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Dramatis personae



	Dryston of Decia	Rogue, ex-lover of Kyra Celeste

	Kyra Celeste	Sorceress, ex-lover of Dryston of Decia

	Skadi	Valkyrie

	Jade Cyrus	Herbalist, outlander

	Cormack	Barbarian

	Thaena Ashcroft	Crossbowwoman

	Gabriel Werdum	Necromancer



Vacomani Warband:


	Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir	Warlord

	Freya	Lictor

	Barknar	Druglord

	Soma Ice-Veins	Cleric

	Asukara Uryah	Crossbowman, outlander

	Godsmite	The Unnamed One



Treverian Army:


	Tancred of Treveria	King

	Gilbert Belrand	Special Forces

	Ysara Horne	Kolanthel-hunter



Other:


	Haddock	Criminal

	Calder	Hired muscle

	Argis Cairn-breaker	Gangland-boss

	Sendel Varon	Kolanthel-assassin, elf

	Connor Wyle	Lover of Kyra Celeste




I could tell you about the four kingdoms of men: Kaeiwiel, Velhonia, Alvaeon and most important for us, Treveria… but I see no point. These kingdoms won’t hold out long. All that matters now, is Skybridge, a town in the north of Treveria close to the northern wilds. Built upon ancient ruins and lying on a huge lake, it holds one thousand seven hundred forty-one souls, of that two hundred forty-nine non-human. Thirteen kilometres north-west of it lies a small crypt that seems unimportant, but it’s not. A cult lies buried here that shared deep connections to Skybridge, believing… in most horrendous things to happen.


PROLOGUE


HOUSE OF CARDS

In the House of Cards you needed a good hand. For the first time this evening, however, Skadi noticed that the young man whose game she watched had a bad hand. Not that his cards were bad, no. As far as she knew, two red thanes and a black jarl was something that could be built upon. It was only that the young man’s actual hand was in a bad state and didn’t belong to him anymore.

He had introduced himself as Bram shortly before, when he and his four battle brothers arrived at the tavern.

They were anything but when his cards scattered away, blood trailing over the desk like spilt candle wax. The axe that stuck in place where his hand had been, belonged to his comrade, Gorm. And for all Skadi knew, she was the reason for it.

The argument they got into when she revealed her tattoos to them took a turn for the worse. Gorm War-Anvil and Sifnar Red-Shoal smashed the table out of the way and made sure Bram and Haefnir wouldn’t live through the night.

She could feel the House of Cards going silent and all eyes staring at her.

Their bloody handiwork on their former friends done, Gorm and Sifnar turned to her, their blades dripping.

Gorm stepped in front of her and grabbed her. No one of the bystanders dared to intervene. His companion kept them at bay like a wolf defending its prey. Skadi got dragged outside into the scourging storm.

“Not a good idea to show this around here,” Gorm said.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Skadi said.

“Oh sure,” he said. “My… friends used to work for the Cairn-breaker. Probably a bounty on a girl wearing something like this. Dead, not alive. They would have slaughtered you right there without batting an eye.”

“Like you just did to your friends?” Skadi asked.

Gorm grunted.

“You’re welcome,” Sifnar said taking her in between them and trudging out into the night. She wasn’t in the right state to object and nothing good would come if she stayed here.

As she looked back, she could see the last companion, Magnus, visibly torn between the sides his friends had chosen. He was the only one of the five who wasn’t involved in the argument, the only one who didn’t understand.

The wind outside made Skadi’s dress flutter, giving Magnus one last glimpse of her tattoo.

Skadi knew it wouldn’t make much sense to him.

It was the depiction of a huge dragon across her back, she herself had only been able to see in mirroring glass. There were faces, too, faces that were burned into her skin from memory by the few survivors of her home.

Names had been added later in different rune-handwritings as soon as their identities became known.

Skadi remembered shedding tears for every one of them. They weren’t from pain, they were from loss and hatred.

The faces weren’t burned in her skin only, also in her mind. Those were the faces that had taken everything from her, her future, her past, her present.

The small ones, the goons that were still around after it happened and that were easy to trace, were already crossed out. She remembered each ones death, brought about by violence at her behest. After years of wandering and searching, only two faces remained untouched. Two big ones, the kingpins who had the wealth or connections to withdraw to the south, had escaped retribution. Skadi felt relief that after all this time and distance, one of the faces had been recognized.

Behind her, Magnus averted his gaze while Bram and Haefnir choked on their own blood. Out of the five companions sent, two were dead, two were fled, and only one would return to the army camp. Magnus turned and ran.


CHAPTER ONE


THE CAVE OF MOTHER GOULCREST

Two lives, one moment. No second chance. There is not much time, when the world is ending.

The rain was pouring in unnatural proportions and the dark sky made visibility extremely low. Both did not hinder Kyra from looking for Dryston.

They said a crypt was his home now. They said that was where he rested. So Kyra Celeste, full of hope and desire, went to see him in the direst of times.

It lay in the wild, abandoned and outside the cities in which the people shivered at night.

Even without nature’s tides, the entrance of the crypt was a cold and dark place. Moisture clung on the sarcophagi and the broken tiles crushed beneath the heels of her riding boots. She felt the tight embrace of her trousers and magic wrap cool on the parts of her skin that weren’t covered by bracelets and hide breeches. Goose bumps rose on her neck, which crawled down from her hairline where the weight of her wet hair was held up by a glass star circlet, down her back under her etched jacket.

Despite this, the place was not abandoned at all. She inhaled the smell of smoked herbs, sweat, the stale stink of dust and bones, a boiling soup. Signs of habitation unfurled before her, wreathed in candlelight. Chests and barrels, chairs, a table with dishes and food, were all standing in the room. She could hear a man humming to himself in a deep, low voice. Whoever the voice belonged to, it was not Dryston. Kyra tried to sneak closer and get a glance on him. Her naked hands became entangled in cobwebs, then brushed with her rings over rattling bones that were hanging from the ceiling like a wind chime. The noise startled Kyra and was enough to catch the singing man’s attention.

Cormack, a giant of a man turned to her from one of the chambers, alarmed by the rattling bone-traps which Kyra had walked into.

She let her hands wander down past the vials and spell-scrolls stashed in her silk sash and let her fingers rest on the shark-hide wrapped grips of her weapons as she walked by.

The strange brute went back to his business with a grunt, bludgeoning his leather armor.

“Dryston is back there,” he bellowed, while not even regarding her with his dull, amber eyes.

Kyra turned to look at the man, whose muscled arm was extended, pointing out the way. Bare headed, wide shoulder guards extending from his bull-neck. A heavy baldric enclosed his muscular frame, which stored sacred texts of sagas and the bone of a saint. Cormack nodded his big shaven head. His tight Kingslayer trousers creaked. They were furnished with a patchwork of crude but practical hide reinforcements. Cormack rubbed the soles of his worn hardened leather boots over the brittle crypt floor.

“Then it is true that he’s here,” Kyra said to herself.

She noticed Thaena Ashcroft watching her from another room.

“He is here,” Thaena whispered.

“Lead me to him!” Kyra demanded.

Thaena nodded and led Kyra deeper into the crypt.

The crypt went on to unlit tunnels, natural caverns where the construction work had ended and left wooden scaffolds. Her companion’s apparel told Kyra much about the people living in the crypt. The Alvaeonian red-black stripes of her combat jacket, mixed together with the Kaeiwieli red-green on her trousers was something unthinkable for regulars standing under a crown. These were free people at best, outlaws at worst.

A big hall plastered with torches awaited her.

Kyra’s attention was immediately drawn to Dryston of Decia, sitting on a throne underneath a massive candelabra.

Caught in pale light, he opened his eyes, grey in the dim surrounding but with a hint of icy blue. Those eyes that had made her knees weak in the past, and the look of his face: angular, clean-shaven, stern, confident, all too often with a crooked smile, just like now.

“Kyra Celeste,” he said. “I missed you.”

Her heart released a surge of emotions, which gave her chills and let her skin hair stand up. A shiver ran up her back. Kyra could never prepare herself for Dryston’s presence, and after all these days her feelings were even stronger. Memories from years ago collided in her perception. A certain feel, a certain aura had stayed familiar, but so many things had emerged and left him shrouded in mystery.

Another woman was standing beside Dryston, eyeing her with grotesquely shadowed eyes. Kyra looked askance at her.

She was outlandish. Swampland waders covered her feet up to her knees. Too much of her long legs were revealed under tight hide faulds, leading up to a feline predator waistguard adorned with potions, oils and venoms. Around her neck she wore a talisman, as if a small lucky charm would help when she was bad luck incarnate.

She reluctantly made way for Kyra, allowing her to approach Dryston.

“Dryston,” Kyra said, before they embraced.

The touch of his skin was warm and brought back memories of a better time. She let herself fall into his strong arms that had claimed lives and had protected her back then. Such relief to see him. She felt secure, and if he still was the same as before she knew she could trust him. For the first time in days she didn’t feel alone. “It’s good to see you,” she told him.

“It’s good to be seen,” he said. He looked her in the eyes. “I’m surprised you finally found me. But not surprised that you came looking for me.”

Kyra could feel the others staring at her. Out of every corner of her eyes, figures emerged from the half-light. Some were so outlandish that they wore a strange aura around them, like the dark-skinned woman besides Dryston. Others were pale and ragtag, from unshaven adventurers to what looked like members of a strange sect.

Kyra looked around to the other crypt-dwellers. They were nothing like Dryston, she thought, but apparently they all shared a common goal.

“Judging by the fact I’m still alive, I’m led to believe you are here of your own free will,” she said. “So this is your hideout. Why here?”

Dryston held out an inviting arm to lead Kyra through the underground domain. She didn’t need someone to explain the actions of the crypt-dwellers. The echoing noises from the dark spoke for themselves. Sometimes she even made out the movements and shadows from figures, fleeting impressions of activity. It was a busy place. Everyone had his agenda and things to do. Plans were laid, repairs made on the building and mechanisms, training, meditation, salvage and scavenge.

“The cities are not the right place for the likes of me,” Dryston began as they walked off into a corridor elevated by broad stairs. “Maybe for you, but I’ve grown tired of them.”

Kyra touched the handrail to find out that the stonework was slick. Water dropped on different sites from the ceiling and resonated with loud drips.

They went into some sort of storage room, where open treasure chests had been placed in the center. Kyra noticed that her companion was limping with every step. Swelling of the knee, triggered by numerous blows from weapons and the bearing of heavy weight. But everyone in this crypt had injuries to deal with, it came with the job. Thaena Ashcroft had suffered a stiff elbow due to her crossbow. It was an injury acquired at a young age, when beginning combat training. Most of the crypt-dwellers had old injuries either from combat or from rigorous training. But they had to deal with it. Training was the only thing that could keep them alive.

“Bowing to the aristocrats and the corrupt is not my thing,” Dryston explained. “Being used and exploited, until nothing is left of you but a husk.” Dryston stopped and turned to Kyra. “Once I found out how much of a fortune they were making on our backs, I knew I’d rather become the master of my own domain.”

“Do I look like a husk to you?” Kyra asked. She swallowed and tried to hide her own marks, superficial burns on her fingertips from magic discharge and heat. Beneath sloughed off skin and open blisters, exposed nerve endings tingled painfully.

He examined her doubtfully, taking her hand and caressing the scars over its back. She couldn’t hide the unusually slick and hairless parts of skin from him. “Not what I was saying. You look like you were busy again, though, and you come here in the middle of the night all alone,” he said. “How is your career?”

“Proceeding.” Kyra thought about how different their professions now were. She tried to imagine the scores of skulls and skeletons that were put to rest behind the masonry in this burial ground, and the things that could still be found among the dead.

“Come,” said Dryston.

They reached a dead end with a hoist that led upwards. They had to share the small platform, so that Dryston could smell Kyra’s flowery hair. He reached over her to close the compartment and held her safe on their tour. She felt his strong arms embracing her body more than was probably necessary and didn’t oppose.

“Why are you hiding in a crypt?” Kyra said, looking over her shoulder. “I assume this is your way of leaving everything behind. It’s funny, the world is tearing itself more and more apart each day, and I’m not even sure if you realize it.” She almost laughed at the notion. “What made you leave?”

Dryston’s face froze.

“I never hid from anything. I’m just dedicated to my life here.”

“So, you’ve gotten used to living without the possibility of a knife in your back at any moment”, Kyra said. “Have you grown soft?”

“Not likely,” Dryston said. “I still have to constantly watch my back here, living with these lawless vagrants.”

“I heard this crypt was dangerous,” said Kyra. “Some of the people I asked even told me it was haunted.”

Kyra felt his chest against her back when he shrugged.

“Darling, you should know it is always the haunted places that I choose,” said Dryston.

“As your home?” Kyra asked. “Hmm, I’ve noticed that you seem to have an obsession with death.” The hoist reached the top of its ascent and Dryston opened the cage and helped Kyra get her footing on the new ground.

Dryston shook his head. “No, you’ve got to understand, this is not my home.”

The way led to an opening, a terrace enclosed by a stone balustrade. The wind whipped rain into the vault, but Kyra let her shoulders sag and instead relished the prickle on her face.

“This does not belong to me,” Dryston said. “It belongs to no one, except only the dead that reside in those tombs. Like everyone else here, I am just a temporary occupant, and it is a fragile habitation. There are rooms and tunnels down there which are unknown to me. None of us has journeyed that deep into the crypt. Well, none that have come back, at least. When we sleep here, our rest is disturbed by dreams of the undead moaning in anguish and anger at our intrusion. It’s like sleeping in a bad part of town with your door unlocked and swung wide open. You can never rest easy.”

They stood under the arched entrance of the upper crypt, staring out at the abating storm. The only source of light was an occasional flash of lightning, briefly illuminating their faces. The grumbling aftermath of the storm brought with it the fragnant scent of freshly fallen rain.

“I see self-preservation is not an instinct you possess any more. You have become reckless,” Kyra said and laid her hand against Dryston’s chest. “You seem to have no regard for your own life anymore, or the lives of others. Well, fine by me.”

She touched his amulet in the shape of a silver star embossed with a wolf’s head, a talisman and former badge of office of the shire reeves. The reeves were famed for their dedication to duty and the preservation of order and life.

“But then you shouldn’t be wearing this,” she said.

“The man this here belonged to is long gone,” Dryston said as if he was catching her drift. “This is just a souvenir from another time. It almost feels like I killed that man and just took it from him like a rogue in the night.” Dryston shrugged. “Who knows, maybe I did.”

“You still have that talent, to bring order to chaos, to make people follow you,” Kyra didn’t mention the other thing Dryston did frighteningly well – killing people – but they both knew it would always be included in any conversation regarding Dryston’s talents.

“I made the man I am today all by myself. It was a choice,” Dryston said. “You have a talent. What I have is not a talent; it’s beginning to feel more and more like a curse. I had to work harder than anyone else in the world to do what I did. But not being able to use that work, seeing it all thrown away by those above me, is depressing. At the same time, having the need to use it is frightening.”

“I don’t feel any different, to be honest,” Kyra said. “I am one in ten thousand, just like you. The difference is, people understand what you do. You are a fighter. There is nothing more simple than that. But no one understands what I do, and people will always be afraid of what they don’t understand. I was not asked to choose. I was born that way and failed the path, but at least I found a profession in which to use my gift for good. Maybe you should try the same.”

“You know,” Dryston said, “every one of those hooray patriots serving for the crown would probably say, ‘Thanks, King Tancred, it is an immeasurable honor.’ Everyone but me. I would say, ‘Tancred, you’re welcome, you have been telling your people for years they have the greatest man the gods ever made, and now, they finally do.’ You don’t have to be thankful to be in his service. He should be thankful to have you. There was a time when I would have given everything for him, but that time is over now. It took me a few broken bones to learn that much.”

“Then prove you are above these things,” Kyra said.

“Kyra, are you even listening to me? I don’t have to prove anything to anyone anymore,” Dryston said.

“That is a sad statement,” Kyra said. “I think everyone should have something to prove, or else you should just quit.”

Kyra earned a glance from Dryston, though it felt like she hit a soft spot with the truth.

“I never quit”, said Dryston, despite all the evidence to the contrary. “Failure may always be an option, but quitting is not. Has life in the cities told you that quitting is acceptable?”

“It’s graver in the cities than you might think,” Kyra said. “Entire settlements are cut off by natural catastrophes. The rule of law has broken down or is broken. Every township is on its own. Imagine a village in the darkest wood, cut off from the world around it.”

“Sounds just to my taste.”

“Dryston, crime and strife are wide-spread.” She swallowed to bite back her nervousness at the thought. “Tomorrow, I will be out in the streets looking for two criminals.”

Dryston threw up his arms. “They are using you for chasing outlaws? They are completely wasting your potential!”

“Are you trying to flatter me, Dryston?” Kyra looked up. “Someone has to do it. They and I know I’m the best for that job.”

“You’re the best for every job,” Dryston said, stepping closer. “But this is destroying you. King Tancred uses you. If I learned one thing during my service to the king, it’s that it’s not worth it to put your life in danger for someone else.”

“Oh really? Well that tells me a lot about you.”

“I hope you didn’t come to me begging me to help you,” Dryston finally said. “Because I won’t, and I offer no apology.”

“No. I just came to give you this.” Kyra gave him a small package wrapped in leather. “Because you were always there for me when we were together.”

“Ah, it’s been four years since the day we met,” Dryston said with a smile. “You always manage to remember this date.”

“Of course I do,” Kyra said. They were standing close, wallowing in memories till Kyra backed away. “It’s a one hour ride to my client at Wolf Pit Plains. I want to be there in a half.”

“You should stay the night,” Dryston said. “Riding your horse fast at night is a good chance of broken legs.”

Kyra shook her head, not falling for his trick. “It isn’t like that anymore. I’m engaged.”

Dryston stared at Kyra in shock, and she smiled at him regretfully.

“I’m sorry to have to tell you like this. I know we had feelings in the past, but a big part of the reason I couldn’t wait for you was because you gave up. I must continue with my life as best I can, and if you rot in a crypt, then so be it.”

Kyra looked directly into her former lover’s eyes. “I’m sorry for what could have been, Dryston. But now I have to go.”

She turned and he let her go, the small package feeling heavy in his hands. He was keenly reminded that some injuries could hurt much worse than an injury to the knee.

Long after she was gone, Dryston stared into the blackness that Kyra left behind.

Dryston fiddled with Kyra’s present in his fingers. He was sitting in the vast chamber were all crypt-dwellers had gathered around the fire.

“Boy, this damn sure ain’t the same Dryston I once knew,” Cormack said.

“I know, I know, me too. I am not quite myself when I talk to her.” He slid over to face Cormack’s huling form. “It’s like the language has a different meaning when she is around. Nothing makes sense, and we can’t understand each other’s words.”

He then stared into the fire, weighing his next words before speaking them. The flames showed her face and flowing hair from his memories.

“Are you still in love with that bride?” Cormack asked.

“I guess,” Dryston said. “If ever there was someone I could say I was in love with, it would be her.”

“Huh,” said Cormack. “And from the looks of it, she took your heart and yanked it right out of your chest. You usually hide your emotions pretty well, but right now it’s plain on your face. But you know what they say…” Cormack laid a massive hand on Dryston’s shoulder. “Once a witch, always a witch.”

“Now she is engaged, to someone who can give her the cozy home she always wanted,” Dryston said.

“That would not have prevented the Dryston I knew from going after her,” Cormack pointed out.

“Hell, I’m not saying it is preventing me,” Dryston said, closing his gift tight in his fist. His jaw was trembling. “All it does is make me feel more determined to stomp that bastard and take her away from him. I’m not going to lose her.”

Cormack nodded in sympathy. Dryston’s glance wandered over to the throne that was now occupied by Jade Cyrus. Slowly, she caressed the handles of the high seat and regarded them with shadowed eyes.

Cormack cleared his throat and turned back to Dryston. “I think you have a decision to make.”

“No,” Dryston said, getting up. The movement of his knee made him grimace in pain. “I already decided the moment she turned away and left. There is really only one way. That’s the whole beauty of screwed up situations like this. You don’t have to wrap your head around it. There’s only one way to go.”

“Easy as hell, huh?” Cormack said. “Like always.”

Dryston limped into the middle of the room, where Jade was sitting. With every step, his posture normalized, till he was standing straight.

“There’s nothing like a healthy attitude,” Cormack said. “But one last thing.”

Dryston turned and looked back.

Cormack looked at Dryston from head to foot, seemingly searching for something. A smile carved itself into the giant’s granite face.

“That edge you used to have, do you still have it?”

Dryston returned the smile. “Don’t worry about it; I’ll get it back soon.”

“Rather sooner than later, friend,” Cormack said.

Dryston could see Jade eyeing him from her high position. He knew she was no fool. Coming from a far-off land filled with misty jungles and ziggurats, she had extensive experience surviving in places far more uninhabitable than this. Warmth and moisture acted like a magnet for diseases, parasites and predators. Surviving in places rife with such things took some tough qualities, and her physique showed that she had them. Dryston swallowed as he looked into her dark, shaded eyes. “I need you to do me a favor, Jade. To help me overcome my injuries.”

“I’m not a cleric, Dryston,” she said.

“I know, but I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t know you were able to do it.” He held Kyra’s present out to her and continued. “I know you won’t do it for free. This is all I have of value.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Jade took it.

“You have no idea what you’re asking me to do to you.” The dark-skinned woman stared at Dryston with deep, probing eyes. “I can only poison you.”

Dryston nodded to her. “Give me anything that doesn’t make me lose my mind, and I’ll be good to go.”

Jade chuckled. “I cannot guarantee anything. I didn’t teach myself herbalism to save lives and make the world a better place. If anything, I learned it to take lives and make the world a better place. At least for me. But now you’ve realized you’re the same decaying organic matter as the ones I’ve killed, and you think my arts can help you. What I offer is a fine line between painlessness and death.”

“If it allows me get what I want, I will walk that line”, Dryston said.

“I will see what I can do.”

“Much appreciated.”

“Always a pleasure to intoxicate you, Dryston,” Jade said.

“What’s in it for us if we, say, join you?” Cormack asked.

“You get a breath of fresh air,” Dryston said. “Payment. Fame. The thrill of hunting criminals, if we help Kyra.”

“Know what? I’m really thinking about coming with you,” Cormack said. “I was hoping to fight the dark monsters of the crypt, if they even exist, but they sure are taking their sweet time to rise up against the people intruding here. Maybe I can add a little variety to my saga by hunting human monsters for a change. I’m getting tired of sitting around.”

“Well, listen, I am not your leader in this,” Dryston said into the round of the crypt-dwellers. “No one has to follow me or do what I gotta do. This is a personal matter. I’d rather keep it that way. But if you too have a goal or want to get out of here, I can only give you this one piece of advice: Don’t waste any time. Get in your shoes, and start right now.”

“I want to join you, too,” Thaena Ashcroft said. “You all know I’m afraid of the darkness we feel in here, that I’m afraid the dead around us will rise one day. I want to earn enough money to take my kids out of here. This place is giving me nightmares.”

No one laughed. They all knew by now that Thaena’s dreams were plagued by visions that often became real. The group had not yet made up their minds if she should be cast out because of her self-fulfilling prophecies of misfortune or if she should be kept as a lucky charm.

“Good to have you, Thaena. What about you, Gabriel?” Dryston asked.

Gabriel Werdum tucked his hands in the sleeves of his robe.

“I’d rather stay here,” he answered. “This crypt has secrets yet to uncover. As you said, this is your crusade of redemption. I have a crusade of my own, and it lies here.”

They gathered in the hall the next day. Those who decided to stay were not saying goodbye. Four souls would go. They weren’t here to follow him, Dryston knew, since they each had their own agenda. But their individual agendas somehow was what held the group together.

Dryston looked into the faces of those going with him, Cormack, Jade and Thaena. As long as they would get their share, they would stay, and as soon as fortune failed to grace Dryston’s endeavors, they would leave.

Only Jade’s support was essential. She had given Dryston the first potions which would make his agony acceptable last night. It was nothing like a healing process that was setting in. Just plain painkillers that made him blind to the warning signals his body was sending him. Nevertheless, he was deeply in her debt. Being able to move around while your body slowly fell apart was better than not being able to move at all.

They had all brought their gear. The night hours were filled with final preperations, sharpening of blades and making minor repairs to their armor. Now they all looked ready for business. They were lean and pale from months spent underground, but they had always stayed prepared, training and refining their skills. Now, they were ready to return to daylight.

Dryston had his fist weapons sheathed at his sides. Jade with her mace on her shoulder and her bola wrapped around her waist. Cormack with a huge Vacomani war-scythe attached to his back. Thaena with her weapons fashioned into her clothes, a sling and a whip and a crossbow.

Dryston took a glance back at the crypt hall, the entrance of which was illuminated by the bright morning light. He stared a moment at the place Kyra had stood, given him a gift and told him that she had found another man to love. He turned away to the east, blinking, knowing that he wouldn’t miss anything in the crypt he left behind. Knowing, that the hostile world he was once again going out into held only one thing he cherished.


CHAPTER TWO


WOLF PIT PLAINS

The lush fields of the Wolf Pit Plains were a two hour walk east of the crypt. Dryston saw the dark green, wind-whipped grassland mixed with an assortment of rocky hills before his eyes. Stream-fed wooden mills and straw-roofed farm buildings lay scattered across the plain, but these signs of civilization were few and far between.

Under normal circumstances, the plains were quiet and nearly empty, filled mostly by the howling wind. But for the past month, the center of the plains was occupied by the camp of Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir, a northern warlord, who had united several tribes and bands of mercenaries from Vacomany under a single banner to support King Tancred’s campaign.

The camp was a place of trampled and dug-out grass, improvised palisades and a colorful forest of standard army tents decked out in the heraldry of the different guilds and factions residing inside. Rising above the tent pennants was a tall flagpole bearing the standard of King Tancred, with Jarnsaxa’s colors flying beneath. Jarnsaxa always took great care to show that she was loyal to the Crown.

As the group advanced into the center of the camp, Jade uttered her disgust about having to leave her weapons with the guards.

“Talk about being overcautious. They call themselves Vacomani? They outnumber us a hundred-to-one and still are afraid. Bunch of cowards, is what they are.”

“You have enjoyed freedom too long,” Dryston said. “This is what will happen in every civilized place we go to.”

“Wasn’t that way before,” Cormack said. “But now everyone acts this way, ever since the Kolanthel started raiding watchtowers and assassinating the mages.”

Cormack paused to spit on the ground in disgust. “Now we are controlled by a few who claim the right to carry weapons. A few who use a position of power only to continue to expand their own might. Honestly, I feel safer when I have to look after myself. I feel more threatened by the guards than the non-human terrorists they are trying to protect us from. I mean, do I look like an orc to you? That’s ridiculous. All it does is decrease everyone’s freedom.”

“One might even say the world isn’t free anymore,” a woman said to them, who awaited them with hands crossed.

Dryston took in the appearance of the warleader. She wore a wolf pelt around her shoulders and her skin was tanned from long hours spent in the sun. Her hair was twined with leather bands in the northern style of a warrior maiden. Clearly this woman held to the old ways. He thought at least Cormack would approve, even if she was the cause of the same security measures he had just been griping about.

“Far as I know,” Dryston said, “it never was.” He eyed the sickle-sword on Jarnsaxa’s back, curved and slender like its wielder. “We want our weapons back.”

Jarnsaxa chuckled. “There are two ways to do that. Work for me, or leave.”

“That makes things simple,” Cormack said. “Let’s discuss business, then.”

“Fine,” Jarnsaxa said. “Come into my tent, and we will discuss business.”

Dryston, Cormack, Jade and Thaena followed Jarnsaxa into her tent.

Once the tent flap was sealed, she turned to the group and said, “Join my army and fight for me in the end-war.”

Dryston heard Cormack grunting with laughter beside him. The war at the end of time was a legend among the people of the north.

“We’re not going to fight your bloody war,” Thaena said, earning a raised brow from Jarnsaxa. “But we will hunt down lost souls and criminals that corrupt the innocent.”

Jarnsaxa frowned. “Your timing couldn’t be better, then. I had another lady, a supposed sorceress, in here offering the same services. I gave her a job, but honestly, I think she might need some backup.”

“Well,” Dryston replied smoothly, trying to hide his true excitement, “we might be just the backup you need. What’s the job?” Dryston knew that the main reason his companions were following his lead was the promise of a healthy profit. He didn’t want to let the warleader know that following the sorceress was his whole reason for being here, and that he would follow her for free, if he knew which way to go.

“I sent some scouts into the city of Skybridge about a week ago. They were five good men, all of them with a long history of service in my company. Three days ago, one of them returned and told me a crazy story about how two of my scouts had killed the other two, apparently over some girl.”

“Your own troops killed each other?” asked Cormack.

“In a public bar, no less,” said Jarnsaxa. “Now, my scouts are either dead or hiding from the authorities, and the local populace is on the lookout for two strangers who look like northern barbarians. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but practically my entire camp fits that description. I can’t send more scouts, I can’t get information, and I can’t even send my troops in to try to hunt the bastards down.”

“I take it we’ll be paid for this?” asked Thaena.

“The natives have offered a bounty on their heads. Since these were my men and they blundered my operation, I’d rather you hand them over to me than the locals. I’ll offer double what they are offering, as long as you bring them to me alive or can give me a full explanation for their screwed up behavior.”

“Well, then, let’s hope they’re still alive,” Dryston said. “How can we find them?”

“You travel to Skybridge and look around until you see their ugly faces,” Jarnsaxa said. “If they are stupid, they might even still be staying at the room they rented together with the other scouts.”

“Names?”

“They go by Sifnar Red-Shoal and Gorm War-Anvil.”

“Why is your army here, in the first place?” Thaena asked.

“On King Tancred’s command, we’re heading east,” Jarnsaxa said. “But we aren’t at his beck and call any longer. Grave times require grave measures.”

“What do you mean by that?” Jade asked.

“This is one of those tales,” Jarnsaxa said, “that will either see us as traitors if we fail or saviors if we succeed.”

Dryston noticed that the other members of his band shifted uneasily, except for Cormack, who wore a fierce expression with a hint of a smile.

Cormack said, “You weren’t kidding before, when you said we could join you in the battle of the end-times. You think those times are upon us.”

