Remard had been
different.

“Do you have eyes
in Telas?” he asked.

“I have eyes
everywhere,” Jiddian replied, pride in his voice.

“Then look to the
coast, Benafelas Bay, and tell me what you see.”

Jiddian met his
eyes for a moment, and then sat back folding his arms allowing his
eyelids to close and his breathing to slow. Narak had no wolves so
far south, and it would take days for them to get there. He was
reliant on others. It was something he did not like very much, to
rely on others, on their eyes and their abilities, and yet his task
here was the generalling of an army, and delegation was the essence
of it.

If he was in the
Sirash he could ask Pascha to show him, but if she was free, if
they had not captured her she would even now be fleeing to the
north, might already be on the borders of the great forest, or even
in Durandar.

“Pelion’s Blood!”
Jiddian came out of the Sirash like an arrow from his bow. The
energy of his rush from darkness carried him to his feet, and his
hand to the hilt of his sword.

“It is true,
then?” Narak asked.

“Seth Yarra,”
Jiddian said. “Is that what you expected? Thousands of the
bastards. They are already ashore and building camps. The kingdom
will fall.”

“It has already
been surrendered,” Narak said. The Telans, King Terresh and Hestia,
were all traitors. The Duranders had warned him about Hestia, and
he had been happy to accept their troops. Where were those soldiers
now? If Telas was against them then a thousand Telan soldiers were
certainly not welcome anywhere east of the gate.

The gate. Of
course the gate. They would just march through, and the Berashi
would open it on Narak’s word, at the invocation of his name. He
did not know how many men the Berashi kept at the gate, but it was
fewer than a thousand, and with surprise on their side the gate
would fall to the Telans, and the Telans would open it to Seth
Yarra.

“We are caught
indeed.” Jiddian said. It was true. They faced an army nearly the
equal of their own, barricaded behind walls, waiting for their
assault, but now there was an army behind them, too. The Berashi
would want to defend their home, and with the gate open it would be
a race between them and Seth Yarra to see who got there first, a
race that Seth Yarra would win.

Yet for all the
pointlessness of it, the Berashi would want to leave, and he needed
the Dragon Guard; they were an important element in his
strategy.

“Do not tell
them,” he said to Jiddian. “Not a word. First we must defeat this
army or we will be indeed trapped, the iron between the hammer and
the anvil.”

“I will not lie,”
Jiddian said. There was a reproach in his voice, but Narak brushed
it aside.

“I do not ask you
to lie, Jiddian. Just don’t moon around the camp looking like
something is on your mind. Don’t invite people to ask you. It will
be days before any news leaks back from Telas, and in those days we
will do things to change the situation. By they time they discover
the truth it will not matter.”

“You have a plan,
then?”

“I do,” Narak
said, and surprisingly he did. It was a simple plan, a scavenger’s
plan made up out of bits and pieces, and he was by no means certain
that it would work, but at least he had a plan. “I must enter the
Sirash, I must translocate,” he said. “I will need most of the day
to do what needs to be done. Can you have food and drink here when
I return?”

“I will,” Jiddian
assured him.

Narak lay back and
closed his eyes. Of all the Benetheon he seemed to have the most
trouble with the Sirash. Even Pascha entered it more easily,
navigated with greater skill. This time he sank into the darkness
with relative ease, and he swiftly moved east, searching out
wolves.

Here. He dropped
behind the eyes of a wolf and saw the Dragon’s Back, high, white
peaks. He was a mile from the pass, a mile north along the eastern
slopes of the mountains. The air was full of the sharpness of snow
and ice, and there was smoke, burning flesh. He turned the wolf and
set it to run as fast as it could. He needed to see the gate, to be
sure.

It did not take
long. The snow was absent from the lower slopes, and the wolf was
young and healthy. It ran steadily. In ten minutes he could see the
mouth of the pass, and the remains of a camp. For a moment he
feared it was a Seth Yarra camp, that they were already in the
Kingdom of Berash, but the wolf smelled Durander smells among the
ashes, and he was reassured. Tracks went east, fresh tracks of a
great many people, which meant that the Duranders were through the
gate. It was another card to play. A thousand Duranders would be a
useful force.

Then he was around
the corner and looking up towards the gate. He saw smoke, he
smelled death.

The wolf stopped
and sat in the trees that clung to the lower slopes at the mouth of
the pass in a place where it could see without being seen. The wall
was a thousand paces away, but he could see enough. There had been
fighting, and the men on the walls wore Telan armour, carried Telan
weapons. Many horses were tethered nearby, and the smoke of funeral
pyres rose into the sky. That, too, was a Telan custom. The Berashi
buried their dead.

He released the
wolf and fell back into the Sirash; searching once more. East, he
drifted, not too far. Tor Silas was less than a hundred miles from
the green road, and there was a wolf there, left in Raffin’s care
for exactly this purpose. A wolf alone, a wolf among men marked out
by its solitude. He found what he was looking for, looked out
through wolf eyes and saw rooms in the court of King Raffin.

He
translocated.

A guardsman on the
door was startled when the wolf he was guarding suddenly became a
man in armour, but quickly recovered. He bowed.

“Deus.”

“Take me to the
king,” Narak commanded. The guard nodded and they set off through
the castle at a brisk pace. Even at such a time, and with so much
on his mind Narak noticed how empty the place was. Where he would
have expected guards to stand there were empty spaces, and the
castle had an air of desertion.

Raffin was
surprised to see him. The king was sitting with several other
people on a terrace overlooking the town. He rose as soon as Narak
stepped out into the sun, bowed politely. All of his companions
followed suit.

“Deus, how goes
the war?”

“It develops
slowly in the east, lord King,” he replied. “But there is grave
news. The west has fallen. Even as we speak Seth Yarra troops
gather in the south of Telas, and they will march on the gate.”

“They shall not
come through the Green Road, Deus,” Raffin said. There was pride in
his voice. He had faith in his commanders, and in his men, and most
of all in the wall itself.

“The gate has
already fallen, lord king. If we are to avert a disaster we must
recapture it quickly.”

Raffin paled. He
turned to his companions.

“Leave us,” he
said. They did, each carrying a tale of disaster that Narak knew
would be all around Tor Silas within the hour. It did not bother
him. “How fallen, Deus?”

“We have been
betrayed. The Telans have sided with Seth Yarra. The regiment they
promised in aid has attacked the gate, probably as they passed
through. About a thousand men now hold it.”

“And my men? All
dead?”

“I do not know,
lord king. Some may have escaped, but I could see there were many
dead. There was no lack of vigour in their defence.”

Raffin sat again.
The view from the terrace was magnificent. The town rolled away
from them down to the river. The morning air smelled of wood smoke
and baked bread, snow and cooking meats. Raffin ignored it, staring
into a place that was not before him.

“What can we do?
They will reinforce the gate. That much is certain. I have a few
hundred men here, but I am loath to strip the city of its defences.
I know, I know,” he said waving a hand before Narak could speak.
“The city cannot be defended if the Green Road falls, but even if I
send every man under arms I cannot find more than seven hundred,
maybe eight. It is not enough.”

“There are others
who can help. Even now a regiment of Durander soldiers marches
through your kingdom. They will relish a fight with the Telans, and
they number one thousand. There are men in Bas Erinor, too. If we
summon them all we can have a force that is both large enough to
retake the gate, and will arrive there before Seth Yarra.”

The king nodded.
“And our men in the east? The Dragon Guard?”

“Even if they rode
their hearts out they would not arrive at the gate before twenty
thousand Seth Yarra marched through it. The only strategy that will
serve is to destroy the army in the east, and then come fresh to
what awaits us in the west. We must retake the gate and hold
it.”

“There is sense in
what you say, Deus, but are there enough men in Bas Erinor? If they
must raise a levy it will take weeks, as it would for ourselves.
There is no time.”

“Trust me, lord
king. I will send men. I will turn the Duranders back to help you.
Send what force you have to the mouth of the pass. The others will
meet them there.”

You will lead
them?”

“I will be busy
killing Seth Yarra in the east, lord king. Send the best man you
have here to lead them. I must go now. I must speak with
others.”

“I will do as you
say, Deus.” Raffin said. “But I am concerned…” He stopped speaking,
realising that he now shared the terrace with a guard and a wolf.
Narak was gone.

*

“I like what
you’ve done with the place.”

Arbak knew the
voice was familiar, but for just a second he could not place it. He
turned back to the public room, and the glass he was holding
dropped from his fingers, shattering on the stone flags behind the
bar.

“Narak… I mean
Deus.”

The wolf god stood
in his tavern, fully clothed in red armour, swords across his back.
It was not yet time for the midday, and there were only a couple of
dozen customers in the room, but they were all silent, all
staring.

Narak smiled. “I
hear you have the most popular inn in the city,” he said.

Arbak was suddenly
unsure again. He had done what Narak asked, but perhaps he had gone
too far. This was judgement day, come suddenly upon him. Part of
Arbak had never expected to see the wolf god again, and certainly
not here, so soon.

“I have done my
best,” he said.

“More than I could
have expected,” Narak said. “I am more than pleased. I am
impressed.”

Arbak felt relief.
He was painfully aware that his life had been spared by this man,
this god, and for this reason. It was better, this life, than the
one he had lost when Narak took his hand. It was better in every
way, and Narak had paid for it.

“But there is
more,” Narak said. “Tell me about the regiment.”

Another worry. But
Arbak had only done what was needed, what he had been asked to
do.

“The merchants
asked me, Deus. Quinnial approved the idea.”

“You should not
fear my displeasure, Colonel Arbak – your new rank, I have heard.
You have done something good, something that may save us all. Now
you must do something more. I have spoken to the lord Quinnial, and
he agrees with me. You must take the regiment to war.”

“Me?”

Narak laughed.
“Can you think of another?” he asked.

Arbak lowered his
voice. “You know that I am not an officer. You ask me to lead men,
but I do not know how.”

“Arbak, Cain,
Colonel, you have done this,” he gestured around the tavern. “You
have raised a regiment, trained three thousand men, prepared the
city for war, and you say that you do not know how to lead
men?”

Arbak shrugged. “I
did what you asked, what the council asked.”

“All men do what
others ask, even kings.”

“But I am no
soldier,” Arbak half lifted his right wrist, the scarred stump
where his hand had been, but of course it did not need showing to
the man that had cut it off.

“You think that
generals fight battles, Colonel? You think that they do each and
every task, wield every sword, shoot every arrow? If you point and
men walk the way that you show them, then you command. There is no
secret to it. Generals fight with their minds and with their
hearts.”

“Deus, Lord
Quinnial may have someone else in mind.”

“As I said, we
have already spoken. It is you, Colonel. You must gather your men
and march at the earliest hour. If it is midnight, then that is the
time you must leave. Our success in this may be measured in hours,
even minutes. Take the regiment to the Green Road. You will meet
others there, some Berashi and some Duranders. Together with them
you must retake the gate from the Telans. There is a Seth Yarra
army in Telas which will march today or tomorrow towards the gate.
You must take the gate and hold it.”

“Seth Yarra? In
Telas? So the Telans side with them. But what of the army in the
east?”

“Sheshay, I was
going to practice on the dais…”

They both turned
at the interruption. To Arbak’s surprise Sheyani immediately
dropped to one knee and bowed her head.

“Forgive me,
Mighty God of Wolves,” she said. “I did not know you.”

“You have done
better than Hammerdan’s gate keeper, Areshi,” Narak said. “You are
a Durander, and a Halith by your pipes. Please rise and tell me
your name.”

Sheyani stood. “I
am called Sheyani esh Baradan al Dasham, Deus.”

“And your
rank?”

“I am a master of
the path of Halith, Deus.”

Narak studied her
for a moment, and Arbak could tell that she was uneasy.

“Your father was
Baradan?” he asked.

“Yes, Deus.”

Narak was full of
questions. Arbak could see them in his eyes, and equally he could
see that Sheyani did not wish to answer them. The moment was
uncomfortable. The wolf could insist. He could ask and she would
answer. There was no choice. But Narak looked away, allowed his
eyes to drift across the floor of the tavern, inspecting the other
customers. They were all suddenly deeply interested in their ales,
or some conversation that had been almost forgotten a moment
before.

“I am sending the
man you call Sheshay to war,” he said eventually. “Will you go with
him?”

“Who is the enemy,
Deus?” she asked, relieved, it seemed, that the conversation had
turned away from her and her father.

“Telans,” he
replied. “Telans and perhaps Seth Yarra.”

Sheyani smiled.
“Then I shall be happy to go to war,” she said. “Among my people it
is considered a thing of merit to kill Telans, and what we know of
Seth Yarra does not make them seem any better. They will seek to
destroy us as the Telans do, or so it is said.”

“And I have no say
in this?” Arbak interposed.

Narak looked at
Arbak, and seemed to see something there that Arbak would not have
wanted him to see. “Of course,” he said, his tone conciliatory. “If
you command her to stay in Bas Erinor, she will.”

“He cannot,”
Sheyani said. “I am as free as a hawk to come or to go. He has
already said this.”

Narak nodded.
“What has been spoken cannot be taken back. But it is not a matter
for me. It is between you two. I have other tasks to attend to, and
for that I must be elsewhere. You will have to forgive me if I do
not spend as much time as I would wish in your fine tavern,
Colonel. Make all haste with your men. The Green Road, as soon as
it can be done.”

He nodded to each
of them, turned and walked out into the street.

Arbak and Sheyani
looked at each other.

“Well, now I shall
not practice,” she said.

Two things
occurred to Arbak. One was that he now had the full set of patrons.
The council had been here, and the nobility in the person of the
duke’s son Quinnial, and now he was blessed by the Benetheon. It
was going to be terrific for business. The other was that he might
not have to time to enjoy it. Within the hour he would be running
about the town trying to raise the regiment, and he had no doubt
that they would march tonight.

He knew enough
about war to know that it was an unforgiving profession. In the
past he had been a man with nothing to lose, and he had told
himself that this protected him somewhat. He had seen better men,
men of rank and wealth, men with wives and families, men who were
loved and loved in return, all cut down with no more concern for
their value than a fire cares for the trees it burns. It seemed
sometimes that war perversely picked out the ones with most to
lose, like a mouth doctor deliberately pulling the good teeth and
leaving the rotten.

Now he was a good
tooth. He had money, a business, friends, a place to come back to
and a life that he did not want to abandon. He could feel the
inevitability of his death, but just now he was not prepared to
accept it.

“Sheyani,” he
said. “It will be dangerous. I would not see you die in someone
else’s war.”

“I must come,” she
said, her voice all firmness and certainty. “Who else will keep you
safe?”

How little he
seemed to control his own life. Since he met the Wolf on the Bel
Erinor road he had been whirled across the land in a storm of
events with barely a moment to reflect. Now he was stepping once
more into the wind, leaping into the darkness of the future with
both feet, but as least he was not alone.

“Bargil,” he
called across the public room. Bargil would have to stay behind.
Someone he trusted would have to keep the inn. “Bargil, have the
wagon made ready. We’re going to Berash.”

*

Finally he went
back to Pascha. Everything else was done. He had spoken to the
commander of the Durander regiment, and that small army was turned
around, heading back towards the gate. They would be the first to
arrive, he guessed, and he had given the man the strictest
injunction not to engage the enemy before all help had arrived. He
hoped the Durander had the required restraint.

He drifted in the
Sirash and looked at the light that was not a light, and he knew
that it was her. He allowed himself to stay near for a while, not
touching, just close. She was alive, and he estimated she was still
close to the coast.

He reached
out.

“Narak?”

“Pascha, are you
unharmed?”

“Of course.”

“You are still
close to Benafelas?”

“On the hills
above, in woodland. There are no soldiers here.”

Suddenly he could
see through her eyes. She was permitting it, allowing him to pass
through her. He had not expected it. The ships were there, as she
had said. Ships and men and boats, swarming the coast like some
marker of sickness, like flies. There were many of them, but they
were not marching. Like all Seth Yarra before them they were
building a camp, a fortification. It seemed to always be the first
thing. They land, they build, and only then do they march and
fight. It was good. It meant that Arbak and the Duranders and the
Berashi had more time.

“Thank you for
this,” he said.

“I know that you
like to see things for yourself,” she said “What will you do
now?”

“The Telans have
taken the gate on the Green Road,” he said. “We must take it back
before Seth Yarra can reach it. Can you watch them, tell me when
they begin to march northwards?”

“I can.”

“When they begin
to move, it would be a great help to have eyes on the Telan side of
the gate.”

“I will do it,”
she said.

Narak thought that
he detected a warmth in her voice that he had not heard in hundreds
of years, but it might just be wishing that made it so.

“There may be some
Berashi trapped on the Telan side. There was a fight for the gate,
and it seems likely that they were wiped out, but some may have
survived. The gate was closed when I saw it and some may have
escaped, though it is certain they did not go by way of Berash. You
will watch for them?”

“I will watch for
them.”

For a while
neither of them spoke. Narak looked through her eyes at the ships
and the men, black insects moving in distant squads, and all in
silence. The noise of their boots and voices did not carry to this
wooded slope. Instead there was birdsong and the wind nudging
leaves in cascades of silver sound. He could smell the grass, and
the tang of salt from the ocean.

“I’m sorry about
Alaran,” he said.

“Are you?” Her
voice was sharp again. Any warmth he thought had had detected was
gone again.

“Yes. You were
happy with him. It was wrong, what you did, but it was good to see
you happy.”

Another pause grew
between them. It was Pascha who broke it.

“You should go,”
she said. Her voice did not seem harsh. It had become sad
instead.

“Pascha…”

“Go and fight your
war, Narak.”

He looked once
more at the ships and the men, and he withdrew.

*

Narak opened his
eyes and blinked at the brightness of the sun. A moment before he
had been talking with Pascha in the Sirash. It was done now, and he
was back with Jiddian, and he was tired, and he was hungry. The
morning was gone.

“Nothing has
transpired,” Jiddian said, seeing that he was no longer a wolf and
that his eyes were open. “I shot a few of them an hour ago, but
they stay tightly hidden within their walls.”

Narak did not
speak. He reached for the wine jug and poured himself a glass, took
two large swallows, and felt it warm him from within. He picked out
a juicy piece of fruit and bit into it.

“Were you
successful?” Jiddian asked.

“Things are in
motion,” he said. “An army of sorts is gathering to retake the
gate.”

“That is good.
What are we to do here? Things seem more urgent, and the men will
want to act. They are tired of waiting.”

“Yes, we must
move. If we begin our preparation now we can get the army moving
before nightfall.”

“The Seth Yarra
will see us go. Would it not be better to move after
nightfall?”

“I want them to
see.”

“You have a new
plan?”

“The same plan,
but timings have changed. As you say, there is a new urgency.”

They left their
small pavilion overlooking the Seth Yarra walls and walked together
back over the crest of the hill. Narak was surprised to see
movement in the camp. Men were packing wagons. Horses were being
saddled. Cooking fires were steaming where they had been doused. It
was the Berashi. They were preparing to pull out.

Narak strode into
their midst with Jiddian at his side. He looked for Havil, and
found him standing by his tent, shouting orders to his men.

“What are you
doing?” Narak asked.

“We are going to
defend the kingdom,” Havil said. “There are Seth Yarra in Telas and
they have taken the gate.”

“Who told you
this?”

“I did.” He turned
to see Fashmanion, Crow God, standing in the midst of the chaos,
black cloak wrapped around him like folded wings. “Do you deny it
is true?”

This was a new
departure. Fashmanion had never dared go against him before, and
the news should have been brought to Narak before Havil. Narak was
the general, after all.

“I do not deny
it,” he replied. “In fact I have discussed it with King Raffin,
only a few hours ago. The situation is well in hand. You are needed
here, Prince Havil, and your father agrees with me.”

“But the
gate..?”

“Will be retaken.
Even now there are thousands of men, Avilians, Berashi and
Duranders converging for that purpose. You did not think I would
sacrifice the gate, Havil?”

Havil stood still.
He was transfixed by conflict. He desperately wanted to ride and
fight and save the kingdom. Narak could see that. But his duty was
to his father and to Narak, and he knew that Narak would not
lie.

“So what shall we
do, Deus?” he asked.

“Each army must be
defeated,” Narak said. “This one first. Tell me, Prince Havil, if
you rode day and night how long would it be before you came to Tor
Silas?”

“Three weeks.”

“Three weeks and
your horses would be dead, your men would be exhausted. Let us say
five, assuming that your men wish to fight when you get there, and
that they need horses to do it.”

“Five weeks.”
Havil sounded defeated.

“And if Seth Yarra
march, starting a week from today, from the furthest corner of
Telas, when will they reach the gate?”

“Seventeen days.
Perhaps three weeks. They will be through the gate before we
arrive. They will be in Tor Silas.”

He laid a hand on
the prince’s arm. “Havil, have faith in me. I will deliver your
kingdom, I will save the gate. Seth Yarra will never tread the
halls of your father’s castle. I swear it. Battles will be won,
traitors will be punished, and we will be victorious. Do not doubt
it for a moment.” He deliberately glanced at Fashmanion as he spoke
of traitors, and saw the crow god drop his eyes. A moment later his
black cloak swirled as he turned and walked away through the
milling crowds of Berashi soldiers.

Havil nodded.
“Deus, I do believe it,” he said. “I shall tell my men to restore
the camp.”

Narak shook his
head. “No, noble prince, you anticipate my order by only a few
hours. The army marches tonight.”

“Where, Deus,
where do we march?” Havil’s eyes were bright with the expectation
of battle, but a trick doesn’t seem clever if you reveal it before
it’s played.

“All in good time,
Prince Havil.” He left the prince standing by his tent and, with
Jiddian at his side, went to rouse the rest of the army.


35. Keb

Keb, son of Jarl sat alone in his
cell. There was one candle, and he was, he had been told, permitted
to read, though he did not think there was a book in Bas Erinor
that he would willingly study. It was all taint.

The cell was
small, but it was dry and not particularly cold. They had given him
a straw pallet to sleep on, some small comfort above the hard
wooden bed. There was even a chair. The food, too, was adequate.
Apart from being deprived of his freedom he had no cause for
complaint. He had expected to die, so in a way this was all a
pleasant surprise.

He was sitting,
staring at the blank stone wall. It was something that he did a
great deal. He tried to remember his life in detail, each day going
to a different part, and today he was a child, remembering his
stern father, a tall man with silver and black hair, clean shaven
with unsmiling eyes. His father had been a farm labourer, but
dedicated to his son’s advancement. Every day he insisted that Keb
explain what he had learned at school, and explain in detail.

Jarl had known
what he had known – that doing something was the best way to learn
- and he could not think of a way to bring this discipline to his
son other than by making him the teacher. Keb knew that every night
he would be forced to teach, and so he learned. He made notes. He
struggled to understand his lessons with a desperation born of his
father’s hard hand. He learned to ask the questions that he knew
his father would ask; simple questions with simple answers. His
father was not a clever man.

He did well. With
that kind of motivation he could do nothing else. His father was
not impressed that he was top of his class. Jarl saw the other
children playing in the street and frowned and shook his head.
Wastrels. Lazy children. Derelict parents. He wanted Keb to be
different. He forced Keb to be different.

Keb was brighter
than his father, but he was clever enough to know that he was not
clever. Other children had thoughts that startled him, ideas that
amazed him, but Keb learned by rote. It was his good fortune that
learning by rote was what his teachers desired. Originality was not
valued, not encouraged.

What did Keb
learn? He learned The Book. It had no other name, but in fact it
was many books, each dealing with different aspects of life. He
learned to read and write, to do arithmetic, he attended the skills
classes and learned a little of weapons and ploughs, and potters
wheels, though he showed no talent for manual skills.

He learned so well
that he became an oracle. Other men in his village came to his
father’s house to ask if they could consult Keb. They wanted to
know how they could do things that would comply with the law. It
was cheaper and less frightening than going to a green clad master
of the rule, a priest. Keb saw his father’s pride in this, and for
the first time he knew that his father was pleased with him. He
redoubled his efforts, learned more, studied The Book even at home.
He remembered the words well enough, and began to take seriously
his duty in the advice he gave. He studied houses, and pottery, and
the way that farmers planted. He struggled with the application of
the words to the world around him.

Often he would sit
in one place for a long time, trying to pick fault with everything
he saw, because he never saw perfection. How ever many times the
priests were summoned, or came of their own accord, there was
always something left that was tainted, wrong, an insult to Seth
Yarra.

Then came the day
that ended his childhood; the day the priests came for him.

It was a day like
any other summers day. It was hot. He sat indoors with The Book, a
copy that his father had borrowed from a pious farmer for whom he
worked. Keb was reading about clothes, about the correct dress for
scholars and priests, the cloths to be used, the colours and
lengths, when there was a banging on the door.

His father
answered it, and he listened for a moment to quiet words spoken,
and then the tiny living room was full of men, full of black and
green. Keb was afraid. He had never seen so many priests in one
place.

His fame had
spread. Word of his knowledge, and of the advice he gave had
reached even the ears of priests, and as far as the chancellor of
the seminary in the great town of Larris, a hundred miles away.

What he was doing
was wrong, they told his father. It was for priests alone, and
masters of the rule in particular to give advice on the true path,
the right way of doing.

Keb listened to
them, and listened to his father whining in their presence, all his
strength sapped by fear. He studied them, and was shocked to see
that even here there was no perfection. One priest had a belt that
was too broad – it did not match his rank – and another wore his
cloak too long.

“Test me,” he’d
said. It was an arrogant thing to say. It was the boldest and most
arrogant moment of his life, and when he remembered it he cringed
inwardly. Their eyes had turned on him like dogs on a trapped
animal. He could see the hunger for punishment, his punishment, in
their eyes. There was one priest there, however, a teacher at the
seminary he later discovered, who outranked the others, and was
amused by the boy’s challenge.

“Very well,” he
said.

There followed a
barrage of questions. When he did not know the answer he said that
he did not know, but most of the time he knew, and he spoke the
words from The Book. Sometimes he even expanded on the words,
strove to make them plainer, as he had done so many times for the
farmers and craftsmen of the village.

At the end of it
the priests had been silent, all but the teacher who had asked the
questions. This man turned to Jarl.

“Your boy is a
prodigy, Jarl, son of Hern. You have been blessed by Seth Yarra,
but your punishment is that he will be taken from you. He will
return with me to the seminary and be examined to see if he is fit
for the green or black.”

Jarl had bowed and
scraped, smiled like an idiot. It was the moment that Keb lost
respect for his father, seeing him so cowed among a group of weak
men that he could have broken in two with his massive hands. Later
he understood, and he forgave Jarl’s weakness. Nobody could defy
the masters of the rule. They were the servants of Seth Yarra. They
were his voice, bore his knowledge on behalf of the people, but
that first day, the first time he saw them all together like that,
he had thought them pompous and self important.

He had gone with
them. It was the first time that he had left the village, and the
first time he had seen a town. It was the first time for so many
things. He asked the teacher if he might be loaned a copy of The
Book, for it was all that he read, and the teacher had nodded with
approval and gave him a fine, illuminated, leather bound volume, as
fine a thing as he had ever seen.

“The words of the
book are for all,” the teacher had said. “But this form of the book
is appropriate only for those who have taken the green cloth, as I
hope you may.”

Keb had been
impressed. At the seminary he was prodded and questioned and taken
to a village. It was not a real village. It was a place that had
been built as an examination, a place tainted with error. Find the
taint, they had told him, find all that is wrong and tell the man
who walks with you.

Two hours later he
had returned to the gate where the priests waited and the man, not
a priest, but a scribe and servant to priests, had given over a
paper to the teacher who compared it with a list. The comparison
took some time, and Keb had stood anxiously by while his future was
decided.

The teacher raised
his head, and to this day Keb remembered the words he had
spoken.

“He has correctly
identified the twenty seven grave errors,” he said. “In addition to
that he had identified forty-two of the sixty-five lesser errors,
and fifteen of the twenty-three trivial errors. There are no false
errors.”

There was a
muttering among the priests.

“Let me see,”
another said. The teacher had handed over both lists, and they
waited again while the man made his own comparison.

“It is true,” he
said eventually. “The boy has passed the exam.”

It was only later
he learned that the exam was one given to students after their
first year of study. It was an exam for boys of age nineteen, and
Keb was sixteen. That had decided his future. He had entered the
seminary, studied for a year and formally chosen the green cloth.
After another eight years he had been selected, taken away from his
studies, and sent here.

Keb was startled
from his reverie by keys rattling in the door of his cell. Had he
been asleep? It was surely not yet time for the clockwork
progression of his meals?

The figure that
came through the door was not the one that he expected, and he
recoiled from the sight. It was the demon, Fenris Godkiller, the
one they named Narak.

There was nowhere
for Keb to go. He could not run, but he feared this one more than
all the others. He had not seen him since the day of his capture,
since his questioning and the threat of torture.

The wolf god moved
the chair so that it faced the bed where Keb sat, and sat down.

“I have meant to
come here for some time,” he said. “But I have been busy.” He
smiled.

“I have no other
secrets,” Keb said.

“Secrets,” Narak
mused. “You have knowledge that I do not have. You have lived in a
place that I have never seen. Tell me about it.”

Keb shrugged.
“Tell you what?”

“Tell me what is
important.”

“Different things
are important to different people. I do not understand the
question.”

“Think about
it.”

Keb thought. He
thought about the village where he grew up, about the seminary,
about the work he had done here, about the men who had sent
him.

“The rule,” he
said. “The rule is important.”

“Then tell
me.”

Keb laughed. “I
studied it for ten years. How could I tell it to you?”

“Tell me about it.
I do not want to know the details. What is it for?”

“The rule is the
law of Seth Yarra. It tells us how we must live.” Keb saw no harm
in this. A part of the law was that he spread the word, correct
innocent error, make sure that people understood.

“How you must
live? In what sense?”

“In every sense.
It tells how we should build houses, how we should dress, plant
crops, make pots. It defines the proper way of living.”

“Everything?”

“Everything.”

“And what does it
say about gods?”

Keb studied Narak,
but there was no threat in his voice or his demeanour. He knew that
Narak was considered a god here, a god of wolves, and he was wary
of angering him, but the truth was the truth, and it was written in
The Book.

“That there is
only one god,” he said.

“I have never met
a god,” Narak said. “I am disinclined to believe in them.”

The statement
shocked Keb to the core. “Then what are you?” he asked.

“I am a man. I was
born a man, and nothing has happened since to convince me that I
have become anything else.”

“Your powers? You
do not fight like a man.”

“I have certain
abilities, it is true,” Narak agreed. “Many people consider me a
god, but in here,” he tapped the side of his head. “I am the same
man chosen by Pelion hundreds of years ago to protect the wolves
and the forest. The ‘powers’ as you call them are merely tools to
help me do those things.”

“And Pelion?”

“A man. I knew
him. He liked wine, and he liked cheese that had been allowed to
mature a while, and venison, and he liked the sound of his own
voice.”

“Yet you permit
men to worship you.” Keb was even more outraged. He was angry, but
he checked himself, sat back again. It would not do to make this
one angry. For all his protestations of manhood this demon could
strike him dead in a moment.

“It helps them,”
Narak said. “And who am I to say that I am not a god? Pelion named
us so, and men have accepted it, for the most part.”

“From whence comes
your power?”

“I do not know,
but I assume that Pelion understood. I was made to act, not to
teach, and that knowledge was not given to me. Some of us have
sought it, but none have learned Pelion’s secrets, and he in no
longer… available.”

Keb thought for a
moment that Narak was trying to mislead him, to confuse him in some
way. It was said among the priests of Seth Yarra that the demon
Narak was the cleverest of all the demons in this land, that he
could foretell the actions of others and lead them into error. It
was said that he could even make the truth lie on his behalf. Keb
saw none of that. Narak seemed relaxed. He seemed honest. Keb had
seen men with power. In the weeks before he had boarded ship for
this land he had been spoken to by the highly exalted, the black
and green clad men who ruled his own and, and in Narak he saw the
same ease, the same confidence.

“Why do you tell
me these things?” he asked.

“Call it whim,”
Narak laughed. “I could not say such words to others. Now you tell
me, from where comes your power?”

“Power? I have no
power.”

“Your rule; the
stick with which you beat your common folk. Where does it come
from?”

“We beat no-one,”
he said, but in his minds eye he saw his father again, a strong man
whining and bending before the pompous priests.

“Your truth, then,
though I’ll wager it amounts to the same thing. Whence comes your
truth?”

“From Seth
Yarra.”

“He speaks to
you?”

“You mean The
Book. It is all written down in The Book.”

“A mighty volume,
then, if it tells all you say.”

“It is many
volumes,” Keb said. “Together they are known as The Book.”

“And who wrote
this book?”

“Seth Yarra.”

“What? Your god
took up pen and ink and sat at a desk writing words on
parchment?”

Keb tried to frame
an answer in his head, but found that he could not. The image of
Seth Yarra with a quill in hand scratching at a parchment by candle
light seemed blasphemous, but most of the alternatives were
worse.

“That knowledge
has not been given to me,” he said, resorting to Narak’s own words.
The Wolf smiled.

“A fair answer,”
he said. “But it is a question that you should ask if you ever have
the opportunity. So all the words in this book, they remain
unchanged, year after year, century after century.”

“They do.”

“There is never
any improvement, no advance, no better plough, no stronger bow, no
better way to sail a ship?”

“No. Why would
there be? All are things that Seth Yarra has revealed to us. They
are the best of everything.”

“No new tactics in
battle, then? No adaptation, originality, creative thinking?”

“No.”

“Then you will
lose, because our tactics are better. They change and adapt to our
enemy. Our cavalry gives us a great advantage, and four hundred
years ago we beat you. Nothing changes. Your own book says that you
must lose, that your fellows must be slaughtered.” He stood and
rapped on the door. “I must go now. There is an army to be led, and
another to be defeated. I will come back and tell you how it
went.”

The door opened
and closed, and Keb was abruptly alone once more. How could that
be? Narak’s words had a ring of truth. He had read the section of
The Book that dealt with warfare. He had read it many times. Whole
passages still lived in his head.

He knew with awful
certainty that Narak was correct. If they obeyed the book they
would lose. If they did not then they were indeed lost.


36. Beyond the
Wall

Pascha watched the men for some
time. It was quickly apparent from their behaviour that they were
hiding, and shortly after that she saw that several of them were
wounded. A flock of sparrows moved from branch to branch above
them, and through sparrow ears she listened to their conversation.
Through their eyes she studied them.

They were Berashi.
These were men who had escaped when the gate fell, and she was
surprised that there were so many. There were enough of them to be
a useful force.

Pascha was unsure
what she should do. She had stayed on the hill outside Benafelas
until the Seth Yarra army marched, but it had not been a lengthy
wait. She had expected it to be days. The camps were not even half
complete when they left. It was as though they had seized upon a
new urgency. There was a lot of shouting, and men had formed up
into marching order, long columns snaking through the camps, and
then they had gone, followed by ox-drawn carts laden with supplies.
Pascha did not recognise the breed of ox, and thought that they
must be something that had come with them on the ships.

She had tried to
count them, and had reported their number to Narak using the
calling ring. Ten thousand men marched. The remainder stayed
behind.

Now she was in the
woods close to the pass, west of the Green Road, west of the gate.
She had looked at the gate, and seen that it was still closed,
blocked by a great stone. She had passed through it many times,
usually disguised as a mortal woman, and she had seen the great
stone that hung above the arch. From the activity around it she
guessed that the Berashi had cut it down as they left.

But what to do?
She had told Narak about the Seth Yarra, she had found the men as
he had asked, but he had not told her what to do when she found
them. What would Narak want?

She should speak
to them. They would be afraid, thinking that they would be unable
to return home, that all was lost. It would help them to know that
Narak meant to retake the gate.

She rose from the
grass where she had been sitting, watching them, and started
through the trees. She was glad of the cloak she wore, glad of all
her warm clothes and her stout boots. This close to the Dragon’s
Back, this far north, it was cold.

She made no
concessions to stealth. She did not want to be thought to be
sneaking up on the men, but strode purposefully through the trees
in their direction, scuffing leaves and snapping sticks beneath her
feet. It was no surprise at all when a couple of soldiers stepped
out from behind a bush, one with a sword and another with a bow,
and told her to halt.

“Take me to your
commander,” she said.

The men hesitated
for a moment. She assumed that they would do what she asked because
she did not look particularly threatening. In spite of the sword at
her hip and the bow across her shoulders she was a foot shorter
than both of them, and slightly built.

“Follow me,” the
swordsman said. The archer waited for her to do so, and then
followed, an arrow on his string. She heard his footsteps a prudent
distance behind her, and smiled. His arrow’s point was plain steel,
and could not harm her, but these were cautious men, good
soldiers.

It was one of the
odd things about blood silver. Narak could smell it. He had told
her that if blood silver was within fifty feet he could smell it
like burnt sugar in the air. Pascha smelled nothing, but when a
weapon was drawn she could see blood silver as a colour, a sheen of
red and blue like a piece of a rainbow drawn from the metal.

They marched her
into the midst of the Berashi camp, if it could be called a camp.
There were no tents, there was no fire. Men sat or lay on the bare
ground. They looked defeated, and she supposed that was fair.

An older man, grey
touching his hair, got to his feet when he saw her. He seemed a
little sore jointed, perhaps a little old to be running in the
woods with younger men. He executed a shallow but polite bow.

“I am Major
Tragil,” the man said, speaking in fluent Telan. “You are welcome
to our camp, my lady, but I fear we have nothing to share with you
but hardship.”

Pascha chose to
reply in Berashi. “I am pleased to find so many of you well,
Major,” she said. “I am come to tell you that you have not been
forgotten. Even now soldiers march to retake the gate. Narak said
you left many dead Telans behind you.”

She felt the stir
she caused among the soldiers. Heads were raised. Faces turned to
catch her words.

“Wolf Narak
comes?” the Major asked. There was hope in his voice, almost as if
he expected the victor of Afael to retake the gate single handed,
and maybe he could.

“Narak is busy in
the east,” she said. “But I am here in his stead.”

Shaking heads,
expressions of despair from the men, but Tragil was not so
unwise.

“Forgive me, my
lady, but I do not know your name.”

“I am called by
many names,” she replied. “Passerina, lady of a thousand eyes,
Benetheon god of sparrows, lord of the air. The customary form of
address is Deus.”

She saw doubt in
Tragil’s eyes. There was part of her that had expected it. She had
stayed hidden for as long as any mortal could remember. The
Benetheon’s business was none of men’s, but she had not been called
by her god name since Afael, or at least not by men. She had become
Pascha, an imitation of the woman she had been when Pelion called
her.

“Deus, I am glad
to see you. It has been said that you were dead.”

“As you can see, I
am not.”

“So you say,” a
voice from behind declared. She turned to see an officer with one
arm in a sling. He was a good looking young man, and in another
time and place he would have been interesting, but his challenge
was an irritation.

“You challenge
me?” she asked.

“Feran, don’t be a
fool,” Tragil’s voice was sharp.

“With one arm,”
Feran said, not heeding his commander. “I challenge you.”

Pascha laughed.
Suddenly it was all very funny. All these years she had hidden in
the kingdoms of the south, flitting from house to house, changing
her name, pretending that Passerina no longer existed, and now
this. It was no more than she deserved. Yet this was a brave
man.

“I will be kind to
you, Feran of the Berashi,” she said. She took her bow from her
shoulders and bending it with her foot she unstrung it. “If any of
your men can string my bow I will consider your challenge proven.”
She turned to Tragil. “Will you try it Major? I will not consider
it an offence.”

She could see the
curiosity in his eyes, and knew that he wanted to try. He took the
bow from her, and the string, hooked it on the lower notch and
tried to bend the bow. He put weight on it, and the lower tip sank
into the ground, but it did not bend. He moved it to a rock and
tried again. It still would not bend. He hung on the upper end with
both hands and pushed at the middle part with his hip. She could
see he was going red in the face with the effort, and the bow bent
in the gentlest arc, not nearly enough to string it.

“I cannot,” Tragil
said, handing it back to her. Pascha smiled and put her foot to the
bow again, bending it and fitting the string in a single movement.
She unstrung it again.

“Is there another
who would try?” she asked.

“You carry a Seth
Yarra blade,” Feran said.

“I do,” she
admitted. “It is a blood silver blade, an assassin’s weapon, but
its owner no longer needed it, and I had no other blade to
hand.”

“Hemas?” Feran
called a man from among the soldiers. He was a huge bear of a man
with unruly dark hair and a beard to match. He reminded Pascha of
Beloff, but Hemas apparently didn’t share his officer’s doubts. He
bowed respectfully. “Try the bow, Hemas.”

She gave him the
bow, wondering if she had been wise with her challenge. His muscles
bulged beneath his tunic, and he must have weighed three times what
she weighed, being well over six feet tall. He carried an axe that
most men would struggle to lift.

Hemas took the bow
apologetically and tried it with his hands, managing to bend it
slightly. Then he took the string and did as his commander had
done, found a rock and tried to bend it. The bow curved. Straining
with both hands on the top, and with all his weight pulling down he
bent it enough to string it, but the string was not in his hand. He
could not catch the string up while keeping the bow bent. Each time
he took a hand away the bow straightened again so that he could not
get the string to where it needed to be. After a minute of trying
he gave up, much to Pascha’s relief.

“I cannot do it,
lieutenant,” he said. He handed the bow back to Pascha, bowing
again. She made her point by stringing it again with apparent
ease.

“Your strength is
great, Hemas of the Berashi,” she said. “I have never seen a mortal
man do so much with an Aeolian bow. Respect to you.” Hemas looked
delighted and embarrassed at the same time. He bowed yet again and
sought out anonymity among the men. Pascha turned to Feran. “Is it
enough?” she asked, arching an eyebrow at the lieutenant.

“Deus,” he
replied. “It is enough. I apologise for doubting you, but your
death is part of legend, and your name is unspoken.”

“It will be
remember by the Telans,” she said, a dark edge to her voice.


37. The First
Battle of the Wall

Colonel Cain Arbak, citizen
councillor of Bas Erinor, rode at the head of an army. He felt
ashamed. He was a fraud. Two thousand soldiers and their baggage
rode behind him, and all in good heart. He revised that thought.
They were not soldiers, not any more than he was their colonel.
They were carpenters, thatchers, brick makers, shopkeepers,
carters, smiths and minstrels, and he was an inn keeper. Still,
there was nothing he could do about it. He was chosen, they had
volunteered. He was just not sure that he could live with the
deaths that his own lack of competence would cause.

He pressed them
hard. Narak had said that time was important; that hours were
important; and as much as he did not want to lead the men into
battle he took the wolf god at his word. They had ridden for twenty
hours before he had permitted a stop, and even then for six hours
only. There had been no tents, no camp fires or wine or cooked
food. A cold meal and a few hours sleep snatched from necessity was
all he gave them, but it did not dampen their spirits.

He had explained
it to them before they left. The world was in peril, and they were
its hope, its salvation. Their swords, their arrows, their
indomitable courage would save Avilian, and Berash, and Afael. Wolf
Narak had placed his faith in them, and no others, to deliver
victory and retake the gate.

It helped that
they were unfamiliar with war. Arbak knew that war was unkind,
unfair, devoid of glory and justice. The brave died, the cowards
survived. How could it be otherwise? His men, however, the good
citizens of Bas Erinor, believed in their cause, and in themselves,
but most worrying of all, they believed in him. Arbak had always
been good at keeping his head down. It was not that he shirked his
duty. When the fighting began he was always there, covering his
comrade’s back, killing with the best of them, but he was careful,
too. He stayed with the others. He knew the mistakes that killed
men because he had seen them too many times, and most of them had
to do with glory and heroism.

“You are brooding
again, Sheshay.” Sheyani looked like a child on her horse. It was a
warrior’s mount, a big horse, and she sat on top of it like an
ornament, wrapped in a blue cloak with a scarf tied about her head.
For all her littleness the horse obeyed her without challenge. It
recognised her as its mistress.

“I was thinking,”
he replied.

“You doubt
yourself,” she said. “But I do not.”

“I know that you
believe that I was kind to you, that I helped you when no other
would, and perhaps that is true, but this is different,” he said.
“This is war, and I have never commanded such an army.”

She smiled at him,
and he wanted to reach out and touch her, to take some of that
serenity and confidence for himself. “You think it was kindness
that drew me to your side, Sheshay? I will tell you a secret. I am
a Mage, a master of the path of Halith, and I see the music in all
things. I see it in trees, in rocks, in the sky and earth
themselves, but most of all I see it in men. Some men are simple.
Their music is a beating drum, a few notes of melody. Others have
no drum at all, but twist about themselves in complicated tunes of
many parts, like a hundred pipers playing different songs. My
skill, my art is to know also the music of fear, of courage, of
sadness and joy. I can see the notes to play to bring a man to
himself in battle, to calm a rage, to lighten the spirit. If you
could see your own music you would understand. It is different from
other men. If you like I could play what I hear, and you will
understand.”

“No,” he said.
“No. If there are things hidden from me, let them stay hidden.” He
truly did not like the idea of knowing himself so well. Self
discovery had never been something he had pursued.

She nodded. “It is
probably the wise decision, Sheshay.”

They rode on in
silence. Rain threatened, but did not come.

Shortly after dawn
on the fourth day of their ride they passed across the border into
Berash, and they were met by ten Berashi soldiers who had been set
to wait for them. They were commanded by a lieutenant, a young,
fair man with a proud bearing who rode his horse in a parade ground
manner, tight reined, precise. Such a thing would tire the horse,
eventually, but Arbak did not speak to him about it. The man seemed
suspicious. He eyed the column as though he suspected it was an
invading army.

“My king bids you
welcome,” he said, his tone making it apparent that he did not
share King Raffin’s confidence in their good intent.

“We are pleased to
be able to assist our good neighbours, the Berashi,” Arbak said.
“And to wash away the doubts that the Seth Yarra and the renegade
Marquis of Bel Arac have placed between us.”

The lieutenant
nodded. “Death to Seth Yarra and their allies,” he declared.

“Victory to our
alliance,” Arbak replied. It was a point of principle that he
sought victory, not an enemy’s demise. Death was a necessary effect
of battle, but not its goal. He suspected that this lieutenant,
like his own men, had never fought before. It was a concern that he
had so many green swords.

He forced the same
pace through Berash, allowing the lieutenant to guide him by the
fastest roads. He kept the young man close, talked to him, and
asked his opinion on many matters, so that gradually they arrived
at a sort of trust.

It was four more
days before they approached the Green Road, and as they drew close
a group of riders approached them along the path through the trees.
Arbak recognised another in Berashi armour, and a Durander officer.
He glanced at Sheyani, but she was hidden in her scarf, and hanging
back among the soldiers.

The Berashi was
the first to speak. By his insignia Arbak knew him to be a captain.
The Durander was senior, the equivalent of a colonel and master of
a regiment.

“You are welcome
here, Colonel Arbak,” the captain said. “You have made good
time.”

“How lies the
land, Captain?” he asked.

The captain was a
real soldier, by his look. He rode comfortably, and had the seeming
of a man who had been dented a few times in battle. He needed a
shave. Arbak liked him at once.

“They hold the
wall,” he said. “About eight hundred men. The gate remains closed,
though they have been trying to lift it for a week. I do not think
they have the skill or the equipment to open it. They have also
built fortifications in the valley, but they are just low stone
walls behind which they hide archers. The main force remains close
to the gate.”

“What he is not
telling you,” the Durander said, “is that his commanding officer
got himself killed riding up the valley with fifty horse. Only
twenty came back.”

Arbak looked from
one to the other. There was clearly some tension here.

“Your numbers?” he
asked.

“I have a thousand
men,” the Durander replied. “A hundred horse, fifty bows, and the
rest swords. The Berashi have seven hundred, and now only fifty
horse, though there are a hundred bows among them.”

“There is a
question of command,” the captain said.

Ah. So that was
it. The Durander was clearly senior now that the Berashi had got
himself killed, but they were both waiting to see what he would do.
He had a high enough rank, albeit a paper one, and more men than
either. He suspected that the Berashi would rather trust an
Avilian, but he had no real desire to assume command even if the
Durander would acquiesce.

“Let us view the
situation,” he said.

“We must decide
the issue of command,” the Durander said. “We cannot fight if we
have no leader.”

“Colonel Arbak
will command.”

All their heads
turned as one. Sheyani sat on top of her horse beside Arbak. She
had come up on them silently, unnoticed. The Berashi captain looked
puzzled, and Arbak sought the words to tell her that it was not her
decision, but the Durander spoke first.

“By what
authority?” he demanded.

She unwound the
scarf from her head, showing her face. The Durander’s hand went to
the hilt of his sword, and for a moment it seemed that he might
unsheathe it, but he bowed his head, his face a picture of
confusion.

“Esh Baradan,” he
said. “I did not think to see you here.”

“But here I am,
come to fight against the Telans,” she said. This was not the
hesitant Sheyani that Arbak knew so well. She was regal, certain,
full of power. “I say that the Avilian will command.”

“You are certain?”
he asked.

“I am. This one is
known and trusted by the Wolf God.”

“Then we are
blessed indeed.” The Durander turned to Arbak. “Colonel, I submit
to your authority.”

Arbak sighed. He
hadn’t really wanted this. He’d hoped that the Berashi would have a
seasoned commander here. It was their land, and an equal rank would
have ensured command, but they could not submit to a captain, even
though they had now submitted to one who was a sergeant in all but
name. There was something else, too. There was history between
Sheyani and this Durander colonel. They knew each other. It was all
bound up somehow with Sheyani being in Avilian, a Durander mage
exiled to Bas Erinor, but he did not have time to discover the
story.

“I hope that you
will be kind enough to allow me the benefit of your counsel,” Arbak
said, taking in both the Berashi captain and the Durander with a
turn of his head.

The Durander
bowed, a polite bow, a bow of respect between equals. “I am called
Coyan esh Heremar al Tonnicali,” he said. “I shall be pleased to
offer what little wisdom I can.”

The captain drew
his blade and saluted. “And I am Captain Miresh Simfel, Regiment of
the Iron Fist, guardians of the border. My men are at your service,
Colonel.”

Arbak turned to
his own men, waiting patiently behind him. They were tired, needed
to rest. “Make camp close to where the others are,” he called to
his officers. “I will join you there.” He turned to the Durander.
“Will you show me the pass?”

“Gladly,
colonel.”

They rode
together, Coyan and Miresh flanking him and Sheyani somewhat behind
as they passed through the thinning trees and out onto the dead
ground before the pass itself. Arbak could see the wall, and all
the valley before it, treeless, swept clear of cover.

“No further,” the
captain said, “or you will be within bow shot. See the positions up
on the slopes? They are difficult for cavalry to attack – the scree
is poor footing for the horses.”

Arbak looked. They
were quite well camouflaged against the slopes, but he counted
twelve. Twelve small positions, each with no more than four or five
archers, he guessed, and they would have to be taken by infantry,
as the Berashi implied. It would be a bloody business. He certainly
did not like the idea of doing it himself, scrambling up steep
slopes ankle deep in broken rock while men shot down upon him.

“It is well
defended,” he said. The bulk of the Telans would be behind a
slightly more substantial wall, also built of rocks and stones, set
some fifty yards this side of the gate. There were few men visible
on the high wall itself, but some were there, labouring on the
stone gate. They would need to lift it eventually to allow cavalry
to pass. But then the Seth Yarra were reputed not to have cavalry,
so it was not so great an issue. Men on foot could come over the
wall with ropes and ladders as long as their comrades held it.

Supplies, though,
that was the issue. No army could travel without wagons and such to
carry their food and tents. They could reinforce the wall, hold it
with as many men as they wanted, but they could not invade Berash
until the gate was opened.

Step one was to
clear away the lesser positions. He must eliminate them before
committing cavalry to the pass or they would wreak havoc amongst
his most effective troops. He was loath to order the infantry to
attack, however, knowing how many of them would die. He had no
doubt that he could take the gate back. It would be a nasty couple
of hours, though, and he looked around for something to ease the
victory.

“They have a good
position.”

The voice came
from the trees to their right. The horses wheeled, the Berashi drew
his sword. Arbak saw a small woman dressed in a thick cloak
standing in the shade of an old pine. She was armed with a sword
and a bow, and the hood of her cloak was thrown back to reveal
thick red hair tied back behind her head.

Arbak didn’t
recognise her, but he’d heard stories, old stories. The bow, the
red hair, and the timing all pointed one way.

“Do I have the
honour of addressing the lady of a thousand eyes?” he asked.

She laughed.
“You’re a sharp one,” she said. “That’s the first time I’ve been
recognised in two hundred years. You must be Arbak. Narak said
you’d be here.”

He slid down from
the saddle, managed a formal bow, and the others copied him. He
felt stiff; riding for over a week with twelve hours and more in
the saddle each day had been hard. There had been a time when he
would have done it and been ready to swing a sword, but the grey in
his hair was frosting his joints.

“Deus, you have
word from the Wolf?” he asked.

“No more than
you,” she replied. “But I have grave news. Two armies march on the
gate from the west. The Telans have sent a regiment of men, about
fifteen hundred, I would say, and Seth Yarra have sent ten thousand
north from the coast.”

“Ten thousand?”
Arbak was stunned. Such a large force of proper soldiers would be
more than a match for his part-timers. “When will they arrive?”

“The Telans will
be here tomorrow,” she said, “the Seth Yarra the day after. We must
take the gate today.”

“Today? My men are
tired. I have pushed them hard to get here,” he said.

“Well, shall we
ask the Telans to wait?”

Arbak coloured. Of
course he was being stupid, voicing concerns that made no
difference. Tired or not, they would do better against eight
hundred today than they would against twenty-three hundred tomorrow
or twelve thousand the day after. He looked down the valley again.
The Telan positions were arranged so that they could support each
other. If one was attacked in isolation then two others could
support it, so he must attack on both sides of the pass at
once.

“It will cost a
lot of lives,” he said.

“There I can
help,” Pascha said. “It will go easier if they have more than one
thing to worry them.”

“You have a
plan?”

“I would not grace
it with the name, but I can be on the high bluffs above the pass,
and I can shoot down on them. There are also men beyond the gate,
Berashi soldiers. They can take the wall while the enemy’s eyes are
on you.”

“Some survived,
then, Deus?” It was the captain who asked.

“Less than a
hundred.”

“Was my uncle
among them?” Simfel asked. “He was the commander, Major
Tragil.”

“He is well,”
Pascha smiled. “He is ashamed that the wall fell on his watch, but
he will recover from that, all the sooner when you retake the
gate.”

“We must move
now,” Arbak was looking up at the sky. He did not want to fight at
night. Darkness hid friends and enemies alike, and torchlight made
good targets. It was already after noon.

“As you say,
colonel,” the Durander said. “What is the plan?”

“It must be
simple. We have no time to drill the men. The infantry will advance
as best they can on both sides of the pass and take the archers’
positions. We will lose men, but that cannot be avoided. Our
archers will support, but I prefer to leave them as far back as
possible. We will need them later. When the smaller positions are
cleared we will attack with cavalry, up the middle, and try to
storm the wall they have built. Their numbers are not large, and we
should prevail. The infantry will follow the cavalry.” It all
seemed clear. Now that the moment had come his options were
limited. He understood how battles went, what worked and what
didn’t. As much as he disliked the idea they had no choice but a
costly frontal assault.

“That’s it?”

“That is it. If
you are looking for subtlety or genius then I have none. No plan
survives the first ten minutes of a battle, so I hope it will be
over by then. Deus, sow confusion as you may, and if the Berashi
take the wall have them hold off until the cavalry move up.”

“As you wish,
colonel.”

A remarkable thing
happened. As soon as Pascha said the words she dissolved into a
mass of wings and beaks, and a hundred sparrows flew into the trees
in a rush of beaten air. They all stood still for a moment.

“Well, I have
never seen such a thing,” the captain said.

“Nor I.” Arbak
climbed back into the saddle, wheeled his horse and trotted back
along the pass. He could see his men setting up tents. He could see
fires kindled. It pained him that some of those tents would be
unused tonight. The men hammering in the pegs and spreading their
bedrolls would be lying on the stones of the pass, no longer
carpenters or smiths, but dead soldiers all.

He called them to
assemble, and they did, Avilians and Berashis and Duranders all
mixed together. They listened to his words, and he saw the fear in
their eyes, the doubt, and on some faces a look of resignation.

“They will be
brave for you, Sheshay,” Sheyani said. She sat atop her horse not
an arm’s reach from him, and her pipes were in her hand.

“You will play for
them?” he asked.

“I will play, and
they will be soldiers without equal.”

Arbak looked at
the men again. Soldiers without equal? He had heard her play, and
he knew that her music worked miracles, but the Avilians were green
men, and until they had fought there would always be doubt, fear,
and the fear of fear itself. The Duranders looked eager. Perhaps
that would lift his own men’s spirits.

He led them back
to the pass. The infantry lined up, a thousand men each side. There
was no subtlety about this. The Telans could see them. They had
arrows on the string and the pass was too narrow to escape.

He heard a shout.
A body rolled out from the nearest of the archer’s hides. He saw
heads bobbing around behind the wall. His eye caught a flash in the
air and another man stood up from behind the wall, clawing at
something at his neck.

Passerina. He
counted until he saw another flash. He was looking for it this
time, but almost missed it because it struck at the second hide,
the one opposite the first. There was more shouting from the
Telans. Arbak drew his blade. Useless as it was, it would signal
the advance. He wished for his right hand, for the simplicity of
soldiering as he had known it.

“Advance!” he
shouted. “Keep those shields high. Arrows come down.”

He watched as the
men moved forwards. Arrows began to strike at them. Men began to
die, but it was not as bad as he had feared. The thin rain of
deadly accurate arrows from above kept the Telans confused. By now
seven had fallen. A couple of men from one of the hides abandoned
it, rushing back to join their comrades further up the valley. A
second hide was overwhelmed by his men. He saw swords rise and
fall, and then they were moving on.

“Move up!” he
called, and he eased his own mount forwards another fifty yards.
Each pair of hides that fell allowed them to draw closer for their
charge.

He heard Sheyani
start to play. It was a simple tune with a strange rhythm, but he
found that it stirred his blood. Doubts began to fade from his
mind, and he glanced across at the Durander colonel. Coyan was
sitting with his eyes half closed, half a smile on his lips. He
noticed Arbak’s glance.

“Her skill is a
wonder, colonel,” he said. “It is as though Hammerdan himself piped
for them.”

The men heard it
too. The Durander infantry first. They began striking their swords
against their shields, picking up the beat. Crash, pause, crash,
pause, crash crash. Simple as that, but the sound was a sound of
power. Men’s feet were surer on the loose rock, their shields held
firmer against the arrows that fell among them.

The second pair of
hides fell, and Arbak began to feel the certainty of their victory.
In the distance he saw men on the high wall. They were keeping low
and spreading out. These must be the Berashi troops who had
attempted to defend the wall against Telan treachery, and now they
were moving with stealth, all Telan eyes being fixed on the advance
down the valley.

The men’s feet
began to imitate the rhythm of Sheyani’s battle song. It almost
seemed as though the arrows bounced off them as they tramped
relentlessly down the pass. Arbak felt his own impatience building,
an eagerness to be part of the slaughter. He knew it was the music,
the magic of the pipes, and he reached into his pocket to find his
copper medallion, the thing that would make him immune, but it was
not there. He had left it in his saddlebags, or even on one of the
wagons.

He cursed to
himself. He needed a clear head, but he was not inclined to tell
Sheyani to stop playing. Her music was the music of victory, and
his men needed that strength. He would have to resist. Surely it
would be easier to resist if he knew it was only the music?

The cavalry moved
forwards now at walking pace, the horses impatiently stamping their
way down the centre of the pass two hundred yards behind the
infantry. The hides were falling quickly now. Passerina’s arrows
falling from above and the tide of death sweeping towards them
turned some of the Telan archers and they broke from their cover
and ran to join the main force.

Now. It was now!
No obstacle remained but the low wall behind which the Telans
crouched. He glanced around him and saw the impatience, the lust
for blood filling the eyes of all the riders. Swords were drawn,
lances levelled in the front rank.

Arbak let out a
cry that was an inarticulate bellow, but all his men understood,
and they surged forwards, an angry steel tide sweeping towards a
defensive line that now seemed wholly inadequate. Inside, deep
inside Arbak heard his own voice begging him not to charge, telling
him to hang back, explaining to him that with only a weak left hand
he was just so much practice meat for the Telan swordsmen, but he
ignored the voice, swung his blade generously through the air.

An arrow struck
his left shoulder and glanced off the armour plate. He hardly
noticed. The low wall flashed below his horse and he was among the
enemy, one of the first. Even as he swung at the men who swarmed
around him he saw a dozen of them fall. The Berashi on the high
wall had loosed their first volley.

A sword bit his
right arm, and a moment later his mount screamed and twisted
beneath him. By good fortune he was not trapped as it fell, but
thrown on top of a Telan swordsman. He scrambled to his feet. The
voice within was louder now, and the degree of his danger began to
penetrate.

Two men came at
him, both running, and more by luck than judgement he cut one of
them, but went down again as the wounded man crashed into him. He
struck at the man’s head with the hilt of his sword, and again, and
again. Tried to kick himself free of the weight before the other
killed him, but as he rolled away he saw the man face down with an
arrow in his back. A lucky escape.

A horse appeared
beside him, and he only just managed to stop himself striking up at
the rider. It was the Berashi captain, Miresh. The man had a
riderless horse in tow, the reins in one hand. He pushed them into
Arbak’s. He cursed his one hand again, and himself for a fool. He
had to sheath the sword to mount the horse, feeling all the time
the itch of an arrow or a sword between his shoulders.

By some miracle he
managed to scramble up and draw his blade again. He swept the area
before the wall with anxious eyes, but all he saw was victory.
Telan dead lay everywhere. Even as he looked he saw a hundred
fleeing up the pass, but he had left his archers there, and as he
watched the fleeing men ran into a hail of arrows that shattered
their numbers. Those that remained threw their arms away and raised
their hands, calling for mercy.

It was over.

Arbak raised his
sword and held it above his head, the signal for his men to accept
the surrender, to stop killing. A moment later he was aware that
the music had stopped, and a dazed calm descended on the pass. He
had never known so swift and complete a victory. He looked around
at his men and saw smiles and bloody swords. What now? He must get
men onto the walls, archers, in case the Telans came sooner than
expected. He put his blade away and turned his mount towards the
distant camp, but the world did not stop turning with his horse. It
spun about him, and a ringing filled his ears. The valley became
edged with black, and the ground was rushing up to meet him. Then
nothing.


38. Finchbeak
Road

On the other side of Terras,
Narak waited. Dawn had come and gone, and today would see the fate
of the world decided, at least for now. He stood with five hundred
Avilian infantry on the edge of a shallow lake, drawn up in lines
that stretched from the water to the foot of a short rise. It was
not a good position, defensively. They could be easily flanked by a
large enough force, but that was the idea.

He heard a horse
snorting and looked anxiously behind, to the left. The noise had
carried easily in the still air, and would carry well down the
valley. He dismissed the worry. No one would hear it. There would
be too much noise.

Aidon stood beside
him. The heir to the dukedom had not been very vocal, and Narak
suspected that the boy was in awe of the company he was keeping. He
could not help thinking of him as a boy. He had wines twice Aidon’s
age in his cellar.

“Your father
seemed better this morning,” he said.

Aidon jerked as
though woken from a reverie. “Yes,” he said “Yes. I think it is the
coming battle.”

Narak felt
sympathy for the boy. His father had not told him. Both of his sons
were ignorant of their father’s failing health, and he believed
that he knew what their father was anticipating. He was not a man
to die in bed of a wasting disease, and now there was to be a
battle. It could not be plainer. Yet he had not considered for a
moment that he should intervene. How a man chose to die was his own
business, and so was the way he behaved with his family.

“Well, I’m sure we
will be up to our ears in blood soon enough,” he said.

Aidon gave him a
sidelong look.

“Deus, may I ask a
question?”

Narak studied the
boy. He was certainly built like a man – tall and broad shouldered
– his armour was spotless, chased in silver and gold with the five
leaves of the Avilian royal crest, and he was fair of face.

“What is it?”

“How do you know
what they will do?”

Narak laughed.
“Nothing is certain,” he said.

“And yet you are
never wrong, Deus.”

“It seems that way
to you, but believe me I have made more mistakes than most. It
helps to have seen so many years.”

“Can you see what
is in their commander’s mind?”

“No, but I
understand what is in my own, and I can make adjustments. The Seth
Yarra, for example, are a people of fixed ways. They have prepared
most carefully for this war, but they will not fare well because
their plans assume that we are like them, that we will do as they
do, but we shall not.”

“But how do you
know this?”

“I have fought
them before. Centuries ago they faced us, and they suffered greatly
because they have no cavalry. They lacked the power and speed that
horse soldiers gave us. If this had happened to you, if you were
beaten by some technical advantage that favoured your enemy, what
would you do?”

“I would seek to
counter it,” Aidon replied, his brow creasing. “Or at the least to
acquire something of equal strength. I would want my own
cavalry.”

“And yet they do
not.”

“They are
stupid.”

“No. Many of them
see this advantage and rue it, but they cannot do as you would do.
All of their world is written in a book, and there are no horses in
its pages, so they believe that it is wrong to use horses, and
indeed that horses themselves are wrong.”

“Then we shall
always defeat them.” Aidon seemed satisfied with his
conclusion.

“Perhaps, but how
certain would you be if there were fifty thousand Seth Yarra
soldiers marching towards us, or a hundred thousand?”

“Can such an army
exist?”

“Perhaps. We think
that we are clever and flexible and subtle, but it is Seth Yarra
that has taken Telas without a fight, and how long will Durandar
hold out now that they are cut off from assistance? And the Green
Isles? It seems that we have lost half the world without a
battle.”

“But we will take
it back.”

“I have yet to see
how,” Narak confided. “You saw how well they fortified their camp,
and I have no doubt that they will do the same all over Telas, and
cavalry are no advantage in a siege.”

“Then we are
locked in a position that cannot change.”

“You think so?
When summer comes the White Road will be open. There is no gate
there to hold them back.”

“But that is in
the great forest! They would have to march…”

“…Through my own
domain. Why would they not?”

“Deus, your words
bring me no comfort.”

“Nor should they.
This is a Great War, Aidon. It is a war that will be remembered for
thousands of years. Our deeds on this field and on others to come
will speak to generations of warriors if we prevail. If not then
our names will be forgotten in twenty years.”

“But this
battle?”

“If they do as I
expect it will be a victory.”

Aidon asked no
more questions, and time passed slowly. Narak was thinking through
the moves that they enemy would make. They had broken camp that
morning and abandoned their walls. The eagles had seen it. Their
only task was attrition, to kill as many of the allied army as they
could, and so they would follow. It would not be a quick departure,
but quicker for them having seen him abandon his own camp the night
before, and they would come on quickly. He had only moved ten
miles, and had taken up a prepared position, one that he had
scouted weeks before when he knew this moment was likely. It was
always wise to choose the ground on which to fight. There were
times when it was not possible, but this was a good place.

It was close to
noon when a rider came down the valley, pressing his mount hard. He
skidded to a halt twenty feet short of Narak and saluted.

“Deus, they come,”
he said.

“On the path?”

“On the path,
Deus.”

He waved the man
away and he rode off behind them, out of sight. Narak turned to his
five hundred men.

“Now we must see
that they catch us unawares,” he said. “You know what to do.”

The men formed up
as though they were a column marching away from their position, and
as he had instructed them they began to shuffle their feet to and
fro, kicking up dust.

By the time the
van of the Seth Yarra army appeared at the far end of the lake they
had been at it for ten minutes, and a respectable dust cloud as
might indicate the passage of an army had climbed into the blue
sky. They resembled the rearguard of a great force, just about to
march out of sight.

One of Narak’s men
cried out and pointed at the approaching enemy, and they formed up
quickly into a line, exactly as they had been before the messengers
signal. The trap was in place. All it needed now was bait.

“Hold steady,”
Narak said. He pushed his way to the front of the line and stepped
out in full view of his enemy. For weeks he had taunted them with
this moment in mind. The red armour, the two swords, the way he
stood and looked down on the Seth Yarra camp while they died on the
end of Jiddian’s arrows, while they vomited the poison he had put
in their water, while they listened to his blasphemies against
their god, while they thirsted and wished they were at home. It was
all for this.

Narak dropped the
veil and stood before his men in his aspect, drew his twin blades
and held them above his head.

“Come and fight
me,” he called down the valley, and his voice was louder than the
voice of any man. He knew it reached their ears. “Come, you dog
killers, ambushers, cowards and fools, come and claim your place in
paradise. Come and die by my hand.”

He could not have
wished for a better response. At the other end of the valley he
could see the glitter of steel and blood silver as swords were
drawn. He heard the rage in their collective voices, heard the
thunder of their feet as twenty thousand men poured across the lake
shore intent on his death.

He turned to
Aidon.

“Right again,” he
said.




39. The Wall

Arbak looked up at the sky and
wondered if he was dead. He was surrounded by what seemed to be
thousands of bodies, distorted, bloated, undignified. Crows circled
against the blue, dark silhouettes waiting to ply their grisly
trade on the carnage below.

Sheyani was
sitting beside him, holding his hand. He could feel the pressure of
her fingers digging into his palm, but when he tried to turn his
head, to speak to her, he could not move, and words would not come.
Perhaps I am dead, he thought. He wanted to reach out and hold her,
to take her in his arms and press his lips to hers, and that
surprised him. Sheyani was not his, not in that way. She was too
breakable. She needed protection and stability, not the advances of
an ageing mercenary.

Certainly not a
dead one.

Now he was
standing on the high wall, and there were fifty men with him. He
looked out into Telas, and saw a lone warrior walk towards the
gate. He was Seth Yarra. The warrior shimmered and became two, then
four, then eight. It seemed only moments before the entire plain
was covered in men, tens, hundreds of thousands; a forest of black
and green banners waved in the sun.

“What shall we
do?”

The man next to
him was smiling confidently at him, waiting for orders. He looked
at the other men, and did not see a single bow. They all bore
swords.

“Where are your
bows?” he asked them.

“You told us to
bring swords,” the young man said.

Bows. We need
bows. He looked back down the pass into Berash and was horrified to
see that the pass swarmed with women and children, playing games,
laughing and running about. They seemed unaware of the monstrous
danger that stood a few hundred yards away, and he had no way to
save them.

Despair engulfed
him.

“No!”

He sat up, and
immediately fell back again, clutching at his left shoulder. His
right arm felt like it was on fire.

“You’re back with
us then.”

He looked across
and became aware that he was lying on a soft bed, that the sky
above him was dark canvas, and that the whole was illuminated by
lamps. His eyes focussed on the source of the voice. Passerina. It
seemed that they were alone together.

He had been
dreaming.

“How many men did
we lose?” he asked.

“Just like Narak,”
she said, smiling. “Apart from the total lack of skill with a
blade. He would have asked the same question.”

“How many?”

“One hundred and
twenty dead. Two hundred injured. You’ll probably have lost a
hundred and fifty by the morning, but four hundred Telans died, two
hundred are wounded, and another two hundred threw down their arms.
Considering they had the better position it seems a remarkable
victory.”

He looked around
the tent again, noticed that his right arm was swathed in
bandages.

“I was
wounded?”

“Quite badly. You
lost a lot of blood, and your shoulder is swollen to the size of a
pumpkin.”

“And the
wall?”

“Major Tragil has
resumed his command, swearing to never again allow a single Telan
through the gate unless he strips naked and burns his clothes
first. All three gates are closed and the fighting platform is
crowded with archers – yours, Tragil’s and Coyan’s.”

“How long have I
been out?”

“Eight hours,
perhaps nine. You should talk to that Durander of yours. She’s been
moping about for hours, saying it was her fault that you got cut.
Silly woman. If you’re not bright enough to wear the copper she
gave you it’s your own fault.”

“That’s true
enough. Will you ask her to come in?”

“On my way out?
I’m not finished with you yet.” There was something in the tone of
her voice that made him forget that he was injured. There was
malice there. She moved her seat closer so that she could look down
into his eyes as she spoke. “I’m not a good judge of character,”
she said. “Narak is. He sees things in people that others do not
see, and he chose you for this work, and for other tasks. He has
not revealed his reasons to me, nor will he. Your Durander has the
talent, also. I know their skill, and she is high, very high, too
high for you, Cain Arbak, but it is not my place to say so.” He
wondered what she was saying. It didn’t seem to make sense.

“I lived in
Wolfguard for two hundred years,” she went on. “I knew all of
Narak’s people, the ones he called friends and held in his favour,
and I, too, counted them as friends, but there was one who I loved
more than all the others. Her unaffected honesty, her exceptional
beauty that she could never admit, her kindness, her sense of
humour, her strength, all of these qualities marked her out even in
that exalted company.” She paused, searching Arbak’s eyes for
understanding. “Her name was Perlaine.”

Arbak recognised
the name at once. She was the beautiful woman with the wolf, the
one that his men had shot in the woods by the Bel Erinor road.
Words rose in his throat. He wanted to explain to her that he was
not the cause of her death, merely an agent of mercy. She had been
shot through the gut and the lung and left to die in agony. Even
Narak had admitted she could not have been saved.

He said nothing
for a moment, forcing back words that sounded like excuses.
Eventually he could no longer meet her eyes, and he looked
away.

“There is nothing
about that which I do not regret,” he said.

He kept his face
averted, waiting for her to say something else, but when he could
summon the courage to look back she was gone. She had left the room
without making a sound. He stared at one of the lamps. It was not a
miracle that he was alive, he reflected, it was a stack of
miracles.




40. The Battle of
Finchbeak Road

Wolf Narak watched the Seth Yarra army flow across
the ground towards him. He checked to either side to be certain
that he had fighting room. He did not like to be crowded in battle,
liked to have space to move and swing his blades, and the space was
there. The Avilians had given him a respectful gap to do his
work.

He wondered if the
trap was big enough.

They came on and
on. It was a long shoreline, about half a mile from the point where
they had crested the ridge and seen him to the point where he
waited. He allowed himself to glance to the left, to the woods that
clothed the low hills. He could see nothing there. He did not turn
his head. Even so tiny a clue might forewarn them.

He studied his
enemy as they approached, looking for any sign of the black clad
cleansers, the like of which he had fought at Bel Arac, but what he
saw were like levy soldiers. They had leather armour for the most
part. Every tenth man had a breast plate or a metal helmet. Their
swords were also mixed in quality, and mostly ill suited to their
bearers. None of these men would have blood silver blades. Even
with the amount they had taken from the mines they could not afford
to be so profligate.

This was going to
be a slaughter. Even the troops behind him, just the five hundred,
had more armour and better weapons than all the men that he could
see. Somewhere there would be cleansers, somewhere back there. He
had seen them over the wall. Jiddian had shot a few. They were
hanging back to allow these men, these expendable men, to take the
brunt of the first clash.

Narak waited until
he could see their eyes, full of fear and anger and desperation,
until he could smell their sweat and their breath like a wind
preceding their hasty advance. After such a rush even the best men
would be tired. These men were already dead.

He dropped both
his swords to his side – a prearranged signal.

The forest above
the lake came to life. Men poured from the trees, and stopped no
more than twenty paces in the clear. Five thousand archers, all
that he had, lifted their bows and released a deadly volley into
the flank of the Seth Yarra army.

Men fell in mounds
all over the shoreline. The army slowed, turned, and received the
second volley. How many had died, Narak wondered? Five thousand? A
third volley ripped through their ranks, and now the bulk of their
force turned to face the hill, and the archers withdrew to be
replaced by pikes and swords.

About two hundred
men completed the dash to face Narak and the Avilians, but they
were winded, and poor fodder for the steel that awaited them. Narak
cut five men down with five strokes, and suddenly there was nobody
to kill. He turned and looked behind him.

“Havil, now!” he
roared. His voice rolled like thunder down the lake shore, and he
saw faces turned towards him, hundreds of faces. Behind him he
heard Havil’s voice calling to his men, and from a hollow behind a
nearby mound the dragon guard rode out, decked in full armour,
glittering like a steel forest. Even the horses shone, their armour
polished and mirror bright in the sun.

They picked up
speed slowly, but by the time they passed Narak and his Avilian
guard they were flying, lances level, swords drawn. It was hardly
fair. The Dragon Guard were a weapon feared by anyone in Terras,
but for men who had never fought against cavalry they were all but
unstoppable. Their front rank ploughed into Seth Yarra soldiers who
were already trying to flee, cutting them down like rotten wheat
before a scythe.

They did not slow.
Men fell beneath the horses hooves, but mostly the Seth Yarra host
tried to part before the onslaught like a curtain, running up the
hill into arrows and pikes, or down into the water. Some tried to
rally, and shot their arrows into the charging men, but they seemed
to have no effect.

Narak signalled
his own men forwards. They were the cork in the bottle, pushing
what the cavalry had left alive back towards their own rear guard.
There were still thousands of soldiers in the trap, and if they
rallied things could still go badly.

He saw them. About
four hundred yards from where he stood there was a mass of black.
Cleansers. He guessed there were five hundred of them, and they
were not panicked. They had tightened into a square and begun to
press upwards into the archers and pikemen, cutting their way into
the forest. If they broke through and managed to take enough of
their men with them the battle would become a messy hand to hand
through the trees.

Narak wanted to
run to be with his men where the fighting was most intense. He
wanted to be there to face the cleansers, but he knew his own plan,
and he knew his place in it. If he rushed to their aid the cork in
the bottle would become the weak point. Its strength depended on
him. It was why they had so few men here. He watched grimly as the
cleansers fought their way to the edge of the trees, and there they
stopped.

He could see an
axe flashing in the air, a pair of axes, and he knew they had run
into Beloff. That would be an education for them.

Back on the lake
shore the Seth Yarra soldiers were beginning to find their feet.
Thousands were already dead, but they were still a formidable
force. Several hundred archers and swords had coalesced and were
shooting volley after volley into the trees in support of the
cleansers. They, too, saw the opportunity that they had for
escape.

As Narak pushed
his men forwards they passed some of the units he had stationed in
the forest, and those came out and joined his advance, giving him
more options. He ordered the bowmen to shoot their arrows at the
most organised part of the enemy force, and it had the desired, if
not altogether desirable effect of turning their arrows from the
forest onto Narak’s group.

“Shields!” he
called, but already the Avilians had their shields up to protect
their heads and upper bodies. Only Berashi infantry carried shields
big enough to protect a whole body. His own shield went into place
just as the first volley fell on them. He felt the arrowheads
hammering just inches from his arm, felt them strike his armoured
legs.

In the distance he
heard the rumble of hooves and knew that Havil had turned the
dragon guard and was coming back along the shore. He raised his
shield high enough to glance under it and saw that they were
sweeping the edge of the forest, riding high from the lake shore.
It was a clever move. The cleansers would be forced to disengage,
and would suffer losses both from the Dragon Guard and the archers
in the woods before they could engage again.

But the cleansers
did not run. They mounted a ferocious attack on the men in the
forest, pushing them back ten yards, fifteen, enough to get most of
the black clad men into the tree line and out of reach of the
swords and lances of the heavy cavalry. It was a bold move. If the
line had held, then Havil’s Dragons would have crushed them all,
but even riding so close to the trees they only took thirty or
forty of them.

In the distance
Narak could see the final element of his strategy. The light
cavalry rode over the ridge, thousands of them, shutting the door
on those who had hoped to flee back to their coastal fastness.
There were more than fifteen thousand Seth Yarra left in the box,
and now they had the choice of fighting, drowning, or throwing
themselves on the mercy of Narak’s army.

They fought. They
fought well. There was still no doubt in Narak’s mind as to who
would win the battle; the surprise of the archers in the forest and
the heavy cavalry charge had given him that; but it was now a
question of numbers.

He made slow
progress towards the cleansers, and the Seth Yarra troops were
pressed on all sides. Hundreds were being pushed into the lake and
slaughtered there as they floundered in the weed snared, shallow
water. But every time he saw one of his own men fall he grew more
concerned. This was supposed to have been a quick victory. He had
hoped for that. The more time he spent subduing this force, the
more men he lost, and each hour made the other Seth Yarra army, the
one beyond the gate, seem more formidable.

He gave orders
that more men should move into the forest to stop the Seth Yarra
from breaking out, and redoubled his own efforts, cutting through
the soldiers before him with ruthless efficiency. Oddly he felt no
anger. The last time he had fought like this, at Afael, he had been
filled with rage, white hot with an anger fanned by grief. Now he
felt little more than anxiety that all was not going as planned, or
not quickly enough.

He stepped back
from the front line for a moment and called as many wolves as he
could reach. There were not so many here on the plains. What forest
cover there was seemed thin, like this oversized copse that grew
close to the lake that he had used for cover, and the wolves of the
open plain were thinly spread compared to their forest cousins. He
bid them come, come with all haste to the woods above the lake.

He stepped back
through the line and pressed forwards again. He was fighting in the
true style of the Ohas, pure attack with no defence, allowing his
armour to take most of his opponents’ blows and using his feet and
elbows as additional weapons, moving easily and fluently through
the mass of the enemy. He did not see them as men. They were living
obstacles between him and his goal. It did not worry him that he
thought this way. It never had. If they threw their weapons aside
and stepped out of his path he would have gone past them without a
second thought. Today was a day for victory, not for killing.

He heard a shout
go up somewhere ahead of him, and he felt the movement of the
battlefield change. They had broken through, like a sudden hole in
a bowl of water the Seth Yarra troops were draining towards the
breach. They were escaping.

Even now there was
nothing he could do. He was a hundred and fifty paces and a
thousand enemies from the place where he needed to be. Frustration
leant a sharp edge to his blade and a wild recklessness to his
style. He used every trick he had, even throwing men to clear his
path, but he was not alone. Every commander on the field had seen
the breach open, and they rushed to close it. Despite desperate
work by the Seth Yarra closest the hole it was sealed again within
two minutes.

The trap never
opened again.

For another hour
the ring around the Seth Yarra army tightened, and the lines
thickened. The flights of arrows coming from them diminished and
then stopped, the lake shore was choked with bodies, but still they
fought, tired and desperate, with no apparent thought of
surrender.

They were doing
exactly what they had been told to do – exact as high a price as
they could from Narak’s army – and it was a price that he
grudgingly paid. He saw his own men tire. Experience and training
helped. Exhausted men drifted to the back of the lines while
fresher troops pressed forwards, but there was not a man who had
not spend an hour or more swinging a blade.

It was finished
two hours before sunset. Those who still lived looked at each other
and grinned, surprised at their good fortune. The last of the Seth
Yarra threw down their arms and stood waiting for whatever sentence
was to be passed on them. By their faces Narak could tell that they
expected death.

Narak dipped his
blades in the water of the lake and wiped them dry on the grass,
slid them back into their sheaths. He looked across the field. It
looked surprisingly peaceful in the yellowing sunlight. The lake
was full of bodies, bobbing up and down on the chop like grisly
wildfowl. The water was pink where it caught the light.

“A victory,
Deus.”

It was Havil, and
even Havil was a little subdued.

“You did well,” he
said to the prince. “The Dragon Guard has distinguished itself once
more.” He looked back towards the hills that hid their camp, and
since Havil did not ride away he gave him more orders. “Bring me
the numbers,” he said. “And the commanders – an hour if you can
manage it.” He turned his back on the battle, on the bloody field,
and walked away.

*

Narak did not
bathe. He did nothing but strip off his armour, stack it in
haphazard fashion outside his tent and collapse into a chair. It
was true that he did not tire. He could have fought another seven
hours, another seventeen, but he no longer saw any glory in it. No
man could stand against him, and those few that had scored lucky
hits had found his armour unnaturally strong, his flesh impervious
to steel. He was tired in a different way.

He filled a cup
with wine and drained it. He filled another.

He hated war. It
did not matter that he was spectacularly good at it, that his cause
was just, that he was needed. He’d had four hundred years to brood
since the last time Seth Yarra had come, and he knew his own mind.
Yet for all that he had no choice. If he did not stand before the
enemy then another would take his place, and perhaps that other
would be less skilled; perhaps they would lose where he might have
won. He liked this land. He liked the people, the wine, the
forests, even the cities. He did not want to see it all pass away
and become whatever Seth Yarra deemed acceptable. He liked the fact
that everything was different between Afael and Durandar, that
nobody really understood the Green Isles.

He drained his
second glass of wine and sought the difference of the Sirash. It
was difficult this time. His heart still pounded and his blood
raced from the exertion and anxiety of battle, but eventually his
chanting worked, and the wine helped him to be calm.

He went straight
to Pascha.

“Narak?”

“Did you retake
the wall?”

“We did,” she
replied.

“And can you hold
it?”

“Against ten
thousand? Possibly. We did not lose many men. Your Arbak is a lucky
commander.”

“The best kind.
How many dead?”

“About a hundred
and fifty. We gained ninety from the Berashi who were here before,
so our numbers have barely changed.”

Narak was
astonished. He was expecting half their force to have perished.
Untrained soldiers attacking a fortified position should not have
fared anywhere near so well.

“One hundred and
fifty?”

“Well, they had me
to help them.”

“Pascha…”

“They also had his
Durander piper, and the Berashis, the ones that survived the
original attack on the gate, they came over the wall and divided
the Telans attention, and indiscipline was a help.”

“Luck, then.”

“Yes.”

“And the Telans,
the others, they’re not there yet?”

“Soon.”

“You will have to
hold the gate. Tell Arbak. Any cost, any method. If the gate falls
the rest of Terras will fall with it. The rest of the army cannot
be there for weeks.”

“I will tell
him.”

There was
something about her voice. “He is alive?”

“Yes. He took a
cut. He’s laid up, but I will tell him.”

Narak thought for
a moment about going there himself, telling Arbak himself, but then
he would leave and the men guarding the Green Road would feel
abandoned. It was best that he stayed here unless he intended to
stay as part of their defence. It was an idea that appealed to
reason, but not at all to his gut, and his gut was in control just
now.

He withdrew from
the Sirash and sat in his chair. He really should bathe before the
others arrived, he thought, but he did not move, except to pour
another glass of wine. He sipped it slowly, and allowed himself the
luxury of absence. He thought no thoughts, made no plans, worried
about nothing, but instead stared at a patch of canvass on the tent
wall and drifted in a waking sleep until a herald lifted the tent
flap and announced that the others had come.


41. Stairs

Arbak was surprised that Sheyani had been so
upset. She blamed herself, her music, for sending him into such a
dangerous place without the skills to defend himself adequately,
but that was not how he saw it. She had not hidden his copper
talisman, and after all was said and done he was a soldier again,
and being in dangerous places was part of the trade. Men had died.
He had taken a nasty blow, but he was still alive and his strength
was returning.

When she had left
him he had been visited by Coyan, the Durander colonel. The man had
been alarmingly respectful. Men like Arbak usually took such
respect as a sign that they were dying.

“It was a great
victory, colonel,” Coyan said.

“It was lucky.
Almost anything could have turned it into a disaster.”