Jarnsaxa nodded seriously, then continued. “The warband I’m commanding no longer stands under King Tancred’s rule. I have made the decision to separate from him and have gone renegade to follow a bigger, more important path. We are spurred on by the bitterness of the state of mankind’s realm. The fight for the battle at the end of the universe – the Wolftime – draws near. It is said that the barbarian king will return one day, to fight alongside his people when the end time arrives.”

“Where is this barbarian king now?” Thaena asked.

“No one knows,” Cormack explained. “He abandoned his people and made us the warring tribes we are today.”

“What were his motives, then?” Jade asked.

“He hates us, his people,” the brute explained. “He thinks anyone who can’t live a wild and unrestrained life in the wilderness is too weak and not worthy of his reign. That’s why he despises us. He is no true leader, just a mad warrior. But whatever else he is, he is the fiercest fighter of all time.”

“Then he hasn’t met me yet,” Dryston blustered.

“You are making a very high-stakes bet, lady Ornsdottir,” Jade said, “on someone who knows no responsibility. He doesn’t sound like the kind of man who cares that you are waiting for him to return, with or without an army. When I ran away from home, I didn’t come back for a reason.”

“I know,” Jarnsaxa said. “My life, and the lives of those who follow me, is one big gamble. Now that I have told you, you should consider your positions carefully. If you decide to reveal my intentions to the king, no one will believe you, and you will stand alone. If you work for my cause, I can provide you with food, shelter, weapons and an income. Choose your fate.”

“We just want to get paid, with no other strings attached,” Dryston said. He wanted no part of a mad gamble to find a warrior king who had left his own people.

“Have you found any traces of him, the barbarian king?” asked Jade.

“Rumor has it that he was somewhere in the region near Skybridge,” Jarnsaxa said. “I was delighted when King Tancred sent me out this way, but it could be an empty trail. I sent scouts ahead of the army, but as you heard, two of them seem to have gone crazy and ruined my chances of quietly finding some information.”

“You said you sent a sorceress to investigate the situation in Skybridge as well,” Dryston said. “Do you know where she is right now?”

“I imagine she’s almost to the city,” Jarnsaxa said. “She left this morning. Let’s fill you in with the details, and maybe you can catch up to her.”


CHAPTER THREE


SKYBRIDGE

“Sifnar Red-Shoal and Gorm War-Anvil,” Dryston repeated, after they had left Jarnsaxa’s company with all the clues she could give them: family relations, troop affiliation, behavior, cast of mind, fighting preferences, accomplishments in the warband. The two looked like average line infantry soldiers, not veterans who had gotten tired of the same old, but also not inexperienced recruits who were about to flee before they would first see action. But sometimes, those ordinary troopers hid the darkest secrets. Some escapades during gambling and betting on pit-fights to keep them entertained, sure, this was to be expected, but Dryston doubted that their absence had anything to do with it. He sensed something bigger behind it.

“Cormack?” Dryston asked, when they reached the exit barricade of the warband camp.

“Yes?”

“About your name.”

“What about it?” Cormack said without stopping.

Barbarians were standing to attention at the east gate, recognizing Cormack as one of their own kin. They didn’t stand like Treverian soldiers or those of any of the northern kingdoms, Dryston noticed. They stood broad-legged and uneasy as if looking for trouble.

“I was wondering how you barbarians get your name,” Dryston said, noting the hefty halberds the guards were lifting in greeting as they passed.

“What do you mean, how we get our name?” Cormack said, returning with a grim nod.

Cormack shrugged. “You know, sometimes those nicknames go by contraries.”

“Yes, sometimes,” Dryston said, getting serious. “But like with Sifnar Red-Shoal and Gorm War-Anvil, who knows when it’s real and when it’s contrary?”

Cormack soaked up the fresh morning air, as if the realization hit him only now. “That is always the big question with barbarians. You have to cross blades and find out on your own if it was a façade or the real thing.”

“Something doesn’t feel right,” Thaena Ashcroft said. “Why search for a man and defect from the king? What difference could he make, even if Jarnsaxa finds him?”

The group had left the warband’s camp and journeyed on the road to Skybridge. King Tancred’s ancestors had compelled its construction with stones when the land had still been wild and untamed. It was an artery that broke into the non-human wilderness and had replaced the old paths used by orcs, elves and dwarves, like so many others. The clouds had broken up and revealed gnarly trees slumped over grass soaked with rain.

“The northern tribes want a leader,” Cormack said. “It would make things easier. At the moment, the Vacomani are ravaged by anarchy and chaos. Don’t get me wrong, it’s basically what has been occurring the last thousand years, every time before a new king can be found, but this time no one seems to be up for the job. You have to imagine what it’s like out there. You southerners are living in paradise compared to the northern world. Nature alone can kill you. Just the wind can freeze and tear flesh from the bones. The iceland we inhabited is breaking up and more and more swallowed by the sea, or desolated by geysers. For generations, we’ve always been on the move, unable to build an empire or unite ourselves. On the contrary, as land gets scarce and we are crowded together, we cull out the weak by wars. As pastures fade, grazers starve and the predators turn on us, driven mad by hunger. No one wants to do this. The most promising contender, the only one I had trust in to be strong enough from the stories I heard, left us. But maybe Jarnsaxa can bring the barbarian king back. Behind every strong man needs to stand a strong woman.”

“You know why that is true, Cormack?” Dryston asked.

Cormack chuckled. “It’s so that his energy stays focused and he’s not wandering around. I have to admit, though, that she most likely would have to bring strong arguments to persuade him.”

Dryston smiled, knowing what Cormack was referring to.

Skybridge was swamped from six days of heavy rain. Fading traces led through the muddy paths to the town, and the entrance into the settlement was not possible entirely on foot. The long access footbridge that normally wound through the reflective surface of the swampland was flooded. They had to cross the swampland by boat.

“Awful weather,” Cormack muttered. “I hate to get my feet wet.”

Small fishing smacks, ferries, and an old patrol boat lay on the shore, now taken out of their service during daytime. There were several longboats, used for military operations and raids, left there as a far reaching hand from Skybridge. The place was a small outpost, crowded onto the lakeshore together with stables with horses for rent, so people could quickly get to the capital, or the other bordering kingdoms. Camps like this were common throughout Treveria.

The sight of four very distinct souls coming from each part of the world together was not.

The ferryman crawled out of his rocking chair and walked down the handrail of the boathouse’s porch. He had a torn mariner’s cap on his head and regarded the arrivals suspiciously. The ferryman’s hair was greyed and his face wrinkled. He was of a generation that had witnessed one or two great wars and probably had seen it all.

Dryston held up his fingers in a V-sign to salute him. It was a greeting inherited from Kaeiwieli archers that had spread through all the kingdoms and stayed even when its origin had been forgotten. It meant for the archers that they hadn’t been captured by enemy troops, as it was customary to cut off the two fingers required to draw a bow from captives. It meant that they were still able to give their enemies hell.

The man smiled slightly. His face darkened as he saw the wolf amulet of a shire reeve on Dryston’s chest. For someone not knowing the background of how Dryston really acquired the badge of office, it meant he was operating under political authority.

“That is nice armor,” the ferryman tried to distract from the amulet he had been staring at too long and wandered his gaze over to Dryston’s chest.

Dryston stepped closer to him, leaving only the boathouse’s veranda between the two of them. He pulled out a cigarette of swampweed and offered it to the ferryman, igniting it with the embers left in the man’s pipe.

“We need a lift to Skybridge,” he said.

The ferryman pulled on his smoke and nodded.

“Higher rates at nightfall,” the man said. Dryston noticed the man hadn’t forgotten his badge, even if he tried to avoid looking at it. The man considered the swampweed he had gotten from Dryston. “But for you, I guess we can make a better price.”

Dryston didn’t show any expression.

“Let me get the boat ready,” the man eventually said to cut the uncomfortable silence.

Dryston let the ferryman move down the veranda and pass him to head for the boat racks.

“Erm, one thing,” Dryston added. “Have you seen a woman come by here?”

“Yes, why?” the ferryman stopped to answer. “She was traveling alone to Skybridge, about an hour ago. Had some weird kind of clothes.”

“Hm,” Dryston replied, faking ignorance about the descriptions of Kyra. “Not the one I was looking for.”

The creaking sound of encumbered wood accompanied each time the ferryman leaned back for an oar-stroke, bringing them closer to the quays.

“There are objects in the water,” Thaena Ashcroft pointed out. She stood at the prow.

Dryston came over to her to look at the things in the water. There were chains that held them beneath the surface and dark shapes.

“Obstacles?” Cormack guessed.

One of the objects turned as a bow wave shoved it aside. A white, slick surface showed, a face bobbed to the surface.

“These are bodies,” the ferryman said.

Dryston stared into the water, seeing more of the floating corpses.

“Doomsday cult?” he asked.

The ferryman grunted. “The repression, blood money, everything. The doom of an ending world didn’t help.”

Dryston had heard the stories. The corpses in the water wouldn’t be the only victims. The cities were full of the hidden dead, buried in the woods, cemented in walls, or dumped into waters. Often, those were the results of rituals, offerings to dark, unknown gods to prevent someone’s own harm, either carried out by religious groups or paranoid non-humans against humans. Of course, the reverse could also be said. Non-humans often got accused of witchery and were hunted down relentlessly. Human houses intrigued against members of others in a constant struggle for supremacy beyond the reach of the jarl’s reign.

These were political enemies, Dryston guessed, or victims who just got involved with the wrong sort of people.

Dryston was the first to set his boots on the quay. The two deserters had last been seen in a habitation block, a multi-leveled stone house with several apartments. Kyra must have also known that much from Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir, who had been the one providing the funds to rent the premises used by her scouts as undercover sleeping places while they pretended to be looking for work. These facilities needed to be changed every month, Dryston thought, along with the spies inhabitating them. Buildings like the one used by the two deserters were rare, but not in Skybridge.

The masses of the buildings surrounding them left the group marveling. In no other town under Godfrey’s reign could buildings that big be seen. The cult of his personality became evident the time they passed the first statues of the governor that were seamed with roses and other flowers of admiration. His mission to defend the denizens that lived under his strong hand must have been well executed, if his popularity among his people was anything to go by. He was a protector of humanity, even if there was nothing human left on the streets now by nightfall.

The courtyard they found themselves in was devoid of any form of higher life. Ravens settled on the trees and the roofs, gathering for their journey into the surrounding forests.

Dryston went on, glimpsing the habitation block. A burning smell penetrated his nose. It was only a heartbeat later that Dryston saw smoke rise from the building.

“Thaena, am I right in assuming that you shot swamp-rats in the crypt with your crossbow?” he whispered and broke into a run.

His companions followed him.

“Yes, why?”

“Now would be the right time to use that skill.”

Thaena swallowed. “I’m not sure if I can do that, Dryston.”

“Thaena, it’s okay if you’re scared. I could finish every sentence that goes through your mind right now; I know how you feel.”

“I fear I’m just too afraid to do this,” she said.

“It’s okay,” Dryston told her. “Everyone feels that way and I can tell you it never goes away. But you have to accept it and learn to live with it.”

“I don’t want to fail you,” Thaena said.

“They always tell you failure is not an option,” Dryston said. “That’s nonsense. Failure is always an option; it is the easy option. But it is a choice. You can go this way with us to victory, or you can go the easy way back to defeat. Now, come. I know you can do it.”

They took cover behind the edge of another building, taking off their rucksacks and lying on their gear.

Dryston unbuckled his fist weapons and slid into them. He held them up and grabbed the grip hard in each hand.

“Now, Sifnar Red-Shoal and Gorm War-Anvil,” Dryston said to himself. “What do you think about those names, Cormack, real or contrary?”

Cormack snorted at the potshot.

Thaena was bracing her crossbow.

Dryston gave them signs to spread out, with Thaena at the front.

She nodded, took the vanguard and laid a bolt from her thigh quiver on the crossbow.

Dryston followed her, the weight of his immense metal fists being comfortable to feel, while the burden of his rucksack was missing from his back. This was it, the feeling when you lay off your equipment to travel and survive in the wilderness, knowing that there would be fighting instead. And after it was done, you would return and pick it up again. Still, there was the nagging thought at the back of one’s mind that this would happen only if everything went according to plan. There was no guarantee of that. There were so many possibilities that things could go wrong, that it left a bad feeling behind.

His guts twisted as the heightened sensation of danger pumped up his poisoned metabolism. His knees were weak and he knew his companions felt the same at that moment. That wasn’t good. He had to fight the thrill and get acclimatized. It had been too long now, since he last had seen real action, outside the practice drills. You forgot how well you could fight and how it felt over time. Dryston had to focus to get all the memories back, his confidence in his heart, mind and body, and the memories of his muscles over his skills. It was there. Deep down, he knew that it was still there, waiting to be awakened.

Dryston broke into a run and sprinted over the courtyard. His thoughts for Kyra were a sting in his chest and sent a shudder through his spine and knees. If she had arrived an hour earlier, he hoped she had proceeded with more caution than they had. Then there would be a chance they would catch up with her before she got into any trouble. They were four, she was alone out there. Empathizing with her, Dryston would have used fear and paranoia alone to proceed to the objective extra cautiously, circling the building and closing in from several angles while surveying the surroundings. With vigilant eyes, he observed their own route of approach. They only had one shot, straight into it without the luxury of time to check for traps or an ambush. His heart raced and made the collar around his neck feel uncomfortably closer. Was she nearby? Was her life in danger? With grim concern, he swore to himself that anyone trying to harm her would witness his wrath as the last thing that they would feel in life.

Thaena’s heart pounded so loud in her chest that she could hear it in her ears as clear as the same rhythm of her steps. The aching sorrness in her muscles forced her to hold her weapon low, but she was ready to reposition her crossbow at any movement. She had left the crypt because she was afraid of the darkness, but now she regretted that, instead, she had joined something like this. She should have known by now that a dark place in a crypt was a safer place than any other site occupied by humans. She was afraid. Afraid of something appearing in the windows, afraid of what would be lying in the building, afraid to shoot her weapon at an adversary. Afraid of getting attacked and hurt… or worse.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw the hulking form of Cormack jogging behind her. His muscles and clanking war gear made him look more intimidating than normal. She was grateful to have him on the same side, at the same time knowing that the men they were looking for were probably of similar stature, and there were two of them. Not untrained men, but mercenaries accustomed to the trade of killing.

She reached the door of the house and got down on her knee, her shoulder pressed against the solid wall. Not once did she let the door out of her sight, while she grabbed down onto the earth and smeared mud across her fingers.

For Jade Cyrus, the day of death already felt like a part of her past. She’d already died years ago, losing her life before the beginning of her long journey, on which she was remade as a woman with a new soul. She had seen and felt things that some men wouldn’t witness in their whole life. Her personality had been broken, wiped out and rebuilt from the ashes by use of hallucinogens and opiates. The only reason she followed Dryston was to keep him able to fight, just as she would have to give something back out of gratitude. She asked for no reward in this life, because every moment after she had met death was merely a gift of fate.

Cormack knew fear like every other human being. But it was diminished as much as possible by asking the same question again and again, as he reached the door and stretched his hand down to the handle: What would my forefathers have done in my situation? and, Can I live up to the demands they make? He slowly pressed down the handle and opened the door a crack.

There were three sources of fear with fighting: fear of the reputation of an enemy – which was not known; fear of the appearance of an enemy – which could not be seen yet; and fear of having not prepared his whole life enough for the moment of confrontation. Cormack at least made sure that he could say he had done everything he could to be ready. Beginning from the trials in his childhood till his intense sparring sessions with Dryston, the saga of his life would go on, till one day, whenever that day was, it would meet a bloody end in glory.

With breath held, he pushed the door all the way open, and he and Dryston entered the building.


CHAPTER FOUR


THE VALKYRIE

The room where Skadi found herself in was dark, the small window not letting in enough of the fleeting daylight. What little light found its way through was absorbed by the two figures standing opposite of her. That’s why the room had to be lit by a candleholder over the bed, made of a ring of horns with candles like a crown. Besides that, there was only space for a table with some stools. Skadi stood with her feet naked on fur. She had made sure that the two men, now stripped to the waist, were who they claimed to be and studied them for a while. Two men from the north, with long braided hair and rugged beards. Their eyes were red from excessive use of smoking swampweed the previous night. The floor was sticky from the last drops of mead, where their empty drinking horns had landed.

“You want to know what gave that mead this smoky, meaty flavor?” Gorm War-Anvil asked her.

“I’m not sure I want to know that,” Sifnar Red-Shoal said.

“I’ll tell you anyway. They used to hang game carcasses in their caves to cure. Now, there were bees which nested in those carcasses and brought the honey there. That’s how it took on the flavor. You know, sometimes, the sweetest secrets lie hidden inside the most hideous shells. And sometimes, the most dark conspiracies lie covered in the sweetest packages. Like in your case, little girl. Now tell us, what have you brought us, diligent honey bee?”

“You know you can trust us now. It’s time to show us what you got,” Sifnar Red-Shoal demanded.

At first, Skadi wondered if it was a trick? They had already seen her body on numerous occasions during the last hours they had spent in the room. Apparently, they hadn’t kept everything in mind.

“Don’t be shy and show us,” Gorm War-Anvil said. “I know you can’t see it yourself, but this is crucial. What you are carrying is larger than your own life. Like the little bee that carries the blossom dust, not knowing what it will accomplish eventually. You must understand, the sole purpose of your existence has become this. Why? Because it’s destiny. The little bee would never be attracted by the hanging carcass and yet is still drawn to it. Why is that, you have to ask yourself? Because you are part of a bigger plan. Carrying something you earned so hard and paid the price for, you venture into the cave you would never have gone to before, if that hadn’t happened to you. You engage with the carcasses, even though your instinct tells you you should keep your distance. But you plant your seed and bring the honey to the cave nonetheless, where the men waiting in the dark harvest that sweet gift of yours. They say revenge is the sweetest thing.”

She swallowed and nodded at the conclusion. Her own personality as an individual didn’t matter anymore. She had to fight with the feeling that she had been reduced, but at the same time elevated, to one function only: to protect and carry her body through the lands and show it to the barbarians that were willing to commit to her cause. A cause she hadn’t chosen voluntarily and was still undecided about whether to admire or condemn. Skadi faltered but then slowly turned her back to them and let her clothes slide down her skin.

The men instantly came closer and surveyed the tattoos on her back, as she combed her hair over her shoulders. The throat of an ink dragon reached from her neck down to her shoulder blades, where it turned into a scaled torso that was clutching the world in its wings, talons and tail. The end of the tail was spiked and ended over her thigh. Along the ancient creature, names were written in runes along with depictions of faces.

She felt a prickle over her spine as the breath of the two men blew over her. To her curiosity, they didn’t touch her and instead held a respectful distance. She felt that she was something special to them. What was it that they had called her? Valka…Valkyr…Valkyrie. From their own language, it translated into: a chooser of the slain. In a way she had it in her hands to decide who would die and who would live.

Dust floated in Kyra Celeste’s vision. The steps of her high-heeled boots echoed through the corridor as she went through the numbers on each door. They didn’t help much, except for orientation. She couldn’t just break open every door the multi-leveled building had to offer in order to search through all the suites. Sure, physically she would be able to, but time was running short. She had to look for clues.

Kyra laid her ear against the next door and listened. She heard muffled voices, but they didn’t sound like the men she was searching for. Something smelled like burnt wood and made her eyes water. She cautiously touched the ground, aware that she was not damaging the thrumming vials and scrolls that were bound to her belt and thighs, and tried to glance underneath the door gap. A black cloud of smoke blew through the slit, making her cough and get back on her feet.

She heard footsteps approaching and moved away from the door. Clutching the grip of her thin-bladed sword, she waited till the inhabitants had left the room, hurrying. They spotted her with wide eyes but had other things on their mind than stopping to watch the rare sight of a sorceress. Discreetness would not do for her, as her body, clothes and whole appearance acted as a vessel for the arcane powers. It showed. But the fire provided enough of a distraction. Not only for her, she thought. Pearls of sweat formed on her temples. The fire left a dull feeling at the back of her head that reminded her that someone was probably working against her.

She thought a moment on extinguishing the fire to gain more time, but her powers had never worked that way. She couldn’t control what happened once she opened the rift for the energies. They always destroyed and never saved things. She couldn’t produce rain. She remembered that sometimes it rained when she was sad. Though it was more likely that she was sad because of the rain. The powers always seemed to be linked to her emotions. But she was under no illusion that the world aligned itself under the heed of her feelings. Her feelings just determined how fierce the powers would be channeled. And right now, she felt tightness in her chest and immense stress heating up under her skin.

Kyra proceeded along the hallway, reeking black smoke filling the path behind her.

A thump against the door made Skadi look up. The bump shook her marrow and clanked the door hinges.

“What the hell?” Sifnar Red-Shoal exclaimed.

A second thump cracked open the door. Two men burst into the room. Skadi let out a shriek as she saw the loaded crossbows in their hands.

“It’s them. Let’s kill them!” one of the men said.

She went down the moment they aimed their weapons.

Sifnar and Gorm instantly went for the knives on their belts, their main weapons leaning out of reach against the wall. They were too late. They stopped mid-draw, halted by the thud of two small bolts.

“Damn!” Sifnar sighed.

“Ha, look at those toothpicks,” Gorm chuckled.

“You mean their bolts or those clowns?” Sifnar said.

“Both.” They shrugged off their injuries and closed in on their attackers with knifes drawn.

“That was the last mistake you’ll make. We’ll break your legs and slit you up from heel to head.”

Something halted them.

“Damn, what’s that?” Gorm War-Anvil asked, chlutching his chest.

“Poison darts,” Sifnar Red-Shoal said through gritted teeth.

Skadi looked up and shook with fear when the two men crashed to the floor.

She glanced around desperately. She didn’t want to die here. She was afraid her relatives would never find her and she would end up in a bag dumped in the marshes.

“Gods, no!”

She got up and dived over to the bed. Something caught her in mid-air and pulled her back to the attackers.

“Leave me! Leave me alone!” She stared into the cold eye of a killer, who was holding her wrist.

Another man entered.

“What are you doing with her?” the newcomer said.

“Please, help me!” Skadi said.

With a dismissive yank, the assailant threw her on the bed.

The newcomer looked trustworthy. He was clean-shaven and had friendly eyes. He was smiling. If nothing else, he could be talked to.

“This must look like a big misconception to you,” he said to her. “Like something you’ve gotten into without knowing who you were dealing with. I can imagine just coming here to meet with two men and fearing nothing of your immediate death.” He produced a wire from his pouches and strained it between his gloved hands. “So young and already going to die. It’s not so bad, you know. Everyone has to die, but not everyone really lives. I, on the other hand, try to live by making others die.”

Skadi crawled backwards, curling the blanket at her feet as she struggled to get away. She was made aware of the wall behind her, as she had forgotten that she was trapped.

“In reality,” the man continued, leaning close to her, “it was all rigged from the start. But now, let me tell you what I’m going to do. I can’t just kill you. No, you are too important. You have become more than the little girl that should have been slaughtered back then with the rest of your family. You have evolved into a plague, and everywhere you go, you plant seeds of troubling things. That’s why I came to weed you out. I won’t kill you, darling. I’ll have to erase you from the face of the earth. I heard what those two men told you about the bee. I’ll tear out your wings and stomp you into the ground, little bee. See, what you carry is too valuable. I can’t let you get away with it.”

The man put the wire on the girl’s throat while one of the other men was standing guard on the hallway. He brushed away her hair and took a look at the tattoo uncovered on her neck. “I really wouldn’t want to be in your skin right now,” he said, laughing. “And I always thought a bee would sting when faced with certain death, strike one last time and release a little poison, while unable to retrieve its prick. Have you seen it? It tears out the bee’s whole lower body, entrails coming out and all. A defense mechanism, ha. It’s pathetic. But you won’t do this. I can do it for you.”

“Haddock, we got company,” the goon exclaimed. “Could be trouble.”

“What kind of trouble? Can’t you see I’m in the middle of something here?”

To Skadi’s surprise, Haddock turned and let go of her.

“Just finish it,” he said to his men and walked out of the door.

Haddock stumbled into the hallway, coughing and holding a cloth in front of his mouth. The smoke made it difficult to see, and he guided himself along the wall. There was a woman approaching him fast. He stumbled forward and held on to her unusual skirt.

“Get out here, lady! The fire is spreading everywhere!”

Scroll-vials were clanking against each other. This one was a mage. He looked up into the eyes of the woman. He had to be careful.

Dryston came running up the steps to the third floor. He encountered numerous refugees in the dark hallways, which he thought had no means of orientation. The hallways were lacking windows. It was like moving in a box, enclosed to the outer world. The feeling nagged him that one could get lost inside the building with all the fire and never be found.

“Kyra!”

He was starting to doubt he would find her, when suddenly he got a glimpse of her at the end of a corridor. Another man was holding on to her and pleading for help. She stopped when she saw Dryston then shoved the helpless man aside and entered a room through an open door.

“No, don’t go in there!”

The sight that she was presented with was a murder scene. Two men, stripped to the waist and pierced by crossbow bolts through their backs, were lying in a pool of blood. Two other men, possibly the killers, were closing in on a girl on a bed, who looked too frozen with fear to put up a fight. Kyra took a step forward on the blood-soaked fur, when she heard another person entering the room behind her.

“Oh, look, next plaything.”

The two on the bed turned and Kyra lost her fear. Everything became clear for a moment, in which she felt nothing and thought that she could decide what to do with time standing still. Her brain was working full speed, her heart was thumping and she breathed rapidly. She kept her wits about her. She raised the palm of her hand in the direction of the man on the bed, her long fingernails stretched in a star-shape from each other like an antenna. She somehow felt what was happening, even if she didn’t have the capacity to grasp the concept of what it was in this span of a heartbeat. Magic in its pure form couldn’t be seen, but Kyra had studied about it and could imagine. Tiny invisible parts of energy were running through the man’s body right now, without a charge or affinity, but in numbers that surpassed the biggest army the world had ever raised. They passed unhindered through matter. The energies that left Kyra’s body turned an exponential number of them into an electric charge. It sent them colliding with other charged particles what led to tiny explosions, resulting in a disintegrating energy beam. A streak of crackling light explosions wandered from the man’s thumb over to his chest, severing his fingers in the course of its action, burning lungs and blood, before grooving itself into the back wall, where it left a scorched, smoking black trail. The slit open man toppled and slumped heavily from the bed. It was only then, that Kyra finished drawing her sword with her other hand.

It was too late to defend herself from the attacker behind her. She whirled around and spun her blade high to parry, but it was Dryston that had come for her.

“It’s me, Kyra!”

Their flashing eyes locked for a moment, acknowledging that they were not enemies. There was only one left. A last goon was stumbling up the bed, his grimace distorted by the shock of the powers Kyra had unleashed on his fellow.

“You bastard witch!”

He fumbled to reach an axe that had belonged to one of his victims.

Dryston dashed forward, but he came short and Haddock’s thug managed to pull it up and take a swing. Dryston danced back. The smile of the axe would have chopped off his neck. He deflected it with both of his fist weapons, and didn’t care that he was hit somewhere else. There would never be a better chance than now. He dived into the goon’s body, clutching his legs and toppling him over against the wall. They fell with a deep thump on wood. Dryston felt the goon’s rib break under the impact of his shoulder he had buried in the thug’s side. The goon had lost grip of his axe but instead was clutching Dryston’s neck with both of his arms. The goon released one arm and pulled tighter with the other to choke Dryston, while his freed arm fumbled for the lost axe. Dryston drove his shoulder deeper into the broken ribcage of his opponent and got his head out just in time to catch the axe blow. A next one didn’t happen. Dryston was faster and hammered his first punch into the goon’s face, deforming it to a red swollen visage. He aimed up for a follow up but rested his weapon in midair, breathing heavily. The thug was already out cold. He would need him for interrogation.

Dryston looked for Kyra. Blood was running out of her nose. It was always like this in the aftermath, accompanied by nausea. This would be trouble. This whole mess would bring them into deep trouble. They would be prosecuted, convicted, maybe banished. But that was something to deal with later. Now, it was only important that they found Kyra. It had been close. He couldn’t even envision what would have been if he’d come too late to help her. The corpses were terrible enough to experience, but what if Kyra had been among them. Everything, their targets, the mission, was unimportant. Kyra’s survival was the only thing that counted.

“Are you okay?” Dryston asked.

“Yeah,” Kyra said, soaking up the mayhem that was left in the room around her. “As far as this can be considered okay.”

The dwelling was splattered with blood, like in a slaughterhouse. The hairs on the back of Dryston’s neck stood up, and a tingle passed over the back of his head. The image made him dizzy as his senses tried to compensate for what he was experiencing. There was no rationale for it. It was simply something the civilized human soul was not programmed to see.

Kyra gestured to the two dead bodies punctured with bolts. “We were too late for the deserters.”

Her gaze wandered to the tattooed girl cowering on the bed.

“And who are you?” Kyra said.

Dryston and Kyra went over to her and offered their hands. The girl only took Kyra’s.

“What’s your name?” Kyra asked.

The girl covered her body and let the tattoos disappear under her tunic.

“Skadi,” she said, looking at the dead bodies on the floor. “My name is Skadi. Did you get the other man? This wasn’t all of them. I counted three.”

Dryston turned, uncovering his mouth as the smoke increased. “What did you say?”

“There was another man,” Skadi said.

No time for details. They had to get out of here and vanish without leaving traces behind.

“The smoke will kill us,” Kyra said. “We have to go, Skadi. Try to hold your breath.”

Dryston looked back into the room and instantly knew he had only one chance to find out who the third man was.


CHAPTER FIVE


THE SURGEON’S HOUSE

Jade was lost in the burning house. Some unexpected turns, the dense smoke, the intense scent of burnt wood and people fleeing in every direction had broken Jade’s connection as the rearguard for her friends. She wrapped a piece of cloth around her mouth and tried not to inhale the poisonous vapors. Pearls of sweat had formed on the skin of her arms. Above the distant noise of mayhem and disorder breaking loose, she could hear the constant crackle of fire eating through the walls.

“Lady,” a voice said to her, when she had thought herself alone in the corridor. “Why are you not running?”

Jade jerked at the sudden appearance of the man, who tumbled and held onto her.