Coyan grinned. “We
Berashi believe that fortune is a quality of men, and that
greatness requires her to sit at a man’s elbow. Today she was your
slave, colonel. It is a good sign that she favours you so.”

Arbak wasn’t sure
if he should take that as a compliment or an insult, and that
opinion showed on his face. “The plan wasn’t that bad,” he
said.

“Quite so,” Coyan
agreed. “I am sure that I would have done something similar. We did
not have a great deal of choice, but I would not, perhaps, have
been so favoured.”

Arbak’s shoulder
was still sore, more than sore, but he was adjusting to it. His
right arm was numb and ached in a dull fashion, but he did not feel
like staying in bed with the enemy so close. He swung his legs over
the side of the bed and rested them on the floor.

“Pass me that
cloak,” he said. Coyan brought it over and draped it over Arbak’s
shoulders. He was glad of the gesture. Even fastening the clasp
caused him to wince with the pain. He stood, and fought a moment’s
dizziness.

“Are you sure
about this, colonel? You lost a good deal of blood.”

“Call me Cain,”
Arbak said.

“As you wish. Are
you sure about this, Cain? It will not do for the men to see you
too weak.”

“But it will do
them good to see that I am not at death’s door,” he said. “I will
manage to avoid fainting, I think.”

He pushed out
through the tent flap with Coyan close behind him. The Durander
seemed genuinely concerned for his wellbeing, which he found both
touching and oddly surprising. He thought he understood it, though.
He was the commander, and they had won a cheap victory. He had been
among the men at such times often enough to know that they loved
him for that alone. They would follow him now, with or without
Sheyani’s music, wherever he led them. He was a talisman. Someone,
perhaps it had been Sheyani, had mentioned that he was linked to
Wolf Narak, and that would be spread through the ranks like a
summer cold. By now half the men would believe he was Narak’s
brother and the other half would claim he was Narak himself,
heavily disguised.

He walked slowly
down the pass to the wall and the gate. All around him he saw the
remains of the battle. Most of the dead had been removed, most of
the weapons had been gathered up, but he still saw things that had
been missed. There were helmets and belt buckles, and a severed
hand lying open on the ground as though begging for a coin.

The wall was
heavily manned. As he approached he noted the burnt remains of the
two stairs and a number of ropes hanging down. If that was the only
way up to the fighting platform, then it was not enough. A man he
had not seen before slipped over the edge of the platform and
descended swiftly and expertly to the ground.

“Colonel Arbak, I
am pleased to see you on your feet,” he said.

Arbak looked at
him. He was clearly an officer, and clearly not in the first flush
of youth. “Major Tragil?”

“Yes, sir,” the
man answered. “And I have you to thank for getting my wall
back.”

“Not for long,”
Arbak said. “Without a quicker way to get men up onto the wall
you’ll lose it on the first assault.”

The major shook
his head. “We will have to do the best we can, colonel. We have no
materials and the steps were burned when the Telans took the
gate.”

“You have enough
arrows?”

Again the Berashi
shook his head. “We have archers, but not enough shafts to keep a
great army at bay. We must hope for reinforcements.”

“We’ll see.” Arbak
turned and walked back to the camp, his step more urgent, and still
Coyan followed him, but this time more curious than concerned. He
went among his own men, looking around the camp fires for a face he
recognised.

“Cain,” the
Durander said. “There are no reinforcements.”

“That’s true, but
we have time, and we have people. Jerash!” He had found one of the
men he was looking for. Jerash leaped to his feet. “Jerash, do you
know where the rest of your crew are?”

“I can find them,
sir.”

“Round them up.
Bring every empty wagon that we have up to the wall, and that wagon
with the white covering, bring that too, and bring your tools, all
of you.”

“Sir.” Jerash
hurried away. Arbak leaned against a wagon and covered his eyes for
a moment.

“You have some
plan?” Coyan asked.

“Of course,” he
replied. “These men are not just soldiers, Coyan, they are
tradesmen. Jerash is a journeyman carpenter. His friends are the
same. The wagons are not important. We will use them to build
steps.”

“Can they do
that?”

“We will find
out.”

He walked back
down the pass again, and in spite of the urgency that drove him he
walked slowly. His head was banging like a cheap tin drum and he
could feel a cold sweat breaking out on his face. He was not fit
even for this. By the time he reached the wall again he could see
that a train of wagons was emerging from the camp.

“Major
Tragil?”

Tragil appeared on
the fighting platform above them and descended a rope. He looked
expectant.

“Where do you want
your steps, Major?” Arbak asked.

“You can see where
they burned,” the major replied. “Either side would do.” He still
looked expectant, but equally puzzled. The empty wagons began to
arrive, each driven by a carpenter from Arbak’s regiment. He waited
until the last wagon had stopped.

“You needed
arrows,” he said. He pulled back the canvas cover from the only
covered wagon. One end of it was stacked with arrows, and the rest
filled with swords, shields, helmets, lances, breastplates and the
like. “I borrowed this from the armoury before we left.”

Tragil’s eyes lit
up. “It will make a difference,” he said. “But the steps…?”

Arbak turned to
Jerash. “Steps,” he said. “One flight, sturdy as you can make it.
It has to stand a lot of men running up and down it.” He pointed to
the wagons. “Your raw material.”

“When do you want
it, sir?” Jerash asked. He was looking at the wagons, sizing up the
strength and quality of the wood.

“Now. Or as close
to now as you can do it. A Telan army is on the way, and they could
be here this afternoon.”

Jerash scratched
his head and pulled a sour face. “To be strong it would need proper
jointing, and the wood is too thin. We don’t have enough nails to
do anything clever. Horain!” One of the other carpenters climbed
down from a wagon. He was a young man, and kept glancing at Arbak
and Coyan. “That ugly thing you built for master Bernalas in the
winter, can you do something like that here? Would it bear the
weight?”

Horain suddenly
grinned and nodded. “Aye, I think it would, aye, and quick,
too.”

“We’d need to
brace it.”

“But easily done,
and we can get strength by strapping it, though it might need to be
tightened every week or so.”

“How long,
Jerash?”

“You’ll not mind
an eighteen inch step, sir?”

“I’ll not.”

“Then no more than
two hours, and no less than one.”

“Do it.”

The men set too
with a will, heaving the wagons onto their sides, flipping them
over on their backs. They began to pull the wheels off.

“What are they
doing?” Coyan asked.

“Damned if I
know,” Arbak replied, “but we’ll have steps in two hours.” He
needed to rest. His arms were both sore and the beating drum in his
head had become a continuous screech of pain. He felt as though he
hadn’t put water in his mouth for a week. “The Telans will come
soon,” he said. “I’m in no state to be on the walls, steps or no,
so you deal with it. They might run after one volley, knowing
they’re too late for their purpose, if that was to reinforce the
gate, or they might attack just once, out of pride, to see how
strong we are. Whatever they do I expect them to be easily
repelled. If they know the Seth Yarra are coming they’ll camp out
of bowshot and join in their ally’s effort to retake it. Now I need
sleep, and water.”

He turned and left
Coyan by the gate, walking one last time along the pass to the
camp. He stopped at one of the water barrels and drank four cups
down straight. It made him feel a little better, but he called for
a physic anyway. There had to be some herb to lessen the pain.

Sheyani was
waiting for him in the tent. She sat by the bed as though he were
in it.

“You should not be
walking about,” she said.

“My head tells me
you are right, Sheyani. Will you play for me? Something
soothing?”

She smiled. “Of
course I will play for you,” she said. “I will play and the pain in
your head will go, but first you must eat and drink. I have some
food, and the juice of crushed apples.”

“I’m not
hungry.”

“You will need
strength. You will feel better if you eat now.”

He looked at the
food. It was buttered bread, slices of fruit cut into bite sized
pieces, and bacon.

“Bacon? Where did
you get that?”

“Some of the
Duranders were grateful,” she said, and she began to play. Somehow
the music stimulated his appetite, and he picked at the food, drank
the juice. The pain in his head faded to a dull ache, and he felt
sleepy. He did not want to sleep. He had already passed twelve
hours with his eyes closed since the battle, and it was not yet
midday.

Despite his wishes
Sheyani played, and his eyes closed.


42. Numbers

Narak started from his chair when the herald
raised the tent flap. His surprise was so obvious that the man
paused, unable to ask the question, but still waiting for the wolf
god to answer it.

“I am ready,” he
said, though he hardly felt it. He had believed he was thinking of
nothing, but found that images stayed with him when he came back to
himself. They were images of before the first war, from before he’d
ever heard the words Seth Yarra. Images of Pascha and Remard and
Beloff; times they had travelled together, eaten together, laughed
together. It left him feeling melancholy and he pushed those
feelings away as the great lords of his army shuffled in and took
their seats. He nodded to each as they entered, but when the tent
flap fell he saw that one of the seats was empty.

“Deus,” Havil saw
him looking at the empty place. The young man could not meet his
eyes. “Bear Beloff perished in the fight,” he said.

Narak stared at
him. His face felt numb.

I should have been
at his side. The great oaf was always too careless.

Fifteen centuries
of friendship, snuffed out. He felt anger rising in him. It was
like Afael all over again. That hot, white anger, an anger that
could only be cooled in blood, welled up like a tide, but he pushed
it back. It took great strength, but he forced it back down, packed
it away in a little knot of rage, made it something that he could
call on when he needed it most. All that was left was grief, and
sadness, a feeling of pointlessness and desolation. If men like
Beloff were lost, then what was the purpose of all this? What was
he doing here?

They were all
looking at him. He hid his grief as best he could, but his face
felt stiff and awkward, his hands gripped his knees.

“The Duke of Bas
Erinor also fell,” Havil said.

Narak looked
around and found Aidon sitting two chairs away from him. The young
man’s face was a mirror to his own heart. Their eyes met briefly,
and Aidon looked away. This would have been an easier moment if the
duke had been honest with his sons.

“I am sorry that
your father is dead,” he said to Aidon. “He was a good man, a wise
man, and his friendship and council will be greatly missed by all
here, especially by myself.”

Aidon nodded, but
said nothing. Narak turned to Havil. The young prince was waiting,
and he nodded to signify that he could continue.

“We have four
thousand dead, seven thousand injured,” Havil began. “We will leave
here with six thousand men less that we brought.”

“So many?”

“It was still a
great victory, Deus,” Havil said. “The enemy was wiped from the
face of the land. Less than five hundred escaped and we have a
thousand prisoners, most of whom are wounded.”

This was a war
that was about numbers. He was beginning to realise that. He could
not afford another victory like this one. It was worse because some
Seth Yarra had escaped, and he would have to leave men behind to
deal with that.

Now he had
fourteen thousand men fit and ready to ride. In time another
thousand, perhaps two, would recover enough to rejoin the army. In
the west there was Arbak and his regiment, a handful of Berashi and
a thousand Duranders. Arrayed against this were tens of thousands
of Seth Yarra. It was still possible. With cunning he could stretch
his men to defeat such an opponent, but what if another army landed
to face them, and another after that? Already he must look to the
levy in all three kingdoms, and that would mean less food for all
next year, and poverty would sow discontent among the common
people, war or no war. He hoped it would be understood.

Havil went on,
detailing the losses regiment by regiment, and Narak stopped
listening. He noted the changes in strength, the archers and
horsemen lost. At least the Dragon Guard, his most potent weapon,
was almost unscathed. For all their work on the field of battle
they had lost only twelve dead and thirty injured. Most of the
numbers meant little to him, but he appreciated the thoroughness of
Havil’s work. The young man had a talent for it.

He was already
calculating his next move.

It was difficult
though. Everything depended on Arbak and the gate. If it held, then
he must take the men east and ensure that it held through the
winter. He had no doubt that it would be assaulted many times, but
a small number should be able to hold it. It was spring that he
feared. When spring came the White Road would be open, the snows
melted, and there was no wall there to hold them back. Seth Yarra
would pour through into the plains and sweep down on the cities of
Berash and Avilian unless he could devise some strategy to hold
them at bay.

He was still very
aware of what the Bren had said to him. In spring, not the one
coming, but the one after that, in spring next they would attack
Seth Yarra, and he did not doubt that they would win. He must
somehow hold the invaders until then.

Silence had
fallen. They were looking at him again. He turned to the Afaeli
king.

“Lord King,” he
said. “These lands are close to your own. Select a regiment, no
more than a thousand light cavalry, and set them to pursuit of
those who escaped us today. They are still enough to cause great
strife among your people. When they are done have them ride east
with those of the wounded here that have recovered enough to march
with them.”

“It shall be
done,” the king said.

“As for the rest.
Those who are able will ride east with all speed. There may be need
of reinforcement at the gate on the Green Road, and though we
cannot be there for weeks we must be as close to the enemy as
possible should they break through.” He saw the nods around the
room. They all knew that the gate was in peril, and they all knew
that it had been retaken as he had promised. They believed that it
would hold. “I can travel more quickly. I will be there waiting for
you. I have other paths that I must take before that battle.”

Simple. Keep it
simple. Narak painted with broad strokes because he had no idea
what the detail was. There were ten thousand moves; a hundred
places he could chose to meet the enemy, a thousand orders that he
could issue, but some decisions would be made for him, and others
would be resolved by time.

Yet he had an
idea, a simple idea that might help them. It was not the sort of
thing to win a war, but then you never knew what might do that. An
arrow in the right heart, a sword in the right hand – it was often
small things that broke armies or emboldened them.

Sometimes it
annoyed him that they didn’t question him more. Kings and princes,
dukes and generals all seemed to accept what he said, even when it
was only half a thing, unexplained and vague. They believed in him
as though he was a god, a real god, not the magically enhanced,
duty bound, somewhat talented man that he really was. There had
been times when he had wanted to shake them out of it, to tell them
to think for themselves, but there were other times, and this was
one of them, when he was glad of the easy ride and the
unquestioning acceptance of everything he said.

He dismissed them.
Even Jiddian, who should have known better, took his avoidance of
detail as mystery rather than ignorance. The Eagle god filed out
with the rest of them.

He wanted to go
back to Wolfguard and run in the forest. He wanted to be the wolf
again, and to talk with Caster, and drink wine without a thought
for the next day, but he knew he had to do other things, and so he
struggled once more into the Sirash, and a few moments later the
tent was occupied by a large wolf with snow on its fur that settled
down on the floor and waited.


43. Opening
Moves

The light outside the tent was not
a morning light. The sun slanted steeply down through the gap that
was the entranceway, the flap pinned up to allow a cool breeze to
filter through from the world.

It was noon, or
even afternoon.

Arbak rolled
upright in his bed, pulled into wakefulness by the thought that the
Telans should have arrived by this hour. Another night had gone.
They should have been here hours ago. A moment later he remembered
his injuries, and tensed for the pain that such an injudicious
movement should bring, but it did not come. There was stiffness in
his shoulder, and his right arm was sore where it had been cut, but
no more than that.

Could music do so
much?

He found that his
chest was bare, and he quickly put on a white shirt and a heavy
cloak over that, strapped on his sword which lay by his bed, and
walked out into bright sunlight.

Sheyani was
sitting on a stool outside. She started up when she saw him. She
held out her hand to him, and in it he saw a copper disc on a
leather thong. He took it from her and slipped it around his neck,
feeling the warm disc, warm from her hand, settle against his
chest.

“You are more
valuable than gold,” he said to her.

She looked down.
“You are rested?” she asked.

“Very much,” he
replied, and it was true. He felt fresh and full of energy. “Did
the Telans come?” he asked.

“They came,
Sheshay. It was as you said. They approached the wall, but took a
volley and withdrew. They came once more, but three volleys saw
them pull back and make camp.”

He nodded. It was
what he had expected. They had no stomach for a real assault, and
not the men to try, if truth be known. He eased his shoulder,
amazed at how much mobility he had regained. He was almost fit to
fight.

“And Seth
Yarra?”

“They come,
Sheshay. A few hours, perhaps, the sparrow says. Probably
less.”

“You should not
have let me sleep so long,” he admonished, but he knew that she
would have woken him if the wall had been truly threatened. “Walk
by my side,” he said, and set off down the pass to the gate.

A lot had changed
while he had been recovering from his wounds. He saw that the Telan
wall, the low, rough stone structure close to the high wall, had
been rebuilt, higher and stronger, as a second line of defence;
that a camp had sprung up in the shadow of the wall where it was
sheltered from any arrows that might come from the Telan side. As
he passed men they saluted him. They looked determined, worried,
and busy, but equally he thought they looked pleased to see
him.

He saw the steps
that the carpenters had made up to the fighting platform, and at
once it was clear what they had done. They had simply reduced each
wagon to a tray, and then stacked the trays upside down, leaving a
small overshoot on each layer. A last wagon had been upended and
strapped and nailed to the end of the stack to give it stability.
It was a shoddy approach to the problem, but he had wanted
something quick and serviceable, and this certainly answered the
need.

Coyan
approached.

“You look better,
Cain,” he said. “There is colour in your face and you walk less
like a crab.”

“I’ll take that as
something good,” Arbak said. “The enemy will be here soon. The men
are ready?”

“As ready as they
can be. Even with so many here it will be difficult to hold the
wall against ten thousand, though they will spend a great deal of
blood if they insist on victory.”

“We must hold,
Coyan.”

The Durander
shrugged. “The archers are on the walls. They have their arrows.
All the men are ready to fight. What more can we do?”

Arbak looked up at
the men on the wall, and saw many faces looking back. They were not
confident. He knew that Sheyani’s pipes would cure that, but there
was something else lacking. He had been in uncertain battles
before, and he knew the things that counted.

“I will speak to
them,” he said.

He climbed slowly
up the makeshift steps, but stopped before he reached the top. It
was a place where all could see him, a place where he was almost
alone. Sheyani had climbed to the step below him and sat by his
feet.

“Soldiers of
Avilian, soldiers of Berash, soldiers of Durandar, warriors all” he
began. His words stilled them. The chatter between soldiers died
away and he saw all faces turn to him like flowers to a
questionable sun.

“Your courage,
your skill and strength have won a great victory for us. The Gate
is ours once more and the enemy has been crushed. And yet this
victory is but one of many that we must take if the war is to be
won and the enemy thrown back into the sea. It will not be easy.
The enemy comes again, and some of us will die this day.

“But we will win.
We must win. I tell you now that you do not fight for kings, nor
for lords, nor riches. We fight for the freedom to be who we are,
to do as we see fit, and to know right from wrong. These men who
come to kill us would take away these rights. They say there is
only one way that a thing may be done, and it is not the Avilian
way, nor is it Berashi, nor yet Durander. They will take away your
skills and make you children again, to be taught lies in the ashes
of your homes, on the graves of those you love.”

He paused. The
cheers that had greeted his first words had died away. He smiled at
the men, his voice dropping in the silence to a more conversational
tone.

“I am no saint. I
like wine too much.” He gestured over the wall. “I like their wine
too much. But I am on this day a warrior for truth, as are you all.
Truth is our armour. It lifts us up and makes our arm mighty. We
shall destroy them, even if they send one hundred thousand men to
storm this wall we shall cut them down like corn with the blade of
truth. It is not we who are just, but our cause, and that cause
makes each of us a giant, a hero, a legend.

“You worry for
your families, those who depend on you for food, for shelter. Cast
the worry aside. Each man who falls today, or tomorrow, or however
many days it takes to hold this gate, will die knowing that their
family will always be fed, and housed, and clothed. All the wealth
that I have guarantees this, and the Wolf stands behind me.

“This place has
seen many battles. Once it went by a different name, an ancient
name, and I invoke that name once more. We stand in Fal Verdan, and
our deeds will be heard in song and story for a thousand years. Men
who were not here will lie and claim they stood beside you, so
bright will shine the glory of this day. We stand here in a just
cause, in the name of the Wolf, in the name of truth, and I give to
you a new name that will be spoken with awe.” He drew his blade and
held it over his head. “You are the Wolves of Fal Verdan. The enemy
will speak that name with fear as long as they have tongues in
their heads to speak it. I give you truth, Narak, Afael, Fal
Verdan!”

He had done it
well enough. They roared back at him, swords waving in the
sunlight, a forest of righteous death waiting to close about the
enemy. With Sheyani’s pipes playing he knew that the Wolves of Fal
Verdan would be formidable indeed. Now they had straight backed
pride. They were one where they had been many, tied by a name, a
place, a cause.

In the midst of
the cheering Coyan climbed the steps to where he stood and drew his
own sword. He offered the hilt to Arbak. It was an ancient gesture,
and one that the innkeeper had not expected. The shouting, cheering
men fell silent again.

“I declare for
General Arbak,” Coyan said. “In this battle I give my life and
sword to him.” Arbak saw the trace of a smile on his lips, but his
face shone with passion.

All eyes now
turned to Major Tragil who stood upon the walls above him. Tragil
was now the commander of the Berashi soldiers here, and Coyan’s
proclamation meant nothing without Tragil, but as Arbak watched
Tragil drew his own sword and turned the hilt towards him.

“I, too, declare
for General Arbak,” he said. “In this battle I give my life and
sword, and also my wall, to him.”

The silence was
banished again by a great roar. Men shouted and stamped their feet,
they hammered their swords into their shields, and through the
noise he could hear them chanting: “Truth! Narak! Afael! Fal
Verdan!”

He had never heard
of anyone becoming general by acclamation, at least not in living
memory, and it filled him with both pride and fear. Never the less,
the rite had been spoken, simple as it was, and he had the title:
General Arbak. It was not something that he had wanted or expected.
It was a greater height from which to fall. He looked at Tragil and
raised an eyebrow.

“Your wall?” he
asked.

“It is all I
have,” Tragil said. “It is all that matters.”

“You have stirred
them up,” Coyan said. “General.”

“I wish you had
not acclaimed me,” Arbak said. “It may not sit well with the powers
in Avilian.”

“They do not
matter,” Coyan said. “This is all that matters. This day, this
wall, this battle.”

Tragil nodded.
“Ten thousand is a great army,” he said.

“May I intrude?”
Pascha stood on the wall beside Tragil. Arbak would have sworn that
she had not been there a moment before. There was more than a hint
of sarcasm in her voice.

“Deus, there is no
intrusion,” Arbak bowed.

“They come,” she
said.

It was true. Arbak
and Coyan climbed the last of the steps and saw for themselves. The
Army of Seth Yarra had arrived. They marched in good order into the
dead ground before the gate, rank after rank, green and black
banners fluttering in the cold breeze. It was uncannily similar to
Arbak’s dream, and he glanced to both sides, but this time he saw
grim faced men with bows, arrows already on the string.

So much for
dreams.

*

The remainder of
the day was strange. The Seth Yarra army arrayed itself before the
gate, at what might have been considered a safe distance. They were
beyond bowshot for any of the men on the wall, but Pascha, the
sparrow, lord of the air, had retaken her seat high on the
mountain. No sooner had they ordered themselves than an arrow fell
from on high and the black clad officer who stood at the head of
the column folded over.

For twenty minutes
there was panic. Arrows fell unerringly among the officers, and by
the time they had reformed their ranks in the forest fringe where
she could not touch them, twenty-three black shrouded bodies lay on
the killing ground.

That was a victory
in itself, Arbak reflected.

Their next move
was also unexpected. There was a conversation between the Seth
Yarra officers and the Telans who had retreated the previous day,
but the Seth Yarra did not appear to heed any warnings they might
have received. There was great industry in the forest, and the
soldiers emerged bearing the remains of several trees. They had
felled them, limbed them and bound them into a formidable battering
ram. They meant to try the gate.

“They mean to try
the gate,” Tragil said. Arbak could hear the amused disbelief in
his voice. Tragil knew, and Arbak knew that the outer gate would
fall to such an assault. But that was the point. Behind the outer
gate was the great stone – a stone that the Telans had not been
able to damage in the days that they had held the pass unopposed.
It was a waste of effort.

“Now you see what
store they set by their allies,” Arbak said. “They have been told
that the gate will not break – the Telans know it well enough – but
they do not believe.”

It was all time,
and time was good.

The ram was
brought forwards beneath a canopy of shields. The soldiers held
them high and to the side, but such canopies are imperfect, and
arrows threaded the gaps between the shields. Men fell.

Tragil had oil up
on the fighting platform again, and men stood above the gate with
iron cauldrons, sheltering from the flights of Seth Yarra arrows
that occasionally swept the battlements. Arbak crouched on one knee
next to him. He admired Tragil’s patience, and his lack of emotion.
Sheyani was not playing, but for now it did not matter. The gate
would not fall; the men were full of confidence.

They all felt the
crash as the ram struck the gate for the first time. Tragil raised
his hand and looked at the men with the oil. They shifted their
weight, preparing to lift their burden. A man a few paces away lit
a torch from the fire in the tower and crouched, looking at Tragil
expectantly.

The ram struck a
second time. Still he made no signal. One of the Berashi archers
fell from the wall – the first to die. His comrades responded with
a volley, some risking putting their bodies above the wall to shoot
down at the ram.

A third blow
shivered the wall, and Tragil dropped his hand. Men strained and
the cauldron tipped, spraying oil over the first ten ranks of men,
wetting the shields and the ram alike. The man with the torch moved
a second later, throwing it down among them with force.

For a moment the
explosion of flames topped the wall. Arbak saw the yellow tongues
licking at the stone, dark smoke whipping up into the sky and
disappearing into the shimmer of heat. The screams followed a
moment later as men realised they were on fire, as pain overcame
discipline. Arbak couldn’t see it. He was still crouched behind the
wall, but he had a good imagination – a curse for a soldier, he had
always thought – and allowed others to risk Seth Yarra shafts to
view the carnage.

“The ram is
burning,” Tragil said. He sounded satisfied. “So is the gate. I
wonder if they will try again.” He signalled his men, and they
climbed awkwardly down the tall steps with the cauldron, going to
fetch more oil in case it was needed. The number of Seth Yarra
arrows increased for a brief while, whistling and clattering
angrily against the stone, but the men kept their heads down and
the volleys had little effect.

Their own archers
shot with greater success. The Seth Yarra men had advanced to loose
their shafts. They were within range and unprotected. Many died
before they abandoned the unequal contest, turned and scrambled
back towards the tree line.

“Collect their
arrows,” Arbak called down to the men who crowded beneath the wall.
Many Seth Yarra arrows lay on the ground behind the gate. Some of
the shafts were broken, but he could see a great number that
remained intact. There was no reason that they could not be used by
his own archers to defend the wall.

The first of many
pauses in the battle gave them all a moment to rest. Arbak climbed
down the stairs. He was serving no useful purpose on the wall.
Indeed, he was striving to find any purpose that he might serve. He
could not shoot a bow, could barely wield a blade, and Tragil was
quite expert in the defence of his position. He found Coyan among
his men, talking to Sheyani. All the men looked impatient for
battle to be joined. They fingered the hilts of their blades; they
looked at the recently sounded gate. He understood. Waiting was
worse than fighting. There was no worry when blades were drawn,
blood spilt. You did what you could and you lived or died. Waiting
was harder.

“Will they come
soon, Sheshay?” she asked, her words echoing the mind of every man.
He shook his head.

“They came
expecting the gate to be in the hands of allies. They are
unprepared.”

Coyan raised an
eyebrow. “No ladders?”

“If they want to
storm the wall they will have to make them. It will take a day or
two perhaps, when they give up on the gate.”

“It will be a
bloody job to hold them,” Coyan said.

Arbak could see it
in his mind’s eye. He had been at the storming of Calnestra, a
walled town, and that had been taken with ladders. It was an
expensive way to fight, men died in numbers, but it worked if you
could get a foothold on the walls. Seth Yarra had the numbers, and
they would build enough ladders to cover the walls, two or three
hundred of them carried across the open ground and laid against the
wall all at once. There would be no avoiding it – Seth Yarra could
put more men on the top than they could with their makeshift
stair.

If there was some
way of denying them a part of the wall, whole sections of the wall,
so that they must face his men on both sides, then that would give
them an advantage. They already had an advantage, of course. The
enemy must cross open ground under the bows of his archers, they
must then climb ladders up to a platform on which his men waited,
but they had the numbers. If they lost three thousand men in the
assault they would still outnumber the defenders by more than two
to one. If they captured the fighting platform it would all be
over.

What they needed
was a way to hold the ladders off the wall somehow, to stop the men
stepping from the ladder onto the wall. Men with poles might do it,
but men with poles would have to stand at the wall, and would be
easily shot down by Seth Yarra archers supporting the assault.

What they needed
was a curtain, a bar that prevented the ladders from touching the
wall. It was a simple idea, and if he was designing a wall to
withstand an assault he would certainly consider building such a
thing into the stonework. But the wall was already built. The enemy
would attack within a day, perhaps two.

An idea flashed
into his head. It was such an odd image that he dismissed it at
once, then brought it back again. He examined it. Tried to think
what it would be like to climb the ladders if such a thing existed,
but there were so many alternatives. Given a week it might become a
good idea, refined by argument and consideration, but he had no
time, and so it would be a desperate, half baked idea.

“Jerash?”

“Sir?” A head
stuck out over the edge of the fighting platform above him.

“Are your friends
up there?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Bring them down.
I have another job for you.”


44. Henfray

It had been a mild winter until now,
or a long autumn. But now the sky was grey, and the air was wet
with sleet and rain, driving out of the west like retribution. The
roads were turning to mud, and Skal Hebberd’s world was spinning on
its axis. After Henfray everything was changed.

The Skal Hebberd
who rode hunched against the weather at the head of eight hundred
men was not the same man who had left Bas Erinor a month before,
confident, arrogant, and impatient with life. That Skal Hebberd had
known his quality, had been free of doubt, self sufficient, had
despised his betters.

Betters. It was a
bitter word for Skal. Before he had left Bas Erinor he would not
have acknowledged anyone as a better, probably not as an equal,
though he would have shown a grudging respect for those he thought
capable – the duke, various other members of the Avilian nobility,
the Wolf. It was a short list.

But Skal was quick
to learn. He was intelligent. In the past he had not been much
given to thinking, and he had instead assumed things about the
world. It all seemed to bend so easily to his will. He learned his
lessons, remembered facts, demonstrated great physical prowess at
everything he attempted. He was demonstrably better that his peers.
There had been Quinnial, of course. Many years ago there had been
Quinnial the Perfect, his only rival, beloved second son of the
duke, an alternate sun around which the lesser creatures of the
court revolved. But Quinnial had fallen under a horse, his arm had
been destroyed, and he became Quinnial the Cripple, the court joke,
hiding from his erstwhile companions, locked in his rooms like some
hideous secret.

When he re-emerged
from seclusion he had not seemed a threat at all. Common sense
suggested that he was only half a man, and yet others were still
drawn to him, pulled away from Skal’s sphere of control. Skal had
fought back with the only tools he had; his keen wit and physical
prowess. He had belittled Quinnial at every turn, told jokes about
his arm, become stronger, faster, more deadly.

For all that he
did, there was still something about Quinnial that eluded him.
There was a silence that he could not penetrate, a calm that would
not be ruffled. It was like trying to bait the duke. The duke
treated him like a puppy, which he was almost prepared to tolerate
from the old man, though it bred in him a dislike for Quinnial’s
father. From Quinnial such condescension was intolerable.

His own fall, the
abasement of his family’s blood, had been shocking. It had torn his
world apart, and he had sought someone to blame. There was only one
man to whom the guilt stuck with any conviction, and that was his
own father. Skal was no traitor. He despised other nations simply
for not being Avilian, for not being what he was. To learn that his
father had been plotting with Seth Yarra was almost more than he
could bear. He had been filled with anger, and even facing the
prospect of sharing in the blame for his father’s treachery had not
cooled him. He had spat and snarled at those who held him –
Quinnial especially. He had expected punishment, even death.

It was the point
where his world began again.

Quinnial did
something that Skal did not understand. He trusted him, gave him
soldiers to command, a rank, a chance. Skal could see the advantage
in it. With every drop of noble blood playing at war with Narak on
the Great Plains he was probably the only man schooled in strategy
remaining in Bas Erinor. If Quinnial wanted the soldiers to defeat
the Seth Yarra he was the obvious choice, but if their roles had
been reversed he would not have done the same. Quinnial was a
rival. Even crippled he was someone who stole worth from Skal.

He had accepted
the commission. Nothing could be worse than being a common man
without rank, and a colonel’s command was not to be sneered at. He
had command and he had a chance to distinguish himself.

A simple job. It
should have been easy. He had numbers and cavalry. He knew enough
about Seth Yarra to know how to beat them. He had studied all the
battles of the last Great War and learned Remard’s strategies.

They rode along
the coast to the enemy’s last reported position. He used caution,
sending scouts ahead and widely to either side. His men saw
nothing, day after day, and he pushed them hard. He wanted to catch
these men, to kill them, and be back in Bas Erinor in time to pick
up any other opportunity that might bring him renown.

Then the scouts
had come back to tell him they had picked up the trail.

“You are sure?” he
had asked. “There is no mistake?”

The scouts had
exchanged a look.

“No mistake,
colonel,” one had replied.

When he rode into
the village he understood. The buildings were burned. There was not
a barn or a house or even a shed that had escaped. It had become a
village of charred timbers, heaped at unnatural angles, broken
slates, brick chimneys tumbled down on the choked streets. But it
was not the broken houses that demanded his attention. It was the
smell. The village and the fields around it carried the stench of
carrion, and when he rode into what remained of the village square
Skal saw why.

Every man, woman
and child, all the people who had lived here, had been slaughtered
and piled in a bloody, stinking heap in the middle of their
village. They had been left to rot.

Some of his men
vomited on the ground. Skal turned his horse away from the sight
and walked it to the windward side of the village where he stopped
and sat looking at the bare branches of orchard trees, and the
green grass. From here he could smell the sharp seaweed and salt
freshness of the sea. Another horse stopped beside him. A glance
told him that it was one of his lieutenants, a man called
Hanishaw.

“Do you think they
resisted?” Skal asked.

“Even if they
did…”

“I know. It’s too
much.”

“Do you want us to
bury them, colonel?”

Skal had to think.
What he’d seen had wrenched him from his academic, comfortable view
of war. This wasn’t war. It was butchery. He was himself a man who
did not flinch at cruelty, but this was disgusting, wasteful,
excessive. It made him ill to think of all that blood spilt, and
for what purpose?

“No,” he said. “It
would take a week, and we don’t have the time. Burn them. The gods
alone know what else they’ve done and I want to catch them before
they kill every Avilian on the south coast.”

So they rode on,
leaving a column of smoke behind them. Its sweet, rotten smell
haunted them for a day. All the smiles were gone now. The adventure
of war had become something else, something that had to be done.
There were more villages, and in each one they found the same
thing; burned houses, the dead piled up and rotting in the open
air. There were carrion birds everywhere.

The one good
thing, the thing that Skal focussed on, was that such killing took
time. The Seth Yarra raiders were moving slowly across Avilian, and
he was moving quickly. It would not be long before they met. He had
never been angry before, he thought. His peevish, childish snapping
did not compare to this. He was filled with a deep, raging fire; an
urgent desire to kill. He looked eagerly forwards each day, wishing
that he had mounts for all his men. He made his cavalry walk to
rest the horses. He made them march fourteen hours each day, and
still he fretted that they did not move fast enough.

His scouts brought
in a survivor. She was a woman of fifty years, grey and wiry. Her
clothes were torn and dirty and she was wild eyed, cringing under
the frightened, gentle touch of the Avilian soldiers.

They fed her, put
her in a wagon, found a cloak to wrap around her, and by evening
she had regained some of her composure. Skal questioned her
himself, and he, too, was gentle. It was like talking to an ancient
piece of glass that could shatter at too loud a word.

He learned that
they were close; closer than he had dared to imagine – he was just
two days behind. There was a village, too, a village a day’s ride
from here, a day’s walk. He knew that Seth Yarra would be there
now, killing people, burning houses. The men would want to leave at
once, ride all night, fall on the enemy at dawn. Hanishaw asked him
what he was going to do.

“Will any of our
people be alive by morning, do you think?” he asked.

Hanishaw shook his
head. “They’re already dead,” he said.

“There is another
village beyond that one – half a day’s travel. It is where they
will go next.”

“Then we must ride
now!”

“There is no need
for haste. I have studied every field they have defiled with their
presence. The Seth Yarra rest after a day’s work. They make camp by
the village, move on the next day. They leave middens, camp fires,
tracks like a trader caravan. They do not care if we follow, and
they are not in a hurry. We will leave here in the morning, and by
dusk we will be where we need to be, and have the night to rest
again before they come.”

Rest. There would
be no rest. The men were keen for blood, but Skal needed time to
think. He could not afford to be so hot headed. That was the road
to mindless, toe to toe warfare, the reduction of conflict to mere
numbers. It was the first failing of a poor commander. Skal now had
a second, precious advantage. He had the choice of ground; the
luxury of preparation.

The next day he
pushed them even harder, but not one man complained. Skal had grown
up a lord, full of contempt for the common man, but this scratch
regiment of apprentices and volunteers impressed him. They marched
with the same grim determination that he felt in his own heart, and
yet there was little for them to gain. They would obey orders, they
would fight and some of them would die, and at the end of it all
they would be what they were. The survivors would go back to the
city and pick up their lives if they could. The glory of any
victory would go to Skal.

The sun was still
not set when they crested a rise and saw the village laid out like
a map, a picture of rural tranquillity. It was a good sized place,
perhaps three hundred people, eighty houses of traditional form,
whitewashed and tiled, straddling a river, adorned with fruit trees
and boasting the sort of chaotic but harmonious street plan that
found favour with Avilian poets. There was a tall barn, white
walled and half timbered, an orchard, a large central square. It
was pretty.

He could see
people in the village, living people, going about their business in
the way that people had done for years. The sight of it eased a
tension inside Skal, and he knew that for all his reasoning and
certainty he was glad to be right. He left most of his men on the
skyline and rode down to the village with Hanishaw and his other
two lieutenants, and ten men besides.

People gathered
around them in the square, curious, but not talkative. All villages
like this had a head man, a head woman, and it was their job to
speak to strangers. Skal waited patiently. It was obvious who the
head man was when he appeared, slowly walking through the gathered
villagers who opened before him, then closed up again, eager not to
miss a word.

He was not an old
man, but heavy set, muscular, with about fifty summers behind him.
He did not speak until he was standing before Skal’s mount.

“My lords, I
welcome you to the village of Henfray” he said. “How may we serve
you?” Despite his words there was no trace of humility in his
voice. Skal looked down at him, and for a moment the thought
flashed through his mind that he should put this disrespectful
farmer in his place, but he put it aside. There was a job to be
done here. He could see the man’s eyes stray to the soldiers on the
ridge.

“I am Colonel
Hebberd, volunteer regiment of the Seventh Friend, and it is we who
shall serve you, headman,” Skal said. “You know there is a war
being fought?” He could not resist the urge to teach, to test the
man.

“Some word of it
has been spoken,” the man said. His eyes flicked again to the
soldiers. Soldiers were never a good thing, his eyes said. Skal
leaned forwards as though to impart something in a quiet voice,
something that he did not want the rest of the village to hear, but
he did not lower his voice.

“It is here,” he
said. “Seth Yarra soldiers have burned seven of our villages, and
they will be here in the morning. We are here to protect you.”

“Here?” the
headman asked. He looked sceptical. Skal pointed down the road, and
hundreds of eyes followed his arm.

“There,” he said.
“In the morning they will come down that road.”

The headman looked
at him, then down the road which tracked innocently along the banks
of the river in the shade of tall poplars and willows, then back at
Skal. He nodded.

“It is our
village,” he said. “We will fight.”

Skal looked over
his head at the people pressed into the square. There were a couple
of hundred men that he might have considered to be in the right age
group, and he saw nods and determined looks. Better not to tell
them what they had seen in the other villages, he thought.

“You have
weapons?” he asked.

“Some.”

“I don’t want a
crowd with pitchforks and sticks,” he said. “I’ll take bowmen,
though, and anyone with experience. There must be discipline,
headman.” He could see something in the way the man stood, the way
he looked. “You were a soldier,” he said.

“I was,” the
headman said. “Sergeant in Lord Kellan’s regiment, ten years
service.”

Preserve us from
sergeants, Skal thought, especially veterans. “Then you understand
the need for discipline,” he said. “We are going to surprise the
enemy. We are going to trap them in your village. I want it empty.
Is there anywhere they can go?”

“They can be sent
to Kells Bay,” the headman said. “Many have relatives there. It
will be for a day?”

“Two or three,”
again, he certainly didn’t want hundreds of people milling around
if he had to hunt down stragglers. “Best if they stay until
called.”

“Then I will do
the calling,” the headman said. Skal decided to let that pass. The
former sergeant must have a special relationship with the gods to
be so sure that he would survive a battle. He nodded and
smiled.

It all happened
surprisingly quickly. Within an hour the villagers had packed up
and left, whipped out of their homes by the acerbic tongue of their
headman. Skal could see exactly what sort of sergeant he had been;
good, but not popular. By sunset the place was an armed camp. He
had given orders for the men to leave the houses untouched. The
last thing he needed now was for the forty men who had stayed with
them to become disaffected before Seth Yarra arrived.

He had posted men
down the road, and on the ridges above the village, but he did not
expect his enemy until mid-morning. They would break camp after
dawn, and it was a few hours walk from there to here.

But how to defend
the village? He reminded himself that he was not there to defend
the village. He was there to stop Seth Yarra soldiers pillaging the
south of Avilian. If he could save the village at the same time,
that would be desirable, but it was something extra.

His first instinct
was to put men in the village itself, to hide them in the houses
and allow the enemy to enter before launching his assault. It was a
bad idea. The degree of control he would have of anything
subsequent was small. He could blow a horn, start the battle, and
after that it would be in the hands of the gods.

The lie of the
land was the key. If Seth Yarra came down the road they would be
doomed. The high ridges above the village gave him somewhere to
hide his cavalry. The houses would provide cover for infantry and
archers, and the river provided a physical barrier against which he
could press them. Beyond the river there were trees, and he would
put his village volunteers there to deal with any stragglers who
managed to cross the water.

He had to trust
they would come down that road. He had studied their trail through
seven villages, and he saw nothing to indicate that they would show
any caution.

He gave his
orders, ate a sparse evening meal with his officers, and tried to
sleep.

Morning came with
agonising reluctance. Skal was up at the first hint of light above
the incoming road, prowling around the positions he had set, making
sure that the men had set up defences that would hold. His infantry
was the anvil, and the cavalry the hammer that would beat against
them with Seth Yarra in between.

He rode up the
slope and woke his cavalry officers, rode out to the scouts and
ensured that they were awake and alert. He was back in the village
by the time the sun was clear of the trees, his horse tethered,
walking up and down between the houses, checking everything over
and over again.

Hanishaw ambushed
him.

“The men are
ready, colonel,” he said. “In fact they’re keen. You’re making them
nervous.”

He turned to snap
at the officer, to tell him he was presumptuous to speak to his
commander that way, but the words died. Hanishaw was not correcting
him. He could see ghosts in the man’s eyes. It was something that
he had read about. Some men foresaw their own death in battle, and
as often as not they were wrong. It meant nothing, but it could
hamper a man, make him give up when he didn’t need to.

“You’re probably
right,” he said.

“This is my first
battle,” the lieutenant said. “My family are not really
fighters.”

Skal accepted the
distraction. “What were you? Before you joined the Seventh
Friend?”

Hanishaw shrugged.
“Not much,” he said. “My father worked for a merchant. I was
learning numbers and book keeping from him. Not exciting, but
steady work, and nobody gets killed.”

“You
volunteered?”

“Yes. It seemed
the rebellious, exciting thing to do. Doesn’t feel so clever
now.”