“First, because I’m not afraid of dying, and second, because I still have friends here who might be,” Jade said.

“Friends?,” the man said. He looked at Jade’s weapons, ready to be drawn, and was not convinced. “You sure they are friends? I learned a long time ago to trust no one.”

“Do I look like I care what you think or learned?” she replied and pushed him away from her.

“Well, I at least hoped that…”

Jade felt something snap from her belt. The man had taken one of her potions. He drank it greedily and turned to run.

“Hey, you stupid idiot!” she cried out and dashed after him, hands outstretched. She missed him by a hair’s breadth. The man was up and running, taking a turn behind the next corner.

Jade swore as she lost sight of him and chased after him through the burning hallway. Behind a doorframe, she bumped into the man. His fingers grabbed the flask and were about to lead it to his lips. Jade elbowed him and struggled to wrestle it from his grip. “You can’t drink this! This would have made your life even more miserable than it is now.”

The man’s eyes narrowed like a hurt animal’s, as he handed her the flask back.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t want to.”

“I am not what you think I might be,” Jade cut him off, stashing the potion away into her belt. “These are neither pleasure drinks nor beauty enhancers. They would have killed you with heart failure or at least knocked you unconsciousness. And then I would have been stuck here with your limp body, not sure if I should let you be consumed by the flames or pull you out of this hellhole.”

“You really wouldn’t have been sure?”

“I would have left you for sure, if I only knew you better. Now get the hell out of my face!” Jade shouted.

Her blood was up. She was ferocious. It didn’t bring her temper up because she was stolen from, but because her potions were mistaken for water or spirits, when in reality they had the potential to kill someone she didn’t necessarily have the intention to kill.

Her eyes watered from the burning house and her anger. She watched the man run away and touched her eyes. Her fingers came back black, with her eye-shadow forming dark tears. She had become such a death-dealer by now that even the innocent in her proximity were at risk of becoming victims of her medicine.

“God, this would have been the last thing that I needed right now.” Jade sighed.

The bald man threw her a last frightened look over his shoulder and stumbled away.

The roof of the burning house collapsed, the huge mass of wood and clapboard falling unnaturally slow as if time had frozen. Kyra supported Skadi out into the courtyard. The girl was beginning to shiver from shock and the cold. The night had set in and let the fire burn bright in her eyes. Sparks floated through the cold air like blossoms, and the flickering light let Skadi’s tattoo on her back glow in a rhythm that seemed like the dragon was actually breathing. Kyra covered the girl’s back and looked to the sky. It was cloudless tonight; not a single star could be seen above them. A black cloud of smoke obscured the night sky under which Dryston emerged behind them, carrying one of the assassins.

Cormack took over the fugitive, his face grim in the anticipation of the report of what had happened.

“Are you all right?” Kyra asked and looked Dryston in the eye. “You’re bleeding.”

“Well, that’s embarrassing,” Dryston said. “And I wanted to make sure I looked my best when I met you again.”

Shouts of alarm and the gathering guards interrupted their moment. The barking of dogs echoed through the streets, drawn to the beacon that was the smoldering building. Soon, all hell would break loose when the bodies would be found and the manhunt for the culprits of the fire and murder and those involved began. Dryston realized with a frown, that they counted at least as the latter.

“Where is Jade?” Thaena asked.

“I don’t know,” Dryston answered. “Wasn’t she behind you the whole time?”

“I lost her,” Thaena said.

“We have to leave,” Dryston told her. He earned stares from Thaena and Cormack that he returned. “We need to find a place where we can lie low and attend to our wounds. Jade will have to get by on her own for some time. Then we have to prepare him for interrogation.”

The fugitive moaned.

“Is he one of our targets?” Cormack asked.

“No,” Dryston said. “He’s the one who killed them.”

“Hm, so we can be thankful to you for not succeeding in our mission.” Cormack’s grip grew tighter around the man’s throat. “You know what that means? It means that I ain’t getting the money to pay for the armor I was going to buy. Which means I’m not going to make the cut with the group I wanted to join. And lacking that higher status, I will have a harder time with… You see where this is going? It is going somewhere that doesn’t make me happy, and you are a big part of it. Know how it feels to have a dream shattered by a fool who got in the way? I’m quite pissed right now that you killed them, let alone attacked my friends!”

Out of the corner of her eye, Kyra saw town militia hurrying to surround the burning building. In the meanwhile, the hasty movements of their striped trousers and gleaming helmets were applied to extinguishing the fire. Soon enough, when most of the damage was contained, they would take their halberds back up and spread out.

The fugitive’s eyes showed an uncertainty about on which side his chances to live would be higher.

“Tell you what, I don’t even know you, and already I’ve had enough of you. You are two heartbeats away from making me lose my temper. So, decide wisely which steps you’re going to take next. You want help? Go ahead! If you call out for the guards, I’ll strangle you right here.” Cormack spat through gritted teeth to shatter any illusions.

“Cormack,” Dryston said. “It’s good. We take him with us, and you will get your chance to let your fists speak. But not now, and not here.”

“I take that as a promise.”

“Follow me,” Skadi said. “I know a place where we can get him to talk.”

In a dark alley, Jade met the man from the burning house again.

She strode down a lane past the guards that were directing a flow of refugees. With her mace stashed under a robe, and flowing with the stream of people, she was able to leave the main route quickly and unnoticed.

Then she saw him. She slowed her steps, unsure how to approach. His gaze met hers, illuminated by the glow of a cigarette.

The man nodded in his pulled up collar, exhaling smoke.

“Glad you made it out alive. Though judging from the content of your flask, I can imagine which profession you follow now. I promise I won’t tell the militia about you; just please don’t hurt me.”

“What is your profession?” Jade Cyrus asked, sitting down beside him and spreading her hands to a small campfire on the street.

“Mine?” the man said. The thought raised a thin eyebrow on his face. “I’m just a merchant. Came here to do business, close a deal, and meet back with some partners. They aren’t here yet.” He paused and stared into the fire. Something must have gone wrong. “Where are your friends?”

She didn’t know, but she told him nonetheless what they were coming for: two men, missing from Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir’s warband.

“You seem tense.” Jade stopped to make sure the man was even listening. “Is everything all right?”

“Still shook up from the events, I guess. It doesn’t happen every day in a merchant’s life that the roof of a building collapses over him. Only happened once in that Alvaeonian bazaar, when the other party wanted to rob me of a deal. But it was nothing compared to that tonight.” The man looked up into her eyes, fixing his thoughts on another subject. “No, I guess it’s your proximity. I won’t lie. I’m a little bit scared of you, but on the other hand, intrigued. I think I can understand you.”

“You do?”

“I think you act so tough on the outside because you are broken inside,” the man added. “It is an act to hide your true self and not make you vulnerable. That’s why I know you won’t hurt me. I don’t need to be afraid of you. You are the one who is alone. Your friends, they left you,” he said. He let the words sink in.

He put a hand on Jade’s cheek then ran his fingers through her hair. Jade didn’t object. Her breathing rose, but whether out of anticipation or fear, she didn’t know. “You have to be careful in this city,” the man said. “This is only the outskirts. The center is run by Jarl Godfrey. You might have heard of him. For whatever reason, he gathers an army of prisoners. He prepares for the end times. Quite paranoid about that. I mean, the end won’t come quick. And it won’t be something that a thousand soldiers will be able to protect us from. It will be more stretched out over a long period of time, so that we won’t even realize it. Just everything will decline, but we won’t see it. This is what makes it dangerous. We will just keep telling ourselves that it is what it is till our last breath. Like it has been since the day we were born. Almost like drops of poison in our body that kill us every day a little but not at once.”

She broke his gaze and stared at the ground. It reminded her of her own priorities and what she had to do. She caught a flicker of something on the other side of the street out of the corner of her eye. She felt the urge to stand up and walk right over to what she had spotted, but her gut made her cautious.

“I would like to be alone right now,” she said.

“Are you sure?” The man returned. “I mean, you already are alone.”

Jade nodded, deciding to not look at him till he left.

The man reluctantly shrugged his shoulders and stood up.

“If you need someone you can talk to, I’m sure we’ll meet again sometime,” he added, as he walked away.

When he was out of sight in the next street, and had merged with the shadows of the buildings, Jade went over to the other side of the alley and crouched down.

There was blood on the street, a dark red smear with some brighter tissue. It was still running and fresh when Jade put it on her fingers. It was unlikely that one of the refugees had injured himself during the flight that deep in the flesh, and no other people had frequented this part of the alley recently. No, these were traces of a fight, and the only people fighting around here would be her friends.

A knock on the door brought Doc Sage out of his sleep. It was after midnight, and the surgeon’s house was closed for patients at that time, except for cases of emergency. Surely this would be just a minor injury or someone needing his help. The profession just never left him. It caught up with him even in his sleep. That oath he had sworn many years ago when he was young and idealistic and eager to change the world had been bound to his life since then. Doc Sage descended the steps cautiously and made sure not to wake up his kids. He opened the peephole and saw a young woman standing outside.

“Hello, Doc,” the girl said with a bashful smile. “I could use some help.”

“Who are you?” the doctor asked.

“Some years ago, there was an incident in Fellthorpe. Do you remember?” Skadi said. “I lost my whole family there. You mended my broken arm. My name is Skadi.”

“Ah, yes,” Doc Sage said. “Are you alone?”

The girl looked left and right before nodding.

“Well, come on in, then.”

Skadi was not the first to enter. A brute stepped inside, filling the door frame and towering above the startled doctor.

“Sorry to interrupt your night, Doc,” the brute said, his voice as low as possible. He shoved a tied up man with a broken nose into the surgeon’s home. “We got a wounded.”

Two other women and a man followed swiftly behind. They were all bloody and smelled of smoke.

“Hey, who are these people?” Doc Sage asked.

Another man closed the door behind them, and they let their backpacks drop onto the floor.

“They saved my life,” Skadi said. She stepped in front of the fugitive and added, with a disrespectful grunt, “From him.”

“We should inform the guards,” Sage said.

“Always the same reaction from civilians”, the lean man said. “Relying on the government to help. I’m Dryston of Decia, this is Cormack and Thaena. They have learned over the years like me that we all have to stand on our own.”

“After calling the guards!”, Sage said.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Cormack said.

“Two men were not so fortunate,” Dryston said with a menacing glance. “We need water and surgical tools.”

“Surgical tools?” Doc Sage said. “I object to how you treat this man.”

“Your objection is noted,” Dryston returned. “Am I understanding it right that your wife and children are asleep upstairs as we sepak? And that she wouldn’t be amused to be woken by a crowd of bloody refugees occupying her kitchen and living room in the middle of the night?”

“You are.”

“Good. Now please, bring us these items.”

Sage let out an unbelieving sigh.

Skadi touched his shoulder. “How would you feel if he tried to kill you?”

Sage nodded after a while and turned to get the things. He realized by now that this nightmare would be over sooner if he helped them.

Forget his apothecary’s oath for a moment, this was a criminal, and he wouldn’t do himself any good calling the guards on that matter.

He stopped when he saw his wife standing on the steps from upstairs. In her glance, he believed he saw a reflection of how deep he had fallen, helping the likes of them.

“Miesha, this is not what it looks like. Those are good people.” He tried to convince her as well as himself.

She nodded, watching the tied up man being led away into her kitchen.

“You are a coward, letting them inside”, Miesha said.

“What else should I have done? Help me get some things.”

The cold water in the bowl turned red soon. Kyra’s hands were shaking, as she washed the blood from her mouth and out of her nose. She felt the sensations of fight and flight in her body were wearing off and only now got a clearer vision of what had happened.

She caught Dryston watching her with an expression she hadn’t known for a while, as if he cared for her.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

She exhaled, clearing her airways of the water.

“I killed a man with my powers,” she said, “but it doesn’t feel like it. I just saw the picture of someone dying in front of my eyes, but it felt like I wasn’t involved. I didn’t deal a killing stroke, I didn’t cut open skin, flesh, and arteries with my blade in hand. It was no physical escalation or connection. Sometimes, in training, you feel your body working against your opponent’s. This doesn’t feel like it. You simply let magic move in its ways and release some power that is not from you or anything in this world. Just the cosmic forces of elements are at work. It is like a play you’re viewing. You are just the spectator. Do you understand?”

“I think I do,” Dryston admitted.

Self-learned magic. One of the most dangerous but prevalent forms of the arcane arts to practice. Dryston had seen past that during their previous adventures, but now it had turned more severe over the years. Kyra’s forces were getting stronger as she matured. Her emotions were becoming more intense, and whereas in the past she had stuck to one school of magic at a time, now the different branches overlapped.

The noise had woken Doc Sage’s children. They were standing speechless in the hallway, soaking in the mayhem. Thaena bent down to them and gave them a reassuring smile. She then shooed them back upstairs and told them to wait for their mommy.

“And what about you?” Kyra asked Dryston.

“We brought a murderer into the house of this family,” he said. “I hope they can be at peace soon after we leave.”

Kyra’s look was still concerned. Her thoughts raced about hiding the traces or how to help them to not get drawn into it too much. She didn’t want to be a bad person. But there were times when she thought she was becoming one. Look around you, she thought, at the children, the man in the kitchen. The dead body in the burnt building.

“There is something else troubling you,” Dryston said.

Kyra looked up at him. “Yes. Why did you come after me?”

Dryston smirked and took her hands, not answering.

Faint footsteps at the door made them both look up. Dryston frowned, but it was of short life.

Jade Cyrus came in. It was the first time Kyra had seen her since the crypt.

There were girls like Kyra who were concerned about what they were becoming, and there was Jade. She wasn’t sure if that woman possessed any conscience at all. That was what made her dangerous – also to Dryston, in Kyra’s opinion.

As much of a relief as it was for the others to see her healthy, it was a troubling prospect that she was able to find them. Well versed as she was in path finding, if she could do so, then others could, too.

“Jade! How did you find us?” Dryston asked after beckoning her inside.

Jade looked at the fugitive bound on the kitchen floor. “There are blood stains on the street leading here,” she explained.

Doc Sage hadn’t been made aware of the circumstances that led them to his house. It was best they kept it that way, if they were to maintain the illusion of safety for him and his family.

“Someone needs to keep an eye outside on that road,” Dryston said.

Cormack manned the door spy, hefting his war-scythe in case he had to use it.

Doc Sage returned with a small bag of scalpels and a rongeur. Jade took it and unwrapped the fabric, revealing tiny but deadly sharp, glinting blades. It didn’t take long for her to understand that the man in the kitchen wasn’t one of the missing deserters, but the reason why they wouldn’t be able to return to Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir with the two men alive. The reason that their payment was uncertain and they had taken the risks in vain. It was now their job to find out why.

The fugitive had remained silent for most of the time. He was bound to his kitchen chair, a circle of interrogators around him. He knew what would come, and that it wouldn’t be pleasant.

They wanted to sit Skadi opposite him during the interrogation. It was an immense pressure to look her pursuer into the eye. But she didn’t know this man.

Jade was bringing instruments and knives.

They wanted to know his name. Who was he working for. He kept silent, till Jade put out her scalpel, sat on his lap face to face and set the blade on his face, her other hand holding his head in place.

“I guess you’ve never met a woman like me before,” she began. “So let me introduce myself to you. I was raised in a culture that performed human sacrifices on their newborn to please our gods, sacrifices of virgins to let the elders bathe in their blood, sacrifices of men to let other men who thought they were stronger drink their blood and sacrifices of elder because they were to meet the gods. You see, even if you grow up in a certain society for your childhood and most of your youth before running away, you are prone to get the knack of the things they are good at. In my case, this is sacrificing. See, we give a higher, spiritual meaning to it. We have special ritual blades for it, crafted of precious materials like volcanic glass. Perfect blades. We have studied the art of anatomy like no other and know where to cut to yield the most beautiful results that please the gods. Cutting is an art. Did you know you can cut a human being like a sculptor can cut a piece of wood? There are special artists for that, where I come from. You would be surprised at the figures that emerge out of a cut-open human body. Nearly every shape is possible; the only bounds are the imagination of the cutter and his skill not to damage sinews and bone structures. I am not a perfect sculptor; I never learned it. And we don’t have the perfect blade here today, only a rusty scalpel. But I will try my best, and you will soon see that it’s in my blood. My grandfather was considered talented. I will skin your face, beginning with your eyelids.”

“You won’t do this,” the fugitive said.

“Are you sure?” Jade taunted. “Look at me! Is there one reason why I wouldn’t do this?”

She stared with those dark eyes into his.

Her hand wandered from the back of his head to cover his mouth, so as not to disturb the children with his screams. His eyes flashed under the scalpel as it began to carve a thin red line through his eyelid. He broke.

“Enough, Jade,” Dryston said.

“I’ll talk,” the fugitive gasped. “Please, I’ll talk. We don’t have to do this. You are crazy!”

“Who are you?” Dryston asked, his patience fading. “And who are you working for?”

“My name is Calder,” the man said. His breathing was coming down. “I work for a man called Argis Cairn-breaker.”

Dryston locked eyes with Kyra.

“He’s lying,” Thaena Ashcroft said.

She earned questioning looks from the others.

“I can feel it,” she explained, staring into the unaltered face of the fugitive. “He wants to buy himself time. They are coming for him.”

Dryston knew the bitter truth as soon as he heard it.

He shifted the fugitive’s chair so that he was facing him, leaning in close.

“You mean nothing to them!” Dryston said.

A slim grin crossed the fugitive’s face as he inclined his head to Skadi. There was still a glimmer of malice in his eyes.

“She does,” he whispered.

“Can you explain?” Kyra asked the girl.

“I don’t know, for sure, but I can guess,” Skadi began. “I was one of the few survivors of Fellthorpe. Just a young girl, the remaining members of my tribe saw me as a token. They left the site and vanished into hiding, fearing that the fate of their slain families would haunt them one day. They kept to themselves and plotted vengeance in secret. Before they set out and dispersed, there was a ritual that I, as their token, was granted the honor to be part of. For hours, they tattooed my back till my skin was bleeding, chanting out names that I never heard of, a tattoo for each name. They called me Valkyrie afterwards: chooser of the slain. Whoever wanted to avenge the injustice that was done in Fellthorpe, or to other families, would consult my tattoos. I’m carrying a list of all who need to die in the eyes of the Fellthorpe tribe. That makes me a target for everyone on this list, who by some chance learned of its existence. And that makes every surviving member of the tribe a target as someone who wants revenge. You don’t leave survivors. You don’t leave unfinished business, or it comes back and kills you for what you have done. The two men you were looking for that were with me that night were consulting this…”

She turned away from them and lifted her clothes to reveal the tattoos on her slender back. There were too many depictions for Kyra to make anything out at first. But knowing what it was, names stuck out in tribal runes.

“Who of these people gave you the contract?” Kyra asked the beaten man bound to the kitchen chair. She had leaned in close, so that she could already feel his breath and hatred radiating against her face. She saw every detail on the man’s skin, every feature of his face and memorized it involuntarily. It would take her a long time to forget it. Sometimes, those faces returned to her in her dreams, when she already thought she had forgotten them.

The fugitive didn’t talk. He claimed he’d already told them, that he got the contract from a man in the middle, Argis Cairn-breaker. Whether this man existed or not, no one knew. Only his boss, Haddock knew the details. There was also the question of how they found out that Skadi carried the list and that the meeting between the northmen and her took place. Either there was an espionage network in place to intercept the ones following the list, or there was a mole inside the tribe circle providing the information.

“Either way, we don’t need the fugitive to find out who issued the order to kill me,” Skadi said. “Argis Cairn-breaker is one man of many who is on my list. We have the list and the place where the contractee most likely is. It is in this very city. We don’t need anything else.”

“Wait. We won’t go further,” Kyra said. “Your death-list has nothing to do with us. We were on a mission from Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir to find two deserters, who now sadly aren’t alive anymore. What they were going to do doesn’t affect us any longer. Our endeavor is over.”

“There was an attempt on Skadi’s life,” Thaena said. “It would have succeeded, if we hadn’t intervened. She is in danger as long as she stays here and the people on the list know that it exists.”

“I know this,” Kyra anwered. “Skadi can come with us. We can take her to Jarnsaxa’s camp. But we will not investigate further, as long as Ornsdottir doesn’t pay us to do so.”

“That is like bringing her into the lion’s den,” Cormack said. “Who knows how Jarnsaxa’s warband is connected with the names on Skadi’s list? Sure, they are mostly barbarians from the north who would sympathize with a fellow maid from their land, but what about the others. There could be gangsters and murderers among their ranks who would sell her out or do what those three tonight attempted to do. Hell, it could even drive Jarnsaxa mad if Skadi attracts too many supporters to her cause that would drive warriors away from the warband’s duties. We don’t know enough about the list and whose name is on it to make a sound judgment.”

“We still have to decide now,” Thaena said.

Skadi let her shoulders sink. “I understand your worries. In fact, I’ve had to deal with the same problems since I got the tattoos. And it gets more dangerous every day. When no one knew about me, I was free to go wherever I wanted. But soon the rumor spread and people found me. At first, the supporters, then the criminals. You can’t hide forever, and you can’t run. You just have to choose your friends wisely. Once I realized this wouldn’t end as long as there is one name on the list still alive, I turned and faced my fate. There is really nothing else left to do. But I understand if you don’t want to have anything to do with it. It is something for a rare breed that is bound to me with blood. Most not born in the north wouldn’t understand it. And many born in the north don’t have the courage it takes. It is an honor, a path of glory and pride. The two men today weren’t the only ones consulting my tattoos. Some days ago, a lone berserker came to follow the same path. I haven’t heard of his demise, or much about the bloody path he left behind. But I guess he is still out there, roaming the streets of Skybridge.”

“One more reason to leave this place,” Kyra said. “This has nothing to do with righteousness or law. It is merely self-justice. We don’t want to get caught up in a vendetta. Enough blood has been spilt tonight.”

“What of the fugitive?” Cormack said. “What do we intend to do with him?”

The room was quiet for a while, except for the heavy breathing of the bound man. Blood was dripping from his scalpel wounds onto the floor.

Kyra considered the options. She had seen both ways, to leave captives alive or bury them with what they knew. It had worked in the past without killing, mostly. But there had also been occasions when they had paid dearly for it and ended up trading one life for another. When mercy had make them lose friends, ripped their relationships apart, broken their own psyches.

“The city guard is not to be involved,” Kyra said. “Nor do I want his blood on our hands. I say we release him.”

“And risk that he comes back for Skadi?” Thaena said.

“He is just a pawn, and she is in danger, no matter what,” Jade said.

“Then that sounds like the best move,” Dryston said.

The fugitive sniggered. “You think you can get away with this?” he said to Kyra. “You have killed a man tonight. His friends and family will hunt you down till they get their revenge. And you have prevented a very elusive man from a calm sleep at night. It’s not only the girl that will be chased now. Things have got personal now. They will be after you, too. All of you.”

“I say we let luck decide the fate of this one here, too,” Thaena said. “Because I have a familiar bad feeling about him.”

There was no objection this time, not even from Kyra. When Thaena had a premonition, they had learned to take heed. About half of the times it would prove to be a false alarm. But it had saved Dryston’s skin before at the crypt, when her prediction had been accurate.

Thaena got down on her knees and laid out her tarot cards in front of her. Kyra had seen similar things practiced during her time at the academy at Falkensvard. Each card depicted creatures and saints from the furthest and most sunken places in the world. Each depiction awoke an emotion inside her that she had not been aware of before.

Calder was sitting alone in front of her, his head and shoulders slack. His beaten and slit-open face gleamed from dripping blood in the candlelight. The animal skin that was strained over the window behind him fluttered with every breath the wind took outside in the cold night.

Thaena had an odd expression on her face.

“What do you see, Thaena?” Kyra asked.

Thaena shook her head. “I fear we have lingered here too long,” she said, looking at the fluttering animal skin. “The light makes it easy to find us in a sleeping city. The signs say that we don’t have much power over him anymore. He might be slipping from our grasp soon.”

She could hear weapons being drawn around her, all her friends getting ready and forming a circle.

Then the screaming began, a piercing high-pitched voice far too close, only muffled by the layer of wood that separated them from the floor above.

Kyra knew that kind of scream: it was a deep-rooted sound that sent a chill down her spine.

The children were screaming and didn’t stop. Calder was laughing for the first time. Dryston and Cormack turned to run up the stairs. They were halted by a tumbling body and clawing fingernails that clasped together with the power of a parent in fear. Miesha Sage shoved herself through them and climbed up the steps, kicking them back as they tried to halt her. They warned her not to go first, but she didn’t listen to their pleading.


CHAPTER SIX


BLEED

Please let them be safe! The mental image of what could be behind that door manifested in Dryston’s thoughts.

They found the room in turmoil, the children’s blankets scattered on the floor. Miesha closed her children in her arms as soon as she saw them. They seemed unharmed, but something had frightened them.

Dryston felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. He knew that the danger was not over yet. He and Cormack checked the cabinets and doors. The animal skin over the window was hanging loose.

“What have you seen, dears?” Miesha asked her children.

“There was something by the window, Mommy!”

Cormack hefted his scythe and walked over to the window. He pulled away the animal skin and looked out into the night.

Dryston knew he felt out for the hunt like him. Past experiences brought back the familiar feeling of being close on someone’s trail. He tried to project his thoughts into this someone.

Cormack’s nostrils expanded and lifted as he sniffed the smoky night air.

“I’ll be back soon,” he grunted and heaved himself over the window ledge.

The hunting instinct took over.

The stars shone under a blanket of flimsy clouds. The coldness gave the night a sharpness and made visibility clear. Cormack found himself on the thatched roof, grappling onto the straw. He checked the chimney and the dark corners of the roof. No one else seemed to be here. That was good. If the intruder had fled or returned to the ground, Cormack might be able to surprise him from that vantage point.

Jade heard a voice she remembered. The panicked nuances in the cry for help made her wince. Now she remembered who it belonged to. She got up to look through the door spy. The merchant she had met earlier was standing outside, sweating, his face contorted. His knocking got more frenzied the nearer dull, heavy steps came from the roof.

“Holy Mother of… Let me inside, please,” he whispered. “There is something on the roof! Oh my God, what is this?” His eyes, wide with fear, met Jade’s through the door spy. He clawed desperately on the handle.

“It’s coming closer. Please!” he cried out.

A shadow passed over the man’s face and he let go of the handle. Something he had spotted just now left the edge of the roof and leapt. It landed heavily behind the merchant, ready to tear him to pieces. Jade exhaled swiftly and ripped open the door, closing it behind the man once he was inside.

The man tumbled forward. He had taken his time when he was in the open. The devious merchant had examined the surgeon’s house from every angle, studied the composition of walls and rooms from the outside and listened to the inhabitants for long enough to determine their vague positions. He knew they held their captive in the kitchen.

He rolled with an axe in one hand and a long knife in the other. Before they even realized it, he was amongst them, locked inside the surgeon’s house.

“Haddock! Not a second too late,” Calder exclaimed.

Haddock swung his axe.

Calder cried out in shock as the smile of Haddock’s axe smashed through his handcuffs and part of his skin near the arteries. There was simply no time for cutting him loose.

Calder dashed forward to the kitchen table, crashing into Jade and knocking it over in the action. She found herself immediately in competition with the assailant to get the scalpels.

Calder got hold of the scalpels and was determined to return Jade’s favor.

Haddock had his eyes on Skadi. The money from the prospect of her death drove him blindly. But two other girls were in his way.

Thaena was next within Haddock’s reach and was greeted by his axe. With no solid weapon in her hand, she tumbled backwards against Kyra, blocking her line of sight, preventing her from casting a spell. Jade saw an opening in Haddock’s ferocious attack and swung her mace against his leg. It splintered bone and sent him to his knees, screaming. But what time she had bought Thaena was running out against defending herself from Calder’s scalpel. Jade had no time to do anything other than hold her hands in front of her face. The blade cut through the flesh of both forearms in zigzag lines. The pain made her drop her defense and Calder got hold of her, ready to slice her throat.

Kyra was fighting with herself whether to intervene. She had no clear line to the enemies. Releasing her powers in confined spaces would not be a good idea and would maybe do more harm than good.

Jade wrestled with Calder’s hand to hold the scalpel away from her neck. A package fell out of her pocket and was trampled under Calder’s shifting feet. It was the present Kyra had given to Dryston.

Kyra’s fury was enough to tear down walls. Something on the ground shook. A tremor rumbled through the earth beneath the house. The forks and knives in the kitchen began to shudder. All kinds of items were lifted up and accelerated, as if attracted or pushed by a powerful magnet.

Skadi was still standing on the stairway, paralyzed by the bedlam that had unfolded in just a matter of seconds. Haddock lunged out with his axe. He was too far away to reach her, so he threw his weapon.

Kyra’s force missed the whirling axe entirely and failed to take it down.

Something massive gripped Skadi from behind and threw her against the wall, a second before the axe hit home and the shockwave of Kyra’s spell sent metallic shrapnel showering over the fighters in the hall.

It was Dryston who brought her out of harm’s way. He got back on his feet and realized the axe had ricocheted off the stairs and come back. It had left a gash in his fist weapon. Thick blood was streaming out where his little finger was missing, cut clean off by the axe head. But it had saved Skadi’s life for a second more.

All combatants were knocked down from the shockwave, wounded from magnetic bullets, or showed scalpel cuts on the forearms. Skadi seemed unconsciousness, probably hit by the handle of Haddock’s axe to the back of her head. Kyra looked pale and exhausted from casting, shortly before passing out. Seeing the girls lying in a puddle of blood, slumped together like sacks of meat, made Dryston’s heart sink. He felt sick and nearly threw up due to his unstopping blood loss.

The door to the outside was broken open. It creaked on its hinges. Haddock and Calder stirred on the ground, obviously dazed. They tried to get up. Dryston wouldn’t let it come to this. He knew he only had seconds left before he would black out himself. He picked up the axe that had claimed his finger and tumbled over to the assassins. He swung the axe in an upward chop that shattered Haddock’s jaw. The ground had turned into a sea of blood. Before he could turn to Calder he grew dizzy and fell forward awkwardly. Everything depended on who was the last man standing, Dryston thought, before he blacked out.