Skal looked at
Hanishaw. The man was educated, bright. It was why he was chosen as
an officer. There was a natural authority there, too, and the men
respected him. He wasn’t soft, but he didn’t ask too much, and he
listened. Enlisted men always liked an officer who listened. He was
older than Skal, a year or two, but in so many ways he seemed
younger. Skal was born to this and trained his whole life. War and
command was the role of his defunct blood.

“You’ll be all
right,” Skal said. “Stay tight with your men. Don’t be a hero.
That’s my job.” He smiled, and Hanishaw smiled back. It was the
sort of humour you heard before a battle. Anything actually funny
would be wasted.

Hanishaw
nodded.

Skal put a hand on
his shoulder and looked him in the eye. “Expect to survive,
lieutenant,” he said. “We have all the advantages, and I have a
bottle of Maritan’s Fire in my saddlebag, and I can’t drink the
whole thing myself.”

“Heclith? You
brought Heclith?”

“When the victory
is won we will celebrate. It is traditional, and you must not think
of defeat, Hanishaw. Such thoughts do not become a soldier, and
certainly have no place in the mind of an officer of the Seventh
Friend. We make the traditions of the regiment, young as it is, and
they will be happy ones.”

He left Hanishaw.
The ghosts were gone from his eyes, and that was a good thing. The
men could see them, even if they did not know what it was they were
seeing, and a ghost eyed officer took the heart of the men.

The Seth Yarra
column was sighted an hour before midday. It was a glorious day for
winter. The sun was benign in a perfect blue sky. Nothing more than
a light breeze stirred the bare branches of the trees, hopped dead
leaves along the grass down by the river meadow.

Skal and his men
waited, still and silent. Skal was unimpressed. At eighteen he knew
more about strategy that whoever commanded these invaders. They
marched without scouts or outriders in a column six men abreast,
grinding up the road like a fat snake. As they drew closer he saw
that they were poorly armoured, poorly armed. It was like reading a
history book. These men could have been the same troops that faced
Remard’s armies four hundred years ago. They displayed no caution.
He remembered the words from one of his strategy texts – they
fought as though life were a burden, and death an honour.

They have not
changed, he thought.

Skal had chosen to
stay with the infantry, the point of first contact, the place where
everything could go wrong. He trusted the cavalry to charge at the
sound of the horn, and theirs was a simple job: to kill, disperse
and confuse the enemy; ride through them, and ride through them
again; run down any that fled.

He watched them
draw closer, his shape hidden in a shrub that grew at the corner of
a house. Men waited behind him, swords drawn, bows and arrows in
hand. He raised his sword, watched the rock he had decided was the
correct point, and as the column of men passed it dropped his
blade. It was the signal.

His men rushed
from both sides of the main street, pushing wagons across to block
the enemy’s march. Behind the wagons archers set themselves and
loosed their shafts. In those few seconds the Seth Yarra column
burst apart, men running out to widen their front, rushing to
advance upon Skal’s troops. They began to fall in numbers as volley
after volley bit into them. Their own archers replied, but the
wagons served their second purpose, and only a handful of Avilians
fell.

Close enough. Skal
gave the second signal and the horn was blown. There was a moment
of hesitation. The enemy heard the horn, and knew it must signal
some new attack. Skal saw their steps falter, their heads turning
from side to side as another volley cut them down.

The thunder of
hooves announced the cavalry. The Seth Yarra flank turned to face
it, but they had no pikes, and the horses ploughed through them
like waist deep water, slowing, but battering past. Long cavalry
swords rained down mayhem, and about a hundred Seth Yarra saw their
opportunity. While the horses were among them the Avilian archers
stilled their bows, and the enemy leaped onto the wagons and
attacked.

Skal had placed
himself at the head of his men. He knew his own worth as a
swordsman. He brushed aside the blade of the first man to attack
him, and ran him through. He remembered Harad’s lessons. Killing
men is not like fencing. There’s no room for fine touches in
battle. Every second that your blade is stuck in one man’s body is
a second that another can use to skewer you. He stepped back,
pulled free, and stepped over the dead man to meet the next. This
one, too, was easy. The man hacked downwards, two handed, and Skal
caught the blow on the forte of his blade, thrust with his dagger.
If you can kill a man with your dagger, do. A dagger is more useful
in a melee. It takes less room, turns faster. He jumped back and
the second man fell onto the body of the first. A third man came
over the wagon in front of him, and this man had armour, a black
tunic beneath it. A cleanser.

The cleanser was a
better swordsman. He had a defence, and repulsed Skal’s first
attack before launching one of his own, causing Skal to take a step
back. Skal pushed forwards again, regaining the ground, trying to
push the cleanser onto the two fallen men. Bodies are a tripping
weapon. One foot on a dead man’s arm will throw your footing, or
your enemy’s. The man blocked him, attacked again under his guard,
but Skal had seen moves like that before, so many times. He took
the attack on his dagger and snapped out a thrust at the cleanser’s
face which his opponent barely avoided. Indeed, when they faced
each other again the man had blood on the side of his head. Skal
felt his lips stretch into a smile. It was only a matter of
time.

The Avilian
fighting at Skal’s side fell, and his place was taken by a Seth
Yarra soldier. The cleanser saw the opportunity and seized it at
once, launching a ferocious attack with dagger and sword. If they
had been face to face on the practice ground Skal would simply have
absorbed the attack, taking it apart one element at a time, but out
of the corner of his eye he saw the other Seth Yarra, a leather
armoured infantryman, swing his blade high at Skal’s neck.

It was a clumsy
stroke but it didn’t need to be anything else. If he used either
weapon to parry it he would open himself up to the cleanser. If he
concentrated on the cleanser the infantryman would injure or kill
him. He couldn’t jump back because of the press of men behind him,
and his left side, too was blocked.

Skal knew that he
was going to die, but the feeling lasted less than a fraction of a
second. An Avilian sword caught the haymaker, deflected it from his
head, and he turned the cleanser’s blade, chopped down on the man’s
unprotected neck with the hilt of his sword, kicked him, and drove
his dagger into the exposed neck.

War is a team
sport. It was the admonition most often directed at him by Harad.
You may be bloody good, but two men with half your skill will kill
you more often than not.

He saw the truth
of it, glanced across at the man who had saved his life, and saw a
face he didn’t recognise. He wasn’t an officer; not even a man who
stood out among the others; just one of the men.

The battle moved
on. The archers were shooting again. The cavalry had made their
second pass and Skal could see a number of bodies on the other side
of the river where the village volunteers had been lying in wait.
The hundred men who had charged the wagons were gone, dead he
guessed, and what remained of the enemy was a body of about a
hundred and fifty men penned in by arrows and more of his men
coming around their right flank. He watched, emotionless, as they
became a hundred, then fifty. He raised his sword and the horn
sounded again. His men withdrew.

There were about
twenty Seth Yarra left standing. He considered giving the order to
finish them. His archers were ready, and given the deeds these men
had done there would be no complaints from the men. It would be no
more or less than justice. But Skal wanted to know why. Why had
Seth Yarra sent men to kill farmers, to burn grain and houses, to
kill cows and sheep? It made no sense, and if he killed these last
few he would never have an answer.

“Throw down your
weapons,” he called. There was no response. The small band of Seth
Yarra stood, completely surrounded, weapons in hand, waiting to
die. He climbed the wagon and walked towards them. None of them
held bows. He was in no danger. He picked up a discarded Seth Yarra
blade, made sure that they were watching him, and threw it to the
ground, gestured at them to do the same. He saw them glance at one
of their number. A sergeant perhaps – he didn’t look like an
officer. The man shrugged and said something. Skal thought he
understood. Why die now if we can die later. They threw their
weapons down.

Enough dying for
one day. Skal pushed away his desire to see these men dead. He
would take them back to Bas Erinor, and leave their fate in the
hands of Quinnial. See if he had it in him to take life.

“Bind them,” he
said. The villagers had crossed the river again, and stood about
close to their headman. They looked pleased with themselves, but
not sure what to do. Skal approached the headman. “It is over,” he
said. “Call your people back, you are safe now, and the King’s
thanks for your aid in this.”

“It is our place,”
the man said. He turned away and the connection was broken. Skal
watched him walk away, the other villagers gathering around him. He
was tempted to pull the man up, but it seemed less important than
he would have thought, and he turned back to his own men. The job
was done. It was time to count heads, look after the wounded, and
get back to Bas Erinor.

He looked around
him. There were not many dead Avilians, but he felt each one as a
blow, an insult to his skill as a commander. He had not felt in
command, though. He had been just a blade among many once the melee
had begun, and that worried him. It was not how a commander should
feel. Yet he could not bring himself to think that he should not
fight. What use were his skills with the blade if he sat back and
watched, and how could he control things anyway?

He refocused on
the world, pulled away from his reverie to find himself looking
down on a face. One of his men, but familiar features. It was the
man who had saved his life, the one who had stepped next to him and
caught the Seth Yarra blade. Dead.

It was as though
someone had slapped his face. He stood and looked at the body.

“Colonel?” A
pause. “Colonel?”

He looked up. It
was Hanishaw. “What?”

“We have
forty-eight dead,” Hanishaw said. “Seventy-seven wounded enough
that they need care.”

“Do you know this
man?”

“Colonel?”

“This man. This
dead man. Was he one of yours?”

Hanishaw knelt by
the body. “Yes,” he said. “One of mine. Bruff. Saul Bruff. He was a
tanner, a leather worker back in Bas Erinor. Had a family I think.
Why?”

“He saved my
life,” Skal said. The words seemed a poor tribute.

*

On the ride back
Skal had time to think. He rode loose in his saddle. There was no
battle ahead, nothing to plan, and so he allowed his mind to drift
over the battle, trying to pick out details, lessons that would
help him. This had been his first battle, and he had learned a lot.
His respect for Harad and the other veterans had grown, but he
still expected to outshine them. He was, after all, noble born, no
matter what the king wrote in letters. He expected to rise
again.

Yet some things
had changed. The war was an opportunity, but it was also a danger.
He could die. Still, there never was a worthwhile venture without
risk, and Skal was better equipped than most to deal with
anything.

Most of all, he
saw the way he men looked at him. He was their commander, and more
than that he was their victorious commander. He had led them to
glory and preserved their lives. Their victory had been complete,
and cheap. They looked at him with respect, with awe, and yes, even
with love. He was their father, their old man.

He had never had a
father. He saw that now. The Marquis had blamed him for the death
of his mother, whom he had never known. She had died giving birth
to him and his father had shunned him. He had always been too busy
to spend time with his son, and sent him away to Bas Erinor to be
fostered with the other noble scions at the earliest opportunity.
Skal had never known familial warmth. He had grown up without
brothers or sisters, without equals. The servants bowed to him and
called him sir, and lord. By the time he was dispatched to Bas
Erinor at the age of twelve his view of life had been simple,
brutal and loveless.

Nothing had
happened to change that. For seven years he had lived his self
sufficient life inside a shell of scorn, treating overtures of
friendship as offerings to his superior position. There was nobody
in Bas Erinor to challenge him, except for Quinnial, who was
younger, and after the accident there was nobody at all. One or two
could match him with a blade – mostly the older scions like Aidon,
but Aidon was stupid.

Now Skal owed his
life to a dead tanner, a poor man from the low city who had
volunteered to fight for Avilian, a man who would have been better
advised to stay at home with his family.

While part of him
clung to the idea that it was his right, that others dying to
preserve him was the proper order of things, this jarred with his
avowed self reliance. He had needed the aid of a tanner, a man with
half his intellect and whom he was certain he could have beaten
black and blue with his blade while not suffering a scratch to his
own body. In one way it was humiliating, but there was a part of
him that welcomed it. One of his men had saved him, and he had
saved many of them with his skill at strategy. It was a bargain. It
was the bargain he should have had with his father; the same one
that Quinnial had with the Duke.

For the first time
in his life he felt the stirrings of loyalty to something other
than his name.

He owed a debt to
Saul Bruff. There was also a debt to Lord Quinnial. Without the
gift of this command he would still be languishing in an apartment
in the castle, waiting to be ejected to make his way as… as what? A
bandit? A mercenary? A merchant’s guard?

Skal saw things
differently. He was no longer standing at the top of the ladder
looking down, but somewhere on the lower half, his eyes raised. He
owed duty in both directions, and was owed it in return.

By the time he
rode up the rain sodden road into Bas Erinor he was comfortable in
his new way of thinking, and he did not put off his duty to the
Duke’s proxy, but ordered his men to camp on their former practice
ground and rode up the divine stair to pay his respects and report
to Quinnial.

He was admitted at
once. There was no delay, no forced idleness to emphasise his
reduced status. Quinnial was not playing games. The young lord sat
at a table scattered with papers, working with his father’s
secretary. He looked older than Skal remembered.

“My lord,” he
said, and managed a shallow bow. Bowing still felt awkward. In his
previous position he had reduced it to little more than a nod of
the head.

Quinnial looked
surprised. “I’m glad to see you back in one piece, Skal,” he said,
and Skal believed him. “You were victorious?”

“Yes, my
lord.”

“Losses?”

“About a hundred
and twenty, fifty of them dead. I can give you more precise numbers
if you need them.”

Quinnial shook his
head. “And Seth Yarra?”

“Wiped out, but
for the twenty prisoners that we brought back. They were burning
villages, my lord; killing everything from the headman down to the
chickens.”

Quinnial blanched.
“Everything?”

“Yes, my lord.
Seven villages were destroyed, about fifteen hundred men, women and
children killed.”

Quinnial’s
expression became angry. His hands became fists. “I am surprised
that you took prisoners, colonel,” he said.

“I wanted to know
why,” Skal replied. “They don’t speak Avilian, or Afalel, or any
other language that I know.”

The lord nodded.
“You’ve done well, as well as any man could have done. As well as I
hoped you might.” He took a piece of paper from the secretary’s
hand. “I had this prepared in case it should be so,” he said. “It
is a letter patent, granting you the rank of knight in the Kingdom
of Avilian.” He shrugged. “There are no lands or titles, but it is
the duke’s right and custom to reward successful commanders.”

Skal looked at the
paper. It bore the duke’s seal, a heavy wax coin at the bottom, and
he could see the phrase Skal Hebberd, knight. He had hoped for
this, believed he had earned it, but never expected it.

“My thanks, Lord
Quinnial,” he said.

“I have another
task for you. The rest of the regiment has marched under the
command of Cain Arbak.”

“The
Innkeeper?”

“The same. He was
sent to retake the gate on the Green Road that the Telans took by
treachery, and we have been told that he succeeded. He is now
preparing to defend the gate from an attacking force of ten
thousand Seth Yarra. I do not know if he can hold it. I doubt that
you can get there before the assault begins, but your men will be
helpful if he still controls the pass.”

“Who will
command?”

“Arbak. I’m sorry,
Skal, but he’s the man on the ground, the Berashi and Durander
troops have followed him to one victory, and they will continue to
do so. Give him what help you can.”

Skal nodded. A
subordinate position was not so attractive. There was less chance
to shine, but if Arbak was killed it would be a good position for
him to be in. He could establish himself as the man’s second, be
ready to step forwards should it be required.

He had more
questions, and asked them patiently, respectfully. He was Colonel
Skal Hebberd, Knight of Avilian, and the more service he saw, the
more men he led the closer he would come to ennoblement. He would
raise up his blood line, and this time it would be on his own
merit.


45. The Seventh
Friend Reunited

Skal had wound a scarf tight around
the top of his cloak, but the freezing rain still found its way
down his neck. He gave up. If he was going to get wet, then he
would get wet like a man of noble blood. He would not be bowed by
the weather. Their guide was riding to his right, a man they had
picked up in Bas Erinor, and a damned useful one, he thought. He
was one of Arbak’s people, a former Berashi Dragon Guard called
Bargil.

“Will we be there
soon?” he demanded.

The Berashi was
already ignoring the weather. He rode as though the rain and sleet
didn’t bother him at all.

“Soon,” he
replied. “Less than a mile now.”

Rain was bad.
Riding through trees Skal found he was deaf and half blind. There
could be a cavalry regiment just the other side of the trees and he
wouldn’t know. The forest roared with raindrops, like constantly
breaking waves on the sea shore. His eyes, too, were compromised.
He had to blink and wipe the water from them every few seconds.

It was no
surprise, then, when a group of horsemen emerged from the rain,
blocking the road ahead of them. They sat in a line, lances
levelled. He rode close to them with his Berashi guide, close
enough to see their faces. He saw dented armour, bound wounds that
shouldn’t have been exposed to this sort of rain. He could not
decide if they were Avilian, Berashi, or something else.

“Name yourself,”
one of them called.

“Colonel Skal
Hebberd, regiment of the Seventh Friend,” he replied. “And
you?”

“Captain Miresh
Simfel, Regiment of the Iron Fist, serving the army of General Cain
Arbak, the Wolves of Fal Verdan.”

Skal felt his
eyebrow rise involuntarily. “General Arbak?” He regretted the tone
as soon as the question was spoken. This man was a veteran, and it
does not do to question the commander of a veteran, Innkeeper or
no.

“General by
acclamation,” the captain replied. “And you are welcome, Colonel
Hebberd, as are your men. You are the ones that went first from Bas
Erinor?”

“We are, and have
returned victorious. We are keen to once again dip our blades in
Seth Yarra blood.”

“Then you will be
surfeited here, Colonel. Follow me and I will show you where to
pitch your tents.”

They rode on. Only
two of the horsemen who had been guarding the road came with them,
the remainder slipping quietly off the road among the trees. It was
difficult to see anything in the rain, but soon they were among
tents, and Skal could sense the looming presence of high cliffs
nearby, a darkness in the rain. He was in the eastern mouth of the
pass.

“Do you need men
on the walls, Captain?” he asked.

“Not today,” the
man smiled. “It seems the Seth Yarra like the rain less than we do.
They have not attempted the walls since it began. You could learn
to love the rain, Colonel.”

The Captain showed
him to a tent that was already erected. It was bliss to be out of
the wet and the cold.

“I should report
to the … General,” Skal said.

The captain
grinned again. “You shouldn’t begrudge him the title, Colonel. He
didn’t ask for it – didn’t want it. It was done for the men, for
Morale.”

Skal nodded. He
understood that. General Arbak and the Wolves of Fal Verdan – it
was a clever move. This was an army now, not a group of disparate
defenders. He stripped off his sodden shirt and found one that had
been better wrapped than most. It was only damp. He towelled off
his body and slipped it on. The fire made the tent a little smoky,
but that was all right. At least it was warm. When he was ready
Captain Simfel showed him to the general’s tent, and he ran after
the man holding his heaviest cloak over his head.

He ducked under
the flap and discarded his cloak. He recognised Arbak at once. He
had seen the man when he’d picked troops to take east from the
force the innkeeper had raised. Arbak sat with a group of other men
and two women, and they were in the midst of an animated
conversation.

One of the men was
a Durander; one of the women, too. She was small, but quite pretty
with large dark eyes and black hair cut short. The other woman
looked Berashi or Telan, perhaps even Avilian. She had fair skin
and red hair. The last of them was a Berashi man with a major’s
markings; three gold claws on his shoulder, a symbol favoured by
the dragon obsessed nation. They stopped talking and turned to
him.

“Colonel Hebberd,
Seventh Friend,” he said.

Arbak stood,
smiling. He looked older than Skal remembered. Like Quinnial. “Of
course,” he said. “You are very welcome among us, Colonel. Please
sit.” He turned to a man who stood by the door, a soldier playing
servant. “Dusadil, a glass of wine for the colonel.” He turned back
to Skal. “Do you need food?”

Skal felt empty.
He had eaten only a bite that morning and nothing since. The rain
had forestalled his appetite, but now it was returning with a
vengeance. He felt hungry enough to eat the tent canvass.

“If you have
something cold…” he began.

“We are not short
of supplies, colonel,” Arbak said. “Dusadil, bring some lunch with
the wine, and I’ll have another glass myself.” The soldier servant
vanished into the rain, and Skal allowed himself to be waved into a
seat beside the general. “You’ll want to know the situation,” the
innkeeper said.

“If you think it
would be helpful…”

Arbak cut him off
again. “Of course it would,” he half turned to the others. “The
colonel here is schooled in Avilian strategy,” he said to the
others. “He was unlucky enough to be first choice for command,
otherwise he might be in my seat and I in his.”

It was a
compliment, and Skal thought it sincere, but he saw polite
disbelief on the faces of the others. They had clearly seen more
than an innkeeper in Cain Arbak. He also saw that Cain Arbak had
probably drunk one glass of wine too many.

“They have
attacked the wall?” he asked.

“Yesterday,” the
Berashi major said. “They spent the previous two days building
ladders.” He grinned suddenly. “They paid a heavy price for that
delay.”

“They will be back
tomorrow,” the red haired woman said. “The rain will be gone and
they will be back. We killed a thousand yesterday, but it was not
without cost. This battle is far from over.”

“You fought them
off?” Skal was curious, there was more victory in their voices than
he would have expected. According to theory Seth Yarra had the men
to take the wall.

“We did,” the
Berashi said. “Cain devised something that held their ladders off
the wall, a sort of box and a bar,” he made no further attempt to
explain. “You’ll see it tomorrow.”

The next five
seconds passed in a blur. The tent flap lifted, and Skal thought
the servant had returned with his food, and was half turned, keen
to see what was on offer, when he felt an arrow flash past his
face. He flinched back, but it had not been aimed at him. A glance
across the tent revealed an extraordinary scene. The arrow was
stopped in mid air no more that six inches from the Durander
woman’s throat, and it was gripped in the fist of the red haired
woman.

She had caught the
arrow in flight. That was simply not possible.

Skal’s reactions
took over even as the sight of the caught arrow fixed itself in his
mind. He rolled backwards, continuing the motion started by the
arrow, and came to his feet with his sword drawn. He stepped
through the tent flap into the hammering rain, and his eyes caught
the motion of a running man, already twenty yards away, ducking out
of sight around another tent. He ran in pursuit.

Within twenty
steps he thought better of it. He was chasing a bowman through the
camp. He had no armour and only a sword. If the man was half way
competent he could stop and put an arrow in Skal before he was
within twenty feet. Even as he began to slow he half saw something
fly past him, something on four legs. A wolf? He followed the wolf
at a slower pace. If it took an arrow he would not go further. Two
others caught up with him; the red haired woman and the Durander
officer. He had to run faster to keep up with them, and discovered
that he was getting wet again.

The realisation
hit him like a thunderbolt, and he almost stumbled. She must be one
of the Benetheon to have caught an arrow like that. He’d heard
stories, but not given them much credence. He dragged up memories
from his schooling. There were few women in the Benetheon, and only
one with red hair. She must be Passerina, the god of sparrows. He
knew little more than that. He had not paid attention when his
teachers talked of gods. They had never seen one, and neither had
he. He had never expected to.

They caught up
with the wolf. It had run the man to ground and flattened him. It
now stood astride his back with its jaws clamped around the back of
his neck, holding him face down in the mud.

Passerina reached
him first and eased the wolf to one side. She picked the man up by
his neck and his waistband as easily as she might have picked up a
basket of fruit, held him struggling in the air. Skal was impressed
and more than a little troubled.

“Don’t wriggle
so.” She said to the prisoner. “The only reason you still live is
to answer questions, and you don’t need unbroken limbs for
that.”

The man went quite
still, and the sparrow god carried him back through the lines of
tents like an errant puppy, depositing him on the floor of Arbak’s
tent. Skal noticed that the man was soaked and thickly spattered
with mud, and Passerina appeared untouched by the rain. More
magic.

“Hammerdan’s
work,” she said.

“But Hammerdan is
an ally,” Arbak ventured, not too keen, it seemed to Skal, to
contradict the god.

“Not to this one.”
She pointed.

The Durander woman
looked pale, if it was possible to look pale with such coloured
skin. She was composed, though. She glanced at Arbak in a way that
told Skal she had been somehow dishonest with him, and was now
caught out.

“Sheyani?” Arbak
asked for an explanation.

Passerina laughed.
It was not a particularly pleasant laugh. “What a fine body we
are,” she said. “A god who does not want to be a god, a major who
lost his command, a soldier pretending to be an innkeeper
pretending to be a soldier, a disgraced noble trying to make up for
his father’s treachery, a colonel denying the wishes of his king
and a dead king’s daughter.”

Skal flinched at
the description of himself, but none of the others seemed to
notice. They were too distracted by the other things she said. A
dead king’s daughter? The Durander woman was a king’s daughter?

He could see the
surprise on Cain Arbak’s face. It was news to him, too, and the
general clearly thought he knew her. He had moved to the woman’s
side.

“That was unkind,”
Sheyani said. Her voice was deeper than he’d expected, and lightly
accented.

“What king?” Arbak
asked.

“Baradan,”
Passerina said. “The previous king of Durandar. There is a right of
challenge to any holder of the occult throne, but it’s customary
only to challenge an heir considered unworthy. Hammerdan found a
different way. He provoked Baradan into challenging him. Baradan
was a peerless Halith, but having made the challenge he ceded
choice of combat, and Hammerdan chose swords. Baradan was about as
useful with a sword as I am with a kitchen mop. Hammerdan butchered
him and ordered that his family be killed, brothers, wife and
children. It seems that one escaped.”

“Then you
are…”

“A fugitive,”
Sheyani cut the general off. “I am hunted. I hide among people
other than my own because I am safer there.”

“And yet you came
here with me. You risked your life.”

Sheyani did not
answer.

“No matter what
Durander politics may suggest, it was not a clever move,” Passerina
went on. “The wolf is furious. Hammerdan will pay for this.”

Skal raised an
eyebrow. Of course. If the woman was a Halith, and a powerful one,
she would be invaluable to Arbak’s army, and Narak needed that army
to succeed. What puzzled him was her use of the present tense: the
wolf is furious. It had been a wolf than ran the man down, and only
Narak could control wolves. How had he known so quickly?

“It changes
things,” the Durander colonel added.

“How?” Arbak
again.

“To attempt to
kill someone, well, you can’t make a challenge plainer than that.
If Esh Baradan can get to the mage court Hammerdan has no choice
but to meet the challenge on her terms.”

Arbak’s face
showed he had not caught up with the argument.

“If she defeats
Hammerdan she will be Queen of Durandar.”

Sheyani would not
meet Arbak’s eyes. “It does not matter. I would be dead long before
I reached the court; Hammerdan has eyes everywhere, and men willing
to do his will.”

“So what are we to
do with this?” Passerina asked, waving a hand at the crumpled
figure of the would-be assassin on the floor.

“Kill him,” the
Berashi major suggested. “He’s an assassin.” Skal was inclined to
agree, and said so. The Durander shook his head.

“In the eyes of
Durander law he has committed no crime, and he is one of my men,
bound under that law.”

“And you are bound
under your oath to General Arbak,” Passerina said. “The decision is
his.”

“Mine?”

They all looked at
Arbak, and for a moment he looked like the innkeeper that Skal took
him to be, an affable man surprised by responsibility, a man’s life
in his hands. It was only a moment, though. His face hardened.

Skal would have
had the man killed, for certain. It was a simple matter of
discipline. If one man under your command tried to kill another,
especially someone of noble birth or officer rank, then the
sentence was death. Anything else invited mutiny.

Arbak prodded the
culprit with his foot. “What do you say?” he demanded. The man
raised his head. Skal could see that he was bleeding from his neck
where the wolf had gripped him, and he was pale with the
expectation of his death.

“I am the king’s
man,” he said. “I do the king’s will.”

Arbak seemed to
study his face for a moment. “Then go to your king,” he said.
“Major Tragil, put him over the wall. I won’t have him on this side
of it.”

“It is a death
sentence,” The Durander officer said. “Seth Yarra will kill
him.”

“After dark,”
Arbak replied. “Put him over when the sun is well set. Then at
least he will have a chance. Keep him bound and guarded until then.
Give him food and a weapon, but not until he’s on the other
side.”

It was clever,
Skal thought. The man had little chance of survival, but there was
just the slimmest possibility that he would succeed. Hammerdan
could not take offence because Arbak had not killed him. Discipline
was served because nobody would want to take that chance, and
whatever happened to the man he would be unable to do any more
harm. It was not an innkeeper’s decision; it was the measured
response of a commander. Either that or he had the luckiest
thoughts.

Arbak turned to
Skal. “Now, you wanted details, I assume?” he asked. “Dusadil!
Where’s that food?”

*

Narak found
himself once again in the great chamber of the occult court of
Hammerdan. He stood beneath the water fire light, before the great
stone table, and examined the mages.

“Mighty God of
Wolves, I am pleased that you grace us once more with your
presence.” Hammerdan greeted him cordially, but he was sensitive
enough to know that this was a different presence from the one that
had been so easily pleased a month ago.

“Your men serve
our cause well at the green road,” Narak said. His voice carried no
warmth. Instead there was an edge to it that made a couple of the
seated mages shift in their seats as if they wanted to look at his
face, but they did not. Hammerdan tried again.

“Will you take the
ninth seat?”

“I will not.” It
was a flat rejection of what they considered a great honour, and
this time one of the mages did turn.

“You are
discourteous,” Hammerdan said.

“It is because I
am angry, Hammerdan. You act against me.”

“I deny it.”

The denial was too
quick, just a little too quick. Narak was silent, and he sensed
growing agitation among the mages, and in Hammerdan himself.

“Tell me who
accuses me,” the king demanded.

“Does the name
Sheyani Esh Baradan al Dasham tickle your memory?”

Now there was a
general stirring among the mages. The name clearly meant a great
deal to all of them.

“The daughter of
the old King,” Hammerdan was dismissive.

“She stands with
my army at the gate in Fal Verdan. She deploys her talents in my
cause. One of your men tried to kill her. He failed, but in failing
he evoked your name to excuse his treachery.”

The king shrugged.
“It is internal politics, Great Wolf. For many years …”

“There are no
internal politics in this war, Hammerdan. I know your history. I
know hers. If you wish to pursue your cowardly vendetta in the
midst of this war then I shall accept your challenge on her behalf,
and as her champion I will give you the choice of weapons.”

Narak could detect
a smile on one of the mage’s faces, turned away from the king. A
secret smile that said Sheyani still had friends even here. It was
not a surprise. Hammerdan blanched at his suggestion.

“There is no need
for excess, Wolf Narak. I will rescind the order. She will not be
troubled for the duration of the war, as long as she serves your
cause.”

“And at the end of
the war,” Narak said. “You will honour the challenge that you have
issued.”

Hammerdan nodded
slowly. “If we have all survived to see it so,” he said.

“You may count on
it,” Narak said. A moment later they were looking at a wolf. Narak
was gone. The hooded mages looked at their king. Hammerdan did not
return their gaze, but stared at a place inside his mind and tugged
gently at his lower lip.


46. At the
Wall

Skal was frustrated. He crouched with his sword
drawn, one knee on the ground, waiting while the battle raged above
his head. He and fifty picked men waited beneath the fighting
platform, ready at any moment to rush up the steep stairs and
engage the enemy. They were the first reserve, and Skal had thought
such a role would be called early, that he would be fighting early,
but two hours had passed, and still he waited.

Arbak was no
better off. The general paced up and down below the wall, far
enough from it that he could see the general ebb and flow of the
battle above, but not so far that he could be taken by an arrow.
The innkeeper constantly fingered the hilt of his sword and then
took his hand away, but he could not keep free of it for long, and
his fingers would find their way back to the leather grip, close
around it, then release yet again.

Skal had been up
on the wall that morning. The rain had stopped during the night,
and there was a certainty that Seth Yarra would attack. At first
light all the commanders had been on top, looking towards the enemy
across a sea of mud. It was the first chance that Skal had been
given to examine Arbak’s device. It was a simple thing. Each was a
box that fitted more or less around the higher teeth of wall
between the crenels, and was extended outward from there by a
second box that reached towards the enemy, ending in a heavy bar of
hard wood (Arbak had wanted iron or steel, but they had none) and
the bar served to make it impossible to lay a ladder against the
top of the wall. Either the ladder must rest below the bar, in
which case the attacker must climb through the gap, a feat
requiring two hands, or it must be rested against the bar, and that
meant the attacker must cross a yard of empty space to reach the
wall, with a good drop below him.

The device was
proving highly effective. Some of the bars had succumbed to sword
strokes, but Arbak had carpenters constantly building the boxes,
and no sooner was one destroyed than another appeared to take its
place. It tipped the balance further in favour of the
defenders.

Skal had watched
as the attackers had emerged from the woods in good order, shield
bearers first, then archers, then lines of men carrying ladders.
They looked effective, organised, and determined. Their steps did
not falter, but they advanced to the point of bowshot and stopped.
There was a flash in the sky above his head and one of the men
fell.

“The sparrow takes
her tax,” Arbak said beside him. “One man a minute. It is time for
us to leave here.”

He followed Arbak
down the steep, makeshift steps to where his squad of men waited,
and less than a minute later the archery duel began in earnest,
with volleys from the Seth Yarra sweeping the walls and the replies
cutting into the advancing ranks of fighters and ladder men. He
could see none of it, but now and then a man fell from the walls
above, injured or dead or dying. He counted them.

The Durander
woman, Sheyani, was also beneath the walls, playing her pipes, and
Skal was instantly impressed. She played music that strengthened
the wall, or that was how it sounded. While she played the wall
seemed unbreachable. It seemed higher and somehow steeper than
vertical. If the assassin had succeeded it would have been a blow
indeed.

Ten men had fallen
when the first step was called. It meant that Seth Yarra soldiers
had crossed the wall and stood upon the fighting platform. Archers
readied themselves below, but the attackers were driven back over
the wall again.

The noise was
incredible. It was like the battle in Henfray, but much louder. For
some reason men seemed to need to shout when they were fighting,
and with the thousands on the other side of the wall it was as
though a sea of noise lapped at the stone. Just a few yards away
through that impenetrable barrier were hundreds of men who wanted
to kill him, and Skal rested his hand against the cool stone, then
patted it like a favoured hound.

A second step was
called, and was closed. Another two men fell from the wall, one
dead and one injured. The injured man was dragged to safety and
helped as best they could. They propped him up against the wall and
he muttered to himself. Skal saw that he was Avilian, one of
Arbak’s volunteers. He was wounded beyond use, but not beyond
mending. He was in considerable pain, though, and continued to pull
faces and grit his teeth while others tended to him until Arbak
approached.

“General,” he
said, and tried to straighten his back into a sitting approximation
of attention. It cost him, but he maintained the position. “Don’t
you worry, General,” he said. “We’ve got the measure of them.”

Arbak gave the man
a cup of water and exchanged looks with the men around him. They
nodded. They thought he would survive.

“You’ve done your
part, soldier,” he said. “You leave the rest to us.”

The call went up
for a third step, and this time it did not close. More Seth Yarra
were on the walls and they fought hard to hold their place. The
archers positioned themselves, and at Arbak’s command a horn was
sounded. The soldiers on the wall stepped away from the attackers,
leaving a clear passage across the wall for them to flood into, and
at the same time the archers loosed their arrows, two volleys,
three seconds apart. The Seth Yarra on the walls were cut down, and
after the second volley the Avilians and Berashi on the walls
rushed in on them again, and the step was closed.

“Your men are well
drilled, General,” Skal said. “I have never seen men fight in
patterns like that.”

“A thing of my own
devising,” Arbak said with a shrug. “They do not expect it, so it
seems to work. The Seth Yarra adapt very poorly.”

After two hours
the enemy withdrew, abandoning the ladders that they had brought,
and leaving behind them their heaped dead at the foot of the wall.
Tragil came down the steps slowly. He looked very tired, and Skal
could see blood on his face and arms, dried and fresh, black and
red. His armour was dented in a dozen new places.

“Your assessment?”
Arbak asked.

Tragil drank a cup
of water before he replied. “It went well,” he said. “They are
losing five men to every one of ours. If this continues, we will
win.”

Fresh men were
marched up from the camp, and those that had held the wall, the two
hundred and fifty that remained, were marched back to the camp to
rest.

“I want you to
rest with the men, Major,” Arbak said, but Tragil shook his head
vehemently.

“I am charged with
the wall’s defence by my king. I must defend it.”

“If you get tired
you will get dead,” Arbak said. “It would be a sacrifice with no
purpose. Colonel Hebberd will command the wall at the next
assault.”

Skal saw Tragil
look at him, and he saw it in his eyes. Too damned young. The
Berashi didn’t want to trust his wall to an eighteen year old
foreigner. In his heart he wondered if the major was right, but his
pride brushed the concern aside. He was an Avilian of noble blood.
He had fought before and done well enough, even by his own
standards. He was a fine swordsman.

“I shall not fail
your king, Major,” he said. More than that, he thought, it was a
chance to distinguish himself, another step on the path that would
raise his blood back to its rightful station.

“I will be here,”
Arbak said. “Coyan will be here.”

Tragil nodded.
“Well, if you’re going to make it an order…” He stumped off towards
the camp, broad shoulders borne down by the weight of
exhaustion.

“Get up there,
Colonel. Make them pay for every minute, every man they kill.”

The view from the
top was ghastly. The sea of mud had become red, and it was
punctuated by the bodies of hundreds of men, while hundreds more
had built a rampart with their dead bodies and shattered bits of
ladder at the foot of the wall.

“Do we have oil?”
he asked a Berashi officer.

“Yes,
colonel.”

“Are we saving it
for anything?”

“We have a lot of
oil,” the officer said.

“Then bring some
up.”

He watched the
enemy. In a short while they would be back at the wall with more
ladders and the fighting would resume. Already he could see some
movement among the trees. He tried to count the bodies, but all he
could do was estimate. Seven hundred, perhaps eight. It was a
determined army that could put up with losses like this for more
than a couple of days, but they still had a good chance of
breaching the wall. If they could get enough men onto the fighting
platform and hold it they would overwhelm Arbak’s force. The
cavalry would make a good show of it, but if five thousand men came
over the wall the odds would simply be too great. Their own army
was being whittled away, and its reinforcements were weeks
away.

“What are you up
to?”

Arbak was standing
beside him.

“What do you
mean?”

“The oil.”

“There’s a lot of
detritus built up under the wall. If we burn it away, it would be
difficult for the ladders to straddle a good fire.”

“A funeral pyre,”
Arbak said. “Good thinking.”

It worked well. It
worked better than Skal had expected. The oil was poured and the
torches thrown down on top of it. The fire stopped the Seth Yarra
army. He could see them standing on the edge of the forest, out of
Passerina’s range, watching their fallen comrades burn.

It held them back
for two hours. Skal had expected the men to be happy at the pause,
but they did not relax. There was no card playing, no singing. They
stood or sat and mostly looked through the smoke and the fluttering
air above the pyre that ran the length of the wall at the distant
enemy. It was almost as though they wanted to get on with it, to
live or die, and have it behind them.

It was after mid
day when they came again. Some of the men had eaten food that they
had brought with them, but most had not. Skal himself felt no
hunger.

They marched out
of the forest with shields and bows and ladders and advanced
steadily as before. Passerina’s arrows began to strike.

“Stand ready,” he
called. It was unnecessary. The men were already alert, swords
drawn, grim faced. They crouched as arrows flew over, clattering
against the stone, cutting the air. To Skal’s left a man grunted
and fell on his side, a shaft protruding from his neck. The archers
on their side of the wall loosed a couple of volleys that fell
among the Seth Yarra, adding volume to Passerina’s sniping. Skal
risked a look over the wall and saw that many arrows had struck
home, then ducked back as another sharp rain fell on the walls.

He heard the
ladders thump into place and eased back from the crenels a foot or
so, making sure he had room to swing his sword. There were archers
on the walls with them, and when the first soldier appeared at the
top of the wall he took a shaft in the chest and vanished again,
tumbling backwards and to one side. The thick leather armour that
he wore was no protection. Then men were coming through the gaps,
leaping from the ladder that was so awkwardly held off from the
stone. Most that were not cut down by the bowmen landed badly, and
were instantly set upon by the defenders. Skal killed one as he
stumbled across the fighting platform, watched as another missed
the jump and fell back and down. An attacker landed well and swung
his blade. Skal parried, but almost at once the man fell forwards,
his back opened up by another blade.

It was a
slaughter. The Seth Yarra soldiers were brave and determined, but
they were badly handicapped. It was half an hour before a couple of
them managed to force a gap on the wall, and more rushed into it.
It wasn’t close to Skal, but a glance in that direction nearly cost
him blood as another came over the wall and swung at him. He was
forced back, his foot slipped, and he barely managed to get his
knee under him and his sword raised before it was beaten on.
Another had come over the wall behind the one he faced, and the
defenders around him were split. He rose to his feet, catching his
enemy’s blade with his dagger, and lunging with his sword. The man
turned, and the tip took his shoulder instead of his heart. A feint
to the right, a quick step, and he struck with his dagger. The man
went down.

Skal heard the
thrum of bowstrings, twice, and knew that the archers below had
shot to clear the step. He moved forwards again and killed another
attacker as he came through the gap in the wall, cutting at throat
height, and spinning the man backwards so that his head smacked
into the platform and his blood sprayed back through the gap.

It went on and on.
The world shrank into a constant melee of blades and blood. Skal
tried to step back every now and then, to get a picture of what was
going on elsewhere on the wall, and as far as he could tell it was
the same along the entire length of it: one sided butchery. He was
losing men, but they were few. Seth Yarra was losing dozens,
scores, hundreds even.

Suddenly they were
gone. No more men were coming over the wall. He looked up and saw
them streaming back towards the forest.

“Down!” he called
out. His men quickly crouched low, just in time to avoid the arrows
that clawed at them. Two were too slow and took minor injuries, but
the rest were unharmed. Skal signalled a direction to the archers
below, and they stepped out from the protection of the wall to
loose a volley after the retreating enemy.

It was done. He
had held the wall against an attack. His men had absorbed the best
that the enemy could offer. He was filled with pride, and relief.
When he was certain that they were out of bowshot he stepped up
onto the parapet and studied the ground before him. His men were
already tipping bodies over the wall. There were hundreds of dead –
perhaps as many as a thousand.

He walked up and
down the wall, just once, slapping backs, smiling, and telling the
men that they had done well. He wanted to get an idea of how many
of his own men were dead and injured. It was better than he had
expected. There were forty or fifty of each.

“Your turn to
rest, colonel.” Arbak was on the wall again. “Coyan will take the
next assault, if it comes today. The sun is low, and it will be
night before they come, I think, and Seth Yarra do not fight in the
dark.”

Skal had proven
himself yet again. The Henfray fight had been good, but it had been
a trap. He’d had all the advantages; numbers, ground, surprise,
cavalry. Here he had fought a position where the enemy knew his
strength and number, and the strategy was Arbak’s, but it felt good
to have done his turn.

He retired back to
the camp at the far end of the pass, walking among the men who had
fought with him. Only now that the thrill of the battle was
draining away did the weariness settle on him. His arms and
shoulders and back all ached. He was thirsty. And finally he was
hungry, ravenous in fact.

He made his way to
the cook fires and helped himself to a quantity of cooked meat and
boiled vegetables. He ate quickly and greedily, and then went to
his tent where he downed two cups of wine, two cups of water and
fell onto the cloth covered straw that passed for his bed. Sleep
came quickly.

He woke in
darkness. He felt rested, but a little stiff jointed. He rose and
stripped off his stained shirt, found a fresh one by the light of a
candle and donned it, buckled his armour back on and stepped out
into the night.

It was cold, and
the sky was full of stars. Skal took a deep breath, allowed the
cold air to fill him up, waken him to the coming day. He shivered.
For the first time in his life he was happy. He was doing what he
was born to do, and he was good at it. He was not blind to the
danger, but every engagement he survived would season him, and he
was born into a good time for a soldier. This was a great war, an
important war, and mighty deeds would earn great rewards. He was
lucky. His father’s treachery and fall from grace was balanced by
these opportunities, and he had been lucky to get a command at all,
given his disgrace.

Now he was on the
road. Henfray had been the first step, and yesterday the second.
This action had all the ingredients of a famous victory, a legend,
and he was part of it. That could not hurt his cause.

He strolled down
the pass to the wall. It was a quiet night. He could hear a few
voices as the men on the fighting platform talked. There were a
couple of hundred up there, but many of them were tucked up against
the battlements, and some were probably asleep. It was safe enough.
Seth Yarra did not fight at night. It was forbidden by their
law.

He climbed the
wagon-built stair and stepped onto the platform. The men didn’t
rise to acknowledge his presence, and he found that he didn’t mind
that. This was not a barracks or a parade ground. The men had
earned their rest. They would need it in the morning when the enemy
came again. He walked along the wall. Looking back at the camp he
could see the flickering fires, see the shadows and straight lines
of the tents. He was on campaign. It was like a tale in a history
book, and more remarkable still it was just as he had imagined
it.

He came to a
Durander, a junior officer who he recognised from the previous
afternoon. This was one of the men he had fought along side. He
nodded a greeting.

“A quiet night?”
he asked.

The man stood and
opened his mouth to speak, but his expression changed to one of
surprise, and he fell forwards. Skal caught him, but the man was a
dead weight, and behind the body he saw a large man with a bloody
sword, and the sword was already swinging at his head.


47. Bas
Erinor

“I don’t know why he didn’t kill
them out of hand,” Quinnial said.

Narak looked
relaxed. He slumped in the chair opposite, a glass of wine in one
hand, swords laid on the floor at his side, but there was the ghost
of a frown on his brow, and it had been there ever since he had
materialised in the high city. Something was bothering him, but he
had not seen fit to confide in the temporary lord of Bas
Erinor.

The wolf god
looked out of the window. “It seems out of character, don’t you
think?”

“For Hebberd?”

“For Seth Yarra.
What do you think they were trying to achieve?”

As flattered as he
was to be asked his opinion by Narak, Quinnial suspected he was
little more than a sounding board.

“Terror? Who
knows? What they did achieve was to our advantage.”

“They killed over
a thousand innocent people, defenceless people.”

“Militarily. They
gave us clear cause to hate them, to expect no quarter.”

“So you think what
they did was stupid? They expect no quarter. They never have.”

Quinnial studied
his hands. He had read all the books, all the accounts of Seth
Yarra actions from the last war. They were methodical, they were
unoriginal, but he knew that Narak believed they did nothing
without good cause, and he agreed, yet he could see no point to
this slaughter of farmers.

“I cannot see the
point,” he said.

“What did it cause
us to do?”

“We sent troops.
We killed them.”

“They are not
above sacrifice. In the last war they used attacks with no hope of
success to draw us into situations where they might have an
advantage. The Green Road, perhaps? Did they want to commit our men
along the coast while they took the gate?”

“A force marching
on Golt would have done that,” Quinnial offered.

“Surely the king’s
regiment could have defended against five hundred?”

“True, and what
they did made the job longer. Skal had to follow them for
days.”

“So if they hoped
to draw our reserves away from Bas Erinor, away from the gate, it
worked only partially. The bulk of our force remained.”

“Unless it was the
commander they were trying to draw away,” Quinnial mused. “They may
have guessed that most of our best men were in the east, fighting
their main force. How many competent commanders did we have
left?”

“As it happens,
two,” Narak said. “And yourself, of course.”

A generous
inclusion, Quin thought. “But nobody could have guessed Arbak’s
gift for warfare, present company excepted.”

“And yet there is
something wrong here. It feels twisted. The timings are too
precise. Is it possible that we have another spy? Someone who
watches our every move?”

“A spy?” Quinnial
was shocked by the idea. One spy had been bad enough, but two
presented the possibility that there were three, or ten. The city
could be full of spies. It was something he didn’t want to
contemplate.

“I only suggest
the possibility,” Narak said, seeing the young lord’s alarm. “I
have no proof. But consider the Seth Yarra army at Benafelas in the
west. They landed, and true to habit they began to build
fortifications, camps, palisades. The Telans took the gate by
treachery, and still they did not move. It was only when I had
given the order for Arbak to take his regiment to regain the gate
that they quickly dropped their customary caution and marched. It
was almost as though they knew of the order.”

“A
coincidence.”

“Perhaps, but it
is too important an event to be treated so. I expected them to wait
a month, or longer, before they advanced. If they had moved a day
sooner, or two, we would already have lost this war.”

“Deus, we have
never lost a battle,” Quinnial protested.

“But we lose men,
Lord Quinnial, and that is where they seem to have an advantage.
Superior tactics and skill can only make up for so much. And this
time they demonstrate a cunning that cannot be denied. It is they
who hold the better position. It is Seth Yarra that now holds half
of Terras.”

It was an argument
that Quinnial could not counter. The strategies that had brought
the enemy that advantage were based on an unlimited supply of
soldiers. Twenty-five thousand had been sacrificed in the east to
ensure the conquest of the west, and even that had been achieved
through treachery. Whoever lay behind these strategies did not see
men as men. They were units, numbers, counters on a game board.

“Deus, if we can
win battles but not the war, what is the point?”

“Did I say that we
cannot win the war?”

“You implied…”

“It will be
difficult. We need to understand our enemy, and I think that we
need to understand what their intent was in sending five hundred
men to burn houses and kill villagers.”

“I have tried to
question colonel Hebberd’s prisoners, Deus, but they speak only
their own tongue.”

“You have a
translator.”

“The spy? You
could not trust anything he said.”

Narak smiled. “I
think that I might. He is not averse to speaking if given the
opportunity in the right way.”

So Quinnial had
Keb son of Jarl brought up from the cells. It struck him at once
that the man seemed like the living dead. He did not look around
him. He did not meet their eyes. There was no spark of defiance in
the way he stood. Instead he slouched in on himself, stared at the
floor and stayed exactly where the guards put him, about ten feet
in front of Quinnial’s chair.

“Keb, son of Jarl,
you remember who I am?” Narak asked.

The eyes flickered
at Narak. “I remember.”

“I have a problem
that you can help me with,” Narak said. He talked to the man as
though he were something other than a prisoner; a student,
perhaps.

“I will not help
you against my own people,” Keb said. There was no defiance in the
tone. It was a bald statement which, to Quinnial’s mind required
correction, but apparently Narak did not agree.

“I understand that
you are a man of honour,” he said. “I will not ask you to betray
your leaders, or your god. I simply need your help.”

Keb raised his
eyes for a moment, but quickly dropped them again. “How can
I help you?” How can a mortal help a god? How can a
man help his enemy? Both questions dwelt within the spoken one.

“A simple matter.
Some of your fellow religionists stand accused of atrocities
committed in the south of this kingdom. They were captured when the
rest of their comrades were slain, and while I do not think that
anything they say save them, it offends me to have them put to
death without at least a chance to speak, to seek mitigation.”

“You want me to
translate?”

“Yes.”

“I can do
that.”

“I am grateful,”
Narak said. He nodded to Quinnial, and the other prisoners were
sent for. They filed in, displaying the same miserable, defeated
look as Keb. They had not been especially well treated, and
Quinnial saw at once that this seemed to annoy Narak. They were
unbathed, and still wore the remains of the clothes they had been
wearing when taken at Henfray. Their smell was quite rank.

“You should treat
your prisoners better, Quinnial,” Narak said, his voice was low,
but he did not bother to whisper. “The way you treat your enemies,
even those you have condemned, is a mark of your worthiness to
oppose them.”

“Should I have
them washed and clothed?” Quinnial was troubled by mixed feelings.
These men had slaughtered farmers and their families. They had left
the dead unburied, burned houses, destroyed crops. On the other
hand he was ashamed that Narak should find him wanting in any way.
He recognised the wisdom in what the wolf god said even as he was
repelled by the thought of keeping such men as these in comfort
after what they had done.

“No, I have not
the time.”

Narak turned away
from Quinnial, and he felt dismissed, a boy again, lost in the
world of proper men.

“Wolf Narak,” Keb
spoke uninvited, but it did not seem to trouble the Wolf. “May I
speak to these men to tell them who I am and why we are here?”

“Of course.”

Quinnial watched
while the spy talked to the other prisoners. None could understand
them. It was dangerous, he thought. He could be telling them
anything, plotting some deed of sabotage or assassination, and it
would all be unknown to Narak. He simply could not grasp why such
latitude was being permitted.

His first
impressions of Narak had been good. He had tried to follow the
Wolf’s trail, and for the most part he had found it clear enough,
but lately he seemed to be losing his direction. There was no point
to a lot of the things that he did, and Quinnial’s admiration was
wearing thin.

Keb’s conversation
with the men was getting heated, and that was unexpected. The spy
was browbeating them. They in their turn looked distressed, and
eventually Keb was shouting.

“Keb, that is
enough,” Narak said.

The spy stopped
his rant at once. “What is it you want to ask them?” he said.

“Do they know
their crime?” Narak asked.

Keb nodded at
once. “They understand that they are accused, and they know it is
for what they did to the villages.”

“Do you know?”

Keb nodded again.
“I do.” Quinnial could see that the spy was struggling.

“What is the
problem, Keb?” Narak asked.

“It is not
possible,” Keb replied. “It is against the book.”

Against the book?
But the book told them how to do everything. The book was what
defined them as Seth Yarra. Without the book they were just men,
and anything was possible. Cavalry was possible, and all their
tactics would have to be reassessed. Narak echoed his thoughts.

“Against the book?
They disobeyed the book of Seth Yarra?” The importance of it wasn’t
lost on the Wolf.

“It seems so, but
they say that they had no choice,” Keb said.

“Why?”

“I have not asked
them. I will ask them now.”

Keb turned to the
men again and asked them. Quinnial could hear the question in his
voice. He asked in a conversational tone, but there was tension
beneath it, and perhaps a sense of horror. One of the men replied,
and Keb spoke again, asking the others to confirm it. Quinnial saw
them nod. He asked a third time, and they nodded again, agreed.

“They say that it
was a command from the god.”

“And who gave them
this command?”

“The god. Seth
Yarra. They say that he appeared in person to them just after they
had landed and told them what they must do.”

There was a
stunned silence in the room. Quinnial looked at Narak and saw that
he was staring into space, his mouth slightly open. He looked as
though someone had struck him. The moment did not last. Narak
pulled himself back from wherever he had been thrown and refocused
on Keb.

“How did they know
that it was Seth Yarra?” he asked.

Keb asked the men.
“He appeared in the garb of the god, the green and black cloak, he
held the sceptre of power. He worked miracles. It is what they
say.”

“And he spoke to
them in their own language?”

“In the ancestor
tongue, the old words. He spoke the priest language.”

“And this language
is widely understood?” Narak asked. “You are all fluent in it?”

“Most understand
it well enough, but to speak it well you must be a priest, and
probably a master of the rule, or the god himself.”

Narak now looked
fully recovered, but yet again Quinnial found that he was on a
trail where the young lord could not follow. He found it
frustrating.

“What are you
thinking, Deus?” he asked.

Narak smiled and
shook his head. Not now. He turned back to Keb. “And can you ask
them for me, Keb, how many priests were in the group so instructed
by the god?”

Keb hesitated, but
he turned and spoke to the men.

“There were
several cleansers,” Keb replied when he had his answer. “None of
exalted rank.”

Keb and the other
prisoners were dismissed, but Keb did not move.

“What will happen
to them?” he asked. Guards closed in to seize him, but Narak waved
them away.

”Should a man be
blamed for following the orders of his god?” the Wolf mused.
“Perhaps not, but a man who worships a god who gives such orders
may be held accountable for that worship, don’t you think?”

“You would condemn
us all?”

“Would you?”

Keb hesitated only
for a moment. “Yes,” he said.

“Then I am more
merciful than you, and kinder than your god.” Narak smiled. “None
of you will suffer punishment until the war is over and heads are
clearer, and if your god wins, well, you may be heroes.”

When Keb had
departed Quinnial could contain himself no longer. “You would let
them live? After what they have done?”

“I have my
reasons, Lord Quinnial. Remember that once you have played a card
you cannot play it again. These men may be valuable to me at some
future time, and I will not spend their lives rashly. The spy knows
a great deal, he trained as a priest, a master of the rule, and I
hope that I can turn him, but if I execute these others I will fail
to do so.”

“What use is such
knowledge, Deus?”

“I do not know.
But I would give ten thousand gold guineas for a copy of their
damned book. These men play by rules, and we have only
fragments.”

“But if his god
exists, as those men testified, then you will never turn him. Fear
alone will keep him true.”

Narak said
nothing. Again Quinnial had the feeling that he was being shut out.
There was something more to be said, and Narak was not saying it.
“Deus, I wish that you would trust me,” he said.

The words caught
Narak unawares, and he gave Quinnial a sharp, surprised look.

“You are still
young, Lord Quinnial. There are things that it is better you do not
know, words that you should not hear.” It was not a dismissal.
Narak spoke kindly.

“I am old enough,
Deus. I have seen my share of misfortune.” He saw Narak’s eyes
flick down to his crippled arm. Yes, that and Maryal, but both
those things put behind me now.

“Old enough? You
have eighteen summers, Lord Quinnial, and I have seen one thousand,
five hundred and twenty-six, and yet sometimes I doubt that I am
old enough to know what I know.”

“Then when shall I
be old enough, Deus? When I am thirty? When I am fifty? Or are
these dark secret things shared only among the gods?”

Narak barked a
laugh, suddenly amused by what Quinnial said, it seemed. He smiled.
“There is no such age, and yet all ages deserve the knowledge. Come
and walk with me in the air, Lord Quinnial, and we shall see.”

He stepped out of
the room, and Quinnial motioned the guards to leave them be. Narak
led down a long stone corridor that tunnelled away from the warm
inner chambers, passing statues of kings and lords who had served
the kingdom, their sigils and badges still brightly painted, though
some of the faces were worn away to unrecognisable approximations
of men, faded by time and the touch of ten thousand hands. As a
child Quinnial had played here in the summer when it was a cool,
hard place where children could run unhindered by breakables and
fussing adults. His hand had touched the faces, the swords, the
sword encumbered arms, and taken their toll of dust, worn them a
little more.

Narak went on, out
of the garden gate and onto the lawns to the south of the castle.
Here the land was terraced, stepping down towards the cliff edge of
the butte on which the city of gods nested. He went to the very
edge, to the last wall beyond which the world fell away two hundred
feet to the low city, and there he stopped.

It was cold.
Winter was in charge of the weather now, and many of the trees were
naked, shivering in a thin, bitter wind that curled itself around
the castle. Quinnial wrapped his cloak more firmly about himself,
and waited for Narak to speak.

The wolf seemed
entranced by the view. It was a good view, but one that Quinnial
enjoyed mostly in the summer. They looked out over the low city,
the smoke and smell of it dulling the clear winter air before them
so that the sea beyond seemed an indistinct greyness, flecked with
white, reaching away to the point where it merged with the lighter
grey of the sky. At least it was not raining.

“Do you know my
name?” Narak asked.

A trick question,
he was sure, but Quinnial answered as though it were not.

“Wolf Narak,” he
said.

“I am Narak Brash,
a hunter out of Cashdiel in the eastern part of Berash. My father
was Heral Brash, also a hunter. He was a big man, bigger than me;
stronger than me. He loved his work, and he did it well. He taught
me how to hunt, and he taught me respect for the wild things. Don’t
kill what you won’t eat. Walk away from wolves and bears. That sort
of thing. I loved my father.”

“You were a man,”
Quinnial offered.

“I am a man. What
Pelion gave me didn’t change that. My mind is still the same. He
gave me strength, speed, long life, some other abilities, but he
left my mind much as it was. He also gave me a duty, and that was
to protect the forest, to be a father to the wolves. They are
simple words, but they do not describe simple things.”

“I understand
duty.”

Narak glanced at
him before looking back at the low city. “Perhaps you do,” he
conceded. “But duty is all that I have left to me. I had a brother
and a sister, cousins, aunts, uncles, nephews and nieces. All of
them are dust a thousand years and more. The friends I have among
the Benetheon are dying, too. Remard is gone, Beloff is gone.
Others will die in this war. There is too much blood silver out
there for things to be otherwise. I, too, may die.”

“I do not
understand what you are telling me, Deus.”

“There are no
gods, Quinnial. There is only me, and Jiddian, and Passerina and
the rest; men and women plucked from the ordinary, we are exalted
by time, by belief, and we use that to deceive.”

“That is
blasphemy,” Quinnial said.

“Against myself?
An original accusation. I tell you this so that you know that there
is no higher justice, no appeal. If we fail, we fail.”

“And what of
Pelion? Ashmaren? Maritan?”

“Pelion, at least,
was real. He was a man, though. He had great power. If Pelion had
stood before Afael he would not have taken it with a sword, he
would have reached out with his hand and crushed his enemy with a
gesture.”

“And yet you say
he was not a god.”

“I do. He was
tired, Quinnial. I do not know how old he was, but he had a
beginning, and he had an end. Pelion no longer wished to live. The
Benetheon was his way of discharging his duty before he left.”

“Pelion is dead,
then?”

“No. Not dead, but
he is no longer alive. It is difficult to describe. I feel him
still, but it is like feeling the north wind and knowing that
somewhere there is snow. He is just not here any more. As for
Ashmaren and the rest, do they answer prayers? I think not. There
are tales, of course. Belief will always engender tales because
coincidence is food enough for the hungry, but their miracles are
no more than chance glorified.”

“I do not believe
it,” Quinnial said. All his life he had prayed, and for much of it
to the one that now stood before him denying his godhood. Narak
Brash the hunter. Wolf Narak, the victor of Afael.

“Perhaps, then,
you were indeed too young to hear these words.”

“You tell me these
things, but I do not see the point.”

“The point is Seth
Yarra,” Narak said. “There was no Seth Yarra four hundred years
ago. I would have known. I would have felt the mind behind the
army. They fought like oxen driven before the whip. Their strategy
was to move forwards. Then I could believe that they fought
according to a book, but this time it is different. There is a
cunning mind controlling their moves. It weaves patterns around the
book, but it is not of the book.”

“But not Seth
Yarra himself?”

“No,” Narak
laughed. “It is a point of faith with me,” he said. “There is some
man who has stepped into the position, a man who has taken the
trouble to learn their ways, their language, to study their
legends; a deceiver”

“A man such as
yourself?”

“Or less, or more.
If it is a man like Pelion, then we are quite without hope, but I
doubt that it is. Pelion would have simply stepped into the court
at Golt and told the king what to do. Indeed he did exactly that
more than once. The fact that this one skulks suggests that he can
be beaten.”

Quinnial was
unsure if Narak had deliberately missed his point, and he decided
to press it. “You, too, are a deceiver, Wolf Narak. You claim to be
a god, and yet now you say that you know you are no such
thing.”

Narak raised an
eyebrow, perhaps surprised at Quinnial’s boldness. But Quin himself
was shocked by two revelations; firstly that Narak denied that he
was a god, but even more so that he was low born. He was the son of
a peasant with not a drop of high blood in his veins, and yet Narak
was Narak. He was the victor of Afael. He was the general of all
their armies and there was no denying his ability.

“I have never
lied, Lord Quinnial. If men want to believe me a god, then that is
their own affair, and frankly it’s useful. I deceive by omission,
because I do not think denial would help.”

“And yet…”

“We are at war.
Remember that, Lord Quinnial. This killing in the south, the
villages, it is a message, and it tells us that we are all to die.
There will be no mercy from Seth Yarra, no conversion, no
prisoners. The land will be swept clean and peopled with the
faithful.”

“That is
monstrous. It’s not possible,” Quinnial objected. Narak’s words
conjured up terrible images, and he thought of Maryal, and Maryal
dead. In his mind he saw her dead on a Seth Yarra blade. It filled
him with despair, and anger.

“It is quite
possible,” Narak said. His voice carried little emotion. He was
speaking as though describing a fencing bout. “The plan is a simple
one. If they get through the green road they will meet our army and
lose. I think they will lose one more time, but the battle will
cost us more men than we can afford. After that they will attack
again, and this time they will face a fresh army of levy soldiers,
and their numbers will tell. If they fail to take the wall they
will consolidate in Telas and attack through the white road come
spring.”

“But to kill every
man, woman and child…”

“You have seen
that whoever directs the armies of Seth Yarra will not baulk at
this, and why would he show his hand so early? He is confident. So
far the game is his. His pieces have moved on the board and we have
moved in response, just as he anticipated, but I like to think that
we have done better than he expected.”

“Then what are we
to do, Deus?”

“What we can.
There are battles to win, cities to run, and each of us has our own
duties. If we hold the green road we will have the winter to
prepare, and then we may have a chance. To that end I must go.”

“I will prepare to
raise the levy. We will train more men, but there must be something
else I can do.” He would not let it happen. Images of the city
burning filled his inner eye. His friends dead, the city gone, the
end of Avilian – he would not permit it. Just an hour ago he had
been standing in a city that was eternal, enduring beyond his
imagination, and now it was a ghost, teetering on the rim of the
abyss.

“Treat your
prisoners well, especially the half-priest, Keb. Learn as much as
you can about his faith, about the ways of Seth Yarra. Pretend an
interest if you do not have one. There may be some clue there.”

“I will do it.” I
will be wiser than I can be, older than I am, stronger than a boy
of eighteen summers, and I will not let it happen.

Narak was gone.
Suddenly, as fast as an eye blinking the man was vanished and
Quinnial was looking at a wolf. The wolf looked back at him with
calm eyes. It was not at all alarmed to be suddenly thrust into the
middle of Bas Erinor. Compulsion, Quinnial thought. The wolf was
under instruction, and reassured by Narak’s presence in its
mind.

Like me, he
thought.

He walked back to
the garden gate, suddenly feeling the cold again, and the wolf
followed a few steps behind.


48 On The
Wall

Skal pushed the body of the dead
Durander away from him, and used the motion to duck and roll out of
the way of the swinging blade. He heard it cut the air over his
back, and came up with his sword drawn, his dagger ready. He missed
an easy chance. His attacker had overreached himself in trying to
deliver a killing blow, and his sword had carried him round too far
to defend his right side. Skal was too far away to take advantage
of the error.

He made use of the
moment’s space.

“Stand to!” he
shouted. “We are attacked!”

He didn’t wait for
the man to swing again, but launched a counter of his own, pushing
the man back against the wall with a series of aggressive cuts to
the head, one of which rang the man’s helmet like a bell.

Telan. The man was
Telan. He glanced down the wall, and in the starlight he could see
dozens of them. He knew their swords, their helmets, their plate
armour chests.

The man tried to
come under his high attack, and Skal turned his blade and buried
his dagger under the Telan’s armpit, twisting it free. The man
wasn’t dead, but soon would be with a wound like that. He stepped
left and attacked another enemy who was engaging one of his own
Avilians, killing him with a single blow.

“To the stairs,”
he said to his man. “We must gain and hold the stairs.”

There were a lot
of Telans coming over the wall now. Skal could see that the
defenders were hard pressed in several areas, and there were no
archers standing by below the wall to clear the steps. They would
have been little use anyway. The starlight might be enough to fight
by, but it was a poor light for arrows.

He turned back to
fend off another attacker, all the time edging towards the
makeshift staircase. If the Telans took it they would hold the
wall. They could bring over archers, and at dawn thousands of Seth
Yarra. Skal realised their mistake.

Seth Yarra did not
fight at night. It was something that everyone knew. It was in all
the books, all the texts, all the accounts of the last Great War.
None of them had expected the Telans to defy the strictures of
their allies. Militarily it might be a clever move, but politically
it would be a disaster for them. It showed the Seth Yarra, slaves
to conformity, how unlike them the Telans were.

Skal was picking
up more men as he moved. There were seven of them now, shuffling
along the wall. Skal was holding their rear with two other men. It
was the safest place. He had often reflected that it was difficult
to kill a man if he was constantly moving away from you. The real
danger came from the wall itself as more Telans leaped across the
gap.

They must have
approached in silence, muffled the ends of the ladders somehow,
tied cloths around the uprights so that they made no noise against
Arbak’s boxes when they touched. It was an unusually disciplined
attack for Telan soldiers. It was clever, and not long until
dawn.

A quick glance
told him that men were hurrying up the pass from the camp. It was
less than half a mile, but it seemed a long way tonight.

A burning
sensation on his cheek snapped his attention back to the fight. He
felt a trickle of blood on his neck and knew he’d been scratched.
He struck back, making two of the enemy pressing forwards take a
step the other way. He cut a hand, saw a blade drop, but didn’t
have the time to finish the man as other pressed him again.

They were not
particularly skilled, these Telans, but they hewed
enthusiastically, and it took all his effort not to get cut again.
He ducked a high blow and stabbed a man in the thigh, stepping back
again to avoid a wicked chop from a man to his left. He parried two
more blows, and risked another glance along the wall.

They were close to
the steps now. It was only a few yards, but the wall was being
lost. Where he had come from he could see nothing but Telans,
pressing forwards behind their comrades, jumping onto the fighting
platform from the ladders. There were fifteen men with him now. He
knew that some had fallen at his side, but he could not count them.
He did not know their names.

He saw archers on
the wall, Telan archers. There were not many, but more were coming
over the wall every second, and he could see them loosing a steady
rain of arrows at the men coming up the pass. There was nothing he
could do about that.

The man beside him
now was a Berashi, a man he recognised. It was the young captain
who’d first greeted him when he had arrived at the wall, Captain
Simfel. They fought well together, but after a while he envied the
man his shield.

The Berashi
infantry carried heavy shields, round and robust, a steel mesh
dressed in cloth with a prominent, sharp boss. Simfel used it in
much the same way that Skal used his dagger. It was not as light,
to be sure, but it was secured by two thick straps to his forearm,
and its size made it easy for him to block a blow, even taking the
weight of it on his shoulder. Skal’s dagger depended on the
strength of his wrist, and even now his wrist was tiring. The boss,
too, was a weapon. He had seen Simfel kill more than one man with
its razor point.

He was counting
time in bodies, the number of men he had faced and beaten, and he
was well into double figures. They had reached the steps, and now
held them against a fighting platform that was packed with the
enemy. There had been over a hundred men up here, and now they were
no more than twenty, packed into a tight circle. There were
answering volleys from below now, and he could see clutches of men
fall with each flight of arrows, but the Telans still had the upper
hand.

He heard Arbak’s
voice, loud and calm, impressing order on chaos, and he felt
confident that things would go their way. The general knew what he
was about.

A man thrust at
him, and he beat the blade aside, only for another to cut at him
from the other side. He was slow and it jarred against his breast
plate. He lunged back, forcing the second man back, but the first
slashed at him again, and he felt steel bite at his leg. The pain
was shocking, and he staggered back a step. Simfel saved him,
stepping between him and the man he was facing, smashing his shield
into the man’s arm, sending his sword clattering away.

Skal regained his
balance and gritted his teeth against the fire in his leg. He could
feel the blood, warm and wet, moving down his leg with surprising
speed. It was a bad cut, he guessed, but not immediately fatal.

He attacked again,
trying to keep his injured leg as still as he could, using it as a
rigid pivot, but it hampered him. He remembered a trick that he’d
seen Quinnial use on Ampet – exaggerate the handicap, draw the
enemy in. He allowed himself to stumble, and for a moment he
thought he had made a fatal mistake. His leg was weaker than he had
thought, and the pain stabbed at him again, making his head sing.
The man came in, just as he’d planned, throwing aside caution for
an easy kill, but Skal was strong enough and forced his leg to
obey. He turned his enemy’s point and drove his blade into the
man’s side.

He stumbled again
as he withdrew his blade, knocked sideways by the man on his left,
and for a moment he thought that he would fall off the fighting
platform. His leg struggled to grip the stone, slippery with blood,
but his boot caught on an edge, and he righted himself, turned
again to face the enemy. His sword felt heavy and awkward, as
though he’d picked up the wrong blade, but he couldn’t remember
dropping his own. The night seemed to be getting darker instead of
lighter. He knew that dawn was coming, but everything seemed
wrong.

An armoured Telan
fell past him with an arrow in his back, and that puzzled him too.
Who would be shooting them from behind?

He was down on one
knee, shaking his head, trying to clear it, but the shadows at the
edge of his vision wouldn’t go away. He looked up, and all he could
see were the backs of Avilian soldiers. Help had arrived then.

An arm went around
his shoulder and he tried to shrug it away, making another effort
to stand. “I don’t need any help,” he said.

“You’ve done your
part, colonel,” a voice said in his ear. “Leave it to the rest of
us. You need to get that wound bound.”

“I need to fight,”
he said, but either the arm around him was too strong, or he was
too weak, because a moment later he was being manhandled down the
steep stairs. He heard Arbak’s voice again, calling the volleys as
the archers swept the walls, and somewhere above him the stars were
going out.


49 Hellaree

The ruins were older than the
kingdoms of men. What remained, and even what remained upright was
still impressive. The place was called Hellaree, and it was said
that the last great mage emperor had made his stronghold here, a
mass of dark stone climbing up the eastern slopes of the Dragon’s
Back, but the tales were nearly as ancient as the stones
themselves, and just as reshaped by time, worn by a hundred
generations of tongues. The stones of a dozen great towers had
fallen, making the slopes below a scree of cut stone, now weathered
back to nature’s shapes by frost and wind and rain.

Two towers still
stood, or at least made a bold vertical show of it. Their tops were
rounded and broken, as befitted the towers of a dead and forgotten
empire. One rose sixty feet, the other somewhat less, and they
stood among the broken bodies of their erstwhile peers like
memorial stones. Each tower was easily sixty feet across, and they
were joined by the remnants of a curtain wall, jagged with
decay.

Around the larger
tower, stretched out behind the curtain wall, was a paved area. It
was still level enough to walk upon without watching your feet, and
it was here that Sithmaree waited.

She was impatient.
Fashmanion was late. The sun was already past its apex and the crow
had said he would meet her at midday. There was something that he
wanted to discuss, he had said, something about Narak, and about
Seth Yarra. She and the crow god had found themselves natural
allies. Neither of them trusted the Wolf entirely. He always seemed
to have his own agenda, ran in his own, secret space. He was
altogether too fond of mortal men, she thought.

The sun and the
stones were hot. Even this late in the year it was uncomfortable,
despite the snows that patched the hillside above Hellaree, despite
the high white peaks. There was no wind, and the dark stone caught
the sun and radiated its warmth back at her. She did not want to
remove her cloak, and she was becoming bored, so she stepped inside
the tower.

There was little
to see, but it was cooler here. The sun struck a crescent of stone
on the south side and that band and the bright blue sky lit
everything well enough. There were two places where stairs had
ascended, broken stumps of stone protruding from the walls, rising
in a curve around the inside of the great tower. The walls must
have been fifteen feet thick in places. There were large, deep
holes in the stone where she supposed beams had been placed to
support the floor that the stairs had once served, and at the same
level there was a great gap in the wall pointing north, where
perhaps a corridor had pierced the tower, leading to another place
long destroyed by frost and wind.

There was
something melancholy about the tower, a sort of brooding regret,
and she wondered who had built it. The stories, unreliable as they
were, said nothing about the builder.

She tested the
first stump of a step on one of the destroyed spirals, and found it
strong. She moved to the next. Some were two feet of worn stone,
and others no more than half a foot. Still others had gone
altogether, but with the occasional slight risk she made her way by
step and jump up to the great gap in the wall and perched there,
looking across the ruins. She could see the other tower clearly,
half eclipsed by the shadow of the one in which she stood. There
was less of it than she had at first assumed. The back portion was
crumbled away so that the walls curved back and down into a sea of
dark rubble.

Something in that
sea of stone caught her eye. There was something down there that
was darker than the stone, and deeper black than the stone in
shadow. She studied it, but it was shapeless, soft edged, and she
could make out no detail. Oh for the eyes of a hawk, or even a
crow.

She looked around.
There was no more to be gained by staying in the gap, and a breeze
seemed to be picking up, getting the better of the sun. She jumped
down the inside of the tower, the twenty foot drop was easy, and
walked out through the gaping entrance. She looked around, but
there was still no sign of Fashmanion, and she could see right
across fifty miles of open plain. It worried her more that she
could see no crows at all.

She walked around
the side of the tower, her curiosity still stirred by the black
thing she had seen there. As she stepped into the shadow she saw a
feather on the ground and stooped to pick it up. It was black,
long, with the gentle curve of a flight feather, a primary from the
wing tip. It was a crow feather, but old and dry. There was
something odd about it. Looking closely she saw that the quill was
pierced with tiny holes on opposing sides, as though something had
been passed through it. A thread. It was a feather from
Fashmanion’s signature black cloak.

He had been here.
He had been here before. Well, that made sense, she supposed. He
would hardly arrange to meet her in a place he did not know. She
dropped it and carried on, deeper into the shadow of the great
tower until she came to the place where she had seen the dark
object.

It was still here.
She crouched beside it and touched it with her hand. It was a
cloak, and more than that it was the crow cloak, the black
feathered cloak. Fashmanion would never leave this thing behind.
She lifted the edge and jumped back, dragging it behind her, a hand
flying to her mouth.

There was a body
beneath the cloak. There was a lot of blood, too, and the blood was
fresh and red. Someone had not been kind to Fashmanion. He was
unrecognisable. She could see one whole arrow and two broken ones
sticking out of his chest. An arm and a foot had been severed. The
neck was cut almost all the way through and his face had taken two
cuts across it.

He had been killed
recently. In the last hour at a guess. Sithmaree turned, and was
just in time to see a bowman loose an arrow at her. She flinched
back from its path, but her reaction was too slow, and the head
ripped a track across her skin and buried itself in her shoulder.
The force of the blow spun her around, knocked down to her
knees.

Blood silver.

The archer was
already drawing a second arrow, but for a moment Sithmaree was
transfixed. Her eyes stuck on him. He was like no man she had ever
seen.

He wore a cloak of
dark green, and apart from that was dressed in the purest black.
The cloth was plain. There were no patterns, no silver tracings, no
fluted cuffs. The cloth was black like the darkness of the grave.
The most astonishing thing was his head, which seemed to be made of
metal.

Her hesitation
lasted only a moment, but already the second arrow was fitted to
the string and she leaped with all her strength for the shelter of
the ruin. She was not quite quick enough, yet again. The second
arrow struck her in the calf, passing through it and clattering
away on the stones beyond. But Sithmaree had made the sanctuary of
the wall, and her attacker was fifty yards away. She had a brief
respite.

The rush of the
moment had kept the pain at bay, but now it stormed her mind,
prevented her from doing what she knew she must do. She fought
back, pushing it away, denying it. She had always been good at the
Sirash, at getting there. It was something that she shared with
Passerina, and she thought it had to do with being a woman, but now
it would not come. She dragged a deep breath into her lungs and
closed her eyes.

Beyond the wall
she could hear death approaching, stepping across the rubble with
bow in hand. She took a second breath, and sank into the darkness.
She did not bother to search for a suitable destination, but seized
on the first snake mind that presented itself, and
translocated.

The ruins were
gone. She lay by the side of a pond somewhere out on the great
plain, and a deer that had been drinking leaped up and fled through
the long grass, startled by her sudden appearance. She ignored it.
For a while she ignored everything but the pain. She pulled the
broken arrow from her shoulder and passed out.

When she came to
herself again the pain was still there, but dulled. She did not
worry about her injuries. The gods of the Benetheon healed quickly,
and there would be no infection, no scarring. She picked up the
arrow from where she had dropped it and examined the head. It was
not Avilian, not Telan, not Berashi; that much she could say for
certain. She did not know the look of other kingdom’s weapons, but
surely this was a Seth Yarra point. Narak would know.

She reflected for
a moment. She did not trust Narak, or so she had thought. He was
too close to men, to their interests, but of all the Benetheon Gods
she knew that he would protect her, he would stand by his word if
he gave it, and he would know what to do. Their interests did not
coincide, and he was close mouthed, but she had no choice but to go
to him now.

She closed her
eyes and dropped into the Sirash. It was like a dream for
Sithmaree. She had noticed before that there was no pain here, and
that healing flowed from the transparent darkness. She allowed
herself to drift for a moment. Here she had no shoulder and no leg.
She was pure, possessed of nothing but her mind. It was one of the
things that set the Benetheon apart from men, the purity, the
possession of self.

She found Narak,
touched him.

“Sithmaree?” He
seemed surprised; she had a sense of trees, the sound of
horses.

“Somebody tried to
kill me,” she told him.

“Who?”

She described her
attacker; the black clothes, the green cloak, the metal head. Narak
listened, and for a while after she finished he said nothing.

“Narak, he killed
Fashmanion. I saw the body.”

“You saw it?”

“Yes, just before
he attacked me I found the body. It was badly cut about.”

There was another
long pause, but she could still feel the connection. Narak was
there, but he was thinking or doing something else. She waited.

“Did you look for
anyone else?” he asked eventually.

“No,” she replied.
“I touched only you.”

“There is no one
else,” he said. It was almost a whisper, and suddenly his voice
seemed tired, almost beyond endurance.

“No one else?” she
asked. “What do you mean?” She was frightened by the change in him.
Narak seemed defeated, resigned. She had never heard that in his
voice before; not in fifteen hundred years. He was the confident
one, the quick minded, irritating purveyor of confidence and
certainty. The change was even more apparent in the Sirash where
there was no sound, where his voice was somehow clearer and more
direct. He did not answer for a long time, and when he did there
was a sharp bitterness to his voice, riding through the weary
tone.

“I am no more than
a stone falling, it seems.” Narak paused again, as though searching
for words. “The lords of the sea are safe, of the rest only you, I,
Jiddian and Passerina remain. The others are gone, killed, murdered
by whatever attacked you.”

“It is not
possible…”

“Our kind cannot
hide in the Sirash. Look for yourself. They are all gone. I have
been outwitted on every level. I fall like a stone, dragged down
into the traps of my enemy as though I had no will of my own. I
have failed you all. I have been watching men while gods have been
slaughtered.”

Sithmaree felt
anger rising in her. Someone had tried to kill her, and that was
something she was not prepared to accept. There must be justice,
and justice was Narak. He was the one who would avenge her. She
thought of Fashmanion, of Melas, Leef, Kanterrel, all the other who
had been her friends and fellow immortals.

“You could have
killed him, if you had been there,” she said.

“I was not.”

“You will find
him, then. You will find him and outwit him, and kill him.”

Narak seemed not
to hear her. “Where are you now?” he asked.

“On the plains,
somewhere close to the Dragon’s Back.”

“You should go to
either Jiddian or Passerina,” Narak told her. “They are safe
because they are with people, and so you should do the same.
Jiddian rides west with the army, and Passerina is at the green
road with Arbak’s force.”

It looked like a
choice, but it sounded like a test. Was it a test? Arbak was
fighting Seth Yarra, and Jiddian was in the midst of a marching
army a thousand miles from the enemy. It was no choice at all for
Sithmaree.

“I will go to
Jiddian,” she said.

“Good. Now tell me
where this happened. Where did you see Fashmanion’s body? Where
were you attacked?”

“Hellaree.”

“That place? Why
were you there?”

“Does it matter?”
She sounded defensive even to herself.

“No. No, it
doesn’t.”

“Are you going to
go there?”

“Yes. I have
to.”

“Why?”

“To see what you
saw.”

She didn’t say
anything else. There was nothing to say. If the man, the thing that
had attacked her was still there, then Narak would kill it. He was
good at killing. If it had been Narak waiting for her at Hellaree
she would have been dead. She did not doubt it. She left Narak,
wherever he was, and searched for Jiddian.

*

This had to be
quick. Time was important now, and Narak didn’t have much to spare
– a few hours and then he had to return. There had been no wolves
near Hellaree; there was not much for them to hunt on those bleak,
cold slopes. He had sent them running, a pack that had been ten
miles away, down on the plains.

He had been
cautious. The pack of wolves, a small pack of no more than seven
animals, had climbed the slope and scattered around the towers, run
in and out of all the holes, scented the air, and he had been with
them, looking through their eyes, listening with their ears,
scenting the place.

They found
nothing.

Narak
translocated, and stood for a moment on the overgrown paving where
Sithmaree had been standing. He scented the air himself, confirming
what he had taken from the wolves. She had been here. That was
clear enough, and Fashmanion’s scent was here, too, and the iron
smell of blood.

He walked between
the remaining towers and found blood on the stones. Some of it was
Sithmaree, and some of it was Fashmanion. He could see where the
body had lain, the blood marks, a couple of black feathers glued to
the stones with dried blood, but the body was gone. The cloak was
gone, too. He stepped across into the space behind the wall where
Sithmaree had said she’d hidden and found more blood.

It all checked
out. Things had happened just as she had described them. She had
been surprised. There had been two arrows shot at her. She had
received two wounds. He stepped out into the open again and
searched for the arrow that had passed through her leg. It should
have been somewhere up slope from where she had stood, unless her
attacker had taken it. He thought that was likely, since the body
and cloak had been moved.

He found the
arrow. It surprised him, but it also told him little. It was Seth
Yarra, and it was blood silver, but neither of those things shed
new light. It had been difficult to find, lodged between two large
rocks, half hidden.

If this had been
Seth Yarra, the man claiming to be the god, then Narak was
reassured, at least a little. The bow was a sign of weakness. To
shoot from a distance was uncertain, even for one of the lords of
the air, and especially when shooting at one of the Benetheon. If
Narak had been planning to kill one of his peers he would use a
blade, use his familiarity with them to get close enough. He
concluded that Seth Yarra, for want of a better name, was afraid to
go toe to toe with Sithmaree, and that made him less than
frightening to Narak himself. He would never have considered the
Snake a threat.

Yet despite that
apparent limitation he had killed eight of the Benetheon, and that
feat made him a man to fear.

Narak walked
slowly back over the stones and the paved area, scenting
everything, looking for anything. He could find no clue. He scented
Sithmaree, and he scented Fashmanion, but there was no unknown
odour. Somewhere there was a hint of something, brass, perhaps, and
a faint trace of the sort of wools and dyes he’d been aware of when
around Seth Yarra prisoners, but nothing he could pin down as the
killer. He held the arrow up to his nose and inhaled. The man had
to have held this in his hand, and even a glove could not hide a
scent completely, but there was nothing. A man with no scent? Not a
man then, or not as he knew them.

He looked up at
the sun and saw that time was becoming short. It was time to go. He
looked around the place one last time. It was a ruin steeped in
lost history, a remnant of a time before the Benetheon, before
Pelion’s intervention and the five kingdoms. It was a remnant of
Karim and the King of Swords, of the great empire and the age of
magic. It was a lesson to all those who would reach too far and
desire too much.

He released the
wolves.

Just as he was
about to shift away he caught a movement high above, a shape in the
air. An eagle? No, it was smaller. A dark shape turning on the
rising air above the mountains. A crow?

Of course a crow,
an orphaned crow, one sent ahead of Fashmanion to inspect the ruin
before he came himself, just as Narak had sent wolves.

He closed his
eyes. The bleak slopes and the pale light went away and he was
beneath trees again, rich with the scent of horses and men, bark
and loam.

“Deus, you have
returned.”

He opened his eyes
and saw a young man on horseback. The young man held another horse
by the reins, and these he passed over to Narak.

“How far is it
now?” he asked.

“Less than an
hour,” the youth said. “My father has sent scouts ahead and ordered
the horses’ hooves muffled, for all the good it will do.”

Narak swung up
into the saddle. He did not ride often, but he was better than
competent in the saddle, and now he had no choice.