She awoke in the surgeon’s house after a sleep that felt like it had been days. The room was filled with an unpleasant smell of antiseptic and the much worse metallic tang of dried blood. Thaena’s feverish dreams had haunted her in the sleep world she couldn’t escape. She had dreamt about the Wild Hunt. It was for the first time in her life that she could remember this, but she knew what it was from the stories she had been told as a little kid. The Wild Hunt was a flying army host of outlandish ghosts, mostly descending from a non-human race that were said to precede a war in the real world. Thaena tried hard to think about reasons for this becoming reality. There were no signs whatsoever.

She set up from the makeshift cot she had been laid on when she was unconscious and shook off the worries of the nightmare. She felt stitches over her brow, back and upper arms. Other patients were lined up beside her in the small room to accommodate as many as possible, bruised and sewn together. She recognized them as her friends. Far on the other side, two corpses were covered on stretchers.

“They are dead,” a deep voice told her casually. Cormack pushed himself from the kitchen counter and sat beside her.

Thaena was wondering how long he had been watching her sleep.

“The bad guys,” he added. “Scythed the last one down. May I?” Cormack asked and pulled Thaena’s blanket from her leg.

She was frightened by the long cut-wound that was stitched together on her thigh.

“It will heal,” Cormack said. “Thanks to the doc.”

Thaena swallowed. “And thanks to you,” she said quietly.

Cormack looked up at Dryston.

“You think you can walk?” he asked Thaena.

She carefully tried to put pressure on her leg and nodded.

“Good. Because we have to go.”

Dryston was eyeing Kyra, since she was up from her cot. She felt his glance on her but tried to ignore it as best as she could. Her reflection looked miserable, her lip split and bloodied from the spell that had turned the whole room upside down. Dust and blotted blood had ravaged her hair. But what really hurt her wasn’t on the outside.

To see the present she gave to Dryston in Jade’s hands made her waver on how she felt about him. She couldn’t allow herself to trust what was between Dryston and Jade after what she had seen. But had she the right to demand what he had to do?

“How long do you want to keep looking at me like that?” she asked eventually.

“Until you tell me what it is that’s standing between us,” Dryston said.

She shrugged. “You don’t know what it is?” She was looking at Dryston for the first time since they were awake. “What happened to the thing I gave to you?”

Dryston hesitated. It took some time till he was sure she meant the small package he had given to Jade.

“It was the price to pay to get to you,” he answered.

Those old hands, the blood caked them. Almost like a second skin. There were places where it was always difficult to remove it. Ultimately, it got absorbed or dissolved. But the iron smell and the dried feel never went away. They had seen plenty and would see plenty more. But he feared for his children, if they perhaps had seen too much at that young age. He feared for their mental health. What if they would become killers one day? He had failed to protect them from the cruelty of the outside world. It had come to his house, knocked on the door, and he’d let it in. Once you’d let it in, you couldn’t get it out anymore. There were things that couldn’t be unlived or unexperienced.

Doc Sage had treated them through the night and saved their lives, but only to get rid of them. He hadn’t treated the assassins, as that would have only brought more problems. He was in the middle of drilling a hole into the one’s skull to release the pressure on his brain. Then he just stopped and let the drill fall. He began to think about what to do. Turn his back on the oath he swore and do what little he could to save his home, or continue to save the lives of those who’d invaded his house? Eventually, he made a decision, one he had never made before. He let one side die to end the bloodshed.

Every one of them was injured, cut, bruised, concussed and not fit to leave their cots for some time. But they couldn’t stay any longer. Searching parties would soon knock on the surgeon’s door and ask questions.

He wasn’t even sure he would cover up for them once they left, and the dead bodies would be found. They had broken his home beyond repair, and Sage hadn’t forgiven them for this.

The constant terror, and staying awake washing his hands in blood the whole night had left him a wreck by the time the group could be urged to leave.

Dryston stopped beside him as Sage held open the door to show out the desecrators of his house.

“We owe our lives to you,” Dryston said to him.

Sage considered him with shrewd eyes. “I have nothing but disgust for you and want you out of my home. Leave and never come back.”

“Thank you,” Dryston added and turned away from him.

Clutching his bandages, Dryston stepped through the door. The world outside was sun-drenched but not nearly as warm as it first looked. Ravens croaked on the tops of the roofs and leafless trees.

There was always a feeling of disappointment when the hard part was done and his job was to get everyone going back to earn their price. He wanted it now as a reward, but he knew it would take hours and a long journey, even though he had done everything that was asked of him.

Down south in the outskirts, thin smoke was rising from the extinguished fire. The pleasant smell of burned wood, along with the stinging chill, soaked through his nostrils. He popped the collar of his mantle and strode down the street, boots sinking in the muddy ground.

It would be a long trip back to the army camp, and even more so now that they were wounded. But at the end of that path stood the reward for their struggles. With the warlord Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir, they would bargain over their share.

They returned over the flooded bridge into the desolate hinterland. The woods were dark and brooding, not soaked from constant rain like the day before, but displayed in the sunlight like a dried water corpse washed ashore. Toppled trees jammed the roads that had become overgrown. Alongside the way, yellow, breast-high grasses rustled.

Thaena noticed moss-covered road signs on junctions. She instantly knew that they were not to be trusted. Outcasts, bandits, non-humans all lived in the vast wilds. They preyed on the travelers that left the safe cities and were at the mercy of nature and its creatures. Often, road signs were repositioned to aggravate the journey and lead into an ambush. This was a tactic especially used by the non-humans.

Cormack always kept an eye on the tree line. They were climbing up a hill ravaged by storms and were giving off sweat and the odor of blood that would attract predators. Not a single tree was left standing in the wide clearing that gave them a view on the forest surrounding them and the fields beyond. Dryston halted at Cormack’s side while the girls kept going forward.

Jade Cyrus realized that the two were holding back and turned to them to have a private word.

“Kyra’s magic is a liability,” she said. “She lost control back in the house and could have killed us.”

Dryston shook his head.

“Careful. You let the enemy inside,” he answered.

“You really blew it, Jade,” Cormack added.

Dryston tried to calm down. “It doesn’t matter anymore. It is over and we will not let anything like it happen again.”

Cormack seemed not so sure about that. “If Jarnsaxa decides we’re not going to get paid, things might turn ugly. Her terms were the deserters alive, remember? But I didn’t risk my neck twice to go home with empty hands.”

“Neither did I,” Dryston said. “Maybe saving Skadi’s life is worth something for someone in Jarnsaxa’s camp.”

He didn’t know in what context yet. Dead or alive, as guardian or as pursuer. It was always difficult to take someone with you you didn’t know. Even places where you had been before could turn against you in a heartbeat, if you showed up in the wrong company.

Skadi walked near Kyra and Thaena with only a fraction of the weight the others were carrying. Where the other two had backpacks, weapons and multi-layered clothes, Skadi made do with a torn dress and a sharp stone she had picked up from the wayside. Her belongings were lost in the fire together with the two men that had come to meet her.

“Thaena?” she asked.

“Yes?” Thaena turned to her.

“What will you do after this?”

Thaena smiled. “Return home. My kids are waiting for me. As is my husband. I haven’t been around in a while, you know.” She wallowed in memories. “They live in a crypt in the mountains. Last time I came home, the kids saw me from afar and almost instantly stopped playing. They just dropped everything and ran down the slope to embrace their mommy. They don’t know which day I’m coming, but I have a hunch they somehow can feel it.”

“That sounds like a reason to live, work and die for,” Skadi said. “And what about you, Kyra?”

“I have someone. We’re building our place together right now.” Kyra smiled. “A small block house by the lake. Actually, he is the one building it. I got the property from King Tancred for my service. My darling says the house will be my wedding gift, and that I won’t have to work anymore after it’s finished, just relax and do the beautiful things in life.” The thought made her shrug and blush. “I can almost see him now, hefting his axe, cutting the wood and waiting for my return. All alone, surrounded by a dangerous world,” she added.

“As we all are,” Skadi said.

She realized that the other two were staring at her.

“What are you going to do?” Kyra asked.

“I can’t rest,” Skadi said and indicated the tattoos on her back, “not till the list is fulfilled.”

The army camp was a small city in itself, Dryston fancied as they approached. It was bustling with activity, functioning in ways that were not visible to the naked eye at first. The army drills taking place on the parade grounds took most of his attention. Messenger couriers hurried through the tent rows. There were the faction quarters, one for each: mercenaries of different professionalism, rangers, artillery corps, barbarians, and amidst them the notorious berserkers, followed by support regiments of the smith guild, armorers and artificers, merchants and livestock drivers.

At junctions, the stream of women, men, animals and materiel was regulated by lictors, with their fasces in place over their left shoulders, a bundle of wooden rods with an axe half-hidden but still visible inside.

Like in any huge collective, the bottom of the heap offered ground for scum.

The souls that sold their swords to Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir were all driven by different reasons: famine, disease, resources, racism, corruption, drugs, crime, love, distraction, madness. But deep down, without speaking it out loud, they had one goal in common, and that was to repel the end of all things everyone feared. No one knew if and when it came. But there was always something in the back of everyone’s mind.

War, with its machinery, was a business on its own. Jarnsaxa had realized it and built a company with this war host from the capital she had inherited. With the money that bought swords came might, and with might came more money, and the circle continued. It was a simple concept, had it not been for all the killing and dying.

Dryston strode on to Jarnsaxa’s tent, Kyra close behind him. Something wasn’t right. Freya, a female lictor was blocking their way. She had taken her fasces down from her shoulder, ready for escalation.

“By the authority of Lady Jarnsaxa, I order you to halt!” Freya said.

Dryston went right through her.

“Stop wasting my time, lictor,” he said. “I had a deal with your warlord, and I’m coming to claim my share. And as you can see, I got bad news for her.”

They clashed shoulders and locked eyes for a moment.

“She doesn’t want to be disturbed right now,” Freya said, pressing out each word.

“I’m sure she’s interested in hearing what I have to say,” Dryston said.

“All right,” she said and moved aside.

Dryston exchanged telling glances with Kyra. Then he grabbed the thick fabric of the tent and lifted it.

The inside felt warm and cozy. The scent of incense sticks standing out of horns and bowls in every corner was trapped inside the confined space. It was dimly lit by heavily burnt down candles, touching the ambience in dark shades of red fabric and brown wood. Jarnsaxa stored her belongings in a heavy chest and her jewelry on a nightstand together with blades. Like a warrior queen, Dryston thought as his eyes wandered over the scene. Heavy blankets were lying over the chest and from a chair down to the ground. The wide bed was empty.

Dryston advanced further, following muffled voices from the shadows of one corner. He spotted Jarnsaxa’s legs first, glinting in the candlelight, as she sat at a table. She took a sip from a brass goblet before turning her attention back to the person that sat opposite of her.

Covered in half-light, a man sat there Dryston didn’t recognize. His allegiance was showed openly in the frock coat held in the heraldic designs and lavish black and red of Treveria. He bowed his head to the newcomers and showed a ring on his hand with the sigil of the Crown. Before Dryston even learned the stranger’s name, he already knew this man would be trouble. He was an ambassador of the Crown, and the only crown there was, was that of King Tancred.


CHAPTER SEVEN


EXPOSED

Jarnsaxa stared at Dryston with icy blue eyes. He wasn’t sure if it was because he had intruded upon her private room or because of her fear of the ambassador and her unspoken pleading to Dryston to help her. No one knew what the man was doing here. Dryston felt his fist clench, and a cold sweat broke out on his spine.

The man was watching them in a cocky, amused manner and checked Kyra from head to toe. If he knew about the conspiracy, he would have Jarnsaxa hanged, and probably anyone else he deemed was involved with it. That could not be allowed to happen. This man was not allowed to leave the army camp alive, if he knew. But why would he then knowingly surround himself with traitors while all on his own? This was suicide and only a thing someone with the hubris of the Crown would do. Unless the ambassador passed off as something he was not. He looked too confident for a mere bureaucrat around armed strangers. Dryston peeked under the layer that was acting as the king’s ambassador. The skin of his knuckles was raw and red from throwing punches. Make-up tried to cover up a bruise on his temple. Yet there was no dent in his ego. Whatever conflict there had been, he seemed to have come out of it victorious, and he was probably quite used to it.

“Well, are these two supposed to be here?” he said to Jarnsaxa with a voice thick like honey.

“Ambassador Belrand, they are from a scouting party I sent to Skybridge,” Jarnsaxa answered. She glanced at Dryston and Kyra in a way that told them to play their part and keep their weapons ready.

“Is that so?” Belrand said. “How convenient.” The tension in the tent could almost be felt in the air. Belrand was playing games with them, whether out of knowledge or suspicion, Dryston didn’t know. “The Jarl of Skybridge, Jarl Godfrey, is accused of withholding tithes from your king and instead lining his own pockets. He raised an army that is assumed to exceed the allowed garrison strength for a city of that size, all while counterfeiting documents and making excuses for belated tithe payments. You see, we have reasons to believe that Godfrey and the jarl’s city will defect.”

Dryston felt a lump building up in his throat and suppressed the urge to swallow until it became impossible.

“So, who would be more perfectly suited to the task than you, Jarnsaxa…” Belrand mused, narrowing his eyes to slits, “…to bring the tyrant to heel.”

Jarnsaxa was lost for words. Dryston understood fear, anticipation and relief were all mixed together in a heartbeat.

“I’m honored that King Tancred puts his trust in me by assigning me this task,” Jarnsaxa said.

Belrand leaned back in his chair with a content smile on his face. “I’m glad you see it that way,” he said. “There have been rumors of your wavering loyalty to the king.”

Jarnsaxa blinked and looked away. “There are always rumors.”

“Whatever,” Belrand said with a dismissive hand gesture. “With your undertaking done, you will have restored your reputation.” His smile broadened. “Prepare the siege on Skybridge! If the jarl exceeds his garrison limit, we have to decimate the garrison for him.”

“I beg your pardon,” Jarnsaxa said, “but what about diplomatic ways first? Have they been tried? Does Godfrey even know that we are coming?”

“He will know soon enough,” Belrand said, as if it wouldn’t be obvious.

Jarnsaxa was taken aback by his coldness.

“You are going to start a war,” Jarnsaxa said to him.

The ambassador gave a crooked smile. “Technically, you will.”

“If the word of one man is enough to unleash a war, it should be only from the king,” Jarnsaxa said.

“I speak with the authority of the king, Jarnsaxa,” Belrand said. “Are you trying to get out of this?”

Jarnsaxa looked at Dryston and Kyra. There was no way to end this now. They could get rid of Belrand, but what good would that do? A missing ambassador last sent to her army would paint a bull’s eye for King Tancred’s investigators on her forehead. It would mean to openly declare the defection of her and her warband. The time for that hadn’t come yet.

“I will do as the king wishes,” she said.

Dryston knew she wasn’t ready for this, too vulnerable to rebel when left on their own. But if she crusaded against Skybridge, she would first follow the king’s order free from suspicion and then find an ally of like mind in Jarl Godfrey.

“Then we’re good,” Ambassador Belrand said and got up, leaving the last swig of wine in his goblet.

“You are not staying here during the operation?” Jarnsaxa said.

Belrand turned. “Quite the contrary,” he answered. “I am commander of the king’s special forces. As such, I will stay here and oversee the preparations for the siege, keep your soldiers motivated and make sure they are up to their task. King Tancred would not waste such a valuable asset as me simply to convey a message. My skills would be better used elsewhere, if that were the case.” He cocked his head, as if he cared that Jarnsaxa was looking troubled. “Is there something disturbing you?”

It made her cough slightly. “May I speak openly?” Jarnsaxa said.

Belrand spread his arms. “I would like you to be open.”

“No offense, but my soldiers probably would not take your presence positively,” Jarnsaxa told him. Belrand came closer to her, letting her go on. “It would be different if King Tancred was here in person, of course.”

Belrand rested his hand gently on Jarnsaxa’s shoulder, which was covered only by see-through silk. “Don’t you worry, lady.” His expression was like that of a caring father to his child. “He will arrive soon, with nine hundred women and men at arms and enough reinforcements to take the city.”

Jarnsaxa and Kyra exchanged looks again.

“Feel free to begin with the preparations for the siege,” Belrand said.

“At once,” Jarnsaxa replied.

She took out a map from one of her drawers and rolled it out on the table.

“You just came back from Skybridge. Have you seen anything in the terrain that gives you concern for our approach route?” she asked Kyra and Dryston.

Dryston stepped forward and put his finger on Skybridge’s western border. “The access path is swamped here from heavy rain. It’s impossible to pass under defensive fire.”

Belrand followed them with an interested gaze.

“Then we have to attack on the landside, where it will be heavier defended,” Jarnsaxa said.

“Jarnsaxa, I would like to have a word with you concerning our mission,” Kyra put in.

Jarnsaxa looked at Belrand, who was making himself comfortable over the map. “Could you please leave us alone for a moment?”

“Oh, I think it surely isn’t something that I, as the king’s eyes and ears, shouldn’t hear,” Belrand said.

Jarnsaxa nodded. “Go on.”

“The two men that were missing in Skybridge were found murdered,” Kyra explained. “We fought their killers and rescued a girl who was of great value to these men. I think she will also be valued by a certain group of warriors in your warband.”

“I understand,” Jarnsaxa said. “Go to Thora Merigoi for your payment. She is responsible for financial administration.”

Kyra bowed her head. “We are thankful for your generosity.” Then they left the warlord’s tent.

Belrand leaned back in his seat, the same look of curiosity on his face.

Jarnsaxa left her tent, fur around her neck and her weapons with her. She met her second-in-command, Jorgen, at the stables and gave him a note.

“We have orders for mobilization,” she said. Her voice wasn’t as calm as usual.

Jorgen’s dark brown eyes formed slits. Jarnsaxa moved on and slid her fingers underneath her fur. They were trembling. She could feel her heart beating heavily. It had happened so fast that she couldn’t believe it now. All the waiting and staying in the dark was suddenly over. The cards would be laid out on the table soon.

She observed followers going about their daily business, not yet aware of what was transpiring. Stable boys were preparing the saddles for some of the horses. She could see her own personal horse, Whitemane, beside Pactur’s mount, the cavalry commander. Jarnsaxa went over to the animals and stroked Whitemane on the neck. He snorted and threw his head back. Her horse felt her tension.

They were going to war, and there was nothing she could do about it.

The crates brought Lucky Kyr into a sweat, even though his fingers were cold from the exposal to the fresh air. He stopped while having loaded one on his shoulder and wiped his forehead. Lucky Kyr knew he would only have a few seconds before the supply train master, Inman, would notice he was lagging behind. Some of the warriors they had brought the supplies to were turning in his direction, joking while smoking swamp-weed.

Lucky Kyr wished he could be one of them and not merely a low-down carrier. His young age prevented him from joining their ranks, even if he had the strength to pass their initiation rites. They were barbarians of the Vacomani, the strongest of the strongest.

Lady Kristen noticed him staring and shook her head. She was the woman that accepted the supply loads for them and, according to her clothes and adornment, something like a wealthy kind of leader for them.

Two newcomers he hadn’t seen before had arrived at the barbarians’ encampment. A big, bald brute accompanied a girl who sported excessive tattoos on her shoulders. The other warriors opened their circle to receive them.

“Skadi,” Cormack told Skadi. “I brought you here to stay in the company of equals.”

She looked into the round, wandering from face to face.

“They are like us,” Cormack continued. “Bred from the north and hardened by the permanent presence of ice, wind, and beasts.”

The skulls, animal hides, bones, furs, and totems covering the barbarians’ armor or naked upper bodies reminded Skadi of home—a home long ago that was now lost.

“Their brotherhood has earned a nickname through prowess in combat,” Cormack said, looking into Skadi’s eyes. “They call themselves the Red Devils.”

Skadi shook her head. “But they have nothing red on them.”

“Not yet,” Cormack replied. “But you’ll see.”

Skadi swallowed as she looked up at the giants towering over her.

“Brothers, sisters,” Cormack announced, “this is Skadi, Valkyrie of Fellthorpe.”

Kristen laid both her hands on Skadi’s shoulders from behind. “It is a pleasure to finally have found you, Valkyrie.”

She was unsure about her feelings about joining the circle. She was unsure if any of them were on her list. Did she want to hide it or show them? Did she truly want what she was becoming?

A barbarian arrived with a message, disrupting the gathering of the warriors with a matter that could have only been of the utmost urgency. “On behalf of the king, we are to make ready for mobilization,” he shouted over the noise of the encampment. Throughout the whole army camp, messengers were spreading the same word at the time. The background noise became louder with each reaction.

“Which king, Gassijk?” a warrior demanded with a sarcastic smile. “And who is he to say what we should do?”

“You know what they say, Geilir,” Gassijk said. “There is only one.”

War cries resounded throughout the warband’s improvised city, containing the names of gods, factions, units, families and fallen. Drums began to sound, bones rattled, weapons bumped on shields, bagpipes began to play.

Skadi didn’t know what the reason was at first. Was this really good news or just a change in their daily life?

The blood was up after months of waiting and training, like a hound unleashed from its chain. The factions were eager to surpass each other. The peace times had led to decay. Drug dealing, corruption, pit fighting, gambling, and blood feuds had resulted from boredom. Now it was time to lay up that mantle and show their true strength.

“What will we do now?” Skadi asked Cormack.

“We will do what we were born to do,” the brute answered. “What we do best: we fight.”

“They didn’t ask against whom,” she said.

Cormack wrestled with a grim smile. “They never ask against whom or how many. Only where.”

Gassijk had to raise his voice. “Sons and daughters of the north! We leave for loot and weregeld. To Skybridge!”

The roaring became breathtaking.

Somewhere deep inside, Jarnsaxa felt excited about wielding that weapon made up of so many glory-hungry souls. She bent down alone in her tent and prayed to the gods.

The warband was a brotherhood, united through as many different reasons as souls. They had to unite, because one man alone was nothing. They fought the battles they could win and ran from those that they couldn’t. They traveled through the dark mist between beacons of civilization most of the time, running from demons, beasts and non-humans.

When they fulfilled the service to the king one day, they would get land to settle down. If it wasn’t be too late. If there still was a king, or a land.


CHAPTER EIGHT


WARBAND ARMY CAMP

“I have to leave now.” Cormack bent down to Skadi. “Sign up, because the sacking of Skybridge is a fight I think we can win.”

Skadi looked helpless and left alone.

“They will protect you,” he told her. “But stay away from the berserker circle. They are bound to lose their control.”

“How do I know which ones they are?” she asked.

He was already standing up and turning away. “Trust me, you will know.”

Kristen rushed over to Lucky Kyr and the other carriers loading the supply cargo. The whole camp was in turmoil.

“Halt! Back where you came from!” she commanded. “Back onto the wheeled transports! We’re setting out!”

Lucky Kyr’s grip slipped on one of the crates, and it crashed on the ground, the lid flying open.

“Don’t stare at that girl so much!” Kristen reprimanded him with a blow to the back of his head.

Skadi had to snigger at his clumsiness.

Kristen bent down and gathered the scattered cargo from the dirt, something Lucky Kyr wouldn’t have expected from a woman like her. Among the scattered black things were red and white spotted toadstools. Fly agaric, he reckoned. Back in Vacomany, they called it Raven’s Bread. Kristen put them quickly back into the crate and loaded them on the cart.

“What are these for?” Skadi asked her when she came back.

“Nothing,” Kristen murmured.

Payday never came too early. Thora Merigoi was packing banking documents, savings, loan accounts, and legacy scrolls for transportation in front of the heavily guarded treasure chests in the back of her tent when Dryston and Kyra came to her. It didn’t arrive too early because they were setting out for war, and Dryston and Kyra had no interest in following them. It was their last chance to get their reward outside of a warzone, and it had to go smoothly.

Dryston knew he would spend the greater part of the money on supplies, so he could sit out the events to come in the outer world in his crypt. No luxury, just enough to survive.

He noticed the richly decorated banner pole leaning in front of the warband’s treasure chests, where his share was to come from. It held the company standard as high as the top of the tent. The heavy fabric drooped from the pole but was still an awe-inspiring sight to behold, although nothing in comparison to when it would have been snapping in the wind in battle.

When he met Thora Merigoi, he knew she was the one who would be carrying the banner. It was the custom in many armies, but he would have undoubtably seen it in the way she looked at him when he considered the standard.

Banker in peace times, standard bearer in war times. It had always been this way, because it had to be someone who could be trusted to save the belongings earnt in life and the ground gained in combat.

Thora laid out the coins for them on her desk. She made them sign the receipt and corrected the tally in her own list. No questions, no problems. Kyra counted the coins when she put them in her pocket and made sure the amount was correct.

“Would you like to take everything with you, or deposit a sum?” Thora asked at last.

“We take everything with us,” Kyra replied.

“Then I cannot guarantee the safety of your reward anymore,” Thora said, making it sound as formal as possible.

Dryston and Kyra were careful about who saw them when they left and kept watching their backs. The walk between the narrow tent rows suddenly became uncomfortable now they had something to lose, not only the reward.

“We’ve made it this far,” Kyra said. “I couldn’t have made it without you. Thank you.”

“That is a whole lot of cash,” Dryston said.

Kyra drew a big smile and jumped into his arms. The whole stress that had built up over the last days could now be released. It allowed her to be human again. Her heart had been far too burdened to allow feelings like pleasure to come up. Her emotions opened up like floodgates right now.

“This feels a lot like in the past,” Kyra said with a smile. She was still lost in Dryston’s arms. She let her head fall back and chuckled. It sent buckling waves through her tensed body.

“Now this does,” Dryston agreed, shifting his stance so as not to lose his balance with her.

She calmed down and looked into his amused face. “We’ve gone through so much together,” she said, shaking her head. “I really didn’t think you would come after I left you in the crypt. Now we’re working the same contracts together, like in the good old days. It’s so good to have someone standing side by side with you. Someone you can trust. It’s becoming rare in this business.”

“Not only in this business,” Dryston replied.

She nodded. “I’m not afraid when you are around.”

He shrugged. “What do you mean? That I make you feel safe?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’m not a strong person. My powers may be strong sometimes, but there’s no guarantee they’re always with me. I have the feeling in mind that every moment they could fail me, and what then? I’m always scared of that moment. I mean, what then? I’m standing there without protection and nothing to fall back on. There’s only you who can protect me up close.”

Dryston nodded. It was the truth.

Kyra leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

“What are you going to do now?” Dryston asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

“I’ll tell you what I’m going to do,” he said. “I will take that money and what I salvaged from the crypt and leave this place, lay low till the war passes. I’m getting out of here, going far away to a nice place, where you can’t be crushed by the Crown and can just enjoy freedom. The freedom to do what you want to do.”

His hands traveled from her shoulders over her neck, then down her side to her hips till he rested them firmly over her thighs.

Kyra breathed out in anticipation. She closed her eyes and accepted what Dryston was doing to her. She could feel his lips coming closer and felt his breath and soft touch on her neck. Her eyes ripped open wide in shock.

“No,” she panted. Her hands fumbled for Dryston’s arms and tried to free her body from them as if from entangled vines.

“It’s okay, Kyra,” Dryston’s whispered voice told her.

“No, you don’t understand,” she said. “I just realized something. I have to see my sweetheart!”

“What?”

“I have to rush to Connor and warn him. He has to get out of there. King Tancred will draw resources from around the land to help him with his warfare.”

Dryston let her loose and gently slide away from him.

“You’re telling me this now?”

“I haven’t thought about it before.” Her eyes met with his.

Kyra shrugged.

“Take care,” she said.

They embraced briefly, and she kissed him on the cheek, a brief moment of warmth before their ways parted into the cold world.

Joric was walking up and down his area for the umpteenth time in the last hour. Night watch was one of the most dreaded duties in peace times. It totally confused the day-night rhythm of his body. He was tired, fed up and craving his bed. Worse was that he couldn’t spend the nights hanging out with his buddies drinking mead or even vodka. Sure, a little bit was still in his flask, but he had to tone it down in order to attract no attention from the watch overseer.

Every now and then he took a sip against the cold. The liquor ran down his throat like hot soup, spreading in his stomach. It was getting colder each night. His breath hung in the air. He made his rounds on the trampled grass, which was covered with frost. It wasn’t long till the first snow would fall and, he could imagine the endless footprints he would leave in a night full of meaningless circling.

“Joric,” a voice said from behind him.

He startled and gripped his spear tighter. Joric held his breath in order to hide the smell of alcohol. He then slowly turned around, as casual as he could pretend. He knew the man standing behind him. It was no one of the watch, but that didn’t make it better. Not in this case.

Joric cleared his throat, which was dry from the hours of silence, cold air, and spirit.

“Barknar,” he said hoarsely. “What are you doing here?”

“Joining you for a walk,” Barknar answered.

It wouldn’t be pleasant. That bastard, Joric thought. He had a hunch why he was here.

“I heard some customers in the warband are dissatisfied with their supplies,” Barknar said.

Joric faked a shrug. “They should talk to the supply master.”

Barknar made a face. “Don’t play the fool, stupid. I’m talking about their supply of drugs.”

Joric swallowed. He licked his chapped lips before answering carefully. You didn’t want to anger Barknar and the likes of him. “I was short on time, a really unhappy coincidence happened, and I was compelled to take over the night shifts. Now there is no time to reach the buyers at night, as usual.”

Barknar shook his head more and more while Joric kept on talking.

“I don’t want to hear anything about it,” Barknar said. The excuses were clearly annoying him. “You got roped into this on your own fault. I only care about our customers getting their goods. I don’t care how you do it, but you have to make time if you’re lagging behind. Leave your post for a couple of hours, get that stuff to the buyers. They already paid for it, you know.” Barknar got much closer to Joric than was comfortable and laid his arm around his shoulder. “Otherwise there might be another unhappy coincidence taking place.”

“Like what?” Joric said. He regretted asking as soon as the words left his mouth.

“We can make things happen, Joric,” Barknar whispered into his ear. “Soon, the fighting will start. All kinds of bad can happen in the mayhem. Can you picture yourself standing in the first row of the very first wave that clashes against the defenses of the enemy? That is to say, if you even make it that far. We can make things happen,” he repeated. “There is always a place left in the first row for friends of ours that let us down.”

Sendel Varon noticed the watchman strayed from his duty route sometime in the night. He had recognized a shift in the watchman’s body language once the second man left him only after exchanging a few words. Following their conversation, the watchman was not himself anymore. He had raised the frequency of grabbing his flask, which Sendel knew was filled with prohibited spirit, and looked around more, notably in the direction of the camp he was protecting, and not as often to the wood from which Sendel was observing him.

Sendel knew the watchman’s name by now, through a combination of reading the lips of his comrades and a moment of especially fair wind during the conversation with the last man, who had obviously not been from the watch. And this was only after a few hours of observation. A few more, and Sendel would know more about him than his own comrades. But it wouldn’t come to that, Sendel thought, and, in any case, he had no desire to get to know his victim closer.

After watching a person for this long, you began to feel for him and feel what it was like being him. It was one of the most dangerous things for the mental state of an agent. It was the reason agents had to be drawn back from the field after they took out a sentry they were observing that long. Sendel had to act fast. But that night was different.

It was the last night before the army would set out. There was movement everywhere in the camp. It would definitely help him in getting closer to his objective. And then there was also movement in the sentry patterns.

The watchman, Joric, left his post. Sendel read from his body language that he wouldn’t come back any time soon. He abandoned it for another matter. It must have been something of great importance, if he were to risk the severe punishment associated with this kind of behavior. But it was of no interest to Sendel.

A window of opportunity had opened, and he didn’t hesitate to slip through it. He rose from the edge of the wood, letting himself be seen. His nonhuman eyes were obscured by a leather hood. He was out alone. Sendel slid his hand down the harness that was tied up over his whole body. A dust satchel, fire retardant, a compass rose were stored there. Tonight, only light equipment would have to do. He stopped at the slick fabric of his stranglers and pulled out the gloves like a doctor preparing for a surgical operation. He was the scalpel in the night. His heart rate and anticipation rose.

He sprinted over the field between him and the encampment. He felt stiff muscles in his legs on the first steps, but they loosened as he limbered up. It was a good feeling to be on the move again. There was no equipment on his back slowing him down, no heavy armor or weapon encumbering his lithe frame, except the blackened blade of his knife strapped to the leg guard on his shin.

His vision blurred through the wind and coldness. He saw the palisade wall of the camp approaching fast. His boots crunched over the frosty ground. They were the loudest sounds he was making. The distance he covered was not enough to make him pant. He kept his breathing down. The soft throb of his heart was something only he could hear, isolated in his hooded form. His pointy ears were covered to trade hearing against a smaller chance of being recognized as what he was.

Sendel Varon slowed at the small side entrance Joric had left unprotected and touched the palisade. A short breathing exercise allowed his body to take on a normal state and return his pulse to only a fraction over his resting heart rate. Of course, the agitation and fear of entering a bustling army camp full of mortal enemies could not be blanked out entirely.

Focus, relax, he said to himself before slipping through the barricade. Think about what is at stake.

Sendel Varon followed Joric casually for some time before breaking off. There were humans everywhere. He could smell their sweat, the reek of pungent alcohol and the befogging stench of clouds of swamp-weed. It made his eyes water and burn. Everything was different here, but on a sublime level, like the finely different ferric tang near the infirmary resulting from different blood composition or a different pheromone scent.

He reached the artillery corps quarters, where loaders were busy transferring the war machines out of the camp. No one objected him setting his hand on moving the disassembled wooden constructs. They passed the ammunition dump. Projectiles were lugged in vast amounts or carried on the shoulders of several men. Swine fat and oil and pitch made from petroleum or plants were heated in big pots which both would be used as thermal weapons.

Sendel Varon let go of the heavy war machine. With heat-proof gloves, he pushed one of the pots and knocked it over, spilling its contents on the ground, under the artillery piece and over the shoes of its crew. Before the loaders noticed the mess he had made, he took a torch out of the nearest mounting and let it fall onto the soaked ground.


CHAPTER NINE


BURN

Even before the first strokes fell or the first arrows rained from the sky, people were dying. You only had to gather enough people in one place for a certain amount of time and statistically accidents were going to happen. The fire claimed five members of the war host, eager young crewmen too young to be warriors. A blow to morale. Lictor Freya learned later that they were four boys and a girl. By the time she came to the accident site, drawn to it by the heart-tearing cries and the glaring blaze, the difference was hardly reconizable. Eventually, they all died the same way: by the hand of Gilbert Belrand.

Freya saw the individuals wrapped in licking flames, their bodies wreathed in pain and simply stopped. Around her, people were doing the same, staring helpless and in shock, completely unable to help.

Belrand arrived at a jog, followed by a random group of archers. He had drawn his scimitar and wanted to intervene, or cut the burning victims down, Freya realized. But the ground had caught fire around them and made it impossible to reach them.

Belrand held up a protecting hand as the fire flipped in his direction. He cursed. Freya felt the dry air and heat against her face. Other objects were set aflame beside the artillery piece that had turned into a bonfire.

“Water!” she shouted to the bystanders. “As fast as you can!”

The five figures that were consumed by the fire moved like grotesque dancers. Besides the mind-numbing pain they must have been experiencing, she still thought that they would notice she was going to help them.

“Archers!” Belrand said to the bow-women behind him. They looked at him wide-eyed. He was no direct superior to them, but the royal heraldry and determination to undertake something convinced them to obey. “Shoot the poor bastards!”

The bow-women quickly complied. Arrows zipped past Freya and Belrand and hit the burning targets with distinctive thuds. It made Freya avert her gaze. She fought the urge to throw up.

“Another volley!” Belrand yelled before the archers poured another wave of projectiles into the writhing bodies.

At last, the screams became silent.

Something touched Freya on her shoulder. She looked Belrand in the eyes.

“I don’t believe this was an accident,” he said. “I’ve seen something exactly like this before! This is Kolanthel-work!”

Kolanthel? Terrorists. Freya looked around. Some people were arriving now with water and trying to extinguish the fire. But it was a thermal weapon made for war. Their attempts were only a drop in the ocean.

“We have to hunt down the assailant,” Belrand said.

She nodded.

They separated in opposite directions. Freya shoved herself through the shocked crowd. She could see no one running, but this could also mean that the assassin was trying to blend in with his surroundings. Terrified faces were staring at her.

Freya began to shake her opposites out of their rigor. Some wailed.

“Did you see anything?” she asked. “Anyone you didn’t know?”

They remembered. Someone remembered, yes. One of the carriers had seen a lithe figure in light clothes and hooded.

“Which way did he go?” Freya asked.

The one who had seen the assassin didn’t know. But another one could give her the information after listening to the description of the stranger. South. Maybe the south side exit.

She ran off without losing any time. Belrand was still in the crowd, investigating witnesses.

“Belrand!” she shouted, already on the move. “I have a trace! Follow me!”

Belrand turned to the female archer-squad. He beckoned them over.

“Bows, on me! Arrows ready!”

They broke into a run.

The gray hooded figure turned slowly. It was trained to show no emotions, but the figure instantly realized that Freya was on him. Freya stared into the shadowed face from across the crowd. It revealed eyes that were too cold to be human. The assassin ran, pulling and knocking over bystanders in his path. The tail of his chaperon danced on his slender back when he spurted towards the palisade. Freya and Belrand followed him immediately.

Like a bitter prediction coming true, Freya saw the hunted escape through the south side entrance. There was nothing she could do to stop him. He should run into the spear of a sentry guarding the gateway eventually, but this was her hoping that the watchmen wouldn’t be caught wrong-footed and acted fast.

The assassin slipped through the palisade into the hoarfrost field. There was no guard awaiting him, no spear-tip piercing into his flesh to bring him down. There was only the black embrace of night, and he took it thankfully.

Freya and Belrand arrived outside the barricade seconds later, panting hard. They both stopped, their will to pursue broken by the gap the assassin had put between him and his pursuers. The figure was moving so damn fast, it had already reached the edge of the forest.

Belrand pointed the tip of his blade towards the assailant before leaning on the scimitar.

“Bring him down,” he gasped.

The bow-women lined up and drew their weapons back, calculating distance, including wind, aiming for movement against the dark background of the tree-line.

Freya had lost sight of their target by now. Deceptive after-images tricked her mind. They were firing almost blindly, she knew. But they fired nonetheless. Five arrows followed the assassin into the forest faster than he could run – one for each victim perished in the inferno. There were thuds of chipped bark and splintering wood, and twigs snapped under the assassin’s soles.

Belrand spat on the ground and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Find me those responsible!” he demanded from Freya. “Who should have been on that post?”

“The night watch organizes itself independently, so I don’t know whose post it was,” she said. “I will muster tonight’s group at once.”

Freya knew what this was about. With the culprit slipped through his grasp, Belrand wanted to find someone to blame.

“It is possible that the Kolanthel got into the camp the same way he escaped,” he said. “Maybe he knew the south side exit was unguarded when he staged his flight. Something to think about.”

Belrand waited outside the palisade for her return, out of sight of the whole camp. She noticed he hadn’t sheathed his sword yet.

Under the pale moonshine, Belrand staged a field trial. The ten members of the night watch group, Joric among them, were lined up by Freya for disciplinary action. Their heads hung low, and they avoided looking Belrand directly in the eye.

“Whose post was the south side entrance?” Belrand asked again, pacing with arms crossed behind his back and looking into their faces. “Last chance.”

The group members kept silent. Even Freya thought that they as a warband should stick together against any outsider. Kin before kingdom. Blood was thicker than ink.

Belrand grunted. “All right. Summary punishment, then.”

He bent down to the ground and pulled out a clump of grass.

“Draw,” he said to each one of them.

Vanik ended up with the shortest straw. He was a man past his prime, a veteran who had stayed with the war host even though his service had ended. He hadn’t abandoned his comrades in favor of a more comfortable retirement. Men like Vanik were exempted from peacetime duties as an honor to their deeds. Night watch was one of those duties.

His wrinkles showed up beside his eyes as he shrugged. Bad luck.

“What is your name, trooper?” Belrand asked him.

He looked up from the drawn straw. “Vanik.”

Belrand nodded and turned his back on him.

“Trooper Vanik,” he said in a raised voice. “You have failed your warlord, your comrades and your king in allowing a Kolanthel to carry out a heinous act of terrorism. You shall therefore be branded a traitor and treated as if the five young women and men died by your own hand.”

“What?” Freya burst out. “He is excluded from guard duty!”

“There is no exclusion from summary punishment, lictor,” Belrand said.

A female squad member named Menja stirred and took a step out of the line.

“But we were all performing our duty,” Menja protested.

Freya watched the south side entrance. Barknar had approached and was observing them, his torso leant against the palisade, arms crossed in front of his chest.

Belrand averted his gaze from Vanik again and left them behind with another grunt.

“Punch him to death,” he commanded.

The group didn’t obey.

Belrand had drawn his scimitar and was waiting. His patience was apparently growing thin. Freya could literally feel Vanik’s eyes staring through the back of his head.

Joric looked over to Barknar, unsure of what to do. The man nodded reassuringly.

It gave him reason to be the first to throw a punch at the veteran.

Freya felt her jaw tighten. She wanted to grab Belrand by the collar, but the king’s ambassador caught her hand in midair.

“Discipline, lictor,” he hissed. “You among all should understand this.”

Her glare pierced Belrand’s face.

Vanik was losing his teeth. Blood bubbled out of his mouth and soaked his beard. His group, his friends, were forming a half-circle around him. Two were pinning him at the shoulders on each side. The rest were swinging punches in consecutive order. Some had tears in their eyes, others were simply aghast at what they were doing. Vanik didn’t feel the pain, he was numb and hoping that they would get tired at some point. But he was the one getting more and more tired.

Belrand didn’t seem to care enough to stay. Freya followed him back into the camp, deciding that she couldn’t take watching it till the end. She knew Vanik would last some time.

Only Barknar watched with indifferent mien to the very end. It was a good preparation of things yet to come.

“I’m not sure if you understand the severity of what happened tonight, Freya,” Belrand explained. “The Kolanthel managed to be among us. They can wreak utter havoc if they want to. The attack was not aimed at one siege engine, that was just collateral damage. It was aimed at the five young conscripts that were burnt down to ashes.” He stroked through his sweaty hair. “And that on the night before we set out. A major blow to morale. It is a bloody mess. That’s why I have to cull out the weak.” Belrand sighed. “Are you familiar with the concept of predicting someone’s death?”

Freya was confused by the sudden change of subject.

“Pardon?”

“If you know with all certainty when someone will die, that makes them immortal until that certain point in time,” Belrand said. “Are you with me?”

Freya nodded slowly, not sure where this was leading.

“I want you to do me a favor,” Belrand said. “Tomorrow we will march into weapon’s range of Skybridge. Allow every member of the warband double the amount of mead and vodka that would normally be allowed this evening. This will restore morale. Let them feel invincible and like kings. Tonight, we shall all be immortal, for tomorrow we will die!”

He glanced back to the place in front of the palisade. “And send someone to clean up that mess.”

The smell in the infirmary was that of alcohol and burnt meat. Not the slightly sweet alcohol scent from mead and vodka but the more sterile and stinging tang of the much stronger antiseptics. They used it watered down, but Soma Ice-Veins was still glad that they had enough left. As cleric, she had received a fresh dose of lesser drugs from one of Barknar’s men earlier, mandrake and swamp-weed that were on the verge of forbidden substances. Soma had used some of them on one of the burns victims who was unfortunate enough to be still alive when he was brought into her care. Soma knew there were other substances circulating from the drug cartel that she wouldn’t want to know of. Some drugs killed more people than they benefited. Raven’s Bread was one of them.

Behind the cleric were the beds of two newcomers who were involved in the action of bringing back the scouts from Skybridge. They had needed light attendance and would stay here the rest of the night. The curtains around their cots were drawn shut to allow them their intimacy.

Behind the fabric, Dryston sat on his bed with Jade beside him. His waist was laid bare, showing the marks of years of fighting. Scars stretched over his stomach, thin streaks and deep, badly healed slashes and star-shaped punctures. Jade touched the scars and ran her fingertips over them; they were like mountains on a landscape. Her body was slender, with no fat reserves and only the minimum functional but deadly muscles.

She unscrewed a flask containing a green, unhealthy-looking fluid.

“I don’t think I need another shot,” Dryston said to her. “I’m going back to the crypt.”

“You need a second shot, otherwise your body won’t be able to acclimatize and will be left in shock from the poison,” she said. “Drink it!”

He took the flask and knocked it back in one sip. It tasted like acid and rotten herbs and felt like dry sand scratching down his throat. Once in his stomach, it evolved into a bitter aftertaste and formed into molten lava running through his intestines. His eyes instantly watered.

Jade touched his twitching muscles, trying to ease them. She laid her arms around his neck and pulled him close to her body. The warmth between them was comfortable at first but heated up after a few moments. The blood rushing through both of them from their pumping hearts was like a hearth-fire inside the spartan tent. They had been close to each other for some time now, but this night it felt different. There was an air of uncertainty about what the future might hold that made Jade fear that she would lose what they had.

Jade felt Dryston flinch as their bodies rubbed against each other. She looked up at him with her long eyelashes, questioning if he was all right but understanding if he wasn’t.

“I won’t be there for you for long,” he said.

She shook her head, as if it didn’t matter to her. “Don’t worry about me. This could be the last night for both of us together.” She had spilt oil into her hand and spread it carefully between her palms and fingers. “I gave up hope for the future long ago. All I have left is the moment.” Her wet hands touched Dryston’s shoulders and caressed his neck in circling strokes. “Everything more I get is just a gift.”

She buried her fingers deep into Dryston’s muscles. They were remarkably strong, with joints and bones like a tiger’s claws. Her pressure made Dryston cringe, but the motion formed his lips to a crooked smile. He took her hand firmly to prevent her from hurting him further. Then he turned to face her and gripped her at the back of her head. He let go of her and ran his fingers over her temple, brushing her hair behind her ear. The strand revealed her eyes in shock at first but soon after, in anticipation of what would happen next. It was only a question of what you decided to do with the time you had left in your life.

Dryston lifted her hand and touched it to his lips. He let the kiss linger on the back of her hand before he wandered his mouth over the inside of her wrists, then her inner arms. The sensation made her blink and convulse her toes. She opened her eyes again, and he was already at her armpit, brushing over her collarbone up to her neck, breathing over her skin. His eyes were glowing, like in the middle of a fight, the same passion, the same being in the moment. Jade let her head fall back and gave in to his touches. This was almost like a memory from a past life. It was as if she had forgotten how good it felt.

She could feel a weight on her head, as her hair was being pulled down even further, delivering her to his advances—almost brutally, like he held the scalp of a beaten enemy. She shook off his hand and clutched his head before diving too deep.

Like escaping out of her hold, he bent over and touched her legs, running his hands over her ankles, shins, and thighs, gripping them firmly, making her feel the weals he had obtained from wielding his hand weapons. He manhandled them as if he knew he was about to lose them soon. He knew everything he wanted to take for himself was limited. He had to take it and never let it go. That was the feeling Jade loved. She needed someone who took care of her, be it only for that precious moment, that would show her she wasn’t alone and heal her broken soul. She leant over him and gripped his shoulders tight, pressing her long fingernails into his flesh and tearing them down his back. He came up from the pain, but her smile settled him. She was on the cot on all fours, wetting her lips as she began to slowly unbutton his pants.

A new dawn was breaking. The camp had embarked for the most part and left abandoned tents, barrels and left-overs behind. The smoke of several burnt down fireplaces hung in the air. The infirmarians with their slow walking wounded were among the last to leave.

Dryston woke up with Jade gone. When he stepped out into the cold sunshine, he realized only then the big footprint the warband had left in its wake. Phantom limb pain stung in a finger that was missing from his hand. He wished it were a bad dream, but it wasn’t. They were still there, on the brink of war, and he had to leave.

Through the smoke, he saw a figure he hadn’t expected to see walk towards him, a black-skinned necromancer, dreadlocks hanging deep into his face, where a tattooed tear clung to his cheek.

“Gabriel,” Dryston said, shaking his head. “I must say, I’m not happy to see you here.”

Gabriel Werdum showed a set of satin-white teeth.

“You have yet no idea, Dryston of Decia,” the necromancer said in a croaky yet agreeable voice that seemed to penetrate the mind. “Where are the others?”

“Thaena will be on the way to her family right now. Cormack is going to join the sacking of Skybridge. And Jade, I hope, is still around somewhere. I have a bad feeling about asking why you are here, though.”

“You remember how I said you had to do your thing, and I had to do mine?” Gabriel asked. “Well, it seems that they may meet together now. I broke riddles inside the crypt shortly after you left. The others are working on it in my absence, or at least guarding it as best as they can. But you had to hear it from me to really convince you. That’s why I followed you.”

“About the end-times?” Dryston assumed.

Gabriel bowed his head. “With the records that I found inside the crypt, I could refine my calculations. We are now at fifty-two hours before the ending of the cycle.”

“So, two days left,” Dryston said.

“Yes, but the important question is not when, but where,” Gabriel answered.

“Where? I thought it was a stellar constellation,” Dryston said.

“Right, but the alignment will point at one spot if you draw a line between all involved celestial bodies,” Werdum said. “Look, no one knows what will happen, as this is the first time since our civilization has written down its history that the stars will align themselves again in this formation. But think about what influence the moon has on the tides, and every living being, then a hundredfold increase by the back-up of several other celestial bodies. It may shift the alignment of magic in the world, because this is something we don’t even fully understand on its own. We just have to wait and see it with our own eyes.”

“Where is this one spot?” Dryston asked.

“You may laugh, Dryston,” Gabriel chuckled.

“I’m really not laughing, Gabriel,” Dryston said, feeling his heart pounding up to his neck.

“The stars will point to Skybridge,” Gabriel said. “So I would advise you to avoid being there by the time the hourglass runs out of sand. Dryston?”

The necromancer took a step closer to his friend, holding him at the shoulder, but before he could say anything, Dryston convulsed.

“Dryston? Is everything all right?”

Gabriel had to support him with all his weight to prevent him from slumping down. Dryston felt foam coming out of; his mouth.

“That bitch!” he swore with a last effort, seeing her appear out of the smoke behind Gabriel’s back: Jade Cyrus.


CHAPTER TEN


SKULLTAKER

Ghost carried Kyra on through the forest. Beside her ferns and leaved branches passed by in a manner too fast to catch with the human eye. They smacked against her face and arms in consecutive rhythm, making her hold on tighter on the Ghost’s headgear, reminding her that falling off the stallion at that speed would result in serious injuries. A broken leg or foot would mean death in the company of wolves in these parts of nature.

The hooves of her horse stirred up deer and elk as she strode through the undergrowth. The closer she came to the water, the more mysterious and dangerous the animals became. There were primeval lizard-like predators snapping at her that were slumbering by the creek, their hides colored like the moss-grown wet stones, and amphibious night-creatures lurking under tree-stumps and aerial roots, which followed her with big, glossy, nocturnal eyes.

Kyra steered out of the brook bed and climbed the slope leaving the undergrowth. She found the way again, back from her shortcut, a trampled path with cairns and shrines, not all of them built by humans, by the wayside. The house by the lake could be seen between the tree trunks. The lake at first, with its mirroring but dark surface, then at its shore, Gold Dust Lodge, her home.

Kyra spurred Ghost on unwittingly. She kept looking out for her love, and her horse felt her nervousness. Her glances passed the waist-high wooden fence and swept over the patch behind it. A lone scarecrow guarded over a field of pumpkins, some picked over by ravens or maggots. The garden door to the estate was open and swinging, creaking in the breeze. Ghost jumped over it nonetheless. Every peek into the backyard revealed to Kyra more and more that something wasn’t right. The lumberjack axe her fiancé used for cutting wood nearly every time she had come home in the past was thrust in a tree stub. Unfinished logs were lying around it.

“Connor?” she called, swinging her hips out of the saddle and landing on the earthy ground. Animal voices from the forest responded to her call. “Connor, baby!”

There were tracks on the ground from two horses and the imprints of heavy metal boots leading into and out of the house.

Kyra entered Gold Dust Lodge. All the memories she had from building it up to celebrating her home time with Connor by candlelight, all the mornings stepping out and taking a swim together in the lake, or warming by the fireplace, all was wiped away by fear of confirmation that he’d been taken away.

Kyra arrived in the empty lounge, shelves full of small items and past life around her. Whatever it was, it didn’t bring life back into the room. She drew out her sword and let herself fall into the cozy armchair. There was no reason to wait until he came back. She had come too late to warn him. Connor Wyle had most likely been forced to serve in King Tancred’s army as reserve corps and would be marching to Skybridge by now. The king gave and the king took. You sold your soul to him as soon as you were born in his realm and would be damned to pay him back till your last breath. Kyra looked back out of the door she had left open. This would never end.

Dryston dashed against Jade.

“What have you done to me?” he shouted.

Her eyes were in shock seeing him in this state.

“I swear I haven’t done anything!” she replied. Jade looked at the flask she had given to Dryston that night. “Oh no! Back in Skybridge, in the burning house, I lost this flask for a moment. It was in the hands of the murderer Haddock! Good gods, he must have tainted it!”

Dryston felt like collapsing any second.

“Gods no, Jade!” Gabriel exclaimed.

Jade turned and waved over someone from the infirmary personnel. “Cleric!” she yelled. “Over here, quick!”

Soma Ice-Veins came running from the infirmary tent.

“What is it?” Soma asked, but seeing the state of Dryston there was no doubt. “You were poisoned.”

The remnants on the field were suddenly in turmoil. Members of Menja’s group, who were punished to sleep outside of the barricades of the army camp had grabbed their gear and were fleeing back to the palisade.

“Kolanthel-raid!” Menja cried, carrying weapons and armor pieces in each hand. “Take cover!”

A hail of dozens of arrows rose from the edge of the forest and drew itself against the background of the bright sky.

It took everyone a second to observe the spectacle before they could act.

Dryston fell forward and grabbed a shield that was leaning against a wooden box. He tore down Jade with him. Gabriel took the petrified cleric and threw her flat on the ground, seeking shelter behind the cover of the box.

There wasn’t any more time. The arrows hammered down around them, making Dryston and Jade take cover under a shield that would have been small for only one of them to begin with.

“There’s no way you are going to survive if you eat another bit,” Soma told Dryston.

“So as long as I don’t eat, I will live?” Dryston asked.

“You are truly an optimist, Dryston,” Jade said. “What are you going to do?”

“Get the antidote,” Dryston answered.

“But Haddock’s dead,” Jade said.

“I’ll get it from someone else,” Dryston said. “His employer, Argis Cairn-Breaker.”

“We don’t even know if this man exists,” Jade said.

“It’s the only chance,” Dryston said.

“You need my attendance,” Soma told him. “So that I can find out more about the poison.”

“Well, there is no time for that, cleric, because I’m leaving and I don’t give the poison two days till it kills me, I give it two days left to exist,” Dryston said.

Menja’s group reached their position. Some of them had picked up shields on the way back. Others took shelter, pressed against the inner side of the palisade wall.

Soma recognized the man hitting the ground beside her from Menja’s pack.

“Weren’t you the one bringing me the medicaments tonight?” Soma asked him.

The incoming second salvo of arrows bailed Joric out. Soldiers were cut down left and right from them. First among them were the wounded that fell victim to the cowardly Kolanthel attack. The clerics were busy tearing cloth pieces from their clothes to fabricate makeshift wound compressions.

Asukara Uryah’s group was setting up counter-fire with their bows. Asukara was commanding and advancing against the incoming fire, still out of range with his Chu-Ko-Nu repeating crossbow. He would make sure the non-human scum wouldn’t dare come closer because of this weapon.

With every jog, his helmet shook, but he didn’t think about taking it off for a second.

He was alone in this, but he had brought a hundred of his little friends. A barbed quiver swayed on his back, filled with a multitude of bolts, smaller than the normal standard crossbow bolt. Another heavy quiver dangled on his hip. His hands were itchy under the razorspike bracers, his fingers covered in etched gloves yearning to activate the release of his sophisticated weapon. He would show them something this side of the world hadn’t seen.

Menja’s gang rallied under Asukara’s heartening shouts and followed him under the covering fire. Joric had no difficulty leaving Soma’s position before more uncomfortable questions would be asked.

“Inconstant shots!” Asukara ordered his archers to answer the salvos of the Kolanthel. He had a point. Salvos made the moment of the incoming projectiles predictable, whereas the inconstant shots applied permanent pressure on the enemy. Menja’s melee specialists won ground under the barrage.

Asukara knew that what had prompted them to fall back in the first place had been the element of surprise and an uncertainty of enemy strength. You never knew how many there were in the woods, but he had a feeling that they weren’t outnumbered against the unseen enemy. It was just a hunch. The nature of the attack didn’t speak of great numbers, but more of misdirecting the enemy. Of course, he could have been totally wrong and running into a trap. But then, it wouldn’t matter anyway. Warfare was all decided through allocation of strength. When you stood against innumerable odds, you lost. When you came in superior numbers, you won.

Wherever King Tancred appeared, he made sure he came with superior numbers. Lucky Kyr was refining the newly dug trenches for the catapults and ballistae to set up in front of Skybridge. But this wasn’t Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir’s camp anymore. Since his arrival that morning, it clearly was King Tancred’s. The bright and uniformly colored brigade that accompanied the king overshadowed the multi-layered warband Lucky Kyr had been part of since he was a kid. He’d learned to memorize the banners and participants of the warband early on, to be taken into their ranks one day. But this was a whole other league.

Lucky Kyr spotted the artillery corps nearest to him, waiting to take up the positions with their heavy machines, overseen by Snar the Skillful. On one flank, marksmen had set up their tents in several platoons: Majni the Trusty’s bowmen, Ollrod’s rangers, crossbows under Abbard the Lonely’s command, Alana Paige’s and Sash the Tinker’s archers. Behind were the ever reliable foot-sloggers, the pole-arm platoons on which the marksmen had to count when withdrawing from enemy attacks: Valka Magnusdottir’s halberdiers, Grimvar Ironhand’s spearmen, Galmar Bear-claw’s glaive-wielders. Then the whole company of barbarians, who followed no strict tenet of weapon branches, and instead used what each individual had most grown used to in melee. Vipir the Unseen’s tunnelers, Mabon Reaper’s axe-warriors, Jackal Shroudreaper’s pit-fighters, Kristen Rain’s Red Devils, and most notorious of all, the berserker circle. This was also the order of glory and the units in order of preference for Lucky Kyr. Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir’s riders were out of bounds, as even he was too old to start with the training in the saddle. The same went with the smaller specialist factions. But he looked up to all platoon leaders as idols. If he got the chance to impress one of them during the next days, he would take that chance.

Lucky Kyr commenced digging on the slope that was separating Skybridge from the new siege camp. He was getting close to the boundary stone sticking out of the dirt on the trench’s parapet. The intention of such stones was to be a warning. They were arranged at a distance from Skybridge’s walls to guarantee safe work. The stone told Lucky Kyr he was on the safe side and out of reach of Skybridge’s weapons. Despite the height of its balustrade, Skybridge’s wall offered the only place for small war machines that were lacking the range the bigger, ground-based ones were packing.

A shadow on the parapet made Lucky Kyr blink. He laid aside his spade and held a hand over his screwed up eyes. There was a figure strolling over the parapet, outside the safety boundary, in weapon’s reach. Its broad silhouette undoubtedly resembled that of a Vacomani. Lucky Kyr was too afraid to yell at him but then remembered quickly. This might be a chance to catch someone’s attention.

He swiftly climbed up the trench-wall and ran over to the warriortrespassing on the boundary stone.

The man turned when Lucky Kyr caught his hand and pulled him back. He had no fear. He followed the boy into the safety of the trench-line nonetheless. When Lucky Kyr turned to his companion, he realized it was not fearlessness he saw in his eyes, but something different. It was madness.

The warrior pressed the palm of his hand against Lucky Kyr’s wide-opened mouth and chopped his machete into his neck. Lucky Kyr made a slight rasp before a second, more intense chop severed his head from his body. Like a trophy, the warrior held Lucky Kyr’s head while his corpse slumped down into the trench he had dug himself. Then the warrior threw his blood-spraying skull away.