“Then let us be
about it,” he said.


50.
Aftermath

Skal woke up with a start, wrenching his upper body
and grasping for a sword that was no longer there. It took him a
moment to realise he was no longer on the wall, no longer fighting
for his life against Telan soldiers.

“You’re awake
then.”

He turned his
head. There was a man sitting on a cot next to him, a cot like the
one he was sitting on. Then the pain hit him, his leg hurt like
poison and his upper body was a mass of bruises and wrenches. He
fell back onto the bed with a grunt.

He was in a tent,
a large tent with lines of cots and wounded men. Some of the men
looked like they were dying, full of fever and bad colour, and
others, like the man next to him, looked almost whole. He studied
the man, a Berashi by his accent, a young man, but a few years
older than Skal. He had a dark face, a young beard, and intelligent
eyes. His right arm was bandaged, held close to his chest by a
linen sling.

“Who are you?” he
asked.

“Feran,” the man
said. “Lieutenant, regiment of the Iron Fist.”

“Skal Hebberd,”
Skal said, “Regiment of …”

“I know who you
are,” Feran said.

“Did we hold the
wall?”

The Berashi
officer grinned. “Do you think we’d be alive if the wall had
fallen?” he asked.

He supposed not.
Seth Yarra soldiers were not known for taking prisoners or
extending mercy to their injured enemy. An old man bustled over.
Skal had been aware of him, moving between cots in the background.
He was grey rather than white haired, and quite portly. He put a
hand on Skal’s chest and bent down, peering into his eyes, lifting
the lids and moving his head from side to side.

Skal slapped his
hand away. “Don’t prod me,” he said.

“I am your
physic,” the man said.

“I don’t care if
you’re the mage emperor raised,” Skal said. “Don’t prod me.”

“I am examining
you to see if the blows you took to the head have addled your
brain,” the physic replied.

“Well, they
haven’t,” Skal said.

“So it seems.” The
physic was not at all put out by Skal’s attitude. “How does the leg
feel? Is there much pain?”

“Some.”

“Describe it.”

“Pain.” Skal said.
“It’s pain. How do you describe pain?”

The physic sighed.
“Sharp, dull, burning, aching, confined, spreading, unbearable,
intense, slight, raw, must I go on?”

“Why do you need
to know?”

“I am your physic,
Colonel Hebberd,” he said. “I am trying to determine if the wound
is healing well, or if more treatment is needed. If it becomes
infected and I do not treat it I fear I will later be put to the
trouble of cutting it off to save your life.”

Skal swallowed. “A
burning pain,” he said. “Confined to the wound.” He winced. “The
whole leg hurts when I try to move it.”

“Thank you,
colonel. That is what I hoped to hear. Your leg seems to be healing
well.”

“How long have I
been here?” Skal asked.

“Several
hours.”

“What happened at
dawn, on the wall?”

The physic
shrugged. “More fighting, I suppose.” He sounded aggrieved. “More
work for me.”

“The physic is a
man of peace,” Feran said from the next cot. “Or so he says. He
takes no interest in fighting.”

“As you say,” the
portly man confirmed. He moved away.

“Do you know? Did
Seth Yarra attack?”

“So I was told,
but the wall was held. The Telan assault was defeated before dawn,
and Seth Yarra came too late.”

Skal closed his
eyes. It had been worth it, he told himself. He had done the right
thing. Yet here he was in a cot in a sick room, disarmed and robbed
of the chance of further glory, further advancement. He hoped that
the war would go on long enough for him to regain his feet, a
command, and win greater glory.

“Are you hungry?”
Feran asked.

Skal thought about
it for a moment. “Yes,” he said. “Thirsty, too.”

Feran offered him
a skin of water and a piece of fruit, both of which he gladly took
with thanks.

“Arbak said we owe
the wall to you,” Feran said.

Skal coughed on
the water in his throat. He shook his head. “I was one of many,” he
said. “We all fought. Many died.”

“The general is
not given to exaggeration,” Feran said. “You held the stair.
Without that we could not have regained the wall in time.”

“Anyone would have
done the same, Feran,” Skal said.

“Most men would
have hacked at the enemy and held their position. Take the
compliment, take the honour. There’ll be no more for you this side
of winter,” the lieutenant urged him. “And take my thanks. It’s my
country that stands before the gate, my people that will be the
first to die if they break the wall.”

“I accept your
thanks,” Skal said.

They sat in
silence for a while, Skal eating and Feran watching him. Skal was
thinking. Modesty was admired, especially in Berash, but he had
done the right thing. He had made the right decision on the wall,
and he felt pleased with that. There was a chance that it would
bring him more honours, and he needed that to ascend the tricky
ladder of nobility. The question in his mind now was the wall
itself. They had taken grievous losses during the night, and the
enemy had merely lost a force with which he believed they were
willing to part. He did not know the numbers, but was troubled by
the thought that they might not have enough men to hold the wall
until the army came from the east. They had been caught off guard.
They had been foolish. They had paid for that.

It was an easy
thought to blame Arbak. The innkeeper had not seen the danger. But
Skal knew that he had fallen into the same trap, that he was no
better. The Telans had not been bound by the Seth Yarra prohibition
on fighting at night. He had thought they would be. After all, the
Telans were aligning themselves with Seth Yarra, and Seth Yarra saw
everything that was not themselves as tainted. The Telans had
behaved in a tainted way, proved to Seth Yarra that they were
different. Politically it was a stupid move, but militarily it was
brilliant. It had nearly won the war. If the Seth Yarra soldiers
had been sent to the wall an hour before dawn the war would be
over. They would even now be flooding through the pass into
Berash.

He glanced across
at Feran, and saw that the lieutenant was looking at him.

“Your sort doesn’t
usually last long in battle,” Feran said.

“My sort?”

“Duellists. You’re
a duellist. Sword and dagger.”

Skal looked at
him. It sounded like an insult, but Feran’s tone wasn’t dismissive,
not insulting. He sounded curious.

“It’s the noble
art,” Skal said. That was how they taught it in Avilian. Duelling
was the noble art, the art of young noblemen, the proper way to
fight. It was as though the hacking, hewing melee was beneath them,
but Skal knew it wasn’t so.

“Yes,” Feran said,
but he was agreeing to be polite. “And you have a generous
style.”

“How do you
mean?”

“Well, I’ve fought
battles, and I’ve fought against duellists; even Avilians, and they
fight the same, sword and dagger, but most keep to themselves. You
lend your blade to those around you, strike at those facing your
comrades when you have the space and time. Generous. Not
selfish.”

“Do I?” Skal tried
to remember what he’d done on the wall, but it was all a blur. He
certainly hadn’t been taught to fight that way. He remembered the
man who had died at Henfray, the one who had saved his life.
Generous. It was an odd word to use, but appropriate. He was more
familiar with selfish.

“It is what the
men say,” Feran shrugged. “A number credit you with their lives,
just as the general credits you with the wall.”

“I seem to have a
lot of credit,” Skal said.

“I can teach you
to fight properly if we survive,” Feran said.

Skal bristled. “I
could teach you how to die, Berashi,” he said.

“Just as I said, a
duellist,” Feran laughed. Skal turned away from him, suddenly
angry. He was Avilian, and Avilians were masters of the world. How
dare a mere lieutenant offer to teach him how to fight properly?
Despite this there was an image in his mind of the Berashi next to
him on the wall, fighting with a shorter sword and a sharp bossed
shield. It was a heavier object, that shield, but carried on a far
stronger muscle, and its ability to stop a blow depended not on the
wielder’s strength as much as the strength of the shield itself. He
had admired the efficiency.

Yet it was pride
that won. It was pride that stopped him turning back to Feran and
saying yes, teach me how to fight with a Berashi shield and short
sword.

Somewhere outside
this tent men were still on the wall, men were dying or preparing
to die to defend it, and what happened here didn’t matter in the
least.


51 The
Unexpected

Cain Arbak could not escape the fear that he was
presiding over a disaster. He had allowed his men to relax. The
wall had been half asleep when the Telans had attacked, and he
blamed himself. He had lost half his force in a single night.

The Telans had
fought a fierce if undisciplined battle, and it was only the
holding of the stair, the carpenters’ cobbled-together wagon-frame
stair that had saved them. They could have pushed them off the wall
given time. They had the numbers and the Telan’s had no shelter
from the volleys of arrows, but the price would have been higher,
and the turning point would have come after dawn, too late to save
them.

As it was the dawn
had been a bloody one. His men were tired. Seth Yarra had attacked
with great intensity, sensing that this was their best chance to
end the battle, to break the will of the defenders. It had nearly
been enough.

Now they had
retreated again, back to the woods, out of range of Passerina’s
persistent arrows. But it had all changed. He had lost half his
men. Now the odds were in favour of the attackers despite all his
innovation, all their courage and dedication. If he could not find
something more they were going to loose, the wall was going to
fall, and thousands of Seth Yarra would flood through the green
road and attack Berash, then Avilian, and finally Afael. It was yet
five days before they could expect relief. Passerina had told them
that the army made all haste, but five days was what it would take
for the first regiments of cavalry to arrive to reinforce them. The
others would follow piecemeal until the whole force had
assembled.

He stood on the
wall and looked across the barren killing ground. There were
hundreds, perhaps even thousands of bodies out there, heaped and
scattered, building to a ridge before the brutal stone memorial of
the wall itself. The cold wind and the threat of snow was a
blessing. Without it the smell would have been a torture in
itself.

In a while they
would come again, and he was short of men, short of arrows, and
short of good commanders to hold the men steady. He had no
illusions about himself. He was no use on the wall. He would do no
more than handicap the men around him. They would be honour bound
to protect him because he could not protect himself.

He studied the lie
of the land, looking for inspiration.

The geography was
simple enough. The wall stood in the mouth of the gorge, its ends
buried in the sheer cliffs that soared up above them. Beyond it the
high ground opened out, the slopes gentled into something a skilled
man might climb, and the bare rock became grass, then shrubs and
trees. There was no way he could sally out to attack them, even if
he wanted to. He could not lift the gate. The ropes had been cut
and not restored. He had no use for his cavalry. He knew that Seth
Yarra feared horse soldiers, but he had no way to use them. The
horses were tethered in the camp and the men fought on foot at the
wall.

The wall itself
should have been advantage enough if the Telan attack had not
reduced him so. He stamped up and down in the cold, looking up at
the sky. Even rain would be a blessing now, but the sky stayed
stubbornly clear, a washed out winter blue decorated with grey
streaks, high, thin clouds that promised no more than a further
weakening of the sun’s already feeble warmth.

He spoke to the
officers and men sitting and crouching behind the thick stone. Some
of them were sharpening blades, others sat with closed eyes,
snatching a moment of peace before the next fight. Still others
peered through the crenels towards the enemy, mouths set in grim
lines, eyes blinking in the cold wind. There was still hope there.
His men had not despaired, and the belief that they could win at
least gave them a chance. He fanned the fires as much as he dared.
He smiled. He strode casually along the wall. He spoke lightly,
made the men laugh where he could.

“General, they are
coming again.”

He glanced at the
Berashi officer who had spoken, then out at the distant woods, and
sure enough there were men stepping out of the trees, lines
connected by ladders, blocks of archers, and a random scattering of
others. They weren’t running, just walking steadily towards him. He
stood and watched. His eyes caught a quick movement above and he
saw one of the distant men fall. Passerina was watching, too.

“Sir, you should
go down below the wall.”

“In a moment.” He
didn’t want to leave. It felt like cowardice no matter how he
rationalised it. The sergeant in him insisted that his duty was to
cover his fellow’s back, to stand in the line. The men around him
were preparing. He saw arrows fitted to strings, heard the scrape
and ring of drawn swords.

“General?” It was
Tragil, his Berashi colonel. He looked at Tragil and he could see
that the man understood, but Arbak still had to go.

“Show them no
mercy,” he said, and his voice carried the length of the wall. “You
are my wolves, and they are your prey. Show them no mercy.” He
turned to go, but something else caught his eye as he turned. There
was a movement in the trees to the north. He leaned through the
crenel nearest to him, squinted at the distant tree line. There
were men there, moving among the trees.

It was only a
moment before Tragil followed his eyes, and not long before all the
men had caught the motion. The Seth Yarra soldiers took longer to
see it. Horses began to emerge from the forest, hundreds of them.
They formed up in a line of shining plate and mail just clear of
the trees, and now the Seth Yarra saw them, and the advance
stopped, paused at least.

They were Telans.
The style of armour and weapons was clear enough now that they were
in full view. Even at this distance their broad rimmed helmets and
oval shields were obvious. More and more of them poured from the
trees, pushing into three ranks, then four.

“Thrice damned
traitors,” Tragil muttered.

Arbak felt his
heart sink. There must be thousands of them; cavalry and infantry,
row upon row of archers. It was an army the equal of his own before
their losses. It was a force large enough to extinguish all
hope.

But there was
something else in the trees. He saw a flash of colour as still more
men rode forth. Red.

The Seth Yarra
army had stopped, half turned to face the unexpected arrival, but
they, too, saw the Telan armour, the bright shields, and they
paused while officers moved to the front and prepared to approach
the Telans.

“Archers, prepare
a volley,” Arbak called. They had paused within bowshot, a mistake
that they would regret. “Do not shoot at the Telans,” he added.
“Not one arrow. Concentrate on Seth Yarra.”

Tragil raised an
eyebrow.

“Trust me, Tragil,
this is going to work.” The Berashi nodded and turned away, passing
the order down the line. Arbak saw a couple of the men glance in
his direction, questions on their faces, but for the most part they
nodded, or made no sign at all, and fitted their points to their
strings.

Out on the killing
ground things seemed to have developed into an impasse. Both forces
were within range of the wall. There was talking going on, that was
for certain. Some of the Telans had eased their mounts forwards
twenty yards and the Seth Yarra officers had approached them. Some
sort of negotiation, Arbak suspected.

“Shoot!” he
called.

The arrows rushed
out, arcing over the dead ground and cutting into the Seth Yarra
ranks. He saw shields go up, and faces turn towards them.

“Shoot!” he called
again. More arrows flew. One of the Seth Yarra officers fell, but
rose again a moment later. That had been a fine shot. The Seth
Yarra were all turning now, fully focussed on the wall and its
defenders. The Telan archers, fully a thousand of them now, a thick
line of men to the rear of the cavalry, plucked arrows from quivers
and raised their bows.

“Shoot!” he
shouted a third time, and another flight picked at the Seth Yarra
army. Men fell, the stationary ranks quivered like an angry animal
as men looked around them to see what was happening. They couldn’t
understand why they were standing there being picked off. They were
ready either to run or fight, but keen to do one or the other.

The Telan archers
loosed their volley.

Incredibly the
arrows did not rake the wall, but instead fell upon the surprised
Seth Yarra army, cutting them down from an angle that was not
defended. Before they had time to react a fourth volley struck them
from the walls, and then a second from the Telans. As the second
Telan volley cut into them the Telan cavalry began to roll, the
horses powering forwards, lances coming down to level and swords
lifting in the sunlight, a bright forest of death.

There was a minute
of stunned silence along the wall, and then a desperate wild
cheering broke out, the men jumping up and down, seized by anger
and joy and relief, shouting their encouragement to men they had
thought were enemies a moment before.

One of the Telans
dropped his cloak and slipped from his horse, revealing a body
sheathed in red plate armour, at the same time drawing twin swords
from his back. He was too far away for Arbak to make out his face,
but there was no doubt in his heart that it was Narak. Red. He had
been right.

“The Wolf!” he
shouted. “The Wolf has come!”

Along the wall the
men took up the cry. The Wolf! The Wolf!

The cavalry
crashed into the churning, confused ranks of the Seth Yarra army,
scattering them like chaff before a gale. The charge cut deep,
sweeping away the officers who had walked out to meet them,
splitting the force in two, and all the time the Telan archers let
go volley after volley, always finding the place where their
cavalry was not.

At the point where
Arbak thought the Seth Yarra troops would rally, as they always did
when hard pressed, men began to emerge from the woods to the south,
attacking their rear and cutting off their retreat. Over a thousand
swords. Narak must have sent them around the Seth Yarra, a long way
round through the thin woods, far beyond scouts and lookouts,
moving undetected. The timing was immaculate. He had never seen a
move executed with such precision. It was something that Avilians
would have been proud of; Avilians who thought of war as a science.
Yet Narak had achieved it with rough Telan troops whose idea of
tactics was generally to rush at the enemy and fight until one side
was wiped out. Telans were famous for their bravado, their bravery,
and their ferocity, but not for anything that required patience or
subtlety. Avilians often joked that getting Telans to obey any
order other than to attack was like training chickens to march in
step.

But here it was
before him, an organised, effective Telan army.

With the trap
closed the battle was all but won. It dragged on for another hour,
an hour of whittling and attrition, but it was really only one side
that felt the rough edge of war. Arbak and his men could do little
more than watch. One of the officers, a Berashi, suggested that
they lower ropes and climb down to join in the slaughter, but Arbak
shook his head.

“Our place is
here. They will prevail, but if they should not, then we must
continue to hold the wall. The wall is more precious than
glory.”

So they waited and
watched men die. Arbak was not immune to the rush of blood. He
wanted to be down there, too. He wanted to be part of a victory, to
feel the enemy break and run. It was the drug that had kept him
mercenary for so long. There was nothing like the feel of victory.
It flooded the body with joy, and relief. The blood was still
pumping and the nerves taught, and yet there was no more to kill,
and you were still alive. Some men roared and shook their fists,
others sat and stared, limp in the tide of raging blood.

But Arbak was
getting old. He was slowing down, and now he had only one hand and
no skill in it. There was no joy in getting killed, and that
knowledge educated his decision, that and the caution that came
with age.

They watched, and
robbed of the immediacy of the victory Arbak tired of the
spectacle. The outcome was certain. He walked down the length of
the wall, glad to have been there with his men at the end of the
battle, but keen now to be elsewhere. His job was done. His autumn
affair with generalship was over.

Men slapped him on
the back as he passed them, grinned like reprieved men, and shook
their weapons. They were his, but he was no longer theirs. He
smiled and spoke words of praise, paused when one man offered him a
cup of wine. He had no idea how or why a flask of wine had found
itself on the wall, but he was glad of the taste and did not
ask.

He reached the
steps.

“Find a runner,”
he said to an officer. “Send up to the camp and let the injured
know that they are safe. Tell them the Wolf has come.”

The man nodded and
went away. Arbak turned and looked once more over the wall. Out in
the killing ground it was over. There were prisoners, but not many.
That was not surprising. The Seth Yarra often fought to the last
handful of men, only throwing down their arms when mere moments
separated them from complete destruction.

Narak had left the
battle. He was walking towards the wall. He stopped and wiped his
blades clean on a dead man’s tunic, sheathing them behind his back
in a smooth movement. Arbak wondered how he did that, both blades
at the same time, behind his back where he couldn’t see them.
Practice, he supposed; hundreds of years of practice. He glanced
back towards the camp, but he couldn’t leave the wall now, not with
the Wolf coming. He would be expected to wait. He’d been thinking
about his bed, the chance to sleep without worry for the first time
in weeks. The chance to get roaringly, irresponsibly drunk, and
then to go back to Bas Erinor, back to the Seventh Friend with
Bargil and Sheyani, blessing the miracle that they had all survived
when so many had not.

There was a sound
of fluttering beside him, and Arbak turned to see that Passerina
had appeared on the wall. She ignored him, oblivious to everything
but Narak, her eyes tracking him across the open ground,
unblinking. Arbak studied her, seeing her for the first time as a
person. She was a girl, he realised. No, that was wrong. She had
been a girl when Pelion had done to her what he had done to all of
them. Seventeen, perhaps eighteen years; smooth skin, pale and
downy with an arch of freckles across her nose; a generous mouth,
lips still with the fresh redness of youth and now slightly parted
as she looked out over the wall. Her eyes were green, but it was
the pale green of spring leaves, and her hair was red, abundant,
and harshly tied back with simple twine. She stood with her neck
craned slightly forwards, eager to see what she was seeing.

She was pretty.
She was more than pretty.

Passerina became
aware of his gaze and turned to him, her face hardening, taking on
a little more of her actual age.

“Do not look to
read me, Innkeeper,” she said, but there was a frown on her brow,
as though she feared she had revealed something she would rather
keep hidden, and she had, Arbak realised. It was in the way she
looked at Narak. It was the same way he looked at Sheyani.

“Forgive me,
Deus,” he said, quickly looking away; finding something else to
hold his eyes. He found Narak.

Narak picked up
the remains of a ladder as he approached the wall. Six men, maybe
seven, had carried that ladder out of the forest the day before. It
was not a light thing, but Narak carried it as though it weighed no
more than a spear. The men were cheering as he approached. All
along the wall they were cheering and waving swords and bows in the
air. They had reason to. Many were alive because of the attack by
Narak’s force of Telans. The Wolf ignored them. He threw the broken
ladder up against the wall, it was little more than a long pole
with broken rungs hanging from it, and in a moment had climbed it
and vaulted over the stone battlements to stand on the fighting
platform just a few feet from Arbak.

He didn’t know
what to expect, but Narak did not hesitate. He strode the few steps
between them and threw his arms around Arbak as though he were a
long lost brother. The force of his embrace was enough to drive the
breath out of Arbak’s lungs.

“You did it,” he
said.

It was not until
this moment that Cain Arbak had felt the weight of the Wolf’s
uncertainty. Narak had not expected him to hold the wall. It had
all been just a desperate throw of the dice, a handful of soldiers
and a regiment of poorly trained levy men against an army of ten
thousand. Yet Arbak himself had never doubted that they would
succeed until the disaster of the previous night. Why? Because
defeat was unthinkable? He had been on the losing side before –
more often than he cared to remember – but this time victory had
seemed certain.

When Narak
released him he sank to one knee, bowed his head.

“The glory belongs
to these men, Deus,” he said. “They have matched the best of men in
their deeds and in their spirit.”

“So it may seem to
you, General,” Narak replied. “But an army draws its spirit from
its commander, and these men have fought with legendary spirit.” He
turned towards the men on the wall, raising his voice so that all
could hear. “I am proud of each man here, of those that have died
and those that yet live. I am proud that you bear my name, and I
grant you all the right. You are the Wolves of Fal Verdan, and
shall bear that name in honour for the rest of your lives.”

The men cheered.
There’s nothing like a victorious army for cheering, Arbak
reflected.

He could not help
but notice a coolness between Narak and Passerina, quite in
contrast to the eagerness he had seen just moments before. Now she
stood back on her heels, her arms folded across her chest. They
exchanged a look that he could not read. There was a whole story
there somewhere, one that he did not know, and perhaps did not wish
to know. The Wolf did not speak to her, but instead nodded, an
acknowledgement of her help, and something else perhaps.

“Major
Tragil?”

The Berashi
stepped forwards at Narak’s calling. He bowed.

“Deus, I am
Tragil,” he said.

“You have
engineers?”

“Some. Some were
lost.”

“How quickly can
you fix the gate so that you can lift it?”

“A couple of days,
Deus.”

“As quickly as you
can, then, colonel. These men,” and here he gestured at the Telan
force beyond the wall. “They need to come into Berash.” Arbak saw
the worry on Tragil’s face and so did Narak. The Berashi was
reluctant to open his gate again for Telans, and Arbak could
understand that. “Your king has agreed to it,” Narak said. “They
have given up their homes and land to fight on our side. Their
families wait in the woods to come through and make a new life here
with us until their homeland is swept of the enemy. It is the least
that we can do.”

“Deus,” Arbak
interrupted. “Who are they?”

“Their commander
is Lord Filamon, keeper of the northern marches of Telas. Two other
lords have marched with him, Kebra and Lisanderan, who are loyal to
him. The army is the Telan northern levy, what they call the army
of the land, the Felyan. If they stay the other side of the wall
they will be destroyed to a man by Seth Yarra and their southern
allies, though I think the alliance will dissolve when the Telans
discover what Seth Yarra has in mind for them.”

Tragil was not
curious. “I will see to it at once,” he said, and left them.

Arbak was
surprised that his question had been fully answered. It was unlike
the Wolf to be so forthcoming. But then he had to admit that he
didn’t know the wolf god that well – just a couple of meetings that
had made him a cripple, a wealthy man, and now a general. Perhaps
it would be better not to attempt to predict so unpredictable a
creature.

He walked with
Narak, climbing down the steep stair, feeling the eyes of all the
men on the two of them. It could do no harm, the mercenary in him
thought, that he was seen walking side by side with the Wolf, that
he had been embraced by the god on the wall before his army. It was
the sort of thing that people spoke of. They would believe the two
of them were friends, when in reality he still doubted the bond
between them, especially when the ache in his severed wrist kept
him awake on cold nights.

“The King is
coming,” Narak said. “King Raffin. He will join the army as it
passes through Berash, and he wishes to speak with you, so you must
wait here until the army comes.” He smiled. “I hope it not too
great a burden.”

“It is an honour,”
Arbak replied, but he knew that he was unconvincing.

“I confess that I
have wronged you, Cain Arbak. I sent you to hold the wall in the
hope that you would succeed, but I had no faith in you. You did
better than I thought you would – as well as any general I could
have chosen – and I am grateful for your success. Raffin, too is
grateful, and you must permit the great to display their gratitude,
but with all humility.” He laughed. “You must be grateful for our
gratitude.”

“I shall do my
best, Deus.”

Narak slapped him
on the back. “Now you can forget all about it. You have earned a
rest, and a celebration. There will be a lot of that in the next
few weeks. You must learn to put up with it.”

It was true
enough. In the following days a great deal of wine was drunk, and
Arbak sank his share of it. He ate more that he needed and slept
late. Now that Narak was here nobody looked to him for orders. He
felt unnecessary, but he did not mind. It was pleasant to be just a
man again, and he even managed to find some pleasure in his
undeserved reputation as an astute warrior. He had become a
respected man, a man who people looked to for answers and advice, a
man that common men dipped their heads to as they passed. For Cain
Arbak it was an uncomfortable thing. In his own eyes he was still
one of them, one of the men who half bowed in his presence. He was
still a sergeant.

In truth he drank
too much, and when he rose each day he felt dried out, thick headed
and faintly ill. He drank water and ate nothing but fruit until mid
day when he would take a walk down to the wall. On the third day, a
little later than promised, the great stone was harnessed to its
counter weight again, and Tragil was able to raise the gate to let
the Telans through.

Arbak happened to
be there. It was certainly a spectacle. They were led through by
their Lord, the one Narak had called Filamon. He was a big man,
broad shouldered with a full, black beard. His armour was plate,
much like a knight of Avilian or a soldier of the Dragon Guard, but
he wore a typical Telan broad brimmed helmet, atypically decorated
so that from the side it resembled a wolf’s head, with silver and
gold inlaid into the steel and rubies the size of a man’s thumbnail
for eyes. Over his armour he wore a heavy woollen cloak, such as a
noble born man might wear in winter, dyed night black to match his
beard. He was an impressive sight, and as he rode he looked about
him as though keen to see what kind of men his new allies might be,
such men as had held this gate against ten thousand for so
long.

Arbak felt
Filamon’s eyes linger on his own face for a moment, but no longer.
He wore no markings to suggest his rank, and he supposed that he
passed for just another soldier out of armour, bearing a sword.

The Telans trailed
through the gate for an hour. First the cavalry, then archers, and
after them the infantry, but it did not stop there. They had
brought everything they could carry, and wagon after wagon rumbled
under the wall, loaded with women, children and just about anything
else that could be fitted into or tied to the sides of a four
wheeled conveyance. Arbak even saw a wine press, bound down with a
dozen stout ropes.

Telans and their
wine, he thought.

“They’ve come to
stay.”

He turned and saw
Tragil standing next to him, watching the precession. The Berashi
looked easy. He wasn’t worried any more about letting Telans
through his gate, or not these ones, anyway.

“It looks that
way,” he replied.

Tragil stood for a
moment as if he had something more to say, but whatever it might
have been remained unspoken. He smiled, laid a hand on Arbak’s
shoulder for a moment, then turned and walked up the gorge towards
the camp with slow weary steps.

The first part of
the army arrived the next day.

Arbak learned the
news when Sheyani woke him, gently shaking his shoulder until he
opened gummy eyes, ran a dry tongue around his mouth and looked at
her. She had done something to her eyes was his first thought.
There was colour on her eyelids. Blue. He tried to smile, but
thought better of it and reached for a jug of water that he kept
beside his mattress.

“You must get up,
Sheshay,” she said. “The King is coming.”

“Now?”

“Soldiers have
come. They are Berashi and they say the king follows. He rides with
the Dragon Guard.”

Arbak swallowed
several mouthfuls of water and sat up. He felt a little nauseous,
his mouth watered suddenly, and his brow prickled with cold sweat.
He had drunk far too much the previous night. He closed his eyes
for a moment. The world was not spinning, but something unpleasant
was crouching in his gut, waiting to escape.

“Drink this.”
Sheyani offered him a cup in which she had brewed something hot. He
sipped it, thinking it was a tea, but the bitter taste surprised
him. “Drink it,” she insisted. “It will make you feel better.”

He scrubbed his
face and took another sip. Sheyani sat across the tent from him and
picked up her pipes. She played a quiet tune, and between her music
and the tisane he could feel the sickness retreating from his body.
In five minutes he was beginning to feel hungry.

“I did not know
that you were good with herbs, Sheyani,” he said. “It seems that
there are many things about you that I do not know.” They had not
spoken of it since the night a man had tried to kill her, since he
discovered what Esh Baradan meant.

“You are angry
with me, Sheshay.”

“No.” He spoke
automatically, then again in a more considered tone. “No, I am not
angry with you. It is just that I do not understand everything.
There are so many surprises.” She said nothing, and would not meet
his eyes. He put his hand against his chest, over his heart. “You
are important to me, Sheyani. Here. But you are a King’s daughter,
a mage of Durander, and I am a creature of the low city. My father
was nothing, a man who did what work he could find, sweeping,
carrying, the basest blood.” He did not know why he was telling her
this. It could only complicate things.

“We do not measure
a man by his bloodline in Durandar,” she said. “A man is what he
does, not what his ancestors have done.” She met his eyes. “And you
have done much, City Councillor, General Cain Arbak. You are a
wealthy man, a father to the men who fight under you.” She took his
hand in hers, holding it between them so that he could feel the
warmth of her flesh surrounding his. “These are the things that
must be counted,” she said. “In Durander we have a saying, that a
great man is one who can swim in the ocean and not get wet. You are
such a man.”

“You have always
been kind to me, Sheyani,” he said.

She laughed. She
laughed like a child, delighted and unrestrained, and in a moment
she had flung her arms around his neck. She held him for a moment,
and he hardly dared to breathe, but put his hand gently on her
shoulder. After a moment she pulled away, still smiling.

“I will fetch you
breakfast, Sheshay,” she announced.

“No,” he said.
“You do too much for me already. I will eat in the mess tent. The
walk will help to wake me up.”

He left her in the
tent and stepped out into the cold morning air. It was going to be
another winter diamond of a day; blue sky, bright sun, a scent of
snow in the air. The only thing that spoiled it was the sweet smell
of burning. The Telans had cleared up the killing ground while they
waited for the gate to be repaired. They had built pyres of cut
wood and fallen men, poured oil over them and lit them. Everything
now carried their smell. He walked across the camp. It was bigger
now, he saw. New tents had been raised, a new suburb of their tent
city. They were high, Berashi tents with low wings for sleeping.
They were more elegant than the boxy, utilitarian Avilian tents. He
guessed that no more than five hundred men had come. He wondered
what the place would look like with another fifteen thousand
men.

The mess tent was
half empty. It was in fact a collection of boxy Avilian tents
placed together with the sides lifted so that it was like a forest
of poles supporting a sea of canvas waves. Tables, each big enough
for eight men to sit at, scattered themselves about the space. To
one side men prepared food. Even as late as this there were two
dozen men eating here. The smell of cooked food was powerful enough
to banish the scent of pyre smoke, and Arbak felt his appetite
surge.

Men half stood as
he crossed to the cook fires, and he waved them down again,
collected a large plate of fried vegetables and a pitcher of weak
beer and looked for a suitable seat.

She was sitting on
the far side of the space, so he had not seen her when he came in.
Her red hair, even tied back, was like a warning signal, and all
the tables around her were vacant. On an impulse he walked over to
where Passerina sat and took the bench opposite.

She looked up at
him, stared for a moment, and then lowered her eyes to her food
again. “I did not invite you to sit with me,” she said.

“It is the custom
of the mess, Deus,” he replied. “A wagon boy may sit next to a
king.”

She ate in
silence. Arbak thought he detected a slight quickening of her pace
as though she wanted to be away from him.

“You blame me for
the death of Perlaine, Deus,” he said. She looked up again, and he
thought he detected the smallest indication of surprise that he had
raised the subject.

“You killed her,”
she said.

“I do not deny
it,” he replied. “But I would like to ask you one question.”

She stopped eating
and looked at him, her eyes trying to know what he intended, so he
knew she was curious, that she would hear what he wanted to
say.

“You may ask your
question.”

“It begins with a
story.”

Passerina put down
her knife and looked across the table, giving him her undivided
attention. Perhaps he had been wrong to do this.

“Tell your story,”
she said.

“I worked for a
traitor,” he said. “This in itself could be considered a crime, but
among the mighty men are judged by their loyalty, not by their
moral sense, and so I was loyal, my master being a man with gold. I
was a mercenary.

“This traitor had
achieved his purpose, but he wanted to brush his trail clean, and
so he left a squad of men behind, just three as it happens, to
clean away the signs of his crime, the evidence that he had ever
been there. It was a trivial job, really. I was reliable, so he
left me and two foolish boys who were good with bows but lacked the
common sense of a starling. We did the idiot job that was assigned
to us. We burned things, swept the dust, broke down what had been
built, and every day the two bowmen went hunting in the forest
because we liked to eat venison and coney. It was an easy job;
light duties you might say.

“Then the boys
came back without any game. They were wide eyed, breathing hard,
flushed. They said they’d shot and killed a spy – a woman walking
in the woods nearby with a wolf at her side.

“You and I, we
know better. We know that one who walks with a wolf serves Narak,
and you don’t stick arrows in Narak’s people. It only leads to one
thing.

“I was afraid, but
the boys were idiots, so I went into the woods and looked where
they said they’d killed her, and there she was, but not dead like
they’d said. They’d hit her all right. Two or three arrows, I can’t
remember. Only one in the wolf, but the wolf was dead. She was
dying. One arrow through the belly, another through the lung. The
lower had stuck in her spine, and if nothing else she was bleeding
to death, drowning in her own blood, and you know what a belly
wound is like if you’ve seen a friend die of one.

“I knew she was
dying, and she knew it too. I could see it in her eyes. Most people
are afraid when they’re dying, but not her.” Telling the story
brought it back. The woman lying on the ground, her upper body
across the wolf. There was blood on her lips, bubbles of blood, and
a sucking sound every time she drew breath. Tiny flecks of blood
were scattered across her pale, alabaster face, some smeared and
others like little rubies on snow. She’d met his eyes. A brief
examination told him that the wounds were fatal. There was nothing
left for her but pain and death. He’d seen in her eyes that she
knew that. Do you want me to end it? He’d asked the question. She
had nodded. There was no mistake. Even so he’d asked a second time.
Are you sure? She nodded again. Knowing that she wanted to die,
knowing that it was the right thing to do and that there was no
help for her, even then it had been a hard thing to do. Very hard.
She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

“You said you had
a question?”

He was pulled back
from his momentary reverie. Passerina was still staring at him,
unblinking, but now there was something else in her eyes that he
couldn’t decipher.

“Yes. The
question.” He paused, partly for effect, and partly to make sure he
said the right words in the right way. “What would you have
done?”

Her gaze fell back
to her plate for a moment. “You are most eloquent for what you are,
Arbak,” she said. “For what you were. But there is still the matter
of your lying.”

“Lying?” She had
avoided the question, but not for long.

“Captain Cain
Arbak?”

Arbak smiled at
the memory. “Some doctors are picky about who they save.” He lifted
the stump of his wrist above the table. “The one who treated this
would have no dealings with a common soldier.”

“But you persisted
in the lie.”

“What would you
have done, Deus?”

The question
discomfited her again. She looked down at her plate.

“I can see why he
likes you, Arbak,” she said. “You’re clever.”

Arbak said
nothing. He began eating again, forking the cooling food into his
mouth. He swigged at the beer, enjoying the refreshing bitterness
after the slightly burnt, slightly sweet taste of the fried
vegetables. Passerina was still staring at him, but he ignored her
stare.

“I hear that the
King will arrive today,” he said.

Still she said
nothing. Arbak wondered if he had misjudged this, if he had
misjudged her. He put more food in his mouth.

“Have you met King
Raffin?”

She didn’t answer,
but pushed her food to one side and stood up.

“Have I offended
you, Deus?” he asked. “It was not my intention.” He met her eyes
again, and she held his gaze for a moment.

“I hope that I
would have the courage to do as you did, Colonel Arbak,” she said,
turned and walked away.

Outside there was
the sound of a horn blowing, and people running, and horses
hooves.


52 Rewards

Skal had relented. His anger at Feran had been
foolish. He had allowed pride to get the better of him, and pride
was not always a faithful servant. A night’s sleep had made the
difference. In the morning he had apologised to the Berashi
lieutenant and asked if he would teach him their way of fighting
with short sword and shield, and Feran had said that he would –
later.

News of victory
came soon after. The Wolf had come with fresh troops, Telan troops,
and swept the Seth Yarra army from the woods beyond the walls,
slaughtered them almost to a man. It was victory after all, and
victory meant celebrations, but it also meant rewards. One of
Feran’s men brought them skins of cheap wine, enough for all the
wounded, much to the disgust of the physic – he was called Forlis,
Skal had learned – and Forlis had informed them quite stiffly that
wine would not help them recover and that he would have no part of
it, and then he had stalked out of the tent, a difficult thing to
achieve for a man of his bulk and years.

But it was
victory, and the men did not care. Skal was less caught up in it.
He drank a beaker or two and thought about his prospects. The rest
of the battle had been lost to him, but he had done well, and Arbak
was giving him credit, publicly, for what he had done on the wall.
That had to be worth something. Would Arbak say the same to Raffin?
Would he say it to the Duke? He assumed that the Duke would be
here. He was with the army, had gone to war with the army. One
thing he was sure of was that the Duke was not biased against him.
The old man had always treated him fairly, even if Skal had made
himself difficult to like. Oddly he had always believed that merit
should be enough, but recently he had seen the lie in that. He had
learned that much from Arbak, whom the soldiers regarded with
something between awe and love. Skal had no doubt that most of them
would die for their general. So he sipped wine and laughed with the
men, used his wit to make them laugh, and tried not to think beyond
the day.

The next day Feran
had made good on his promise. The Berashi’s good arm was injured,
so he was unable to wield a sword, but he found a man to swing a
blade and provided Skal with a shield and sword in the Berashi
style. Skal, with his injured leg, could not move much, but still
they tried. Forlis had made them go outside, forbidding them to
swing edged weapons in his domain, and so began a series of
awkward, painful lessons.

Skal was used to
perfect visibility, and he found that the shield, useful as it was,
got in the way. As often as not it blocked his peripheral vision on
his left. When he complained Feran told him not to worry. When his
legs were better he could use his body to create the space he
craved. Instead of fighting Feran took him through a series of
upper body motions, ways of using the shield and blade in
combination, how to catch a blade with the boss and force it down
creating an opening. For his part Skal could see the advantages. He
learned the moves quickly, and began to string them together. More
than once an instinctive use of his legs caused him pain, but he
didn’t mind that. He was learning a new skill.

He healed quickly
in spite of the exercise, and by the fourth day after the victory
he was using a stick, but otherwise was able to move with little
more than a limp. The shield was beginning to feel comfortable on
his left arm and he was getting used to the lack of reach with the
short sword. It was quite a different style; more conservative,
stripped of grand gestures and elegant moves. It was what he had
seen on the wall.

When the army
arrived everything changed again. Feran was more distracted. There
was a chance that he would be relieved, could go home to his
family. Their tent village became a city. Thousands of men bustled
in the muddy thoroughfares, stood on the wall to see the site of
the battle, filled every space with noise and movement. In a way he
found it comforting to be among so many people again, but he also
felt that they had stolen the closeness that they had all shared,
those that had fought on the wall.

But the king had
come, and with him the news that the old duke was dead, and Aidon
was duke now in his stead. It somewhat lessened his chance of
advancement, Skal thought.

He had expected
the King to do something, to order a feast, to give a public
audience, but for days it seemed he sat with Narak, Passerina,
another god called Jiddian and Aidon and talked, closed up in his
great tent. Even Arbak was excluded. It went on for so long that
the men, the men who had fought the wall, began to grumble on
Arbak’s behalf.

The public
audience never came. Instead a soldier appeared at Skal’s elbow
while he was eating his midday in the mess tent with Feran. It was
late for a meal. In spite of three more mess tents being erected by
the Avilians there was still nowhere near enough room for the army
to eat midday at mid day.

Many of the
Berashis and all of the Duranders shunned the mess tents. It wasn’t
their tradition. Instead they gathered round small cook fires by
their own habitations, rotating the duties among a small group. It
was deplorably inefficient. Skal couldn’t see why they couldn’t see
that the mess tent system was more proper – specialist resources,
no need for the men to cook, better standard of food. It seemed
simple.

The soldier
coughed. Skal looked up at him.

“What?”

“Colonel, sir, the
King commands your presence in his chambers.”

“Now?” Skal was
dressed in a rough tunic, stained with sweat. He had been
practicing with Feran for two hours before the meal. He was grubby
and probably stank. Besides all that he was hungry, and he’d only
just sat down. It was a foolish question, though. If a king
commands, you’re well advised to obey.

Feran chuckled and
shook his head, “Better change that tunic,” he said.

Skal left his food
uneaten and rushed across the camp to his own tent, making sure
that the soldier followed him. The last thing he wanted was the man
going back to the king and telling him Skal had gone to change his
clothes before obeying the summons. He was lucky that the messenger
was a veteran and not some parade ground dandy. He ordered the man
to wait and ducked under canvas. He dashed water over his face,
scrubbing it with his hands, dried it on a cloth and quickly
changed into a colourful linen tunic with red silk panels, threw a
cloak over it and rubbed his boots against the tent canvas. It
would have to do. He ran a comb quickly through his hair and ducked
back out again.

The soldier was
still there.

“Show me to the
king,” he said.

A minute later he
was ducking under the entrance of a grand tent. The thing was as
big as the mess hall, but unlike the feeding station it was a
custom built canvas palace in the Berashi style, all curves and
wasted space. It looked pretty enough.

Inside it was even
more impressive. The canvas was hidden behind silk; gold and red
and blue on white. Lamps burned everywhere, filling the space with
a rich, yellow light. It made the blues look black and the white
look like pale gold. Braziers burned, six of them, and the tent was
warm, almost uncomfortably so for Skal, who was still full of heat
from his training session.

There were a lot
of people in the tent. Soldiers stood around. They were dragon
guard men, cased in steel, clutching lances and staring stiffly
ahead as they stood like trees on a processional road, guiding the
eye up to the low dais on which the King sat. There were others
there, too. He saw Narak and Passerina, both on the dais, and two
others with faces he didn’t know, and he guessed that they were the
other gods who had come with the army, the Eagle and the Snake.

Aidon was standing
in the small gathering that occupied the space before the king, and
he glimpsed others, too. Arbak was there, and Tragil and Coyan.

He ignored them
all and walked in a straight line until he stood ten feet from King
Raffin. He bowed deeply.