The place for the headquarters of the combined army camp was an area prepared by King Tancred’s Treverian pioneers and set up in the course of mere hours. Nonetheless, it showed a majesty worthy for the monarch’s arrival. Wooden steps were hewn into the hillside, leading up to the high seat. The paths led under archways of huge crossed mammoth tusks, like a misunderstood gesture to the Vacomani culture of Jarnsaxa’s warband. The high seat itself was not a tent in which the gathering should take place, but a longhouse accommodating a hall with a hearth at its end. It was obvious that Tancred tried hard to impress Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir, be it because of the unpleasant situation he had brought her into, or to ask for even more.

By the evening, the surrounding artillery pieces were in place and beginning to bombard the nearby city for the whole night. It would wear down the defenders for the imminent attack the next day. There was no such thing as strategic waiting for an improvement of conditions for a man like King Tancred. Since he was born, the gods had simply been on his side. Nothing else was needed.

But Dryston had a feeling that Tancred had somehow learned of Gabriel Werdum’s predictions, and that this was the real reason behind pressing for the fall of Jarl Godfrey. Before the end of the second day, Tancred’s army should be able to carve out the heart of the city, or the monarch would have to take other unforeseeable factors into account.

For Dryston himself, it was only fitting. The city gates were closed for any outsider by now, and the only way to get to Argis Cairn-Breaker and hopefully the antidote to the venom that was streaming through his veins would be through force. If the war host would lead him there within two days, fine. Either way, Dryston was a dead man walking. There was nothing left to lose for him and everything to gain.

The next effects of the intoxication had already began to show. Sickness, nausea, a feeling like a fire burning down the throat. The clerics guessed this was only the preliminary stage. They said the full impact would come into effect when a new component was added to the mix. This was anything that could be digested, food or other potions that would try to lift his body up. That meant because he couldn’t eat, he would grow weaker and the poison would have greater effect. He was damned if he did eat and damned if he didn’t. His body was in for a tough ride, and Dryston had the disturbing feeling he wasn’t even really aware of what was awaiting his immune system.

Dryston blamed himself a little for letting this happen to him, a dose of bad luck that would not have happened in a fair fight. But fights weren’t fair, nor should they be. Every weapon was allowed. A dead man’s venom was just another, which struck from beyond the grave.

He thought of Kyra for a moment and swore to himself. Stronger than ever before, he had the feeling that it was quite possible he would never see her again. The sorceress was moving in another direction, as far away from here as she possibly could, thinking that Dryston was doing the same. If he was going to die, he had always assumed it would be in a way to at least contribute to her safety. Now it was hardly believable she would receive word of how he died. And if she did, she would have guilty feelings that he had undertaken his last mission because of her. He didn’t want to pull any of his friends down. But he didn’t want to face this alone, not out of fear, but to give purpose to his actions. And that something of his legacy would be passed on. Truth was, this was a tremendous opportunity to go down firing the whole time. People were names and without names, they would soon be forgotten.

Dryston glanced over to Jade, who hovered over him like a thin shadow. Even though they both knew she was guilty of placing him in his awkward position, she was one of the few he had learned to consider a friend. Trusted, no, but she would stand with him during his final hours, and that was good enough for him to know.

They passed Cormack and the Valkyrie Skadi with the assembled barbarians on their way up to the high seat.

“What have we got here?” the brute asked and wrapped his fleshy arms around him.

Dryston drew his axe Cormack had noticed and held it up to him, hilt first in his open hand like a trinket on a plate. Its blade shone in Cormack’s face, a newly mastered piece of beauty and death.

“What are you two up to?” Cormack asked.

“Going to delete a name from Skadi’s list forever,” Dryston said. “And maybe some more, if they get in my way. Tell your brothers they can help me when it comes down to this if they are interested in fulfilling the oaths they swore.”

Skadi gave an appreciative nod. She had her hair oiled and bound back, and war paint smeared over her face like many other Vacomani.

One of them was coming late in joining their ranks, face still unpainted under a nasal helm with an iron scale collar. He began to draw a simple pattern under his eyes, just two vertical streaks. He then wiped his fingers in the rag he had used before to clean his machete.

“I haven’t seen this one before,” Skadi had to admit after noticing the newcomer.

The man in plate mail turned, so that Skadi could see the bear-claw pauldron on his other shoulder. There was the taxidermied skull of a mountain lion over his helmet, forming three branches in front of his face with the iron nose guard and two hand’s-width-long teeth. She earned a look from him from across the crowd, as if he had heard her. Ice climbers tortured the ground he was standing on, grinding.

“Judging by his apparel and reputation in the fighting pits, he has a history,” Kristen Rain said to her. “But we will never get to know his name, because he has none.”

“Why?” Skadi wondered. “And how will he be remembered?”

Kristen shrugged. “He doesn’t speak. Nor can he write. He is one of the berserkers. I guess he won’t be remembered.”

The Unnamed One smiled a warm smile, touched both of his eyes with two fingers and then pointed them in Skadi’s direction.

From across the clearing, Barknar watched the man with no name.

Joric was shifting uneasy beside him, as if shaken from an icy breeze.

“I have a problem I need you to take care of,” Joric said.

“Speak,” Barknar answered without averting his gaze from the nameless man.

“The members of my pack are sooner or later about to find out what happened during the night watch,” Joric moaned.

Barknar was listening intently, so Joric went on. “Then there is a cleric, Soma Ice-Veins. She recognized me. She might figure out that me bringing her the medicaments and the abandoned post when the first Kolanthel attack occurred correlate. I mean, she got the burning victims and then one of my group beaten to death.”

“Soma gets all casualties,” Barknar interrupted him. “A short while ago she got that poor wretch Lucky Kyr, no more than an errant boy. I agree that she knows too much, but a cleric is too valuable to remove.”

Joric turned away, worried, but Barknar held him back. “About your group, though,” he said, “the cartel can take care of that.”

Asukara Uryah had the note with the name and characteristics hidden in his hand. He was looking for a person in that gathering only with one eye. The other he had lost in pursuit of the Kolanthel the previous night. His scar was itching under the crude eye patch he’d been wearing since the clerics had treated him. He had hunted down the non-humans nonetheless, and he had been right about their numbers. He had slain orcs, elves, dwarves, and gnomes. Still, too many had gotten away for what they had done. Things had become personal with the non-humans since he had lost his eyesight in the woods.

Asukara was advancing into the monarch’s army territory. Equipment looked better maintained and more uniform under the Treverians than within his own warband. Mass manufacturing with no room for individual preferences, just the best principle for the common soldier and multiplied a hundredfold in the forges spread out across the realm. The same gear would be sported by the troops of Jarl Godfrey, he thought. It was the same kingdom, and they would fight the same countrymen. He had to keep that in mind when he was passing the soldiers preparing their armor and weapons. He studied the pattern of the chainmail and possible weak spots in the variant armor types from the common soldiers to the officers. The ubiquitous tower shields would make it hard to get through their guard. Asukara noted that the Treverian soldiers were considering him like he was some illiterate savage. Only the respect from his progressive Chu-Ko-Nu crossbow kept the insults at bay.

Asukara reached the faction quarter in which he presumed to meet Ysara Horne. Medium-built, cherry-wood colored hair coming down in curls to her shoulders, in tight leather trousers with a quilted leather jacket. The description quickly fitted one person. Asukara compared the features of the woman he saw and the interactions with her surroundings with those written on his note, then threw it into a firebowl when he was sure.

“Ysara Horne.” He approached her.

The woman turned and eyed him curiously.

“I’m Asukara Uryah,” he said. “I heard you are good at hunting non-humans.”

Ysara rolled her eyes. “Is this what people told you about me? I’m sure my non-human friends would throw up if that turned out to be true.”

She propped her hands against her hips and considered him.

Asukara noticed how two figures carrying crates stopped and turned when they heard Ysara’s remark. He recognized their faces and instantly went for his repeating crossbow. One was orc-kind, grayish-green-skinned with a broad jaw and a flat, boxer’s nose. His head was shaven, save for a thick mohawk haircut. The other was gaunt and shorter with a haggard face that could have been mistaken for a human on the first look. But the tone of his skin was bronze and looked like carved out of a piece of wood. The long pointy ears gave away his elvish origin. His beard was intricately trimmed.

“Are you looking for trouble?” the orc asked him.

“I’m sorry, I’ve not been living here that long,” Asukara said, confused.

“Not planning on living here long in future either, hm?” the elvish-kind said.

“It’s okay, boys,” Ysara Horne intervened. “He’s a foreigner and maybe not used to facing an orc and an elf outside the sights of his crossbow. Don’t worry, I was once just like you.”

She came down some steps to Asukara.

“What you mean, my trigger-happy friend, is Kolanthel,” she told him. “And you are right, I have some business with them. I guess, based on your new eye-patch, you have now, too.”

“Can you tell me, what in the blue hell is going on here?” Asukara asked Ysara outside the embarkment point of their guild.

He tried to keep his voice low in front of the loading orc, Ravage, and his elvish companion, Coralaev.

Ysara Horne took a sip from her mead horn and leant back against the stacked crates, legs crossed.

“First of all, you have to understand that not every non-human belongs to the Kolanthel,” she explained. “A monster can be a monster, regardless of race. But within human society live a variety of beings different in size, looks, and features. It may be different where you come from, but here this is the rule. Some stay hidden and keep to themselves, while others show their origin more openly. A society can develop the fastest if it makes use of the best in their field, without other restrictions. That’s why guys like Coralaev and Ravage are enlisted with me. They know more about our enemy than anyone of us could ever find out.”

“I haven’t seen any blending in the warband I serve,” Asukara admitted. “Among the barbarians, even I am a rare breed, it seems.”

“Your warband was founded on other ideologies,” Ysara said. “On tribes, families, and blood. It doesn’t mesh well with non-humans, when it’s already a stretch to hire outsiders like you.”

“Could this be the reason why the Kolanthel keep raiding us?” Asukara asked.

“I don’t think this is the reason,” Ysara replied. “Know what the Kolanthel are, and understand their ultimate aim. They are a nationless army, wanting their own kingdom for non-humans only. This they will only achieve by bringing the human kingdoms, in our case Treveria, to downfall—through collapse of economy, by provoking wars of attrition. Understand the function of this instrument. They are rebels without a leader, yes, but this is what makes them impossible to root out. Everyone can call themself Kolanthel as long as their goals concur with the ultimate aim. So, the threat will live on as long as the idea is in someone’s mind who has the wealth and means to contribute.”

“How are they able to endure without a kingdom?” Asukara asked.

“Drug trade and weapons are lucrative sources of income,” Ysara Horne said. “They are very skilled in producing both, and you can guess who their best client is. I would even go so far as to say that there are mutual agreements between some Kolanthel and Vacomani to keep both parties in the loop for what each one is doing.”

“That’s contradictory, to say the least,” Asukara said.

“Yes, but as long as someone gets their bag filled on both sides, don’t count on earning any sympathy for your eye-patch from anyone around here.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


KING’S ARMY CAMP

Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir got up from her high seat in the hall and paced over to the laid table in front of the hearth. For a barbarian warlord, she was in ceremonial dress even though the hall stood empty save for the guards. Her long skirt was a thin strip that reached down from her back between her legs, while a wolf pelt covered her shoulders. She soaked in the surroundings, too much sunken in thoughts to be aware of them before.

The hall gave a false warm atmosphere with the red carpet and tapestries and the crackle of the fire. She observed the neatly laid out cutlery and plates on a table loaded with fruits and meat to provide a meal for a whole company. Truth was, she never had felt this alone before, even though all her commanders stood behind her. Or maybe it was because so many stood behind her. She was alone between two fronts, and she had to decide. It was like being drawn into a meat-grinder between King Tancred and Jarl Godfrey while she was trying to follow her own quest.

She knew why she left the north. But right now it felt like a waste of time. This was not what had brought her here, from the horrors that lay in the coldness of her home, against which the events taking place here paled in comparison. There would not be much left to come home to if she failed to find their savior. Her people was one of the hardest of mankind, selected through the rite of passage and survival of the strongest, with pure bloodlines reaching back for centuries and the drive for heroic deeds of their ancestors. But you could oppose nature only so much. When there were ice-storms that froze you to death and landmasses of ice breaking underneath your feet so you would be swallowed into the sea… nature would kill everyone. When the tribes waged war against one another and the wyrms broke from the depths of the sea, salvation could only be brought by a king who united them and led them to take the green pastures from the weaker kingdoms.

Jarnsaxa regarded the blood-red wine prepared in the goblets with a bland smile. Tonight they wouldn’t be drinking. Last night they all drank like there was no tomorrow. She circled her finger along the goblet’s edge and thought about that night. She could still feel the touch of the handsome stranger on her back and hips. She could even remember the smell of the man, the scent of oils and strong herbs when they came out of the bath together, mixed with his own body odour.

He had come into her life out of nowhere, like he had been following her for a while and watching her. He was so strong all over his body and had an air about him that felt like a dire wolf had come back, like something that was thought not to exist anymore. She hadn’t called for him. He didn’t make claims to say who he was and had barely spoken a word to her. Maybe this was for the better. To her, he simply had no name. It let her imagination only become more wild and intense that this man without a name maybe could be the lost king she was looking for. Who else could it be? Who else could she fall for, when she never felt like this before? He had intruded upon her tent like it was his right to take a place beside her, not impressed by her status or beauty. She would have killed any lesser man for trying that alone.

She had drawn her sicklesword against the intruder and held it against his bulging neck. He let the blade cut him without saying a word, just staring into her eyes, till she recognized her failure and sobbed, somehow apologizing. Then he had her under his spell and could do everything he wanted to. It felt like it was supposed to happen, and all she had to do was just stand back and watch. She didn’t object when he pulled the blade away and took her hand to lead her to the bath. Her heart was pounding the whole time she shared the hot tub with him, his mysterious demeanor not helping the racing thoughts in her mind. Who was this stranger? She was washing a man who didn’t ask for anything and just took everything he wanted. Even though she commanded hundreds of women and men and possessed the might and fortune of a noblewoman, she felt the deep desire to please this man and kneel before him. He had only smiled and walked away without saying a word, small drops of steam still covering his skin.

“Not today”, he had said. “Not before the battle.”

Jarnsaxa was so bemused that she only heard the rise of voices outside after some seconds. She left the table and strode over the red carpet, down the steps to the door. She spread her hands high against both panels and pushed the tall door open.

The army was assembled. War machines hurled burning spears and rocks against the city. Several buildings were on fire and left a smoldering cloud against the night sky. Tomorrow they would go there, when Tancred gave the command. But how long till their service would be seen as fulfilled?

She lifted her chin when she saw the king approaching – the man that impregnated his sister, and would probably try various attempts to make Jarnsaxa his next wife for some time. The crown of Treveria sparkled on his head, which was draped in a mail hood and left from the hairline to the chin only an oval face visible. It was still enough to infect her with his charisma. As much as the people loathed him, they liked him when he showed up on their side. For most it was a once in a lifetime opportunity to talk to him and see his charismatic side. He was one of them, walking through the cheering crowd, shaking hands and sharing hugs, like an icon and a good friend at once. And he had one quality that set him apart and made you really believe he was your best friend. He knew the names. He knew the names of his lowest vassals and even the names in Jarnsaxa’s warband. And he made things possible. If anyone asked him for a favor, he would get it. There were no hindrances for Tancred. Everything was possible, if you had the courage to say it to his face.

But when he made demands, you didn’t object.

King Tancred reached the last step and spread his arms with a broad grin.

“Lady Jarnsaxa!” He closed her in his arms, kissing her cheeks left and right. “What a beautiful night!”

“King Tancred,” she said, bowing her head slightly against her will. “I’m looking forward to riding to war with you.”

“War?” Tancred laughed. “You must have misunderstood something. We are not going to war, my dear. Godfrey’s and my skills aren’t even close. This is going to be a one-sided pounding, and I am the one swinging the hammer!”

He turned to the crowd and signaled them to cheer up, like a comedian delivering his punch line. They found it hilarious.

Jarnsaxa studied Tancred from the side to get through that façade of immense confidence. She wasn’t sure if this was an act. If it was, it was a damn good one. He seemed invigorated by the masses, and it reflected back on them. He waved and let himself celebrate.

With his voice lowered but retaining his cheerful expression, he spoke to Jarnsaxa.

“When was the last time we saw us, darling?”

Jarnsaxa was caught wrong-footed. “I guess it was on the fields bordering Alvaeon. The compliance campaign against the Thanes of Cimbra. We were there at the capitulation of the rebel leaders. It was a warm spring day last year, with the crops still fresh and green. On a big field, in tents like these. Maybe even with the very same tents. I feel like we always take everything with us. Our home, our friends, our relationships. There’s nothing to return to, we just travel with everything in our grasp and hope nothing slips away from us as we fight or run, always on to the next endeavor. But over time, it eventually does.”

“How right you are about that, Jarnsaxa,” Tancred said. “The Thanes of Cimbra, yes. There’s always someone conspiring; it’s a repetitious circle. It’s the burden of the crown. Aspiring followers are, well, aspiring: always seeing weaknesses in the way you lead, thinking they can do better when they’re on their own. Like Godfrey now. He thought he could forego the regulations of the kingdom and forge his own domain. His duties as a protector made him arrogant. He thought he was the only one standing here with his last bastion, while the land around him deteriorated. A refuge for men flocking back to him from the untamed wild. He forgot his boundaries in a delusion of grandeur. If someone gains too much might and grows too strong, he eventually succumbs to it. Me included. What is the life of a leader like? It’s tough, I would say.”

Jarnsaxa nodded.

“Above all, there’s always uncertainty,” Tancred continued. “You are King of Treveria, in armistice with Kaeiwiel, peace with Alvaeon, war with Volhenia, alliance with the barbarians. Except maybe the peace with Alvaeon is a farce, because maybe they are bound in blood for three generations with Volhenia, with whom you started a war because of your spy network telling you they were arming for an attack on you.

Maybe the spies were right, maybe they were wrong. Maybe Volhenia was arming up to help you break the deadlock against Kaeiwiel. Or maybe your spy network gave you wrong information because it is controlled by the suspiciously peaceful Alvaeon. Do you divert all your resources to the war against Volhenia, or do you leave a garrison at home to safeguard you from Alvaeon? Then your force is cut in half, and your campaign is going to proceed slowly. But maybe the garrison you left behind can defend Nevgorod in your absence. Maybe they are wiped out, and you lose the city and half of your force. Maybe their commander decides to occupy Nevgorod and turns it against you. Maybe all goes according to plan, and you win on both ends, claiming lands, resources and ransom. Maybe it doesn’t, and you lose everything. Your heirs are hunted or kept prisoners in their own home. Or you gain evidence that your right hand is betraying you, withholding tithes and troop strength. Maybe he is planning a revolt. Maybe he was bribed by Volhenia. Or Alvaeon. Or Kaeiwiel. Or some Vacomani warlord. Or another player farther away than all those. Or a new power. Or he is trying to protect his people from something he is more afraid of than the wrath of his king. Maybe, maybe, maybe. But this doesn’t mean you can wait until everything gets clear. It just means you have to decide and stick to it, with all your determination behind it. It’s like gambling, all in. For good or for bad.” He cleared his throat. “But let’s get back to the topic of when we met. The very first time. I was with Lady Aethelglyth, back then, a cousin’s niece from Kaeiwiel. This must have been shortly after the founding of your warband. You had sparkling eyes, and you were fresh in the business and ready to prove yourself to you and your father. I knew Orn well before that, a great man. Even on your first day fresh out of Miridhall you knew more than many others about leading an army. That’s how I got observant of you.”

Jarnsaxa knew that was thanks to other traits, but decided to play the game nonetheless with a much more comfortable topic.

“I learned a lot from him,” she said. “I’d been with him since I was a child and never wanted to do anything else. I witnessed, in those days, that an army can move mountains. And I always learned. Never stopped. My job is to solve problems. My warband is here if the worst comes to the worst. The Vacomani fire-brigade.”

“I like the sound of it,” Tancred said.

“I have to ask you something,” Jarnsaxa said. “How can you remember the names of all these soldiers?”

“This has a story,” the king replied. “But I’m going to tell you, so that you understand. I was once in a campaign—I don’t recall anymore which one of the many it was—this was after the great war against Alvaeon and Kaeiwiel. Just as a boy, at my grandfather’s side, like you on that day with your father. I too observed and learned. Now, his brother was there, regent of Treveria at that time. He had fought the great war along with every boy, man, aged, girl, woman able to hold a shield and spear beside him. One day on that small campaign, we met some veterans. Technically, everyone was a veteran. But I mean those that you saw it in. Every war has its own preferred way of maiming its participants. As you know, the great war was mostly a siege war, which brings its own kind of injuries with it. The tarfaces were commonly known, distorted till the end of their lives. As a boy, I found those to be the most shocking, and it burned into my memories. Those who had lost their hands or legs still stood proud and served as best they could, with a mentality that nothing could really kill them. But the tarfaces… they weren’t able to look proud, even if they felt that way, which I highly doubt. They were as if they had already been killed, like… like zombies. They had served and given their lives for my granduncle. Of course, they knew him all by name, after all, he was the king. He didn’t know their names back and never asked. But my grandfather knew them. Either he remembered them from fighting with them in the past, or he asked them, but he made sure he knew them. It just felt like the least he could do for them, treat them like the persons they were. You can guess who they followed more, the king, or his advisor, my grandfather.”

“Your grandfather.”

“Right,” Tancred said, taking a breath to change the subject. “Have your scouts returned from the city?”

“They were killed,” Jarnsaxa said.

“Then we will go in blind,” Tancred replied, as if it wouldn’t matter. “Did you know their names?”

“I do now,” Jarnsaxa said, looking at him. “But another group made it out of the city. I sent them in after our scouts didn’t report back. At first I thought they’d deserted. Or maybe they really were about to. They got themselves involved in matters that didn’t belong to the warband. I hired a sorceress, Kyra Celeste, who I guess you have heard of, and four others to bring them back.”

“I know the sorceress. I paid for her services before. Untrained and temperamentful, like a rough diamond.”

“That is her,” Jarnsaxa said with a forced smile.

“Are they here?” the king asked.

Jarnsaxa pointed to a man in the first row of the gathering. His skin looked unhealthy, but Tancred liked men who were able to hold their drink. King Tancred took a step towards him, looking at the wolf’s head-shaped talisman around the man’s neck.

“You are a shire reeve?,” he asked.

“Sir,” the man said, bowing his head. “I once was.”

“And you were in Skybridge recently?”

“Yes, your majesty.”

“How is it there?” Tancred asked.

“Beautiful at this time of the year.”

“That’s what I heard,” the king said. “It’s been a long time since anyone of my men has been there. I, for myself, was last there when Godfrey invited me to the funeral of his wife. The whole city was grieving. She was too young to die. Maybe he drifted down a dark path and never recovered after that. Either way, he is going to meet her soon. Listen, I need someone to stay at my side who knows some of the places there when we push into the heart of the city. I will confront Godfrey one on one in his hall, like in the old days, and pierce him to his throne, sparing us a long drawn-out war of attrition.”

The man took a few heartbeats, his eyes staring at the boots of the monarch.

“I favour that school of thought,” he said.

When the king demanded something, no one objected. No one questioned his decisions or tried to pick an argument. Everyone simply obeyed – even if some needed to follow another agenda in order to simply stay alive.

“I can’t wait to bring you there,” the man said. “It’s always better to take a life in order to protect many.”

“Good,” Tancred said. “I’m not asking you to take one. Just to protect one. Mine. But how many lives are you willing to take in order to save one?”

“I guess there is no number. Just as many as it takes.”

Tancred beckoned the man to look up. Before he went to enter the hall, he turned again, curious.

“What is your name?” he asked casually.

The answer came hoarse and dry. “Dryston. Dryston of Decia.”

Dryston roamed through the encampment. The priests and monks held speeches, while the nobles forged their plans inside the hall with Tancred and Jarnsaxa. But not many were listening. Most were already covered in war plate, drilling weapon skills or simply using them for meditation. Rations and equipment were distributed and checked nervously every few minutes: ropes, flint-stones, lamp oil, first aid kits, salt meat, water. The sound of grinding whetstones could be heard from every other tent. Bets were made on who would reach the city walls first, or who would draw first blood. Transfers and last payments to the cartel were arranged to buy safer positions for the battle and doom others in worse. Promises were made and oaths sworn on watching each other’s back across different platoons.

Barknar held a list with first wave candidates and handed it to Jackal Shroudreaper. Menja’s whole group was on it, including Joric.

Skadi was sitting cross-legged in front of Cormack and the berserkers, who were about to accept the brute into their elite circle for taking revenge on Haddock’s goons for the deaths of their brothers, Gorm War-Anvil and Sifnar Red-Shoal. Kristen and Yasemin were to her left and right, on their knees, resting on their heels.

There was something about Cormack that intrigued Skadi—his martial prowess that let him accept dangers head on and radiated calmness to anyone walking behind in his shadow.

“Becoming a berserker is not to do with fear of pain,” Kristen told her. “It’s the ultimate acknowledgement of your own death. It’s to go down and take as many with you as you can.”

Skadi swallowed. It sounded heroic in this moment, but ultimately, she knew even now that she was going to lose Cormack someday.

They handed her the dried fly agaric to chew on and then gave some to Cormack. It was considered a lucky charm to have the Raven’s Bread prepared by a woman, all the more by the Valkyrie. Cormack swallowed the pulp like Hakon and Skarin beside him. His muscles trembled and twitched, his otherwise dull amber eyes took on a wild glow. The men’s agitation rose until they fell into a trance and began singing in low monotone voices. Their chanting became louder and fiercer, till they worked themselves into frenzy. Hakon and Skarin beat the huge war-drums behind them in ear-shattering fashion, while shouting incomprehensible words. The three Vacomani went into a manic fury, in which they turned the tent into a place of total chaos. Then, as if struck dead, Cormack collapsed exhaustedly into Skadi’s arms.

The weight of the brute instantly exhausted her muscles and frame. Everything on him was so big and heavy. He was heating up from the inside and always hot when she touched him, hotter than anyone else she knew. He had warmed her and made the cold go away at night for her numerous times. Now, for the first time, it was him lying in her arms and falling asleep, like a soft giant. She wondered how someone so big could look so calm and become a violent mountain in the next moment. His tremendous ribcage sank and elevated with every breath, lifting her head with it as she laid her cheek on his body and ran a hand over his hair, smiling. His heart pounded, slowing down from the rush of the drug.

When Skadi touched his head, he was already in a deep sleep. Hakon and Skarin folded in a similar way, falling into the embrace of Yasemin and Kristen Rain. Tomorrow, the berserkers would preserve their urine in flasks to drink from and bring back their frenzy when it was needed the most.

Skadi stepped outside.

Colorful phenomena danced over the night sky of fire and northern lights.

It was hard to find sleep the night before battle. But eventually all did.


CHAPTER TWELVE


UNLIVING

Thaena was back home. The crypt was her home: she was born there, she would die there. Her kids closed her in their arms. It was an even better feeling than she had remembered. Their skin was gray in the twilight of the tomb. By daylight it would be with a hint of blue. They were half-dark elves. Their father, Taric Okari, stood back watching them, a shadow in the dark, draped in a loose robe.

“It’s good to have you back,” he said. “Why do I have the feeling that it won’t be for long?”

Thaena looked up guiltily. He always had the gift of reading her better than she could understand herself.

“I’m not sure it was the right choice that I left them,” she replied. “Nearly everything in my visions has come true lately. Even the ones that I didn’t tell anyone. I saw the Wild Hunt a day before I was told that there will be war.” She sobbed. “I just have this feeling that one of them needs me now.”

Taric put his hand around her face. It was a rare gesture for a dispassionate dark elf.

“It was the right choice for us,” he told her. “Your family needs you. You are not a combatant.”

She nodded, understanding. “But here, it is safe.”

A strange feeling overcame her as soon as the words left her lips. Like there was a mental link to it in her memories, something that she shouldn’t forget. There was one reason why the place was creeping her out, and it was not the dark. It was the things that lay in the dark and made noises, be it in parts where some of them had advanced but which were only seldom patrolled, or in the uncharted junctions, the black halls that existed only in the imagination. It was like sleeping in a house with an open door.

A loud unnatural noise she had never experienced before sent chills through her spine. Her little ones looked at her, eyes and mouth wide open, hoping for their mother to explain the scream that sounded like a choral of mountain monks. The deep voice resonated from far beneath the caverns, but its source could never be far enough away.

“Taric?” She turned to her husband. “Do you know what this is?”

The dark-elf didn’t reply. It was answer enough. It wasn’t one of the present residents of the crypt, that much was sure. They had become few in number and spread thin since Dryston and his group had left. Then Gabriel had abandoned them as well, leaving his dubious studies unfinished.

Thaena swallowed. “I think we should get to the bottom of this.”

Taric nodded.

Thaena descended with Taric into the depths. They had sent back the little ones to their babysitter and promised to be back soon. The first steps were accompanied by worrying about being able to fulfill their promise. Whatever it was that might detain them, they simply had to come back for their children’s sake.

There were candlelit rooms with tables on which Gabriel had left his journals. Thaena took some of the scattered notes with her. Taric studied a book that was folded open on a bookholder.

They should have learned more about this place. While Taric was most engaged with the fauna and flora of the cave of Mother Goulcrest, Gabriel’s interest had lain in the tomb itself. He was a necromancer, after all.

The dark-elf advanced first, his kukri knife with its inwardly curved edge at his side. Thaena’s torch was held high and outside her field of vision.

Distant impacts boomed through the subterranean tunnels, and the running of water behind the walls and ceiling sounded like a constant thunder. Sometimes the rooms shook as if there were an earthquake that made rocks and dust run from the ceiling. It gave a claustrophobic feeling in those narrow corridors, devoid of natural light. They passed under creaking wooden supports. Thaenarecognized the shapes of bats fleeing from them, seconds before their distinctive squeaks echoed back.

The background screams, however, had never ceased. They reminded Thaena of the howling of mountain winds. Nonetheless, they were a form of conversation. They were incomprehensible words in a language that sounded old and guttural. But Thaena could understand their content of pain and hatred.

On a high platform inside a vast vault, she saw something stir. Against the stone and earthy background, it was hard to make out, as it was thin and long-legged and clad in similar colors, but it was on the move. Thaena signed to her husband the presence of the underground dweller. Her breath froze at the sight of the cold, dead eyes that were scanning the dark, restless. She had been right about one thing, namely that the disturbing noises had not come from a present resident of the crypt. They had come from a former, and the realization made her see where she had been wrong. This place was not safe at all.