“Lord King,” he
said.

“Here at last,”
the king said. He looked at Skal’s stick, the bandage on his leg,
and at his wet hair. Skal hadn’t thought of his leg as an excuse.
He could make a pretty good pace now if he was willing to suffer a
little pain, but the king seemed to think it was a good enough
reason to see him last to arrive.

Raffin glanced
around at the others on the dais and then banged his heel on the
floor. The Dais was hollow enough to make a booming sound when
struck, and everyone in the tent was suddenly silent.

“To the point,”
Raffin said. “Major Tragil.”

Tragil stepped
forwards and bowed. “Lord King,” he said.

“You lost the
wall,” Raffin said, and Skal could see Tragil blanch. It was as
blunt a statement of military failure as he’d heard. “Yet it was
taken from you by treachery, and by those who were vouched for by
the Wolf himself, so we will not hold the failure against you. You
helped to retake it, and you led your men valiantly in its defence.
Your elected general saw fit to brevet you colonel, and I am
inclined to confirm the promotion.”

“Thank you, Lord
King.”

“This wall still
needs guarding, but we are at war, and a stronger force is
required. You will be given three thousand men, and you will remain
here in command.”

Tragil bowed
again, but Raffin was already moving on.

“Coyan, Arbak,
Hebberd,” he said. They stepped forwards. It wasn’t coordinated,
and nobody had told them what to do, but they followed Arbak’s
lead, and so promptly that it would have been difficult to detect
that they did not move as one. “It is not our custom to reward
those of other nations who have done a service to the kingdom, but
it is our tradition to honour such men. You have perhaps heard of
the Order of the Dragon? It is a degree of knighthood that is
entirely within the king’s gift, my gift.” He paused, looking at
each of them in turn. “Colonel Arbak, Colonel Coyan, Colonel
Hebberd, I hereby admit each of you to the Royal order of the
Dragon, and from this day you will be entitled Knights Talon of the
Berashi Order of the Dragon. There is no property or income
attached, but it is a great honour among my people.

“If not for your
several joint and separate actions upon the wall we might now be
engaging the enemy somewhat east of here, and the people of Berash
are grateful. I am grateful.”

One of the Dragon
Guard, an officer that Skal did not recognise, stepped forward and
with great ceremony hung a talisman around each of their necks. It
was a heavy silver thing on a slender red silk rope, and Skal
touched it when the officer passed on to hang one on Coyan, lifted
it so that he could see it. A claw. A dragon’s claw, he supposed,
or a representation of one. It was about an inch and a half long,
and he believed that a life size item would be somewhat larger. It
was intricately carved with an even smaller likeness of a dragon
along its length – fine workmanship, that.

Aidon stepped out.
It was prearranged, Skal could see that. It was Aidon’s turn. But
it wasn’t Aidon that he saw now, it was the Duke of Bas Erinor, a
man blooded in battle, a leader. His face seemed thinner and
harder. The boyishness and easy charm was stripped away. Skal
wondered if something similar had happened to him, to all of the
boys who had played so fiercely in the courtyards and corridors of
Bas Erinor Castle.

Aidon smiled, and
for a moment the boyish charm was back like a ghost of
childhood.

“Councillor Cain
Arbak, Colonel, regiment of the Seventh Friend, the first man ever
to name a regiment after a tavern. I am happy to say that it is my
place to reward you.”

Arbak bowed. Skal
could see that his face was flushed. The man was embarrassed, but
if Aidon noticed he ignored it.

“You have done a
great service to all of us, Colonel,” Aidon went on. “You retook
the wall, held it against the odds, and kept the enemy from our
lands and peoples. In recognition of this I award you the lordship
of Waterhill, to hold in your name and in your descendants’ names
for as long as your line shall be fruitful.” He reached out and put
a hand on Arbak’s shoulder. “It’s a small house,” he said,
reverting to a conversational tone. “Not more than two hours’ ride
from the river gate, and there are only two hundred acres, but it
does have a small income, and it’s a place you can use to get away
from the city.”

Arbak stood with
his mouth open for a moment. He was having trouble, clearly, with
the concept of being Lord Cain Arbak. Aidon’s smile became a grin,
and he slapped Arbak on the shoulder, and turned to Skal.

“Skal Hebberd,
Knight of Avilian,” he said. “My brother was right about you.
You’ve done well.”

“Thank you, my
lord,” Skal replied. He knew Waterhill. He’d visited it once – a
tiny part of the holdings of the Duke, a modest, pretty house that
he knew Arbak would think large, but seven bedrooms and ten
servants was not a big place by the standards of Avilian nobility.
It was a minor lordship, a trivial one, even, but he could not but
envy the innkeeper. He would have given a great deal for a
lordship, even for Waterhill.

“How are you
managing on a colonel’s pay?” the young Duke asked. It was a
pointed question, and the point struck home, but Skal resisted the
urge to snap back. Instead he told the truth.

“I haven’t drawn
my pay since I joined the regiment, my lord,” he said. He wasn’t
even sure what a colonel’s pay was, hadn’t thought about it.
Presumably it was accumulating somewhere back in Bas Erinor.

Aidon raised an
eyebrow as though he had expected something else, and he probably
had. “Your general speaks highly of you, Skal,” Aidon went on. “He
describes your action as pivotal, credits you with foiling the
night attack. Is that a fair assessment do you think?”

It was an unfair
question, and Aidon knew it. Skal responded by dropping the
formality that he had adopted. But Arbak had stayed true, and for a
moment Skal knew what it was to trust another man, to have faith in
him. He relaxed.

“All modesty
aside, Aidon, I really have no idea,” he said. “I did what I
thought was best, but it was just so much chaos and blood. A lot of
men died. If I helped to hold the wall, then I’m glad of it, but
it’s for the general to say.”

“A soldier’s
answer,” Aidon said. “What’s happened to the old Skal we all knew
and disliked? You have discovered modesty, and it seems that you
even have…” He paused for effect. “Friends.”

“War happened,
Aidon. War is a team sport.”

Aidon laughed. It
was a real laugh, a belly laugh. “Gods, I never thought to hear you
parrot Harad back at me,” he said. “Anyway, as the king would have
it let us get to the point. I award you the lordship of Latter
Fetch in recognition of your service. You know it, I think. Not too
small, but three days ride north of Bas Erinor. It means we will
see less of you at court, but I can live with that.” He smiled.

Perhaps it was
meant to sting again. Latter Fetch had been one of his father’s
smaller estates; a house and five tenant farms. More to the point
it was where he had been born; where his mother had died. It
produced a small income, but more than Waterhill, and it was a
lordship. He was nobility again, his blood raised up. He had done
it. He, Skal Hebberd, son of a traitor, had rekindled the honour of
his family name in less than a year. Lord Hebberd, first of his
line, Knight Talon of the Order of the Dragon, one of the Wolves of
Fal Verdan, a man of his own making, bowed deeply to the Duke of
Bas Erinor.

“I am honoured, my
lord,” he said.

“Yes,” Aidon said.
“And now to orders. Colonel Arbak, you are to return to Bas Erinor
with all speed and begin rebuilding your regiment. I have spoken
with my brother, and it seems they have been taking names of those
who want a share of the glory. Five thousand men of the city have
applied to join you. This is too many for one regiment, so you will
split. There will be a first regiment of the Seventh Friend, and a
second, which will be commanded by Colonel Hebberd. At full
strength you will each have three thousand men. You are to
cooperate in training the regiments and be prepared to march in the
first week of spring. Do you understand?”

“Yes, my lord,”
they said in chorus. For the first time Skal exchanged a look with
Arbak, a man he had once despised, and he saw an ally, a friend, a
capable man. “It will be an honour to serve with the general
again,” he said. General was only a courtesy title now. Militarily,
Arbak was just a colonel once more, but Skal knew that he would
always think of him as the general who held the gate, who inspired
men from three nations to work like brothers.

Aidon looked at
him. It was a long, hard, appraising look, and then he turned away.
King Raffin stirred again, and immediately was the centre of
attention.

The rest of the
day passed in a daze for Skal. When the King released them he
realised that he was starving and went in search of food. Somehow
the news of his elevation had spread around the camp, and men shook
his hand, bowed – half serious, half playful. He was their Lord of
Latter Fetch, just as much as Arbak was their Lord of Waterhill. At
first Skal had felt that the honour was his, but he quickly learned
that all the men believed that they shared in it. They did not seem
to resent that they had fought and he had been given a living for
their dying. His elevation told them, perhaps, that they had fought
for a reason, that their efforts were highly valued by the King and
the Duke. Only the Duranders seemed a little distanced by it.

It was in this
mood of shared congratulations that he sat outside his tent with
Feran, sipping wine and telling jokes. It seemed that Berashi jokes
were all different from Avilian ones; partly because they poked fun
at pompous Avilians, but also because they seemed to express a
different set of values. They were full of clever young men who
found clever new ways of doing things. Avilian humour seemed to
revel in the stupidity of people who were not Avilian. Skal was
surprised that he found both schools of humour equally amusing.

A boy approached
them. Skal thought of him as a boy, but he was probably only a year
or three younger that Skal. He looked younger, and he stood nearby
for a while, hesitant in his manner, though he was clearly waiting
for a moment to speak. He was dressed badly – a soldier for sure,
and an Avilian by the cut of his tunic. He was wearing a short
sword, a cheap thing, tucked into his belt, his trousers were
stained with either mud or blood and his boots were worn and
cracked. Despite his impoverished appearance the boy looked bright,
with an even, pleasing face, grey eyes, straight nose, compact
ears, hair cut short and ragged.

“What do you
want?” Skal asked. The boy had not expected to be spoken to. He
looked startled, and then bowed a deep, respectful bow.

“My lord,” he
said. “I’m sorry, my lord, I did not mean to trouble you.”

“Yes you did,”
Skal said. “What do you want?”

“Only to serve, my
lord.” The boy risked a glance as Skal’s face, then snapped his
eyes down to the ground again.

“You are a
soldier. You already serve.”

“To serve you, my
lord. I mean I wish to serve you.”

“What is your
name?”

“Tilian, my lord.
Tilian Henn.”

“And what are you,
Tilian Henn?”

“A soldier, my
lord.” The boy did not seem to appreciate the inadequacy of his
reply, and Skal heard Feran chuckle. He tried again.

“What were you,
before you volunteered?”

“’Prentice, my
lord.”

“Apprentice in
what trade?”

“Warehouseman, my
lord.”

“Were you a good
apprentice, Tilian Henn?”

He looked down at
his dusty boots. “Better than some,” he said. “Worse than
others.”

Feran laughed
again. It was an evasive answer, but honest at the same time.
Clever.

“And what skills
do you have?” Skal asked.

“I can run fast,
my lord. I can swing a sword, I can pull a bow, and I can read and
write.”

“Can you indeed?”
A warehouseman who could read and write would be a rare thing.

“I can, my
lord.”

Skal pulled a
rolled vellum parchment out from his tunic and handed it to the
boy. “Read this to me,” he said.

The boy unrolled
the document, and nearly dropped it. The vellum coiled again in his
hands, and he opened it again more carefully, more reverently. “My
lord,” he said. “This is…”

“Just read the
words.”

Tilian Henn held
the document open with both hands, like a herald, and cleared his
throat. He glanced at Feran, at Skal, sniffed, shifted from foot to
foot, and then began.

“This document,
given under my hand on the seventeenth day of winter on the twenty
sixth year of my possession, in the name of the king, by all the
rights and privileges held by my title, according to the law,
confirms upon the man Skal Hebberd, Knight of Avilian, colonel of
the Avilian army, regiment of the Seventh Friend, the lordship of
Latter Fetch, its houses and buildings, its lands and waters and
people, and for all time as long as his line shall have life and
honour to hold it…”

“That will do,”
Skal held out his hand and received the document back. He tucked it
into his tunic. “You read well,” he said. “Who taught you?”

“Taught myself,”
the boy said.

“I don’t think
that’s possible. Do you think it’s possible?” he asked Feran. Feran
shrugged.

“I did!” the boy
said, his face colouring. “I taught myself. My lord.” The title was
an afterthought, an attempt to retrieve what his intemperance might
have lost.

“Tell me how.”

“I got Ebner to
tell me things, how to say what was writ. What was written,” he
corrected himself. “Just words, and I remembered them. I could see
what letters made what sounds, well, most of the time. I wrote
stuff down and got Ebner to read it back. I read signs in the
street; stuff like that.”

Skal looked the
boy up and down. If what he said was true it was impressive. It
must have taken years. But then again…

“You didn’t learn
to read like that from street signs,” he said.

“No. Ebner gave me
a book.”

“A book?”

“Yes, a book. It’s
called Ten Tales of Karim. There’s lots of words there I didn’t
know, so I asked Ebner. He told me what they meant.”

“Just who was this
Ebner?”

“He was clerk at
the warehouse,” Tilian Henn said. “But he died.” His face fell as
he said the words. Ebner had been a friend, a mentor. His death had
been a blow. That much was written on his face.

“If you think
working for me would be easy duty, you’re mistaken,” Skal said.
“I’d expect you to fight beside me, and when other men get time
off, you would have to work. If I give an order it has to be obeyed
without question, without delay. You would make tea, cook, put up
my tent, make sure my clothes are clean and my armour polished, and
all that on top of a soldier’s duty.”

The boy nodded.
“Yes, my lord.”

“And if I decide I
don’t like you, you go back to the ranks. If I find you lazy,
cowardly, incompetent, you go back to the ranks.”

“Yes, my lord.”
Henn’s eyes were bright now, alight with the certainty that he was
going to get the job, and serve a lord.

“And the pay is a
florin a week. Still interested?” Half a soldier’s wage. He saw
Feran raise an eyebrow. It was a test, of course. He’d pay the boy
a florin the first week and then put it up to three, and he’d have
to dress him better, too, and get someone to teach him how to
fight. He didn’t want a green boy at his back.

The boy’s face was
a picture. It had crashed at the mention of the wage, but Skal was
pleased to see a firmness about his mouth. Henn nodded.

“Yes, my lord,” he
said.

So he was still
set on it. Skal wondered why.

“Tea, then,” he
said. “Let me see if you can make drinkable tea for us.”

The boy nodded
once and ran off.

“You were a bit
hard, my lord,” Feran said. “The boy seemed bright to me, and keen
on the job.”

“Since when did
you call me lord?” Skal asked.

Feran shrugged
again. He used the gesture a lot. “Well, you are,” he said.

“And you are heir
to one of the better estates and titles in Berash. You’re more a
lord than I am, truth be told. Are we not friends?”

“You do not really
intend to pay the boy a half wage, do you?”

“Of course not. It
was a test.”

“And what did you
learn by this test?”

“That he is not
motivated by money.”

“I could have told
you as much.”

“Then perhaps you
are a better judge of men than I,” Skal said. He felt the rise of
resentment again. Somehow he did not doubt that it was true, and
Feran confirmed it.

“I know of no one
who is worse,” he grinned suddenly. “Can’t you see it, man? The lad
thinks you are a hero, one of the two Avilian commanders who did
well out of this.”

“A hero?” The word
seemed alien to Skal. Heroes were people in tales, usually dead
people. Was he a hero? Was Arbak a hero? No, he’d been on the wall
with other men just as brave, who’d fought just as well. The credit
was given to him because it had been his place to give orders, and
things had worked out his way.

“It’s what he
thinks,” Feran said. “And the general already has those around him
who see to his wants. You should have the same, but use him well,
Skal.”

“I’ve no desire to
mistreat the boy,” Skal said.

“So I believe. He
will be loyal if you are kind to him.”

Tilian Henn put an
end to their conversation by returning with two steaming mugs of
tea which he handed to each of them, and then produced a plate, and
carefully unpacked two golden honey cakes onto it. Skal exchanged a
look with Feran.

“I would almost
credit the tea,” he said, looking at the boy, “but you have
definitely not had the time to bake biscuits.” He sipped the tea,
and it was very good, flavoured with honey and herbs, better than
anything he had tasted in the mess tent.

“I hope that you
will pardon me, my lord,” the boy said. “But I do not know how to
make tea, or not a brew that would be fit for a lord, so I had
someone else make it, and the biscuits were already made, so I
borrowed two.”

Feran chuckled
again.

“You borrowed two?
The tea is good; very good. Who did you get to make it for
you?”

“A man called
Bargil, my lord.”

Feran laughed
again. “You got the General’s Dragon to make tea for you? Gods Skal
this man is worth a king’s ransom!”

“And he promised
to show me how to make tea the way he does it, my lord,” Tilian
said.

Skal knew Bargil.
He didn’t know him well, but well enough to know that the man was
not so approachable. He had a bark and a bite.

“Why would Bargil
do so much for you, Tilian? Are you married to his sister?”

“I told him it was
for you, my lord.”

Bargil had agreed
to show Tilian how to make tea on his account? It was possible, he
supposed, but it seemed as likely as catching a fish with a short
end of rope.

“Bargil, the
fearless, limping, ex dragon guard Bargil is going to teach you how
to make tea because you said it was for me?”

“He thinks highly
of you, my lord.” But there was something else. The boy had turned
quite red in the face and was looking at his boots again.

“What did he say?”
Skal demanded. “Exactly what did he say?”

“With all respect,
my lord, I’d rather not repeat his exact words.”

Skal could hear
Feran chuckling again, but inside him there was rising resentment.
How dare a sergeant, an ex-sergeant of a foreign power show
disrespect? “Tell me,” he said.

Tilian’s gaze was
fixed on his boots and his voice was barely audible. “He said that
you would make a damn fine officer one day, once you got the stick
out of your arse.”

Feran roared with
approval. “You shouldn’t ask if you don’t want to know, Skal,” he
said. Skal himself felt the heat of anger inside him, the
resentment, the pride, the cursed fragile pride that made him… that
made him…

It all drained
away, the anger and indignation, and he felt his lips stretch into
a smile, and then before he could think of his dignity he was
laughing, too, laughing so hard that it hurt. He managed to put the
tea down without spilling it and rolled back in his seat, slapping
his thighs. It lasted less than a minute, and when he was calm
again, or calm enough, he picked up the tea and sipped it.

“Damn fine tea,”
he said. It set them off again, both Feran and Skal, laughing like
hyenas. “Tilian Henn,” he said when he had his breath back. “You
have the job, and the pay is four florins a week, and never, ever
lie to me.”

Later that night
he thought he might have been a bit generous, caught up in the
moment. It had felt like a release of some kind; like a prison door
opening. What did it really matter what Tane Bargil said? The man
was a real soldier, or had been. Even such a backhanded compliment
from such a man was an endorsement that others would heed. Pride
was nothing. Pride was three parts a traitor.

He had orders. He
would ride back to Bas Erinor with Arbak and what remained of the
Seventh Friend. That was less than fifteen hundred men, but those
men were veterans now, and even better, they were undefeated
veterans. He would be a colonel with a full regiment at his
command, and he was wise enough to know that their victory at the
Green Road had not ended the war. Spring would come, and the whole
thing would begin again. For the first time he wondered if that was
what he wanted.


53 Waterhill

It was curiosity that drove Arbak
to Waterhill. Just a couple of hours ride along the King’s highway,
he’d been told, and it is yours; yours and your children’s’ for as
long as your line exists. But Arbak had no line. He had no children
and no wife and he was the wrong side of forty years. So it was
that he came to Waterhill, looking at the place as no more than a
loan from the Duke, who would doubtless receive it back when he
died.

Arbak was
tactician enough to know that Seth Yarra would attack again in the
spring, and that they would probably not try the wall again. Their
Telan allies would have told them that there was a better way, that
there was a pass through the Dragon’s Back with no high wall to
defend it: The White Road.

Nobody used the
White Road. It connected the forest realm with the great plain and
it was well within the lands given over by Pelion to his Benetheon.
No man would dare to so anger the gods by trying it, except Seth
Yarra. They cared nothing for the laws of Benetheon gods.

It was impassable
in winter. Snow lay fifty feet thick for most of its length, driven
there by north west winds that brought the chill of the frozen
lands with them, packing snow and ice tight, but too loose still
for wagons and feet to pass. Spring, however, brought a thaw. It
did not come quickly, but a month or six weeks shy of summer the
road would be muddy and passable, and nothing short of an open
confrontation would stop them coming through.

He rode in
silence, then, along the road to Waterhill. Sheyani was with him,
and he had left Bargil in charge of the tavern. The place would not
be as popular as it had been under the spell of Sheyani’s pipes,
but his new found notoriety would ensure that it continued to be a
source of whatever funds he might need. Already the money he had
accumulated dwarfed the colonel’s salary that sat, undrawn, in the
kingdom’s accounts, and that was a gold guinea a week.

The tavern was in
better shape than he had expected to find on his return. His other
staff had kept it clean and warm, and mostly open. It was quieter,
of course. A lot of his regular customers, at least most of those
of the requisite age, had signed up to serve with the regiment, and
he had left a lot of them back on the green road, feeding the
grass.

All he had ever
wanted was a comfortable retirement. Maybe a small tavern, or even
a share in one; a place where he could grow old and grumpy getting
disgracefully drunk when he felt like it, always having plenty of
food, a warm bed and company. Strange how what you want and what
you get rarely seem to be on speaking terms.

They came at last
to the gates. He thought there must be some mistake. Two great
stone pillars straddled a well made track like trunkless legs.
Wrought iron gates barred the way. They were as high as a mounted
man’s head and wide enough that a standard wagon could pass through
with ten feet to spare either side. They looked like palace gates,
and beyond them the track twisted away through grand old trees,
passed by a small lake, and in the distance he could see the
colours of brick and stone through the bare winter branches.

“This is it?” he
asked.

One of their party
was a groom, sent from Waterhill to guide his new master. The man
bobbed his head.

“Yes, my
lord.”

It seemed too
grand by far, but if the man said this was it…

“Well, get the
gate open, then,” he said.

The groom jumped
down and unlatched the gate, taking a few moments to swing each
half back and rest it against a post placed there for the purpose,
latching it into its new position. When he was done he remounted
hurriedly, apparently surprised that Arbak was waiting for him.

They rode on,
hooves sounding crisp on the gravel track. They passed beneath a
family of great oaks; their branches spread above the path, each
tree with a girth as great as a man’s outstretched arms. Then the
landscape opened up, and they rode by the side of a lake. Ducks
flew up in confusion as they approached, making for the far side of
the water where they skidded into the lake again, ploughing little
wakes and rousing their feathers and shouting loudly to each other.
Beyond the ducks and the lake shore he could see several houses,
ploughed fields, and a barn. It was a pretty enough scene. All
this? All this was his?

They rounded
another great tree; an elm, he thought; passed a stand of conifers,
and then came in clear sight of the house for the first time. It
was big, and it was untidy looking, and it was probably the most
beautiful dwelling he had ever seen. It looked as though it had
been built by a hundred different builders across a span of five
hundred years. Brick chased stone chased brick all around its
walls. In places it was two storeys high, and in places only one.
At the west end a tower rose a full four floors from the ground.
Over the years a vine of some sort had wrapped itself around the
tower and spread out to seize much of the building’s front in its
green hands, softening the structure, making it look as though it
belonged.

Arbak stopped and
stared. Sheyani drew her mount up next to his.

“A house fit for a
lord,” she said. There was laughter in her voice again.

“Do you like it?”
he asked.

She shook her
head. “It does not matter if I like it, Sheshay. It is your house.”
She paused, and seeing that he needed something more, said “but I
do like it. It is a fine old house.”

He nodded, and
nudged his horse forwards again. They had been spotted, and he
could see men and women in front of the house, coming out of the
great arched door. They lined up on the gravel before the house,
standing in rank like soldiers waiting to greet their commander. He
decided to play the part, uncomfortable as it felt, and reined in a
few yards before them, swinging down from the saddle and handing
his horse to the groom, who, he noted, had managed to dismount
after him and still be at his side to take the reins when they were
offered.

One of the
servants stepped forwards and bowed, and this triggered a wave of
obeisance from the line, as though a wind had passed through a bed
of reeds.

“I am Hector
Talanisant, your steward, if it please you, my lord,” he said.

Arbak pulled off
his riding gloves, beating the dust out of them against his hip,
taking his time to reply. “By your accent an Afaeli,” he said.

“I am Afaeli by
birth, my lord,” the man said. “Does my accent displease you?”

Power. He had that
kind of power now. This man had probably spent a good part of his
life, and he looked about forty, working his way up to this
position, and yet he could be broken and thrown away at Arbak’s
word.

“It does not,
Hector. Do your job well and you shall keep it.”

Hector bowed, and
he could see the relief on his face, a release of tension.

“Who is the best
man to show me around the estate, Hector?” he asked.

And so it began.
They ate a lunch that was over large at a table more suited to
twenty than two. It felt like trying to row a boat with a twenty
foot beam. There was enough food left on the table at the end to
feed the entire staff, and perhaps that was the point. Hector
deposited them in the care of a man he called the landskeeper, whom
Arbak concluded was the person who both managed the farms and
looked after the gardens and woodland. He took them on a tour that
in the end revealed remarkably little. It was not, perhaps, the
grand estate he had envisioned, and he recalled the Duke telling
him that it was only two hundred acres.

There were two
farms – the water farm and the hill farm; hence the given name of
the estate. The former was low lying and grew wheat, and the hill
farm bred animals; which mostly seemed to be large, black cows,
though he saw pigs and chickens on both properties. Both farms were
well kept and tidy as far as his ignorant soldier’s eye could tell.
He was given to understand that one tenth of the produce of each
farm went into the estate larder, and the bulk of the rest was sold
or traded by the farmers, and a further rent was paid out of the
sum raised. The lake was full of fish, and only the lord’s
household had a right to them. In addition to the two farms there
was a six acre garden around the house, and a thirty acre woodland
that provided firewood for the house and the farms as well as the
odd game bird for the table.

Arbak rejected the
idea of eating their evening meal at the great table, and Hector
suggested the parlour, a smaller and more intimate room. It had
been a long time since Waterhill had been a principal estate, and
there was no rhythm to the house, no pattern or template of routine
to fall back on. He liked the parlour. It reminded him of one of
the private rooms in the Seventh Friend, but there was a wall of
books as well, and he wondered whose they were and what they
said.

When Hector
brought their food and poured the wine Arbak dismissed him.

“I can call you if
I want anything,” he said.

“There is a bell,
my lord,” Hector said.

“A bell?”

“Yes, my lord. The
black rope to the left of the fireplace. If you pull it a bell will
ring in the kitchen and someone will come to see what you
need.”

He nodded. “I’ll
ring the bell, then.”

Hector withdrew
and Arbak pushed his food around the plate. He wasn’t very hungry
after the vast meal at mid day. He sipped his wine.

“I don’t know how
to live in a house like this, Sheyani,” he said.

“You will learn,
Sheshay,” she said.

He shook his head.
“Not the things, not the bell and the table and all the rest. I
don’t know how to speak to these people.”

“You’re afraid
that they will discover that you are just a man like them.”

“I suppose
so.”

“They already know
this. They are servants, Sheshay. You are their lord. A part of
what they are comes from what you are. They are pleased to have a
lord again, not to be a forgotten part of the Duke’s holdings, and
they have already seen that you are fair and interested. They want
to like you, and if you do not dismiss them, cut their pay or have
them whipped they will like you well enough. If you are thoughtful,
they will like you more.”

“So what do I
do?”

“Whatever you
like. This is your house. These men and women are no different from
your barmen, your brewer, and the men who keep the door at the
Seventh Friend.”

“This house,
though; it is too big.”

“Then fill it,
Sheshay. Invite your merchant friends to stay with you for a few
days. If I know anything about such men I know that they will be
most pleased to be the guest of a lord, even one that they knew
before he was raised up. Many would pay to be permitted to come and
stay.”

“Really?”

“It is true. A
bloodline is a kind of gold that you can spend over and over. I
have seen it before, in Durandar. In my country everyone aspires to
become a mage, and those that have succeeded are courted by those
who never will. Money is drawn to high blood like a lodestone to a
steel blade.”

“Yes, I have seen
it.”

He had seen it and
he did not like it. Everywhere he had been it was true that money
respected blood, but some men took it further, sought out the
favour of the high born and the raised up, and flattered them with
gifts and praise. He did not like to think that those he had called
friends would be so debased.

“Hector said that
we had neighbours,” he said. “Do you think it would be prudent to
become acquainted with them?”

“Yes, but custom
dictates that it is they who must take the first step. They will
invite you to their homes. It would be thought improper for you to
invite them.”

“How do you know
this, Sheyani? You are a Durander.”

“It is the same in
all the five kingdoms, Sheshay. The bloodlines of the kingdoms are
more kin to each other than they are to the common people. They
have the same rules. They play the same games.”

“I am glad that I
have you by my side to tell me these things, Sheyani,” he said.
“Otherwise I would seem a fool.”

Sheyani did not
reply, but she smiled and quickly set about her food again.

When night came he
could not sleep. His room, the master’s room, was vast, and the
servants had lit it with twelve lamps. In truth it was two rooms –
a dressing room almost as large as the parlour and a bed chamber –
and he felt like he was sleeping in a barn. He spent some minutes
examining the furniture and the books, and discovered that the
furniture was solid and the books were old. He found a copy of the
Tales of Karim, and after he had doused all but one of the lamps he
read through two of his favourite tales, hoping that the familiar
words would bring sleep, but they did not. Instead he lay awake
trying to understand what had happened to his life.

Nothing made sense
any more. He could see the chain of events that had led him here,
the lie that had started it. It all came from the doctor who had
refused to treat him, and his decision to promote himself and keep
up the deception. If he had not pretended to be an officer the
council would have shunned him. He would not have been given the
regiment. He would not have been a general, not a lord.

How much else in
the world comes from a simple lie, he wondered? He had gone from an
ordinary sergeant to celebrated general in less than half a year.
He had money, lands, friends, and the deep and abiding suspicion
that he deserved none of it.

But what did any
of it matter? Winter was come, and on its heels would be spring,
and with the spring war would come again, and thousands of men
would die. There was a good chance that he would be one of them,
and so there was just this one season to enjoy his good fortune,
and then one more when the debt would be collected. He had given
the matter much thought. For all practical purposes Seth Yarra
seemed to have an unlimited supply of men, and no matter what the
strategy, no matter how bravely the kingdoms fought, those numbers
would tell in the end. If there was a wall across the White Road
they might have a chance, but the White Road was wide, much wider
than the Green Road, and building something to block it would take
years. They did not have years.

Yet Narak seemed
to cling to some hope. Perhaps there was some secret thing, some
knowledge or magic that he could bring to bear as a last resort,
but if so then why did so many men have to die before they should
be saved?

He was forced to
conclude that there was no magic, that Narak’s optimism was no more
than a front, a mask that concealed conclusions similar to his own.
But then again, perhaps he did not know everything. Perhaps there
was some secret, some plan or strategy of which he was unaware.
Narak could know the limits of Seth Yarra manpower, or he could
know some other forgotten fact that might turn the war their
way.

He would just have
to trust the Wolf. He wished that he could choose to have faith, to
believe, but belief was not a choice. It just was, or in his case
was not. Narak was a strategist without equal, however, and he
could choose to trust that skill.

He reached out to
snuff out the last lamp, and stopped with his arm half way to the
light.

“Sheyani?”

She was standing
at the foot of his bed. He had not heard her enter the room, or
caught any movement as she crossed the space between the door and
the bed. She could have been standing there for minutes, watching
him. Wrapped in a dark cloak she looked for all the world like a
disembodied face, her skin the colour of dark honey in the lamp
light, her eyes black, her hair a dark cap about her head.

“Sheshay,” she
said. Her voice was barely audible.

“Do you need
something?” he asked. “Why are you here?” She looked afraid, or
nervous. He could not make up his mind.

“I must speak,”
she said. She took a half step towards him. “I must tell you.”

“What is it?” He
was half out of the bed. Something was wrong, for sure. She was
sick, or there was some danger that he was unaware of. But her hand
stayed him. She held it up in front of her and took a half step
back again, and the weight came off his feet as he sat back
down.

“What?” he asked.
“What?”

“You have my
heart, Sheshay,” she said. “I want to give you what remains of
me.”

“What?” For a
moment he did not understand. The meaning of the words eluded him
because they were so unexpected, like hauling up your fishing line
to find a rabbit on the hook. Her heart?

Incomprehension
was followed by confusion. She was declaring her love to him; her
love of him, of Cain Arbak. It was a strange moment for him. This
was something he had wanted, wanted so much, but had never dared to
hope for. She was younger than him, prettier by any measure,
unscarred, high born. She was everything that he was not. It was a
match of such uneven character that he was forced to protest
it.

“Sheyani,” he
said. “You are the daughter of a king, a Mage of Durandar, and I am
low born, crippled…”

“Again you say
this,” she replied, cutting him off, and there was a touch of
frustration in her voice, even desperation. “You are a rich man, a
Lord of Avilian, A Knight Talon of the Order of the Dragon, an
elected general, a councillor of Bas Erinor, and I am a refugee
with no title, no money, no position. Yet none of this matters. You
do not see that none of it matters, but it is the truth. You are
kind, and just, and generous. The men who work in your tavern love
you, your soldiers would die for a kind word from you, your words
to them are as powerful as the music I play.

“I love you, Cain
Arbak. Of all the men in the world I choose to give myself to you,
but say that you do not want me and I will go away and not trouble
you again.”

Her words struck
him like a blow to the face. Go away? No, he didn’t want that. He
had to say something. He had to say the right thing because this
was the most important moment of his life, however short the rest
of it turned out to be.

“Sheyani Esh
Baradan, my most trusted friend,” he said. “If you bear for me one
tenth part of the love I bear for you then I am a fortunate man
indeed. I did not dare to hope that this would be so, but now I
find that it is, and yes I want you, as much as I can and for as
long as I draw breath.”

He saw the relief
on her face, even in the lamplight, and was amazed by it. She had
been afraid that he would reject her – something that he could
never have contemplated. But now the words were said. Sheyani let
the cloak fall from her shoulders, and he saw that she was naked
beneath it. He watched open mouthed as she came to the side of the
bed, drew back the coverings and stepped in beside him. He felt her
warmth, the softness of her skin.

“One thing,” he
said. His hand was on her shoulder, her scent filled him up and her
face, her eyes, were inches from his own.

“Sheshay?”

He took a deep
breath. Cain Arbak was not a stickler for form. He was a practical
man, a do before you’re done sort of man. Never in his life had he
worried about doing the proper thing when he knew it wasn’t what
worked. But he knew what he had to say, and he knew that he had to
say it now, or it would never sound as right, it would never work
as well as it would at this moment; right now.

“Will you be my
wife?” he asked.

He felt her warmth
wrap around him, her face press close to his ear.

“Yes, Sheshay.” He
could hear the smile on her lips. “Yes. I will be your wife.”


54 Sara
Bruff

The Lord of Latter Fetch was a busy
man. Indeed he was so busy that he had yet to visit his recently
gifted estates. At least now that his blood was raised up again he
was entitled to board and lodgings in the high city, in Aidon’s
castle.

He didn’t spend
much time there, though. Mostly it was just an evening meal, a few
ales with a friend if he could find one, and then sleep. There were
few people from before the war that still called him friend, and he
didn’t have time to make new ones. He missed Feran. He spent his
days on the fields outside the city overseeing the training of his
new regiment.

It was getting
cold. Even this far south he often had need of a woollen tunic and
a heavy cloak. Many times he took a hand with the training, beating
aside the blades of new recruits, putting their feet into stirrups,
correcting their stance or their handling of a bow. Mostly it was
just to keep warm.

Tilian Henn was a
blessing. Skal had dressed the boy in red and grey; good winter
trousers, a woollen tunic, a heavy cloak. Two pairs of new boots
had opened his eyes. Tilian had never had two pairs before, just
one that fell apart around his feet until he could scrounge another
pair near the end of their life from some more fortunate fellow
with the same size feet. Now his feet gleamed in polished black
leather. Skal had also got the boy a black leather belt and a good
quality sword with a leather and wood sheath, and given him another
stripe to add to his veteran’s bar, and that made him a little more
than just another common soldier.

He insisted that
Henn train with the others; pushed him to do better than those
around him. Sometimes he took a hand in the boy’s work himself,
showing him little tricks and fresh moves that gave him an edge.
The boy responded well. He worked hard and improved quickly. He
became worth his corporal’s stripes.

Henn’s true value
lay in his ability to get things done. Skal quickly learned that
the incident with the tea was by no means an isolated feat or a
stroke of luck. If he asked him to do something, it got done. The
means by which he did this were sometimes less than proper. Henn
was not above offering inducements to tradesmen, merchants and the
like to see his end achieved, and though he stopped short of
threats he was capable of adopting a kind of sad, disappointed
manner that had men worried for their lives and livelihoods.

When Arbak took a
week’s leave to visit his estates he left Skal nominally in charge
of both regiments, though the innkeeper’s second, a major by the
name of Shale Gorios did all the real work with the first regiment.
Skal took the opportunity to deal with an outstanding debt.

Ever since Henfray
he had been troubled by the ghost of Saul Bruff, Bruff the Tanner,
Bruff the volunteer who had saved his life on the line when he had
been caught between two blades. It was not that he saw his spirit;
Skal did not believe in such things; but he thought about the man
most days. He had never had the chance to thank him, to buy him a
drink, even to nod and smile as soldiers sometimes do in
acknowledgement of a service done.

He didn’t even
know if Bruff had a family, though someone had said so.

That was the task
that he set for Tilian Henn: find out if Bruff had a family, who
they were, what their business was, and anything else about them
that was worth knowing.

“And he’s a
tanner, my lord?”

“He’s dead,” Skal
replied. “He died at Henfray.”

They were sitting
in a tent on the training grounds. It was supposed to be a break
for lunch, but Skal wasn’t hungry. Tilian had found him a flask of
hot, mulled wine and he was sipping that, still wrapped in his
cloak. There was a nagging north-wester tugging at the canvas
around them, making it snap and boom, pushing under and around the
tent as though it was hardly there at all.

“Do you know his
wife’s name, my lord?” Tilian asked.

“I don’t know if
he had a wife,” Skal replied. “He was a young man, so maybe not,
but there might be a mother, a father, an aunt. I don’t know. Just
find out.”

“I could start now
if you wish, my lord,” Tilian said. Tilian always stood in his
presence, and he was standing now, legs braced, hands behind his
back. Skal sipped the wine again. It was sweet and still hot; just
what he’d needed on a day like this. Could he do without Henn for a
few hours? Was he really getting so soft?

“Yes, start now,”
he said.

Tilian bowed and
turned through the tent flap and was gone.

Skal looked around
the tent. There was nothing to see, really; bare canvas, a chair, a
table, a jug of rapidly cooling mulled wine. He poured another cup
and took a large swallow, feeling it spread its warmth down his
gullet and into his stomach. He envied Cain Arbak. The man wasn’t
staying in the castle, but had put himself up at his own tavern.
And why not? He had friends there, endless food and wine and that
pretty little Durander girl he seemed to like so much. Daughter of
a king. Well, there was no accounting for fortune. He’d thought
more than once of asking Arbak to rent him a room there too, but
hadn’t thought it quite proper. He’d been, of course. He’d visited
the tavern and been greeted like a hero, slapped on the back, stood
free drinks all night, eaten a prime cut of the house roast, and
that had made it worse. He should have turned all those things
down, or at least insisted on paying for them, because now he felt
he couldn’t go back. They’d all think he expected the same
again.

He drained the cup
and looked at the jug again. No. Another cup would be excessive. He
didn’t want to be drunk in charge of a regiment; two regiments,
technically.

Still, he had his
own leave to look forwards to. Arbak had insisted that he take ten
days, go to Latter Fetch, and put the place in order the way he
liked it. Arbak was fair. It was the least that could be said of
him, but the man had a peculiar way of running a regiment. He never
seemed to give any orders. He just talked to people, asked them
what they thought, discussed it with them, and that was that. Even
so the men trained as hard as ever, the officers seemed to respect
him, and everything ran as well as might be expected. Skal had
always thought that a commander seeking advice from his men was
asking for disrespect, or even mutiny. It was a sign of weakness,
and ambitious men would push you aside if you showed weakness, lazy
men would take advantage. Then again, all the men were volunteers.
Perhaps that approach worked with volunteers, and he had tried it
himself a few times with no discernable decline in discipline, and
it had made him feel more connected with his officers, like he was
in the regiment, and not sitting on top of it.

He looked at the
wine, rejected it again and stood up, picked up the helmet that lay
by his feet and left the tent. The official break wasn’t over yet.
There were still a few minutes to run, but he was fed up with
sitting in the tent not drinking. He felt like hitting something
with a blade. That would warm him up.

On the field the
air was misty with smoke. It was ringed with bonfires. Arbak had
insisted that the men have a chance to get warm, and the fires were
built every day so they had somewhere to sit when they weren’t
training, and the smoke gave the training ground an authentic
battleground feel, an air of confusion.

Arbak trained with
the men. He had picked up the same shield technique that Feran had
been teaching Skal; probably from his man Bargil. It suited the
general because he had only one hand, and the shield was strapped
to the forearm, making his crippled arm useful again. Arbak trained
every day with a short sword in his left hand, and when he wasn’t
facing off against one of his men he spent time hacking at a sack
shrouded post, building up strength. It reminded Skal of
Quinnial.

And there he was:
Quinnial. It’s odd how often that seems to happen, Skal thought,
when you think of someone and then they turn up. Perhaps it was
just those times that you remember, forgetting all the other
occasions on which you thought of someone and they stubbornly
refused to appear.

He began to stamp
his way across the battered grass to where the stand-in ruler of
Bas Erinor was standing, surrounded by a small group of men, or to
be accurate men and one woman. Skal stopped walking. It was Maryal.
That was damned awkward. He hadn’t seen the woman since his ill
judged trickery concerning her betrothal. At the time it had seemed
a clever thing to do. It was a slap in the face for Quinnial, who
he saw as a rival, and Maryal was a fine looking woman. She’d have
made a fair mistress of Bel Arac, and if she didn’t like it, well,
that hadn’t seemed so important.

Have I changed
that much? His actions now seemed foolish, even cruel. He’d known
full well that the two of them were in love, and that much was
confirmed in so far as they’d become betrothed as soon as he’d been
disgraced by his father and lost his title. Well, it had ended
satisfactorily enough for them at least, but he doubted that would
cut any ice with Maryal.

Oddly he didn’t
worry about Quinnial’s feelings on the matter. He’d spoken to
Quinnial many times since then, and if he kept the conversation to
business they seemed to do all right. He didn’t imagine that
Quinnial liked him any more than Aidon did, but at least the man
was fair.

There was no way
he was going to avoid this, so he gritted his metaphorical teeth
and carried on towards the well dressed little group. He was, after
all, the officer nominally in command of two regiments.

Quinnial saw him
coming.

“My lord,” Skal
said as he approached. “How may I serve you?”

“Just routine,”
Quinnial said, accepting Skal’s respectful bow with a brief nod of
his own. “I wanted to see for myself how the men were coming along,
see the conditions. I like to have a grasp of the details, as you
know.”

Like to check up
on my reports, more like, Skal thought. One of the other men was
the secretary, and another he recognised as a significant lord from
the north of Avilian, a portly high ranker whose estates bordered
what had once been his father’s land. His name was Bizmael, or
Bizfael, something like that. As far as Skal knew he was a buffoon,
but a buffoon who could raise a regiment of two thousand men.

“You turning
Berashi on us?” the buffoon asked. Skal assumed he had seen the
round shields and short swords.

“Indeed you might
be forgiven for thinking so, my lord,” he replied. “But the short
sword and shield are very effective in a melee, and that’s how Seth
Yarra like to fight.”