The draugr strolled in their direction, as if it had sniffed their scent. Taric wasn’t sure if it was even able to smell through its hollow bones, but somehow they had attracted the after-walker’s attention.

Daur had read from Werdum’s journals that the tomb of Mother Goulcrest was guarded by dozens of warrior followers, who were buried with her to guard her treasures. But it should not have happened that they were revived. It simply should not be. Not before the star constellation could activate their trapped spirits as a possible byproduct of the cosmic event. This was much too early, and it was a horrendous prospect to learn that it was happening at all.

The draugr chief called his retainers to him. There was the sound of bony toes scratching over the stone tiles, coming closer. The leader of the walking dead dragged his long sword behind with a noise that made Thaena flinch. He looked too frail to wield the mighty weapon he had used in life.

Thaena put a crossbow-bolt right between his eye sockets. It was a master shot, given the nervousness, bad light and considerable distance. The undead was slow and had no chance of evasion. The bolt pierced the nose-guard of its iron helmet and knocked its head back.

Two other draugr emerged from the platform, skeletal creatures draped in old rusty armor. The space in between their bones was made of crusts of dirt, clotted blood, and old leathery skin that had been gnawed on by rats and other vermin. They had weathered worse than that.

The draugr-leader was coming back up, closing in on the tomb raiders with an unending hate against all living.

Thaena saw how the bats Taric had flushed out before dropped dead in flight and fell like black rain to the ground in the draugr’s proximity. Their impacts made sounds like frozen hail on the stony floor.

The draugr-chief let out a dissatisfied sigh and crunched them under his feet.

An arrow darted from the singing bow of one of the after-walkers. It missed Thaena’s neck by a hair’s breadth as she ducked, but it took off her earlobe. She cried out and let the torch fall, whose fire had drawn the archer’s aim. The undead were on them. There would be no distance between them to reload her crossbow. Instead, Thaena let go of the weapon and pulled out the whip that was fashioned directly into her clothes.

“Conventional weapons might not prove sufficient against these fiends,” Taric said, sweat forming on his forehead. He gripped his kukri blade tight and positioned himself before Thaena.

They might have been able to outpace the slow monsters in the branched dungeon, but every one that got past them might get to their children before they made it back. Out of the walls behind them, and from side niches, fingernails clawed through the stonework and shoved away the heavy lids of sarcophagi. For now, fighting was the only possible way.

The first draugr came within reach and lunged with an old ceremonial axe. While shrunken, its muscles were still in place and functioning, covered by a bloated oily skin. It gaped and showed a broken, sharp row of teeth surrounded by a full beard that covered its haggard face like algae. Beyond deep sunken eyes glowed the real, malevolent spirit that inhabited the corpse.

Taric closed the distance before the stroke could fall and slid alongside the draugr’s shield side out of the weapon’s arc. The undead shifted for a slash over his shield, but Taric knew this was the only way to reach him and had planned for it accordingly. He bent his knees and let the axe-head pass above him. The draugr had neglected his shield defense and Taric exploited it by hacking his kukri low under the shield. The forward curved blade multiplied the impact the small weapon could make and cut through the Achilles tendon while breaking an ankle. A backhand sweep caught the dark-elf on his temple, and he staggered but got a hold on the after-walker’s arm to pull himself back inside. The draugr crashed to his knee. Taric used its fall to slide the tip of his blade beneath the ribcage. The draugr didn’t let go when both their arms locked. It opened its mouth wide, releasing a stench of century-old interment and slow decay. It snapped for Taric’s face and tore out a chunk of his ear. The dark-elf drove his knife into the belly of the monstrosity over and over. He aimed for vital organs: liver, lungs, spleen, that he had learned from gutting deer and other game, not knowing if the draugr still had any. It didn’t have the desired effect on the undead, but he did it instinctively. Something gave in, eventually. The draugr released its grip, and Taric quickly changed his kukri to his other hand. He sliced the blade through the undead’s throat. The draugr smashed its shield against Taric’s head, cutting him open over the eye, then gurgled and fell forward on its face. Taric tried to recover as fast as possible and drove his knife into the back of the skeletton’s skull, just beneath the neckguard. He lost grip through the impact and tore his palm open with his own knife. He was on his knees, looking up at the chief of the draugr and its mighty sword.

The undead archer drew its bow again. It had its head laid slightly against the bowstring and aimed the arrow at Thaena’s heart. She saw it. It didn’t come as a surprise, but nevertheless, she would have liked to be able to do something against it. Thaena had rolled out her bullwhip and was running to the draugr. There was between her and that shot, only her reflexes. She felt when the draugr released the arrow and threw herself flat. She saw the tip coming closer, and then it passed over her. It clashed against the steps behind her, ricocheting several times till it slid to a stop.

Her knees and elbows shook from pain when she tried to get back on her feet. She couldn’t run anymore, but she didn’t have to. The archer drew another arrow from its quiver. Thaena’s overhead flog caught its elbow with a crack and splintered the bone, and the arrow fell out of the draugr’s grip. Thaena brought her whip on the other side and followed with another overhead. The draugr blocked with its bow and closed the distance. It drew a broadsword from its scabbard, but Thaena switched her whiplashes to a X pattern. Varying timing and angles, she formed an intimidating screen of fast moving leather. The draugr closed in, knowing no fear in the afterlife. Thaena whipped the returned’s helmet clean off its skull with her first attack, then snapped a leg with another. The monster crashed on its sword, the blade clanking against the floor. Thaena pulled her whip tight around the draugr’s neck. She kicked away the blade, sending it skidding over the tiles. She jumped on the draugr’s back and pulled the whip closer, breaking the ancient warrior’s neck. The creature’s glowing eyes went dark, like congealing ice crystals.

The draugr-chief loomed over her husband, Taric. Its scrawny arms belied its strength. It effortlessly raised the mighty sword from the ground and lifted it over its head, where Thaena’s bolt had nailed helmet against skull. Thaena’s whip was aimed to bind one of its forearms, but the chief caught its end with an iron gauntlet and didn’t let go. It thrust the sword downward at Taric. The dark-elf rolled free and kicked against the monster’s shin, breaking one of his own toes. The undead lord yanked Thaena’s whip, pulling her toward it. From the corridor through which Thaena and Taric had entered the vault, more risen dead emerged.

The draugr chief slammed an elbow to Thaena’s temple, splitting her skin open and sending her reeling. It then grabbed her by the throat and delivered a head-butt to her face. Thaena felt the bridge of her nose crush. The agony drove tears into her eyes and made her vision blur. But she was lucky the grip on her windpipe released with the impact. Dazed, she was pushed against the wall by the centuries-old arm, hitting the back of her head before going down.

She and Taric were surrounded, and what they most dreaded had happened. Some draugr had made it past them, leaving them free to return to the upper halls, where they could roam through the remaining dwellers and their children.

“We can’t win this,” Taric panted. He spat blood that ran from his lips.

“We don’t have to win,” Thaena said.

The draugr were guardians of the treasure buried within the noble lady’s grave. They didn’t have to be eradicated. It would be enough to exploit their weakness, their lethargy, to run from them and maybe imprison them in their tomb till Thaena and Taric found a way out.

The draugr chief turned to Taric and reached back with its blade again, its grip two-handed. The dark-elf had lost his weapon. But it would have been of little use against the bastard sword anyway.

Somehow, Thaena still had her bullwhip in her hand. She lashed out low against the draugr gathering in the hallway and managed to entangle the foot of one. With a snapping motion, she pulled the leg away and brought the undead down. It presented an opening through which to flee.

Her husband lost no time and sprang over the downed opponent. He grabbed the ceremonial axe of the first disposed enemy and deflected the blow of a standing draugr with it while still in midair. Their blades clashed in a rain of sparks. Thaena followed swiftly, but the prone draugr stabbed at her feet. She stumbled after landing, falling forward into an uncontrolled roll. Taric pulled her up quickly before the undead horde could turn on them. They ran away into the darkness, limping, their torch left behind on the floor.

The draugr-chief bent down and reluctantly took up the torch. It extinguished the flame with a breath that could chill blood and freeze skin. It didn’t need to command its retinue to follow the already bleeding victims.

Thaena dragged herself into the chamber with the big table, where Werdum’s journals were stored. Together they searched for the close mechanism of the door. The door mechanisms were ancient automatons, clogged by dust and cobwebs. The levers wouldn’t shift. Draugr warriors came closer with shields, spears and flails and heavy armor. They were still more muscular then Thaena and Taric together, even after decades of anabolism. Their skin shone pale from absent sunlight, or was brown or blue from necrotic blood vessels.

Thaena felt vulnerable. She was exposed without armor. She would feelevery touch of the undead on her skin; every slash of cold steel would penetrate her unhindered. She was bleeding again, for the second time in a few days, and was growing fatigued. She looked over to Taric, whose ear and temple were cut open. He tried hard to operate the lever that would close the door. Every effort pumped more blood into torn blood vessels and emptiness. The open wounds burned from infection. Blood pattered onto the stone floor.

“Do not close that door!” a commanding voice bellowed behind them.

Gabriel Werdum came at a smart pace. He was in full plate, his war hammer dangling at his side beneath the knee. “Don’t close it!” he repeated. “What happened here? Have you awoken the draugr?”

“We didn’t awake them,” Thaena replied.

“What?” Gabriel said. “What else?”

Thaena panted. “Has anything made it past you? Are the children safe?”

“They are safe,” Gabriel assured. “At least for now.”

She saw the undead approaching and greeted them with a grim nod.

“Get ready. Here they come!”

Gabriel Werdum ran into the group of monsters, his tower shield catching some arrows before he clashed with his first opponent.

“Do not fear them! They have already died once. They can do so again!”

He mustn’t let them enter the chamber.

Once inside they would try to encircle him. Lined up in rows of two, he could engage them without fearing the archers. His hammer was made for shattering bones, mortal or undead. He wielded it without having to look for weak spots in the armor. All his force was transmitted into the small hammerhead, dealing enough damage through concussions without even penetrating the heavy iron plates. It crashed against the breast-plate of an ancient warrior, the helmet of another, and shattered a held up shield. Wooden splinters rained down on him and bounced off his face.

He cast a glance into the corridor filled with undead that had left their niche tombs.

“So many empty graves,” he uttered through gritted teeth. “What a waste of undead flesh.”

He couldn’t control them once they had risen. They were like an eternal treasure guardian device, and when set off would only return to their slumber when the intruders were fended off. But what had activated the alarm in the first place? Without mind-shackling them when they were sleeping, and thus controlling them, he would have no opportunity to speak with them.

Gabriel used the pointed back of his hammer, drove its spike into a shoulder blade and drew the assailant stumbling over his leg. Taric and Thaena swooped down on the straggler and pinned it to the ground.

He had no means of communicating with the draugr, but he had other means to force them to their knees. He was a necromancer. He knew the wretched anatomy, functioning and weaknesses their corpses possessed. He studied the dark, forbidden arts, and they were messy.

With a flick of his hands, he opened a meridian in the body of the bloated draugr and channeled organic acids and gases that had formed in the course of decomposition into one reactive cocktail. He had to be close to the surface of the vessel, but it happened without contact. The toxic substances reacted and busted the corpse wide open, sending mummified skin, bones and liquid flying in a wide arc.

Whoever the warrior had been, and how well his body had been conserved through rituals before that, it now had been maimed to an unrecognizable state. A lesser man would have fled from the sight alone, but these creatures knew no feelings. He had to cut them down to the last one, and it was just what Gabriel intended to do. Thaena and Taric beheld the necromancer at work.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


ASSAULT

The day looked nothing like a day of murder. The sun was shining on a yellow sky with a blanket of gray clouds in the distance. Yet there was a snowstorm. It was a rare sight indeed.

Dryston had observed the stars the night before, wondering if with the constellation anything would change. He saw nothing an unschooled eye would be able to see, just northern lights and the stars like they ever were before.

He hadn’t eaten or drunk since, and his throat felt dry. Dryston stood at the circumvallation of Skybridge and examined the city. Again, there was something he wanted badly behind those walls. But his last detour had only been the prelude to this. He had meddled with the criminals running the underground of the city and felt their revenge.

They had killed him and left him with no chance to tell the person he loved what she meant to him. He hadn’t used the opportunity to give all when he still had the chance. The realization struck him now that he saw their huge domain. He hoped to find a needle in a haystack. They had killed him, and he was already dead. Only finding the antidote from a man called Argis Cairn-Breaker, who he didn’t know existed, would change that.

Missiles set the buildings aflame everywhere, but they were drops in the ocean. The hard part would be cracking the shell and still being able to overwhelm the defenders inside.

Skybridge was not only a city but a whole protectorate that was lying before him: a city with districts, outskirts, manors, farms, the lake, dike, bridges, a crypt, cemetery, cathedral, temples, shrines, mines, subterranean routes, mountain paths, a port. The surrounding area was one of the most beautiful landscapes he had ever seen, with ancient lore and also a residence for the wealthy and noble. He knew the city was built on the foundations of a non-human city. It housed the templequarter with a cloister and order and the hospital; Old town, a ghetto for non-humans and probably now also for criminals; Trade quarter with marketplace, bank and townhall. Other locations he had heard of were the sewers, arena, gardens, slums, quarantine zone, inns and famous taverns. It also housed several guilds.

Throughout the protectorate he saw ancient mounds, shipwrecks, standing stones, lighthouses and docks.

Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir had command over the task at hand. She led the combined army of her war host and elements of Tancred’s forces in a speartip formation, archers spread out at the front and ready to withdraw quickly, followed by walls of pole weapons and shields.

“Line formation, on me!”

Asukara Uryah started into a slack jog, his group spread out in a line. He was one of the first to cross the border stone. He had that disturbing feeling that he was now in range, even though he couldn’t see a single enemy with his one good eye.

“What are they waiting for?”

The consecutive bombardment held the defenders’ heads down. The reassuring voices of a whole army came behind him. One army in his back, another ahead, unseen.

“Maybe they don’t want to fight. Maybe they surrender.”

After a few heartbeats of silence, his curiosity disappeared. They greeted him with a black cloud of arrows that rose like a flock of crows. The bright sky darkened. It made him blink.

“Oh, shit!”

A shadow passed over his face, and it felt cold the moment a hail of iron tips, shafts and feathers filled the air.

“Take cover!”

Tyrfing was pierced from above through the cranium and dead before he hit the ground. A bodkin-tipped arrow glanced off Katla’s thigh and broke her hip. Another went through Maven’s hand and tore out most of her palm.

“Bastards!”

Fenrig was hit through the eye, freezing in motion while still clutching the missile. Vala lost her throat through a ricocheting arrow from her neighbor’s helmet, gurgling thick blood. Those were only the exceptions. Most were hit in the torso, breasts, stomachs or legs. Men were swept from their feet and thrown to the ground from the impact of incoming projectiles. The sound of arrows bouncing against shields echoed through the lines.

“We’re going to die here!”

Asukara made it through the first volley. Without shield, just faith in his armor and pure luck, he stayed unscathed. He jumped over a falling comrade, weapon at the ready.

“Don’t leave me! No!”

“I’m sorry.”

He now saw the enemy for the first time, their outlines on the battlements. He aimed and took a shot. Thwack.

Thwack-thwack.

“But this is for you.”

He sidestepped and ran a few meters. Shoot and move, rinse and repeat.

“Repay them!”

Thunk! An arrow hit his shoulder plate and nearly dislocated his arm.

“Holy-!”

He realigned and threw back some bolts. Thwack… thwack.

“Die! Die!”

Shades disappeared behind the battlements. If nothing else, he had forced them back into cover. The magazine of his crossbow was empty. He had to reload.

“I’m out! Cover me!”

He got on a knee and hit home a fresh set of bolts. His fingers fumbled and took longer than normal in the safety of the practice yard. Exposed and with nothing to shoot back, he hoped the army behind him would provide enough of a distraction.

Archers were not the biggest threat to the wall. The battering ram was. Joric cursed it while he pushed the damn thing, but he got what he asked for.

“Forward! Push! Push!”

He wanted his comrades from the night watch silenced; he was getting what he demanded by placing them in the line of fire. He hadn’t thought that he would accompany them, though.

They pushed for the scorched gate of Skybridge that bore its mark from the artillery pounding that was now realigning away to the towers, from where the defenders tried to enfilade them.

“Shoot them! Shoot them down!”

Joric pressed the crude wooden handle of the ram forward with both hands, his face clenched. He had weals on his palms. But what disturbed him most were the arrows coming from the flank tower. He tugged his head in under the covering ceiling of lining and his own shield.

“I will rip the faces off of those cowards!”

Joric’s foot slipped in the mud.

“Damn bastards!”

They had prepared for this. They had drenched the ground to slow the wheeled siege engines. An arrow hit Joric in the foot and splintered his shinbone. He clenched onto the handle to prevent falling down and be rolled over. The man in front of him, Ivar, wasn’t so lucky and literally got nailed on his place and dragged along.

“Avenge me!”

Menja took over from him.

“Ech!”

She glanced at Joric scornfully.

“For Vanik!”

They were close to the gate. Maybe they would make it. Now was Joric’s only chance. A knife in the back, or Menja tripping over his leg and landing under the wheels, and he could settle this once and for all.

He let go of the handle and grabbed Menja firmly on her shoulder. Her features showed a look of astonishment. Joric’s eyes were fixed on the battlements of the gatehouse. She followed him and saw what had made him freeze.

“Tar,” he uttered.

“Uryah!”

Menja’s shriek made Asukara jump. He aimed at the gatehouse and toppled a kettle-bearer with his bolts. The huge bowl clanked on the floor and spilled boiling tar at the feet of the defenders. There was short mayhem under their enemies. A second tar-kettle was lifted over the battlements, then a third, and emptied over the heads of the attackers.

“Boil those dogs alive!”

The two most forward wielders of the ram were showered with boiling fluid. Menja and Joric abandoned their posts and threw themselves flat on the floor. Their clothes were drenched in tar. Menja burned her hand in the boiling, rising puddle and rolled over to get her face away.

There was a spark on top of the tower, accompanied by the suckling sound of streaming fluid pumped through pipes. It stank of pine resin, naphtha, quicklime and sulphur.

“Back to hell, scum!”

The air above Menja and Joric was set aflame and rained down on them in a gushing torrent of fire. Everything around them ignited in blisters and melted.

“Shower them!”

This was something they hadn’t seen before. No one had told them that the enemy would have the power of such technology. No one knew they had a flamethrower.

The spilt tar set on fire. The inferno devoured everything it touched. Wood, pelts, flesh. The battering ram had turned into a pyre.

“Burn! Burn!”

Ash and snow rained.

“Good God, help! Cleric! Help!”

Soma Ice-Veins started to get up behind the soldier that shielded her and sprint over to the casualties. He relentlessly held the cleric back. The air was too hot on her face the moment she left the slipstream of the warrior’s shield. Sweat gathered on their chins while they sat out the inferno. Every time an arrow knocked against the shield, it made her blink. She heard her profession called out multiple times. The worst was when they screamed her name.

“Soma! Help me!”

“They are beyond help!” the soldier told her. “Wait till the fire dies down! It can’t go on forever like this.”

At least it was what they all hoped.

A ball of flame blinded Thora Merigoi’s eyes and sent the shield wall to its knees. A wide semicircular no-man’s land had formed around the gate, in which no one dared to set foot.

“Stay back! This is madness!”

She felt the will of the comrades around her and her own will shaken. Her own was the reason that angered her the most. She would not allow this. She was standard-bearer of the warband. She would not give a foot back.

“Not one step back!”

Thora shoved through the two shields in front of her, leaving the hiding men staring in disbelief as she stepped into the kill-zone.

“Oppose them!”

The banner waved above her.

“This is suicide.”

It didn’t matter if someone followed her. She felt alone, charging.

“This is death!”

But her action was an icon. The first row of the shield wall opened and separated like cuttings drawn to a magnet.

“To the attack!”

They followed the banner and her courage and fury.

“Now is the time,” the warrior beside Soma said and broke into a run. “Now is the time to get in!”

Soma got up and followed the onslaught.

“Loose!”

Arrows rained in. Men were cut down. Running targets were more difficult to hit, but the charge came at the cost of the shield defense. Soma didn’t come far before she found the first casualty. She had her kit with bandages, scalpels and potions. She bent down to attend the first and most gravely injured. She couldn’t contribute to taking the gate. Others had to do that. She had to rely on them doing their job, while she did hers. Her fight against death was here with the wounded.

“Goddesses watch over you!”

Menja looked up to her with a sad expression. Her features were distorted beyond recognition, her body a mess of tarred flesh and trampled down by the ones who passed her. She wanted to say something.

Soma bent down to her with her ear above Menja’s mouth.

“Joric,” Menja whispered.

Soma nodded. “I’ll see what I can do for him.”

Menja closed her eyes, tired. “No,” she started to say but the effort was too much.

“Allfather’s guidance and the wisdom of the norns…”

She heard Soma preach the cleric’s blessing, ever fainting.

“…may live forever.”

Her body convulsed in a flash of pain when Soma granted her the Allfather’s mercy.

“Rest in peace, sister.”

Soma got up, the tools of her trade drenched in blood. She hurtled over to Joric, taking cover behind the blazing ram. Thora and the others were pushing the smoldering behemoth with their shields forward.

“Push! To the world’s ending!”

Embers fell to the ground and sparks flew heavily.

The flame-thrower spat liquid fire into their ranks.

“Annihilate them!”

A blob trickled from its muzzle onto the tar-soaked battlements. The place ignited in a gust of flames and a zinging noise of sucked in air. Men, weapons, crates were hurled over the battlements.

Asukara had his one good eye wide open.

“Impossible!”

It had been one of his bolts that had toppled a kettle-bearer who had drowned the hellish machine in its own poison.

Thora and her group crashed the ram into the gates and left it there for good measure. Sappers tried to tie explosives onto the iron bars.

“Hurry up! Move, move!”

One of the terracotta kegs filled with naptha took a hit and exploded prematurely, showering its neighbors with a hail of bone splinters. The detonation shook Soma to the marrow. It left a vacuum in her hearing, followed by a monotonous buzz.

Joric was still alive somehow, even though he shouldn’t have been. She placed her healing ring over his temple and got to work again.

The smell of ozone infested her nostrils and made her nauseous. Something had broken the barricade to reality.

“Grant us the blisterous touch! The power of the sun!”

Two magi pestered the gate with a disintegrating beam of energy behind her. They were bonded together by a heat-shackle, relaying one’s energy to the next. Their beam heated gas around them and elevated its particles into a fourth state of matter. The magi had burn marks on their skin from their excessive use of plasma and their wrong application of charcoal poultice on their wounds.

“One last time before we die!”

They wouldn’t be able to drain energy from their bodies much longer. But their dedication had already borne fruit. The iron bars began to glow and melt. Detonations of the explosives had deformed and broken their frame. The wooden gate behind was on fire and beginning to fall apart.

“Defend the portal! Bring bars and water!”

Vipir the Unseen’s pack had been underneath the surface since dusk. They had been tunneling all night, leading the unseen war hours before the actual battle had begun. Progress was good during the first half of the night, but the closer they came to the foundations of the city, the harder it got.

“Shhh!”

Whichever civilization of non-humans had laid the groundwork of those ruins knew what they were doing. But so did Godfrey’s men. Vipir had already lost three men from when they found a junction close to the city’s sewers.

“Sh! I heard something!”

“Just some rats.”

“No! They are inside the walls!”

They were impaled by spears in the claustrophobic tunnel. Godfrey’s men were anticipating them. They were listening. Counter-digging. Trying to smoke them out like vermin. If there was one thing Vipir had learned from his former life as a miner, it was to never underestimate the possibilities of tunneling. It was a suicide mission. High risk, high gain. Like he used to play his cards. But if they found a way in or collapsed a wall, it would turn the battle. He had put on his lucky ring for this.

“All right men. Now we make it.”

Hands in the dirt, with bad light and rats and worms brushing against the cold sweat on his neck, he stared into the blackness. He tried to block out his lively fantasy that was from the stuff nightmares were made of and listened. The earth tasted stale and moist. The booming battle went on overhead. Screams were muffled, but the trample of a thousand feet let the earth vibrate. The tunnel shook and let dust trickle from the walls when an artillery round went short. He listened for the cues beneath the surface, to what his counterparts were up to. The men who got his friends might have lost him. He had changed direction after their encounter and reached the sewers’ stonework twice after that. Now, the third time, he would dare the breakthrough. Vipir swallowed and kissed his ring when he found a suitable spot.

“Now or never.”

It was better not to be superstitious in situations like this, but his lucky ring had never let him down. He fumbled for his pickaxe and cautiously felt his way. His pulse increased. He could see faint light through the masonry in front of him and went on.

“Now!”

The sudden weight on his back caught him completely off guard when the tunnel collapsed and crushed him beneath tons of earth.

“Faster!”

Ysara Horne saw the wall towering above her. She was at the head of one of the ladders, carrying it to the wall’s footing at a smart pace. She would only have one chance to make this work. It was a stunt that could only be pulled off in light armor and with enough momentum. She had trained for it, but if she got hit or stumbled it would be over.

“Let’s do this!”

Nearly a dozen members of her outfit pushed the ladder forward and sped her up. She propped herself against the ladder and ran up the wall, getting pushed further and further. She felt the tension shaking her from effort, felt the grip of her soles yield. But suddenly, she was up. She was up the wall, on the battlements, among the enemy.

“They are coming up the wall! Brace!”

It took her enemies more by surprise than herself. They hadn’t drawn their melee weapons yet and were busy shooting their bows.

“Bring her down!”

Ysara was into them before they took aim at her. A turn here, a twist there, and she seized the nearest archer, using him as a human shield.

“Please, don’t shoot!”

They didn’t shoot at her as long as she kept her victim alive. Their mistake. She reached back with her chain and drove it through the feet of the defenders, toppling one or two and sending another down the wall.

“That bitch!”

“Incoming!”

Coralaev and Ravage touched down on the battlements a few strides beside her.

The orc used a smoke powder that he smashed on the floor to amplify their entrance. They were both swallowed by a cloud of concealing fume. Coralaev’s hurl-bat, a small elven throwing axe, appeared out of the cloud and impaled a defender right under the mask, in the throat. The elf followed up with his bush-hook unbuckled from his back, swinging and cleaving through the defenders manning the wall.

Ravage’s bow sang. It was a deep buzz coming from a monstrosity, sending a broadhead through the rows that split the crowd in two. This was one of the strongest bows ever built, though it was made for close quarters, with bladed limbs. It wasn’t a weapon of finesse and accuracy, but raw brutish strength only an orc like Ravage could muster. He had arrowheads for various situations, some with hooks, others mace-like. They all had the same effect on his opponents. Their impacts inspired fear, but you could not run from an arrow. He forced them to come close to him.

“Lock them in melee!”

Coralaev carved open an enemy from thigh to shoulder and separated a leg from another. He deflected a blow with the iron rings on the back of his bush-hook and locked weapons. His head got caught between two spears, pinning him first at the neck, then decapitating him as if with huge scissors. The head spun wildly, trailing a spurt of blood through the air.

The spearmen detached Coralaev’s ladder from the battlements and threw it back into the sea of attackers.

“Back where you came from, worm!”

Ravage let out a terrifying scream and hit his rival’s breastplate with a hook-arrow that bust his armor and tore his heart out.

He and Ysara were the last taking their stand on the wall.

“Throw them down the abyss!”

The two of them would be overrun and cast back over the wall if their comrades didn’t move up the ladders that very moment.

“Push!”

The defenders stopped to fight. They simply pushed, shoving them with their shields and mass to the abyss.

“I can’t hold any longer!”

Ysara lost grip and put her back to the battlement, feeling her ribs and lungs getting crushed. At last, reinforcements arrived on the top of the ladders. But there was no ground left for them.

“For glory!”

They simply threw themselves into the fray, jumping on shields, blades and spears till there was space—a space littered with bodies and slick blood.

Inside the siege tower, the dull knock of projectiles against the outside was ever present. With its doors shut, its occupants were safe from harm but in complete darkness. It allowed one to go into one’s self before the fighting began. Godsmite followed breathing techniques that made him relax. Other berserkers beside him spat on the floor, hit their heads or bit into shields. To each their own.

The behemoth they all were in was moving relentlessly, pushed by dozens of lesser men in stories below.

“Forward! Forward! Push!”

He felt the movements, like being transported in a closed box. Tower-mounted catapult rounds clashed against the siege engine to stop it. The aftermath of the impacts was flames licking against the surface, where animal skins prevented the fire from spreading. Some puked in the confined spaces of the siege tower, which contributed to the stale smell. Godsmite saw someone wet himself a row in front of him. Everyone had the image of cattle led to the slaughter in their mind, but it was the strength to change it that set the strong apart from the weak. Once the gangplank touched down, it would be a causeway to glory, and the fights would take place in breathtaking heights worthy to be remembered.

In the dark corner of the last row, Barknar stood silent beside his hooded companion.

“I even brought you here,” he whispered matter-of-factly. “Let’s hope I’ll never see you again.”

Sendel Varon smiled and gave no answer.

The causeway to glory opened. It let in blinding light and arrows.

“Loose!”

Some in the row in front of Godsmite caught bodkin-heads, but to their credit no one went down. They were pumped up like he was. To be hit was simply expected. They hadn’t come this far to give in. They had come to take names and cut threads. Godsmite had a name. There was just no one left alive to know it, except himself. To everyone else he had become the nameless one.

With a booming roar matching one of the primal creatures from the abyssal depths of the ice sea, he threw himself into the enemy. His frame looked too big to maneuver over the narrow gangplank, his two-handed club disproportionate.

“Hold your ground!”

Godsmite body-checked the first man who opposed him down the plank and was over the shattered battlements in the course of a heartbeat. He saw the lambs that were gathered to oppose him for the first time, and he acknowledged them a last time before his battle-frenzied brain shut down all rational thinking.

Noble champions of the self-proclaimed protector of mankind, freed criminals with the promise of ultimate freedom, and the lowest scum out of the ghetto of non-humans Godfrey had ammassed against him.

Not one of them was even remotely worthy of taking his life.