“Let them dictate
terms, eh?” the idiot said. Skal drew a deep breath. He could feel
Quinnial watching him, and he could sense, more than feel, the
waves of ice coming his direction from Maryal.

“Surely you’re not
suggesting we run away rather than engage the enemy, my lord?” Skal
asked. He carefully pitched his tone so that what he said could be
taken as a joke, but knew that the man would no see it so.

Bizmael huffed and
turned a slightly redder shade, but Quinnial spoke before the
conversation could take a more bitter turn.

“You can’t deny
their record, lord Bizmael,” he said. “The Seventh Friend has been
honoured by King Raffin as well as our own duke, and we are pleased
to see them adopt tactics that have proven effective against the
enemy. You should consider it yourself, perhaps.”

“We did well
enough against Seth Yarra in our own way,” Bizmael said. Skal
recalled that Bizmael’s two thousand had been east with Narak, and
taken part in the destruction of the main Seth Yarra army.

“Indeed. I envy
you playing a part in such a famous victory, my lord,” Skal said.
It was laying the butter on a bit thick, but he saw a twinkle in
Quinnial’s eye, and knew it for approval. Why he cared about
Quinnial’s approval he could not say, but it seemed that he
did.

“Yes, well,”
Bizmael said, squinting uncomfortably against the wind. “We did
have cavalry. You had to do without, so I suppose some tactical
adjustments might be needed.”

It was the best he
could hope for. The buffoon had sensed Quinnial’s desire for peace
and backed down as far as he was able, which was good. They were in
the same army after all. He heard a whistle behind him, and knew
that the rest break was at an end.

“My lords, my
lady, I would happily show you our various drills, and you can
judge our progress for yourselves.” It was the first time he had
addressed a word to Maryal. The title was complimentary, of course.
Maryal was not raised up, but as Quinnial’s betrothed she was
honoured with the title never the less. He saw Quinnial glance at
her.

“Very good,”
Quinnial said. “Carry on and we’ll follow.”

Men were pouring
out from their seats around the fires and forming up into groups.
Officers and sergeants were shouting orders and as they drew nearer
he heard the first ring of steel and steel. Somewhere in the
distance he heard horses and the hiss of arrows in flight. It took
very little time for the men to be back into the swing of
training.

It was surprising
in a way how big the training grounds were. Land this close to the
city, well, virtually adjacent to the river gate, was expensive and
usually put to better, or at least more commercial, use. Somehow
this space; the better part of two hundred acres; had remained
free, laid out as open pasture. He did not even know who owned the
land.

They stopped by a
group of archers. Three instructors were trying to teach twenty
recruits the elements of archery. Three Mesham targets were set up
fifty yards away. Skal knew about Mesham. He didn’t know why
really. It went back to one of the very few conversations he’s ever
had with the old Duke. Mesham was a material made up of wool,
cotton threads and animal fur, mixed in the right proportions. It
was placed in Mesham tubs, soaked in water with a couple of cheap
chemicals added – he could not recall the exact ones – and beaten
with a cloth hammer, which was a sort of pole a foot wide at the
head and four inches at the handle. It was left to soak and then
pressed. Archers shot at the target, and eventually the material
began to break apart. A few hundred arrows would normally do it.
Then the target could be taken back, some extra wool, cotton and
hair added, soaked, beaten, pressed, and it would be as good as
new. An army was like that, the duke had told him; cut up by the
enemy it could be beaten back into shape, made good as new.

The instructors
were nervous to have the mighty observe their work. Skal could
tell. They shouted more harshly, increased their level of
intervention. Every arrow was wrong, it seemed; even those that
struck the targets. Skal watched the recruits. Several of the
twenty showed promise. One of them hit the roundel with every arrow
he loosed; a natural, he supposed.

They moved on. A
squad of fifty horsemen were training with lances. They were riding
at wooden dummies wrapped in cloth, or would have been. At this
moment they were practising riding in formation; wheeling in line,
riding in line, and doing it without sticking your neighbour with
your lance. Skal thought they looked ragged, but Quinnial seemed
pleased.

“They are coming
along, Colonel,” he said. “How long have they been training?”

“Just four days on
horse, my lord,” Skal replied. “This lot have been learning
infantry basics for the last two weeks.”

Quinnial nodded,
smiled.

It went on for a
while. They moved from group to group, pausing for no more than
five minutes at each, making the instructors nervous, and moving on
again. At one point Skal found himself standing next to Maryal,
alone. They were watching a demonstration of sword technique with
shield and short sword and Quinnial had drifted to the other side
of the group to get a better view of something. The other lords had
followed him, but for some reason she had stayed behind, and now
they stood twenty yards from the others.

They stood in
silence for a while, but the longer it went on the more Skal felt
he had to say something. Quinnial and the others showed no
inclination to return, and he could hardly leave her alone.

“Shall we join the
others, my lady?” he asked.

Maryal did not
move, nor did she acknowledge his suggestion. She continued to
stand and stare at the demonstration as though she had not heard
him speak.

“My lady?”

“Do I make you
uncomfortable, Skal?” she asked.

Now it was his
turn to remain silent. It was true enough. He was no longer the
scion of a great house. He was a junior member of the aristocracy
with little or no weight other than what his sword had earned him.
Quinnial outranked him by several orders of magnitude, and Maryal
was to be Quinnial’s wife, and a voice in his ear.

“I regret the
wrong that I did you, my lady,” he said.

“I am certain of
it,” she replied. “And you may live to regret it even more.”

“It was cruel,”
Skal admitted. “But I did not think so at the time.”

“You did not
think…?” Maryal made a scornful noise. “Whatever you are Skal,
nobody ever thought that you were stupid. You always thought.”

Skal shrugged. A
part of him was surprised that he had even tried to speak to her;
she was in some ways quite slow witted; but some other part seemed
to think that her opinion mattered. “I think differently now,” he
said.

“I am sure that
you do,” she said. She thought him unchanged, that his words
stemmed from some craven instinct to ingratiate himself with those
above him, and he was uncertain how changed he was. There were
certainly ideas in his head that had been absent before his
degradation, before Henfray and Fal Verdan.

“War is a great
teacher. It is a place where a tanner’s apprentice may save a
colonel’s life and the man standing next to you is a friend, no
matter that he’s low born and a foreigner, as long as he swings a
firm blade. It taught me that pride is no friend at all, and that
war is a team sport.”

Maryal frowned at
his words, almost as though there was a trace of doubt in her mind
after all. “They say that you were a hero on the wall,” she
said.

“I was there,” he
said. “I killed men and was not killed. I always did have some
skill with the blade. They honoured me because I was an officer,
and because other men did what I told them, and died doing it.”

She frowned again,
and he knew why. She was not accustomed to modesty from his lips,
but he did not think it modest to tell the truth. There were no
heroes on the wall, unless they were all heroes, those that fought
and lived or died. None of them had run from the fight.

Quinnial and the
others came back. There was a look of concern, Skal thought, on
Quinnial’s face to see him and Maryal alone together, but it seemed
to pass, and the rest of the inspection went by without further
excitement. He did not speak to Maryal again.

It was evening
when Tilian Henn returned. The sky was already beginning to darken,
and the same bitter wind that had been harassing the men all day
was hurrying the bonfires towards extinction.

“What is it?” Skal
asked. As soon as he saw Tilian he knew that something required his
attention. He could tell by the way the boy stood, leaning forward
slightly as though about to speak, his eyes fixed on Skal’s.

“A private matter,
my lord,” Tilian said.

Skal excused
himself from the officers he was talking to, giving a flurry of
orders that would see the day’s training wound up. He walked
towards his tent and Tilian fell in behind him.

“Now,” he said
when they were out of earshot of the others. “What is it?”

“The man Bruff,
the Tanner; he had a wife and a child.”

“And?”

“I believe that
you wished to aid them in some way, my lord,” Tilian said. “If so
you must move quickly. They are being evicted from their house even
as we speak.”

Skal untethered
his horse and Tilian climbed up onto his own mount. They rode
quickly through the river gate, turned right into the densest part
of the low city and pushed their way through busy, narrow streets
until they came to a row of low, dilapidated houses with the smell
of a tannery strong in the air.

These were simple
dwellings, rough cut tree trunks part buried in the ground with the
spaces between meshed with lath and plastered with mud. The roofs
were crudely beamed and covered with reed bundles cut from the
river lands, a hole cut for the smoke to escape. Each house would
be little more than a room, sometimes with cloths or blankets hung
for privacy. They made them the same way in Bel Arac.

A scene of chaos
became a tableau as they approached. Men on horseback bearing
swords were a rare sight in these parts, and the poor were cautious
when such strange creatures were about. There were a couple of
dozen spectators but the main players were clear enough. A thin man
dressed in brown, clutching a paper; two heavier men, one with
blood on his face and a basket in his hand, a child in the basket;
the second man with his arms wrapped around a woman to restrain
her. At last Skal assumed it was a woman. She was skinny as a rake,
wrapped in rags tied with an end of rope. Her copious black hair
had broken free of any restraint and blew about her face like a
cloud of darkness.

“What is happening
here?” Skal asked.

“Nothing to
concern you, sir,” the skinny man said, managing a sort of half
bow.

Skal leaned on the
pommel of his saddle. “I will judge that for myself,” he said.

The man flapped
his hands, a gesture of frustration. Skal guessed his day was not
going that well and that their arrival seemed yet another trial,
another obstacle to be overcome. “Everything within the law, sir, I
assure you; quite within the law.”

Tilian could
restrain himself no longer. “You will address the lord of Latter
Fetch as ‘My Lord’,” he said. “Or I will teach you to do so.”

Skal gestured to
him. Enough.

“Forgive me, my
lord,” the skinny man said, and his bow was more pronounced now. If
there was one thing that worried the low born more than a man on
horseback with a sword, it was a man on horseback with a sword and
a title. Skal understood as much. He ignored the apology.

“Tell me what is
happening,” he said.

He could see the
man give up. He was going to have to explain himself to this
lordling whether he wished it or no.

“I am chief clerk
of the Westersept Tannery, my lord. This house is a tied house,
owned by the tannery, and given as part wage to journeymen workers
as the master sees fit. This house was given to a journeyman, this
woman’s husband, but he is dead. According to law she may remain in
the house for a month after the tenant’s death, and yet we have
allowed her two months because he died in the service of the city,
and for a month of that we gave her charity, food for her table,
but the house is needed for another. So you see, my lord, we are
well within the law, indeed, we are not even within sight of
illegality.”

Skal directed his
attention to the woman. She had stopped struggling. “Is this true?”
he asked.

“It is, my lord,”
she said. “But I could find no work, and I have a child. We will be
on the street.”

Skal was
surprised; not by her words, but by her accent. It was northern,
the same musical rhythms he had heard as a youth. It was the way
his servants had spoken at home.

“You have no
family?” he asked.

“Not here, my
lord. In Bel Arac I have a sister.”

Bel Arac. How old
was she? It was impossible to tell behind her wind roughed hair but
she could not be more than twenty-five if she had been married to
Saul Bruff. She could have been one of the people he’d looked down
on from the castle walls.

“Then why do you
not go to Bel Arac?”

“I have not the
money, and my sister is poor. We would not be welcomed there.”

“Better than the
street.”

“I suppose, my
lord.”

She was certainly
reluctant to seek the charity of family. A carter’s fare was not so
great that she could not have raised it when her husband had died.
There would have been some money from his pay, some things in the
house that she could have sold.

“What is your
name?” he asked.

“Sara Bruff, my
lord.”

“How would it be,
Sara Bruff, if I paid your way to Bel Arac?”

“Better than the
street, my lord,” she replied. It was an impertinent answer, devoid
of gratitude, and the man holding her shook her. Skal smiled.

“You do not like
your sister, Sara Bruff,” he said.

“It is something
that we have shared all our lives, my lord,” she said. “But I will
accept your kindness gladly for Saul’s sake.”

“Your husband’s
sake?”

“My son’s,” she
said, but she had caught the implication of what he had said. “You
knew my husband?”

“I knew his name.”
The son was named for the husband. It was common enough. Skal was
suddenly dissatisfied with everything that was being said and done.
One of the two big men still had a grip on Bruff’s widow. “Release
the woman,” he said.

“My lord,” the
first clerk of the tannery stepped forwards again. “It took us the
best part of an hour to get her out of the house, and as you can
see we had to break the door in. I will not let her back
inside.”

“Will you go back
into the house?” he asked her.

“No, my lord.”

“Release her.”

The clerk
hesitated, then nodded, and the big man let her go and stepped away
as though he expected her to attack him the moment her arms were
free, but Sara Bruff did not spare him a glance. She pulled her
hair back behind her head, dragging it into a tight bundle behind
her neck which she tied deftly with a cord.

For the first time
he could see her face. She had the pale, white skin common in the
north, the sort that never took any colour from the sun, and her
eyes were like blue chips of ice in a field of snow. They were hard
and clear. Her nose was straight and narrow, and her mouth a
pressed, determined line. She was, what? Pretty? No. Striking was a
better word. Now that she was upright and disentangled from the
clerk’s man he could see that she had a figure, too, that went in
and out in the right places.

“Thank you, my
lord,” she said. He felt the questions in her eyes.

“Is there anything
in the house that you need?” he asked.

She glanced back
at the broken doorway. “No, my lord.”

Skal stared at her
for a moment. It was not long, but it was enough for people to
notice that nothing was being said, and nothing was happening.

“Can you read and
write?” he asked.

“Well enough, my
lord,” she replied.

“I will offer you
an alternative,” Skal said. “Employment at my estate at Latter
Fetch. Neither you nor the boy will want for food or warmth or
shelter. I will see that the boy is taught his letters and numbers
when he is old enough, and when he comes of age I will see him
placed in whatever trade or profession he chooses.”

There was a brief
silence again, and Skal could sense the surprise from all of them,
even Tilian.

“May I ask what
the price is for this kindness, my lord?” she asked. She was wary,
thinking perhaps that he expected something she would be unwilling
to give.

Skal met her
stare. “It has already been paid, Sara Bruff. I was your husband’s
commander at Henfray. It was a victory, but even in the greatest
victories there are some who die, and your Saul was one of the
unlucky ones. Before he died he fought at my side, and in that
brief time an action of his saved my life. This is not kindness. It
is payment of a debt. His death robbed me of the chance to reward
him, and so I must render a service to you in his stead.”

Her hand went to
her mouth at the mention of her husband’s name. Skal could see that
there was still pain there. Two months dead and still loved. It was
not something he could say of his own father.

“I will accept
your offer, my lord,” she said. “I will go to your estates for the
sake of my son.”

It was done. He
turned to Tilian. “We will leave in five days when the general gets
back,” he said. “Quarter her in the Seventh Friend until then, food
and board. See that she is comfortable, Tilian.”

He turned his
horse away, dug his heels in and let it carry him away,
deliberately not looking back. He was not certain what he had just
done, what the meaning of it was, or why he had done it. It was the
right thing, though. He was sure that it was the right thing. He
just worried that he had done it for the wrong reason.
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If Narak could have been drunk he
would have been. One of the drawbacks of godhood was that this
voluntary oblivion was denied him. No matter how much wine he drank
he felt no more than a light buzz, a slight sense of detachment. He
had drunk enough to kill two mortal men, but it had done no good.
He was still lucid, still worried, still sober.

He was angry, too;
sitting alone in the darkness of the lair, listening to the silence
of the stone all around him. He was alone because he had sent
everyone away, forbidden them from entering. Even Caster would not
presume come to him now.

A faint glimmer of
light showed him where the door was, but he had lit no lamp. He sat
in the dark with his aspect upon him scenting the life of
Wolfguard. He could almost see in the dark, see by scent, but there
was nothing there that brought him any comfort.

He could hear
noises; faint, dark remnants of sound filtered and thinned by the
rock above him, but mostly it was scent that came to him. He could
smell the others – Jiddian, Sithmaree, Pascha – they were all in
Wolfguard, sticking together to avoid the attentions of whoever or
whatever had killed the rest of the Benetheon. That made him angry.
He did not like them being here. There had not been four gods here
since the days of Remard, Beloff, Pascha and he. Their presence
tainted that memory. Yet he was angrier still at the killings. The
Benetheon had been created for a reason, and their deaths were
unstitching that purpose, laying waste to Pelion’s design.

He could smell the
kitchens two levels above, smell the spices that they were using to
flavour the lamb, identify the turnips and beans, even the sweat of
the cook was definite, positive, identifiable.

He could even
smell the Bren. The messenger was still there somewhere, invisible
to the eye with all the light in the world to shine upon it, folded
somehow into the rock, but his nose could find its scent among all
the others; a thin, acid vapour that reminded him of granite and
smoke. If he called its name it would appear, listen to whatever he
said, and somewhere in an underground chamber a hundred, two
hundred, three hundred miles distant the Bren Morain would know the
words that he had spoken.

There was another.
Another messenger and another who would know: the Bren Alar. Narak
was troubled by the Bren Alar. Pelion had never mentioned them, or
it. He did not know if there was one of them or many. Many, he
thought, but only from the Ashet’s words. He did not know what form
they took, what power they had, what drove them.

If anyone stood to
gain by killing the Benetheon it might be the Bren Alar. Certainly
the Bren as a whole would benefit if men were wiped from the face
of the world.

There. He had
formed the thought that he had been trying to avoid for over a day:
if men were wiped from the face of the world. Could it really be
so?

He knew that the
Bren had no love for men. Talking to the Bren Morain had confirmed
that. They had no love for the Benetheon, either. It was also
beyond doubt that they had manipulated Pelion’s law, whatever that
might be, to permit them to exterminate Seth Yarra. Seth Yarra, on
the other hand, seemed to have indicated by their deeds in southern
Avilian, by the slaughter that had ended at Henfray, that they
intended to make the kingdoms an empty land. They did not want to
convert the people. They did not want the risk of rebellion,
resentment, resistance. They wanted the land, just the land, and
all its people gone.

If Seth Yarra
succeeded then they, too, would be gone shortly afterwards. For all
their numbers they could not stand against the Bren, and that would
leave the world to the Bren alone.

It was the one
card that he had yet to play. He had not told anyone what the Bren
Morain had said to him. Only he was aware that the war would end in
a year come spring. It was what gave him hope. If they could find a
way to survive that long, to hold off the vast army that he
expected to assault the white road at the end of spring, and keep
them at bay for less than six months – just so long as the pass was
open – then they had every chance.

But how?

He knew Seth
Yarra’s strength. The Bren Alar had told him. Now that they had a
base in Telas there would be no limit to the army they could land.
He could be facing a hundred thousand men in spring, and he doubted
they could raise and train half that number, even with all the
levies called.

He knew the White
Road, knew it well. It was part of his domain. In summer the wolves
ran its length to move out onto the great plain, and hunted among
the great herds that filled the open lands in the time of plenty.
It was a broad valley, five miles long, and half a mile wide. The
slopes were mostly scree and broken rock, the floor a mat of
heather and scrub. It could not be bypassed on either side, but
there was no cover, no real advantage to be had from the ground. If
he fought Seth Yarra there it would be a brutal, face to face
encounter. There would be no surprises for either side, and that
was exactly how Seth Yarra would want it.

To the west lay
the great forest. There was plenty of cover there. In fact there
was too much. It was impossible to engage the enemy in the forest
and hope for any degree of success. They would scatter and regroup.
His own men would do the same. It would be chaos, and that, too,
would suit Seth Yarra well enough.

On the East there
was nothing at all. The plains opened out quickly. There was no
cover, no barriers, no rivers or ridges for miles; just flat
grassland. Once out there the enemy could march in any direction
they chose and he would be forced to pursue and harry them. It was
not the way to win a battle. Somehow he needed to bring them to a
fight at exactly the right point, a prepared position, a clear
advantage. Even then, how do you wipe out fifty thousand men and
more without taking significant losses yourself?

There would be two
battles. If they won the first there would be two. He had to win
them both. He must hold the White Road until winter closed it, and
then hold it again in the spring until the Bren acted. He guessed
that it would be the last day of spring. The Bren Morain had
promised spring, but it would be as late as they could make it.

He needed a
strategy. In the past it has always been easy. There had always
been a way to manipulate the Seth Yarra army into doing what he
wanted, but the White Road was too simple, too clean.

Nothing came to
him. The only thing he saw was to get through the pass so early, so
far ahead of Seth Yarra that he could get clear of the forest to
the south and fight them in Telas, but surely they would not be so
lax as to permit that? He himself would have followed the snow,
been through the White Road while it was still thawing, relying on
the cold nights to freeze the mud and give his men a firm, if
slippery, footing. But there was an arrogance about Seth Yarra, a
deliberate slowness, a trudging inevitability about the way they
conducted their war. They did not doubt that they would win, just
as they knew that they would lose battle after battle until their
numbers began to tell.

That was not his
only problem. He had an enemy. He did not believe that Sithmaree
had imagined the figure at Hellaree, the one that had put an arrow
through her calf. The thought had crossed his mind that she was the
enemy, that she had killed Fashmanion and the others and used the
wound to cover her tracks, but he had dismissed it almost at once.
He had known the snake god for well over a thousand years, and
unless she had been replaced by an exact duplicate he knew that she
did not have the imagination, the ambition or the intelligence to
do what had been done.

So who?

Three thoughts
came to mind. The first was the Bren Alar. It was a creature of
undoubted power, intelligence and influence. The first creation of
Pelion would have to be so. Narak knew Pelion’s mind, understood
his way. The old man would have tried to achieve perfection with
his first attempt. Never shoot for the edge of the target, he had
told Narak once. Perfection first, second and always was his rule.
Compromise was defeat.

And that’s what we
were, what the Benetheon was, he thought: a compromise.

So what was the
Bren Alar? He needed to learn more, but there was no library old
enough, no memory long enough to give him the answers that he
craved, none but the Bren themselves. Yet perhaps there were
questions that he could ask, questions that would seem innocent
enough but may yield fragments of the truth. He would have to think
about that.

Secondly he
thought of Hammerdan. The Mage King of Durandar was a man of
subtlety and consequence. He had power, and after their last
encounter he was no friend of Narak’s. He could be playing the part
of Seth Yarra. Yet Narak doubted it. Whoever his enemy was he had
played a long game. He had studied Seth Yarra, he knew the language
and the customs, knew what strings to pull to make them dance, and
also how to play to their strengths. If Hammerdan had set out to do
this he must have begun years ago, before he killed Baradan, and
perhaps even before he had the skill he now possessed. No, he did
not believe that it was Hammerdan. He was simply not old enough to
have played so long a game.

The third
possibility was the unknown; some remnant tinkering by one of
Pelion’s race, some mage out of Seth Yarra lands, or still other
lands across oceans yet undiscovered. Seth Yarra were a seafaring
race. Their ships were finer than those of the kingdoms, more
capable, and who was to say that they had not visited other lands,
that the world was not more than Seth Yarra and the kingdoms?

It was the third
possibility that disturbed him most. Hammerdan he knew; the Bren
Alar he could explore, but with the unknown he was at a fundamental
disadvantage. His ignorance was complete. He did not even know
where to begin.

He poured another
cup of wine and drained it down. He stood, stretched his limbs and
closed his eyes, drawing a great breath into his lungs and all of
Wolfguard with it, every secret scent.

His anger had not
faded. It worried him that he was angry most of the time now. His
temper seemed to be growing shorter, and sometimes he felt the need
to apologise to the servants at Wolfguard, though he never did.
They would not understand. He felt the weight of his responsibility
crushing him. He remembered that Pascha had rebuked him for it, his
refusal to share his worries, his solitary ways. It was true that
he had found comfort in company in those days. He had talked to
Remard, and they had shared the weight. He had talked to Beloff,
and in his own way the bear had eased the burden with a nod of
approval or a disbelieving snort. It was surprising how much so
little could mean. Pascha, too, had been a friend to him in that
regard. She was more subtle. She asked him questions. It was her
way of pointing things out.

So it was true
that he was not alone. Not now. Most of what was left of the
Benetheon was above him in his own home. Why not ask them?

In his mind he
heard Beloff snort. Ask Jiddian? Ask Sithmaree? He liked Jiddian.
The Eagle was an honest and true friend, but he had seen the light
of belief in Jiddian’s eyes. Jiddian believed in Narak. Jiddian
knew that Narak would find the answer, even if Narak did not.
Jiddian was just not that bright. And Sithmaree? Cunning, perhaps,
but not clever. Sithmaree thought mainly of Sithmaree and what
might benefit her, personally. He did not trust her.

Then there was
Pascha; Passerina, the god of sparrows, the lady of a thousand
eyes. She had rejected Pelion’s gift five hundred years ago. He did
not think that she was foolish, or that she lacked courage. Had she
not stood with the hard pressed army at Fal Verdan? But he did not
understand her any more. She had gone away and become a stranger.
There was a time when he could have read her as easily as he read
Caster and Poor, but now she was all twisted up, always looking
both ways at everything, and he could not see what lay beneath.

He had loved her
once. He still felt something when he looked at her face, but he
could no longer put a name to it. What had been between them had
been so worn by time that he could not recognise it, and he had let
her go, lost himself in duty and the eternal pleasure of being the
Wolf, of being the god of wolves.

Yet these were all
he had; these three questionable heads were his only council.

He allowed the
veil to roll over him again, and became just a man. The scents of
Wolfguard disappeared. The darkness became darker. He called for
Poor, and for light, and both came at once as though they had been
waiting no more than a few yards beyond the door to the lair, which
they probably had been.

“Have they eaten?”
he asked. He did not have to name them.

“No, Deus,” Poor
replied.

“Then carry my
word to them that they are to join me in the throne room for the
evening meal, but don’t call it the throne room. Plenty of food,
Poor. Lots of light. Make it a good show. In an hour from now,
say.”

“As you wish,
Deus.” Poor was gone, leaving one lamp for Narak to carry. Narak
knew that Poor would do the right thing, that he would be pleased
with the result. He went back to his private room, lit candles, and
changed his clothes. When he was done he sat down and read for a
while. He read all the things he had read a hundred times before,
all the words that had been written about Seth Yarra, looking for
something he knew was not there.

It seemed no time
at all had passed when Poor knocked on his door and told him that
the food was ready and the others were gathering. He closed the
text in his hand, a slim volume written by an Afaeli scholar about
the organisation of Seth Yarra camps, and snuffed the candles.

When he reached
the throne room, or what had once been the throne room, he could
not suppress a smile. Poor had rearranged it as a formal dining
space. The room was dominated by a great oak table, stacked with a
bewildering array of food and wine. There were things there that
even Narak struggled to name. The dais was exposed, the curtains
drawn back, and a table set there covered with maps and charts, and
all around them blazed light. There must have been five hundred
candles and two dozen oil lamps scattered around, and it had become
a room without shadows.

Jiddian and Pascha
were there. The Eagle already had a plate and a glass, both filled,
but Pascha was pacing the room with her arms folded across her
chest. There was no sign yet of Sithmaree. Narak took a seat and
poured himself yet another cup of wine. Pascha stopped pacing and
looked at him.

“Why are we here?”
she asked.

“Council of war,”
Narak replied. It was the same phrase he’d used with Remard and
Beloff centuries ago, and even though she’d been an outsider by
then he saw that she recognised it.

“With us?”

“We are the
Benetheon,” he replied, “or what’s left of it.”

She shook her head
and poured a cup of wine for herself, picked up a fingerfull of
nuts and took a seat. She said nothing more, and they waited in
their three different silences for Sithmaree. At least Jiddian
looked untroubled. He ate hungrily and studied the tapestries. He
collected them, Narak recalled. There were hundreds of them at the
Eyrie.

Sithmaree did not
keep them waiting long. She arrived with a bit of a flourish,
paused just inside the door and looked around. She had donned a
spectacular black dress stitched with thousands of tiny lapis
lazuli beads. They formed the shape of a serpent rising from coils
around her ankles, turning once around her body with the head,
adorned with ruby eyes, falling over her right shoulder.

She cast an
obvious glance around the room and raised an eyebrow. “Are you
trying to impress someone?” she asked. She was right. It was all
for show. On his own he would have eaten here by the light of
perhaps three lamps and at a small wooden table. Narak
shrugged.

“Are you?” That
was Jiddian, and it was an unexpected but effective riposte. She
was dressed for a royal ball, not a meal among friends. Sithmaree
abandoned her position by the door and moved to the table. She
picked up an olive and bit it carefully.

“They always make
these too salty, don’t you think?” she said, putting the rest of it
down unfinished.

Narak didn’t wait
for them to eat. He started talking at once, telling them in plain
words what their situation was, the problem with the White Road,
the different strategic options he had considered, and the problems
with each of them. He laid it out as plainly as he could, but he
did not mention the Bren, nor their reluctant promise of help. He
watched their faces as he talked, and he saw three different
reactions. Sithmaree became bored, or at least it seemed that she
did. She started looking away, fidgeting, picking at the food.
Pascha seemed to be concentrating, trying to understand every word
he said, trying to build a picture. She was the only one who asked
him to clarify anything, the only one who asked any questions at
all.

Jiddian was
waiting for the punch line. It was a sad thing to see. The Eagle
had so much faith in Narak that he did not think for a moment that
this was anything other than a demonstration of the Wolf’s
strategic powers. Narak could see that confidence in his face, in
his eyes, and when he finished speaking he could see it still
there. Jiddian was waiting for him to present the solution.

“That’s it,” he
said.

Jiddian’s look
changed to a sort of blank surprise.

“It seems
intractable,” Pascha said. “Unless they are so confident that they
wait until summer is high before they move. Even then,” she shook
her head. “Even then the numbers do not bode well. Are you sure
about the numbers?”

“As sure as I can
be,” Narak replied. “They spend men’s lives like water. It points
to an inexhaustible supply.”

Sithmaree smiled.
It was almost what he had expected from her, a political smile, a
sly smile, and her words confirmed it. “I had not thought to see
the great strategist so confounded.”

“It’s your life
that depends on his strategy, you fool,” Pascha snapped.

“I can hide,”
Sithmaree said. “It’s what I thought we should do all along.”

“Hide?” Pascha
snapped at her. “You think Seth Yarra will go away? And without the
Benetheon, where will you hide, Snake? The forest and the plain
will be settled within twenty years, the trees will be cut down,
and men will be stamping on snakes’ heads from the southern shore
to the frozen waste. Where will you hide?”

Sithmaree did not
reply. Her eyes blazed with anger, but she merely turned on her
heel, wrapped in her pride and dignity, and walked from the room.
Pascha didn’t look at Narak, but Jiddian did.

“Are we lost
then?” he asked. He looked bewildered, shorn of hope. Narak slapped
him on the back.

“Don’t worry,
Jiddian,” he said. “There are months yet, and I will think of
something.” He wondered if the Eagle could sense the lie in what he
said. He was sure that Pascha could, the way she looked at him.

“I don’t know why
you asked us,” she said. “Jiddian’s a fine soldier, but no
strategist, I’m no more than a competent archer and Sithmaree’s
only good at running away.”

“You belittle
yourself,” Narak said. “You were always clever.”

“Clever?”

Narak remembered
so many things in that moment. He remembered Alaran, the rejection
of Pelion’s gifts, the isolation from the Benetheon, and all those
years she had spent living in the Kingdoms, pretending, hiding.

“Yes,” he said.
“You walked a different path, but it was not a crooked one. You
followed your heart. No-one can do more than that.”

She looked at him.
It was a look that he could not fathom. At best he would have
described it as pain and incomprehension, mixed with some bitter
herb, but he saw it for just a moment before she turned and left
the room. He stood in silence and looked after her for a moment
that stretched on and on.

“We seem to have
the food all to ourselves.” Jiddian seemed quite recovered from his
moment of doubt. He was stacking his plate again, filling his cup
with the good Telan wine that Poor had laid on for them. Narak
sighed and sat down at the table, the plans and maps forgotten, the
war pushed to one side. The least he could do now was to keep this
honest man company. If he, too, walked out and left Jiddian alone
he would have somehow offended every remaining member of the
Benetheon, with the exception of the lords of the sea, who were, as
far as he knew, impossible to offend.

*

It was evening.
Hours had passed since the disaster of his council of war, and
Narak was again reading through the Seth Yarra documents in his
private room. Night and day blended within Wolfguard. There were no
windows in the places where Narak lived, and so he slept when he
was tired and worked when he was not.

At this particular
moment he was reading an account of the fall of Afael written by an
Afaeli lord. The man was long dead, of course, but Narak still
remembered him. Corisan had been his name. He had been young at the
time of the battle, a broad shouldered, fine featured man blessed
with courage and considerable skill at both strategy and the messy
business of swordplay itself. Narak had liked him.

There was nothing
in the document, though. It was yet another paean of praise
dedicated to Narak’s role on that day. It made him uncomfortable to
read it, but he persisted to the end, thinking all the time that
the man had been a better soldier than a writer, and a better
killer than he had been a thinker. There were no hidden gems of
insight, no cryptic clues to whatever it was that the Wolf sought.
The words dismissed the armies of Seth Yarra as doomed, credited
them with courage, but laughed at their tactics. It was all
familiar to him. He had said much the same thing at the time, so
perhaps it was his own opinions he was reading, parroted back at
him by one of the men who had followed him.

He put the paper
aside and closed his eyes, casting himself back, provoking those
ancient memories. He saw again the camps of Seth Yarra soldiers,
the way they walked, full of certainty and contempt, their weapons,
their faces. He remembered hundreds of faces, and they were just
men; men like those he had fought with in the east, like those at
the wall. He remembered the rage, the grief, the blood; Remard’s
death and his own grisly procession through the streets of the
city, wrapped in the steel nimbus of death that his swords had
become. He remembered the tireless strength of his body, and the
weariness on his mind.

A knock on the
door ripped him away from the carnage and back to Wolfguard. He sat
for a moment, alone in the light of a single lamp, not certain if
he had really heard it. Poor would never knock on this door when he
was busy.

The knock came
again: firm, three sharp taps – not the hand of a servant.

“Who is it?” he
asked.

“Me.” Me was
Pascha. He recognised her voice.

He rose, went to
the door and opened it. She stood in the dim light of the hallway,
her face lit by Narak’s lamp. She had not changed her clothes and
her hair was still tied back and he studied her face for a moment.
There was a need there, but he did not know what it was. Never the
less he felt moved to help her if he could.

“Come in,” he
said.

She did not move
at once, but peered past him, her eyes taking in the landscape of
his private room, touching the books and scrolls that lay scattered
everywhere, the untidiness of it all. She had lived here for years,
and he was sure that she remembered how jealous he was of his
private space.

She stepped inside
and he closed the door. There was only one chair, Narak’s chair,
but Narak waved her into it. He pushed some papers aside and sat on
the table. He didn’t say anything, but waited for her to speak. She
seemed reluctant to do so. Words formed on her lips twice, and
twice she swallowed them. On the third attempt she spoke.

“Seth Yarra tried
to kill me in Benafelas. They sent an assassin. I should have told
you.”

He saw what she
was saying. That he could have done something, could have warned
the Benetheon. He shook his head.

“It would have
made no difference,” he said. “Someone in Telas guessed your
secret. It was an obvious thing for Seth Yarra to do. They did the
same to Remard, but the attempt on your life did not foreshadow the
killings that took place. I would not have guessed there was any
link, and there probably was not.”

She studied his
face, looking perhaps to see if he was telling the truth or telling
comfortable lies, but he had no need to pretend. The assassin who
had tried to kill Pascha had been a man. Failure was evidence
enough. The thing that had killed Fashmanion and the rest of the
Benetheon had been something else.

“You are sure?”
she asked.

“As sure as I can
be in uncertain times. Knowledge of what happened to you would not
have averted what has befallen us.”

She nodded,
apparently satisfied that there was no error on her part. “There
was something else,” she said. “I wanted to come back; to be part
of the Benetheon again.” He raised an eyebrow, but she went on. “I
discovered the secret of my gift. I know how to use it now. I am
not afraid of it.”

Narak smiled. He
had heard, of course, that she had been using her gift at the Green
Road, and he had wondered.

“That is good to
hear, Pascha,” he said. He was surprised by the rush of emotion
that he felt. It came out of nowhere and forced him to turn his
head, to look anywhere other than her face.

“And now the
Benetheon is torn apart,” she said. “I wanted to prove myself, to
gain skill, to be certain, and now there is nothing to come back
to.” There was no bitterness in her voice, just resignation. Narak
wanted to reach out his hand and touch her, but he did not dare. He
did not wish to fright the sparrow that had suddenly perched so
close to him after so many years.

“There is always
something to come back to, Pascha,” he said. “Even if it is only
yourself, or Wolfguard, or your true calling.” Or me. He dared not
say it. He was ambushed by feelings he had thought long dead. Did
he really want her back at his side? Like that? Perhaps he did.
Perhaps he always had.

“There is yet one
more thing I have to say,” she said. “Your problem, the strategy
that you do not have – I have an answer for you, or at least a path
to follow.”

“You do?” He was
surprised and could not hide it.

“You have avoided
men too much, Narak, or you would have seen it yourself. You must
ask the cleverest man that you know.”

He stared at her.
Ask a man? Well, it was possible, but not something that he had
really considered. He had been alive for over fifteen hundred
years, and experience counted for a lot.

“Who should I ask?
Raffin? Havil? Quinnial?”

She shook her
head, impatient. “These are your shadows, men who are like you but
in a lesser fashion. It would be the Wolf asking the dog how to
hunt. You must ask someone who is different, someone who thinks in
different ways.”

It was Narak’s
turn to show impatience. “I will not play games with you, Pascha.
Who do you mean?”

“Arbak.”

“Arbak? Cain
Arbak? The Innkeeper?”

“You prove my
point. You think just as they do. You do not see the thing that you
have created. Arbak is more than an innkeeper. I would wager
Wolfguard that he has not taken a florin of your money from the day
his inn opened, and yet look what he has done since that day. He is
a city councillor, a respected general, lord of Waterhill, and a
wealthy man. There are two thousand soldiers in Bas Erinor who
would draw a blade at the least insult to his name. If he carries
on like this he will be King of Avilian within a year, by popular
acclamation.”

“Are you
serious?”

“About the king?
No. But you see my point. None of your shadows could have held the
Green Road, but he did. When he is losing he changes the rules; he
does something different.”

“I thought you did
not like him?”

She looked away
for a moment. “I have not forgotten Perlaine,” she said her voice
softer. There was real grief there, he thought, though she had not
seen Perlaine for centuries before her death. Such was the memory
of the Benetheon. Yet when she raised her eyes and met his again
there was great conviction there. “You would not fell a tree with a
sword, Narak. Arbak is the tool for this work. He will solve your
problem.”

“You really think
so?”

“I do.”

“Then I shall
think on it.”

For a moment she
did not move, and he thought that she was going to say something
else. He hoped she was. It was like the past, sitting here with
Pascha, talking about things that mattered. There was a melancholy
taste to it, the memory of Remard and Beloff haunted them, but it
was still good. Then she rose from the chair and went to the
door.

“Think on it well,
Wolf Narak,” she said, and then was gone, the door closed behind
her.

She was right. Of
course she was right. When Pelion had made them, or changed them
from men and women into what they now were he had not changed their
minds. He was still Narak Brash, son of the hunter, and she was
still Pascha Lammeling, the shop keeper’s daughter. None of them
were stupid, but they were not far beyond the realms of the
ordinary.

But Cain Arbak?
Sergeant, if that, Arbak?

He had attributed
much of the innkeeper’s rise to luck – to being in the right place
at the right time. But Pascha had been there at the Green Road. She
had seen more than Narak. Well, it could not do any harm to try, as
long as he phrased it the right way.


56 The Bren
Alar

Within the walls of the lair, deep in the belly
of Wolfguard, the Bren Ashet dreamed. Caught in the stone like a
fly in amber it did not breath, it did not see, and it did not
think, but the Bren Ashet are one. In distant places other eyes
saw, other ears heard, and all of it passed through the creature’s
head, rushing past; a waterfall of noise and light.

In distant caverns
there worked the diggers, great and powerful Bren with tree-trunk
arms and massive hands that plucked the rock from its bed and
shovelled it aside for the others to carry away. It smelt the smell
of their kind, tasted the dust on its mouth, gritty and bitter. It
saw the new tunnels, driving forwards miles beneath the ground to
places where the Bren had never walked. It saw the caverns of the
Bren Morain, ranks upon ranks of dark, chitin shelled warriors,
stood still as stones in the dim light. The Bren Morain did not
chatter and fret as men did. They stood silent until there was
something that must be done. When it was time to eat, they ate.
When it was time to fight, they fought. All their skills were bred,
not learned, so they did not train or practice. Their obedience was
perfect. Their fitness for combat did not need to be honed. They
simply waited for the time, for the order to march, and their
numbers grew every day.

Elsewhere the Bren
Ashet stood by the Bren Morain of the seventh rank, and that
creature, too was still. Yet this one housed the brain that hatched
the plan, and the Bren Ashet did not understand, for the Bren
Morain of exalted rank were like men. They thought and schemed in
the solitude of their own heads. They had secrets.

Elsewhere again
the Bren Ashet stood in the silence of a great chamber, a cave the
size of a city where ice sparkled on the walls in the dimmest of
lights and the high roof was lost even to its dark adapted eye. And
here, and only here was a voice that spoke; a voice like silk and
thunder, like the threatening surf at night on a sandy beach
warning of a storm to come.

“It is wrong,” the
voice said. “What you are doing is wrong.”

The voice was
echoed, stripped of its essential qualities, in the chamber of the
Bren Morain of the seventh rank.

“So you say,” it
replied. The warrior scarcely moved as it spoke, an obsidian
statue.

“You have twisted
Pelion’s law so far that it turns back upon itself. You strike for
the wrong reason. You are doing the wrong thing.”

“And yet you
cannot prevent it.” There was a trace of malicious certainty in the
Bren Morain’s voice, and the messenger caught it perfectly,
rendering the emotion in its piping imitation. For a while there
was no comment from the other, but when it spoke again there was no
trace of emotion in its measured voice.

“Not I,” it
said.

“But there is
another? You dream, Bren Alar. It was Pelion’s curse on you, to let
you dream.”

“It is a blessing.
When I dream I see a million things that you cannot imagine.”

“You are bound to
your fate, Bren Alar. How many have come that might have freed you?
A hundred? More? All dead by your own hand…”

“A hundred and
seventeen.”

“And you think
another will come? You dream of the wolf man? If he comes you will
kill him, and even if you do not kill him he will not do what you
wish because it would end him, and you will tell him that. You are
cursed indeed.”

“The will of
Pelion will find a way, Bren Morain.”

“Indeed it will.
The army will be ready soon. The tunnels will be complete.”

“Yet you know that
it is wrong.”

“So you believe,
but you are mistaken. We are Pelion’s true children, not you, not
the half men. You were created broken. We will rise and clean the
land of lesser things.”

“Pelion was a
man.”

“So he was, Bren
Alar, but tell me in all honesty, do you believe that men are your
equal? Even the ones that he raised up and named gods?”

There was no
reply, and after a few minutes the Bren Morain switched its
attention back to the problems at hand and became completely still
again.

In the huge,
distant, frozen chamber the Bren Alar did not speak, but the Bren
Ashet could hear it shift as it moved around in the dark.
Frustration, anger, impatience.

“Something must be
done,” it muttered. “Something must be done.”

And something
would be done, the Ashet knew, for the Bren Alar was the first of
the first, the bound one, the bearer of the light, the immortal
spark of Pelion’s will. Something would be done, but what that
might be was beyond its comprehension, and it knew that it would
wait for whatever wonders were intended, wait with the detached awe
of the truly uninvolved for miracles to unfold.
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