He was the greatest result of genetic selection the north had ever produced. He was the missing king among the barbarians, yet no one knew him. This would change. This fight was not for Tancred, nor was it for Jarnsaxa, who had fallen for his strength or mystery. It was the birth of a kingdom.

“All on him!”

Geilir, Ruschil, Halof, Gunnlaug, Yasemin were at his side and collected the remains of Godsmite’s foes. A young man named Connor Wyle followed behind. He’d need to stay close if he cherished his life. And he’d better remember the story, if he didn’t contribute much else to the fight. For Godsmite didn’t remember once the inner wolf claimed him.

“Kill him! Kill him, before he – ”

Sendel Varon looked past the carnage the nameless left behind. Down the wall, at the burning pyre by the gate, the two mages wove their hideous magic. Those were the targets he was here to eliminate.

They didn’t know what they were doing in their hubris, manipulating the fabric of reality, sending them all on a path of damnation. But he had seen enough of the crippling fallout with his own eyes to know there was nothing to leave undone to stop them.

“Mighty star power burning in our veins, consume the world and all living…”

“Now you’re gonna die!”

An elf-thug confronted him with axe and shield; he was sporting tribal tattoos and skin-rings. He wore the clothes of a ganger, padded against street violence and gang wars. Sendel pitied his kin for two things. How far he had fallen and that they were on different sides. He would need the support of the non-humans to succeed on his mission. But as long as he was hooded and in disguise, there was no other way past than to slay him as a means to an end.

“How does it feel to be dead?” the elf-thug said.

Sendel suppressed his urge to fall back into his indoctrinated lithe motions to kill the thug. He stopped himself and slashed uncontrolled and unnecessarily brutally with his long knife, instead of executing a clean cut that would have sufficed.

“You tell me,” Sendel said.

The elf-ganger slumped down with a face scratched like from a tiger claw. Sendel was being watched by the lictor that had seen him escape after his first assault. Lictor Freya was with him on the wall, only strides away, and had her back turned to him again.

Jarnsaxa felt the breath of death on her neck in the form of passing arrows and bolts. The tremble of war was in the knees of her mount and her own legs and arms. She tucked her head low under the mane of her horse and deflected a missile with the blade of her sickle-sword. It ricocheted away and blew up grit like the hooves of the cavalry.

“Keep going! Good boy!”

She switched to her composite bow and strafed the wall with short arrows out of her thigh-quiver, twitching her upper body and letting go of the reins. The speed was neck-breaking. Rubble and bodies were in the way, but her horse coped with that. Jarnsaxa had to keep herself in the saddle only with the power of her legs. It was the second run now, and the gate still wasn’t broken open. The mages were losing their power, and time was running out. The doors were on fire and giving in, but Jarnsaxa wasn’t sure if it was enough to break through. She wouldn’t know unless she tried. The warlord stowed away her composite bow and drew her sickle-bladed weapon.

“Bring the riders down! Fell their beasts!”

Jarnsaxa jerked the reins, hooked in her spurs, and covered the eyes of her mount. It would trust her blindly. If she was confident enough to go where her horse was taking her, then her horse would share the same confidence.

“Have no fear! I’m with you! Have no fear!”

They clashed into the gate, splintering wood and belching flames into the inside of the gatehouse. Her horse tripped and threw her out of the saddle. She fell with a hard bump, sliding from the speed before she crashed against a shield and took it down.

“Incoming! Kill them! Kill them all!”

There were mortal enemies waiting behind the gate, but her impact had brought them to fall. Jarnsaxa shook off the stars she was seeing and slowly got to her feet. She barely moved out of the way in time before her cavalry would have trampled her.

“Charge!”

Pactur entered, followed by two mounted warriors. Each of them drove the tip of the spear a little further, brushing bodies and obstacles aside until they were stopped by the torrent.

“Into the breach!”

The rank and file pressed on to bail their warlord out. Thora Merigoi had the banner with her, perforated, bloody and torn. She reached out to Jarnsaxa, but the warlord shook her head.

“You keep it,” she panted. “We have to take this gate at all costs!”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


COW HEAD BAY

Dryston was leaving the battle. A small group had formed at the docks, boarding boats that they got hold of from the nearby fishing villages, dikes and ferry ports. An orc shipmaster called Copper assigned them to their boats, managing weight and space limitations.

You had to have someone who knew the waters. Underestimating the tides and changes of wind could threaten the entire operation. That meant relying on locals. Technically, everyone who wasn’t forced to take up arms against the king by Jarl Godfrey was still a servant or could be bribed to become one. Shipmaster Copper was one of them.

“Easy lads, in rows of two! Get moving!”

King Tancred approached him, watching his men board, and handed him a bag of coins.

“You have served your king well, Copper,” Tancred said. He pointed to the other shore of the lake. “Now your job is to get us in there.”

“Wind’s fair,” Copper answered. “We should get going.”

Dryston got on board without hesitation. He took Jade by the hand and helped her to climb up after him. She pressed herself close to him. For the first time in a long while, Dryston could feel her tremble.

“I wish we could have made life better with the time we had,” she breathed into his ear. A flash of the moments when they were together in the infirmary tent blinked up before his inner sight. Just a night before, and it almost felt like another life. A time where everything had been fine and on the way to go well.

Dryston turned. He hadn’t known her that way. The die-hard, not afraid of anything attitude had gone. It was bad timing to show such feelings at a moment like this, but she was only human. It let Dryston’s mind slip into a state he wasn’t familiar with, and which was definitely harmful in advent of the violence awaiting them. It made him crave Jade’s presence and Kyra’s the same, and made him think how wrong the maiming and taking of lives was in contrast to what life offered in the presence of the right people.

The boat rocked as it plowed away from the dock through the waves of the dark, obscure lake. Jade held onto him.

“You’ll be fine,” Dryston said.

“I know,” Jade replied too quickly.

Dryston saw Cormack on the neighboring boat, standing at the prow, mirroring the image of himself. Tancred held onto the canvas close behind and studied them with grim pride on his face.

Every good leader knew that those who positioned themselves first and foremost, were always those to look out for.

“Set sails!” the king commanded.

Dryston felt that he was being watched. He locked eyes with the king and earned a respectful nod. Gestures like these made you almost forget that he was the reason for all this madness. The closer you were to him, the more dangerous it was. It was a strange feeling, to protect someone’s life you wanted dead. But the death of a king was not the solution. No king and no ruler meant freedom, but it also meant famine, disease, poverty. The death of a king was the victory of chaos. The question was, when was the right time to withdraw?

The lake was deep and old enough to hold sunken ships and secrets that were lost forever. It was a dark, troubled water, agitated in waves from the strong wind that blew off the mountains behind Skybridge and made it look like the sea. Snowflakes whipped against Jade’s face, as she stared into the depths beneath her. She shivered. If the boat underneath her would give way, there was nothing that could hold her. The barbarians were used to the sea. They didn’t fear the lake as much as she did, even though they knew what awaited them if they fell into it with full gear. There was a difference between dying on the battlefield and drowning. It was a whole other hell, not only in the feeling in life, but after that.

Kristen Rain’s boat was hit by a catapult-round and swallowed by its enveloping fireball. Broken open in a way that made it possible to look through the entry from bow to stern, it filled with water and sank swiftly like a stone. Everyone that was on board got pulled to the lightless ground of the lake by its slipstream in mere seconds. They were disturbingly silent deaths, swallowed by the deep. On the other decks, it got noisy. More meteor-like projectiles hit the water-surface and gushed up geysers of foam. Fire missiles rained in and nailed against mast and bulkhead, transforming the boats into swimming hedgehogs.

One of Godfrey’s boat patrols met them head on. It consisted of three smaller vessels and two bulkier ships.

There were heavy iron chains stretched from hulk to hulk that would catch any boat passing in between. They tore open the starboard of Hakon’s ship, splintering the oars successively like toothpicks. Then they crashed, one ship at each side. The impact, like a hammer blow, sent warriors from each of the smaller boats flying onto Hakon’s ship. The shockwave tore through the deck and split off planks from the floor. Waves gushed in along with armor-clad enemy warriors.

Skadi found marines were a breed of their own, reckless and not afraid to die by blade or the sea. Maybe it was because their life was one of the most miserable she could imagine. Wetness, cold, disease and hunger. They had not much else to lose. The boarding party threw long-handled throwing axes in an arc behind Skadi. She wondered why they had lobbed them over their enemies, until she witnessed the devastation they were causing when set loose, bouncing off, ripping planks and ropes open.

The three ships were locked in melee like gargantuan sea-monsters, thrashing around with uncontrolled oars. The boats of Tancred’s force could not afford to let one of theirs be separated. They had to stay together and make their numbers count. The other three ships from Godfrey were keeping them busy and holding them off.

The stretched chains were dictating where their vessels would go.

Belrand jumped over the railing of his longboat and utterly mauled the mounting where the heavy chain was housed. He threw his dagger and impaled a mariner with it, before jumping back onto his own ship, evading retaliation. Copper assisted his withdrawal with his orcish cutlass, getting caught between the two vessels drifting away with each foot on another ship’s bulwark. He fell into the gap and held onto an oar, being helped out by Belrand before he would be crushed between the boats.

Where most participants only saw utter chaos, Tancred had a strategic map in view. He knew the positions of each ship, as well as their functions to bring his attack force to a halt before they could land. He just had to lead his men to the picture he was seeing. Or guide them through the mist, when they were blindfolded. He commanded the champions, and others would follow.

“You two, over here! Skarin, relieve Hakon’s crew. Belrand, get back on the left. Dryston, Jade, wait till the waves bring them back together, then flank them over the ship on the right. Look alive, brothers!”

“For the king!”

Dryston obeyed without hesitating, Jade close on his steps. They jumped over the bulwark onto the incoming ship. Gravity seemed to be in another direction on the new platform. Something pulled them to the side as the vessel rocked. Oars clanked against each other, powerful enough to batter heads. Dryston of Decia and Jade Cyrus held onto the mast and waited till the level stabilized, then continued to press forward.

The enemy marines didn’t abide by this rule. They used their hands to claw onto the invaders, or their bodies to throw themselves against them. Some failed or missed the right moment, interrupted by a sudden shift, and tumbled down, or out over the railing. But they also inflicted more damage than the ones who played it safe.

Cormack and Skadi were in the thick of it. They were bruised and torn and badly outnumbered. Dryston wasn’t sure if they would reach them in time. He couldn’t be sure of anything, and it didn’t make any difference to think about what would happen. There was no way to change that. What was supposed to happen would happen. No doubts or fears about the future would alter that.

A long-handled hammer smashed the ground beneath Skadi and Cormack’s boots. They both went down like through a trapdoor to the under-level. Dryston could see their hands flailing in the air when they touched down into the water. Cormack’s fingernails clawed onto the deck, and he caught Skadi’s arm with his other hand. He was losing his grip, and the second hammer blow was about to follow. He let go of Skadi.

With shocked eyes, Dryston witnessed Skadi tumble into the waves, her dragon-tattooed back disappearing under a spray of water. He realized he was screaming out her name when he dived headlong into the chasm on the deck. Dryston’s hip bumped against the wooden boards, sending him skidding into the water. The only bargaining chip he had to get the antidote to the poison slipped from his grasp. Skadi whirled her arms in the stream, freezing and choking on water. The next moment, she was gone.

Dryston got up to defend himself, one eye left open to watch for Skadi. But he had lost her. He got caught back-footed and sliced open at the sleeve. Blood streaks painted themselves onto the deck in a wide arc.

Skadi was somewhere, sucked down under the prow and scraping against the keel. Dryston called out her name, but it was futile. Hearing and sight would be gone, except the muffled gurgling sounds of the drowning in the depths beneath her. He was afraid her whole body was numb from the shock and that she didn’t know which way was up and down. Only staying conscious and her light clothes made it possible to somehow come back up to the surface. She breathed and coughed up water simultaneously. The boat’s prow was looming over her, threatening to crush her face.

Jade leaned over the bulwark with her feet braced against the bulk, held over the water only by Dryston’s grip. She reached out to her. The tattoo-dragon on Skadi’s back emerged from the ice water and was drawn back into the land of the living.

Skadi hit the deck and curled up, gasping and coughing water. She was shivering all over. She must havefelt like her joints and organs were icebound. In a circle around her, Dryston, Jade, and Cormack had driven back their foes. Not because they had bested them, but because the skirmish was going to their side’s favor. Godfrey’s men were retreating to floating boat-wrecks and an uncertain fate on the lake. They gave up resistance because they felt Tancred’s men were pressing on and their lives would be spared.

All around, burning flotsam and boat skeletons floated on the water. The lake was on fire and shaken up by incoming missiles again. Tancred and the barbarians had salvaged enemy vessels and abandoned those of their own that were beyond recovery. The king had won this battle for them. The next lay dead ahead. The sky had closed with clouds and wept crystal tears. The port and shore in front of them lay in mist and driving snow. It would be their entry to Skybridge.

The warriors turtled up behind their shields as arrows knocked against the prows of the boats. They came drifting into the port’s bay. Dryston’s ship ran onto ground a few yards short of the shore. He and his pack hauled themselves over the rail into knee-deep water and proceeded with haste to leave the terrain that slowed them down. Another boat passed Dryston and drew fire away from them. With enough momentum, it drove onto the shore and disgorged its cargo.

Cormack’s ship came adrift and hit a pier. The bulky vessel deformed the landing stage after crashing through a small fishing boat and an unmanned guardhouse, leaving merely wooden panels in its wake. It came to a loud, rocking halt, prompting all on board to hold onto the deck.

Belrand’s sleek carrier swished in beside other boats that lay at anchor, using the dock and its shacks as cover.

Tancred’s vessel came in to Dryston’s right, plowing forward with oarstrokes and placing itself on the ice-coated brink. It remained there silent, like a fang driven into Skybridge’s most vulnerable point.

Hakon’s hulk was on the far left, but still within the planned landing zone to assist one another against the flocking in port defenders.

They were responding sporadically after the attack force had made it through the ship-blockade and the following missile barrage. The king’s group had sunken deep into a spot where the war engines weren’t destined to reach them until they relocated. Relief forces arrived, scattered from alleys, as the main force was occupied at the gate and wall. It left Tancred’s men the opportunity to engage them one at a time. It rendered the vast numbers of an enemy that outnumbered them through illegal armament irrelevant.

Tancred observed the site. Strength through concentration of force.

“Secure a beachhead, then consolidate our packs over the landings! And no inch back! Don’t let them throw us back into the lake.”

Skadi was in no condition to defend herself or contribute to the fight. Her body was going through shock, and she could barely hold herself on her feet. But she was an icon, like Dryston himself.

He was the first, leading the onslaught. He had to be. No one could pave the way for him; no one would share the severity and determination he had to bring to the task at hand. This was it, the undertaking of a mission that would not end until he failed or succeeded. He would outlast it or die trying.

He kept close to the shanties on the dock, picking out stragglers as he went. There were close ones, and damn were they close. But he didn’t halt. He was bleeding from several wounds, but the bloodier he got, the more determined he fought.

Jade struggled to keep up, following his bloody path, never sure if it was his own or that of his enemies. Severed fingers, stretched out in defense, teeth. Every time she caught up, Dryston was hunched down at his enemy, asking him the same question before leaving him on his own or delivering a coup de grâce.

“Where is Argis Cairn-Breaker?”

They were closing in on the yard, keeping eye contact with the nearby barbarians and making sure that Skadi was with them. Cormack’s steps thundered over the pier to overcome distances between one foe and the next. Belrand and his special forces followed, silent and efficient, between the barracks.

King Tancred strode with his sword drawn forward. He was where his presence was needed the most. Though the fighting hadn’t come to him yet, he led them on and helped them through their personal skirmishes like a mentor guiding his students.

This was a warrior’s dream. To be part of the events unfolding, and doing things that no one else could dream of. It was already a day where you could die gladly, with having seen all the horrors and sensations of this cruel world.

They lost many good men while securing the beachhead. Hakon and Skarin had crushed their vials and were re-digesting their berserker potions, turning them into feelingless furies. Cormack held back as long as he was protecting Skadi, who had to be dragged in the safety of his arm. But even he knew that it wouldn’t last any longer.

The violation of Skybridge’s garrison limit made itself apparent. Tancred’s group had pressed on to choke the side streets and prevent the stream of reinforcements to the yard, but with subsequent losses, it was pushed back. Even Tancred had underestimated what Godfrey, the self-proclaimed protector of mankind, was capable of with withheld sums from tithes and sheer endless numbers of prisoners, non-human lowlifes, and military personnel.

“Women and men of Skybridge!” King Tancred exclaimed. “My people! You have been misled by the tyrant Godfrey. No one has to die in this coward’s name anymore. Lay down your weapons, and your life will be spared!”

The mob didn’t obey. They weren’t fanatics for Godfrey’s personality cult, nor were they spiteful enemies of Tancred. Something else paralyzed them, a fear from something that was greater than the dread of facing their king. None of them wanted this fight. They marched on relentlessly with an obviousness that this was their duty.

It made Tancred far more worried than a bunch of anarchic rebels that were only out to see his blood would have done.

“Tactical withdrawal to the ships,” Belrand commanded his special forces. “Cover their retreat, ladies and gentlemen.”

King Tancred was back at the vessels. He had a lantern and his sword drawn in hand.

“What is he doing?” Jade asked.

Dryston sighed. It was a great venture, but he was glad Tancred was setting the stakes to be on the same level as Dryston himself. He could not afford to abandon this quest.

“Burning the ships,” Dryston said, earning a terrified look from Jade Cyrus. “So that there is no way back.”

The king let the lantern fall onto the deck, destroying their only hope of flight. Rekindling their will to fight on, with their backs against the wall.

Everyone who had fought in the kingdoms would tell you that he’d rather fightagainst ten men who were defending their home and families than against one man who had nothing to lose.

The rout rallied.

Cormack crushed his vial and let go of Skadi. He headed to the place where his brothers Skarin and Hakon were holding off the enemy flood as long as they could.

Jade Cyrus caught Skadi and held her back from following the barbarians into the fray.

“No Skadi,” she whispered into her ear. “Not this time. He is gone.”

The berserk drug took over, triggering raving madness under the three hulks. The red dream was overtaking them like they were wolf-bitten. Spears didn’t take them down, even though shafts were sticking out from several parts in their armor. They turned into red devils once more, not caring whose blood they were spilling, while reeling more and more into frenzy. Red snow covered the yard. It rained blood.

Cormack dived into the loose rows of militiamen, regardless of the consequences. He was free, his whirling death-dealers only extensions of his body. He became a weapon himself and wouldn’t be stopped until the minute his body bled out. Between Cormack and his two brothers, they took dozens with them.

The berserkers were buying their allies time. Tancred was regrouping with Belrand’s special forces behind stacks of cargo. Dryston and Jade Cyrus were joining up with them with Skadi in tow. Her face was blurred by tears and her lips violet.

“We need to get into a better position,” Tancred said, kneeling in front of the half-circle his men forming around him. He drew the outline of their vantage point on the ground with the tip of his dagger, showing angles from where the enemy came. “Evade the push from this and this lane, draw them out and persuade them to shift back to the gate and wall. Away from us.”

“There is a mansion to the northeast where we could hunker down,” Copper replied. He pointed to the map in the snow.

“Good,” Tancred said. “Belrand, your group takes lead. Take Copper with you.” He turned to Dryston, Jade, and the Valkyrie. “You three stay with me up center. Find us the fastest way to that mansion. Let’s move out!”

When they got up and Tancred blurred the drawings in the snow with his boot, Skadi looked back to Cormack.

Cormack had survived battles before. A healed skull fracture and years of experience spent fighting showed this. But on this day, on a berserk rampage, there was no way back. The head was a priority target in every armed conflict. Even though the wearing of helmets was widespread because of this, they could be removed by consecutive blows. Cormack suffered eight wounds to his head that day. When bone breaks, the cracks veer towards existing areas of weakness. The first five strokes were delivered by a broadsword to the left side of his head, from an enemy standing in front of him, while Cormack sliced him up with his scythe in between each cut he dealt to him. None of them had been lethal, but the next almost certainly was. From behind him, someone swung a sword towards his skull, carving a down-to-up trajectory through the air. The blow opened a huge horizontal gash in the back of his head, like a slit you could post a letter through. Fractures raced down to the base of his skull and around the sides of his head, ultimately felling him.

He had taken so many of his enemies with him, that it wasn’t enough for them to simply kill him. They had to eradicate him, eradicate this evil he was in their minds and hurt it so bad it never dared come back. They were trying to remove his identity, cut off his ears and nose.

Dryston had seen it a hundred times before, even done it himself. He’s never grown used to it, though it was what awaited them all.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


KOLANTHEL RISE

After breaching the gate and overcoming the rampart of Skybridge, the combined army entrenched itself on the battlements of the wall, gatehouse, and towers first, before occupying the surrounding quarters. The defenders had mostly withdrawn into a central district called Old Town, the walled ghetto of old derelict buildings and home of the elves, orcs, dwarves, and gnomes.

This was where most left their lives, on the run, when the ranks were broken and it was every man for himself. Jarnsaxa and her retinue on horseback pursued the stragglers through the streets, chasing them down. Disorientated and overheated, many began to remove their helmets. A slashing stroke from a passing rider removed their heads.

The rout left the besiegers space to regroup, and what was even more important, gave them access to much longed for supplies. The severely wounded were treated in the houses and homes of Skybridge, while those fit enough to fight on sheltered under roofs from the snow. Soma Ice-Veins and Doc Sage were busy among them on both sides. Those were still the ones in most danger, the soldiers who underestimated sustained cuts and fractures. A creeping death hovered above them, infesting their wounds with bacteria and infections. There were attempts to staunch the wounds. If the injured took a crushing hit to the skull, surgeons and clerics drilled a hole into the skull to relieve pressure on the brain. Salves would be applied to fight infections. Pain killers in the form of teas, booze, and opium were handed out to ease suffering. Then they simply waited.

If an organ was pierced, it was a slow and agonizing death, usually fatal. If too much blood was, lost it was dire. But infections were still the prime cause of death. Sometimes men would recover mostly from grievous injuries only to die of a hospital infection before they could get away from the rest of the wounded. Bloodletting was applied at times by using leeches to suck out the blood of the patient and sometimes caused enough damage to kill a man who might otherwise have survived. Experimental medicine from non-humans was common, as most wounded were going to die anyway. Experimental chance was better than none.

Mass grave pits were excavated at sunset outside the town. Vultures were busy robbing the dead of their last possessions, collecting weapons and armor pieces for the next skirmish.

Soma Ice-Veins sat down a moment to re-strap her hairband, while orderlies hurried past in one of the cramped spaces of a merchant’s house. The floor was littered with makeshift beds and bodies. The cleric felt a shadow over her from behind.

“What can I do for you, lictor?” Soma asked, wiping her hands on her bloody robes and turning around. “Normally my patients don’t come to me by themselves.” She gestured to the packed room. “I have to come to them.”

Freya smiled, relieved, only for the fact that the cleric referred to her as a patient. The other woman had recognized something was troubling her.

“I need help,” Freya said. She let the words hang, until Soma devoted her attention fully to her. “Emotional help, I think.” She swallowed, trying hard to find the courage to talk about her feelings. She saw the irony in that she assaulted the city wall out of a siege tower only hours before. “I’m feeling exhausted, sad, angered, all of that at the same time. But on top of that, I feel good. I feel so happy. Everything that I hear or taste feels better than before. I guess I never felt as good in my life than right now.”

“And that is bad how?” Soma said.

“It’s so wrong,” Freya explained. “I killed people on the wall. I should not feel good about it, but I do.”

Soma looked her in the eyes. They were sparkling in a beautiful blue, her pupils dilated. She smiled at her.

“Your body is just thanking you for being alive,” the cleric told her. “We are all feeling the same. All the pressure building up over the last few days is suddenly released, and we realize there is nothing left to fear. We made it. We expected to die, but we didn’t. We are alive.”

Freya nodded wisely. “Like reborn.”

“Aye, like reborn,” Soma agreed. “This is a war. Through my profession, I am surrounded by death at every breath I take. I guess so much that it deadens me to a certain extent.” She exhaled slowly and sat upright. “This is why I think I don’t experience it as intensively as you anymore. But to this day, I still remember how the first time felt. And I’m sorry to say that I miss it. Be glad that you don’t feel as dead inside as me.”

Freya put her hand slowly on Soma’s shoulder.

“You shouldn’t feel dead inside, Soma,” she said. “You are the one that ensures more of us make it through alive, while everyone else is just fighting to keep himself or the friend beside him alive.”

Soma nodded thankfully but then looked away. “You don’t understandthat I lose so much more than anyone else. And then, as if it would make any difference, are those deaths that trouble me the most. The ones that just should not have happened. There was a boy, his name was Lucky Kyr, who got murdered the night before battle, either by enemy scouts, or Kolanthel, or one of our own; I don’t know. I just received the corpse for examination as his mother asked me to find out the cause of his death. As you can imagine, I don’t have much time for this right now. I had to stave her off, the mother of a dead son who was slain in cold murder the day before he would have gotten the chance to become a hero.”

Freya understood. It made all the difference in a culture of warriors and legends.

“Can you say anything about it?” she asked.

Soma thought about the wound on Lucky Kyr’s body she had examined. Despite all she had seen, the image still made her shudder.

“He was killed by a sharp but small weapon, like a very long knife or a machete,” she said. “A few chops to the back of the neck. The killer must have been big and strong to get the result he achieved with the small blade. The head was severed from the body.”

“A skull-taker?” Freya asked.

Soma shook her head. “This is the thing: the head was found nearby. A skull-taker would have collected it as a trophy. Or sent it to someone as a warning. No defensive wounds. No ritual scars on the body. Only a brutish but calculated murder. It just makes no sense.”

Freya stroked her hand over her lips and chin. “Maybe someone he knew?” she wondered. “I will look into it.”

“Cleric,” a rasping voice interrupted them. It came from one of the cots, one of the burns victims. The women kneeled down beside him.

“I want to atone for my sins.”

Soma and Freya listened intensely to the man.

“I don’t think I have that long to live. Might as well do something good. How many of my group have survived?”

Soma didn’t answer and grimly shook her head instead.

The man let out a resigned sigh.

“I have Vanik’s blood on my hands, cleric,” Joric said. “I left the post and was too much a coward to step forward when tried.”

“I remember,” Freya said, fury building up in her.

Soma felt she had to hold her back from the dying man, or else she might advance his state.

“I was there,” Freya said. “Don’t think Vanik’s is the only blood on your hands. The five aspirants that died in the Kolanthel attack are also on you. You let the assassin slip in.”

“Give me one opportunity to do something good, then, lictor,” he pleaded. “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. The murder of a young aspirant the eve before battle, a terrible incident. However, I think I could do something to help you find the perpetrator. I was running errands around the time these incidents happened. My master from the drug cartel…”

“You shouldn’t talk any further in my presence, soldier,” Freya said. “Or in anyone else’s, for that matter.”

Joric shrugged. “I’m a dead man, either way. My master told me about the killed boy. The way he acted made me strongly believe he was killed by one of our clients.”

The women exchanged looks with one another.

“Can you tell us a name?” Freya asked.

Joric slowly shook his head. “No name, lictor.”

Kyra crushed a helmet beneath the heel of her boot. When she returned to Skybridge, it didn’t invoke the feeling in her that she had hoped to have. She knew Dryston had exited the war zone in time and retired to his crypt hideout. But the reason she had come back was to find Connor.

The air around the city gate was static and charged in a way that made the hair on her arms rise. Magic had been practiced here, and not the uncontrolled outbursts she was experiencing but clear, calculated arts. The scars it had left in reality were sensible to every being responsive to the unnatural powers: sorcerers, witches, non-humans. To the rest, it could be seen in the destruction it had brought to the gate, like a part of the sun had melted through iron. It was a strange feeling to know that there were powers at work that surpassed her own superhuman skills again. Like back in the days in Falkensvard, when she delved into the guarded knowledge behind the gates of the academy of the gifted. It made her remember which place she had taken in the world and that it wasn’t remotely as high as she had hoped it would be.

Troopers occupying the gate searched her and let her pass. She didn’t get information about her betrothed from them, but she caught snippets of what had happened in the last few hours from their banter.

She proceeded along the roadside, which was crowded with soldiers camping on house walls, drinking, cheering, passing smokes, and trying to gather strength for their next action.

Kyra walked until she reached the new frontline, a ring around the old town ghetto, formed by opposing occupied houses and barricades. The wall around Old Town district was defaced with runes and symbols she had never seen before. An orc with a mohawk was explaining them to a woman in black clothes.

“Now, this is interesting,” the orc told the woman as Kyra approached them. He held a leaflet in his big, bloodied fingers. “Kolanthel rise,” the orc read the header of the slip out loud. Dozens of identical leaflets were pinned along the ghetto wall and drifting loose with the falling snow. “Propaganda,” he concluded, looking around them and only now grasping the enormous scale.

“Like the one with which we are brainwashed from both sides of the frontline,” the woman answered. “Like there is no need to continue the bloodshed in the name of tyrants that don’t care about us but only their own good. Like we are people from the same bloodline and shouldn’t wage such futile civil war against one another. Like we can return home to our loved ones, if we lay down our weapons right now.”

The orc shrugged his massive shoulders, over which his cruel war-bow was stretched, and referred back to the message on the leaflet. “No, Ysara. This one is different. This could hurt us all, if the thought takes root when both sides are weakened.”

Out of nowhere, the leaflet, together with others drifting in the wind, caught fire. The orc turned his head to see two menacing figures approaching: Fire mages. Arch enemies and victims of many Kolanthel assassinations.

“They find better use that way,” one of the characters said.

“I agree,” the orc replied, still offended to have something burned out of his hands.

Kyra flinched when she recognized the figures approaching and involuntarily made way for them.

Grandmaster Pyrone and Magister Sol’al-Rus. She had heard stories about them back at the academy in Falkensvard.

“Out to take a breath and burn paper, gentlemen?” Ysara asked the pyromancers.

They both nodded their greetings and regarded Kyra with slightly disdainful looks.

“The recounting of the battle taking place in the grand west hall was straining on our patience,” Grandmaster Pyrone said, his head stretched to what seemed to more important tasks. “We supported the bards and skalds to grasp our achievement at the breakthrough of the gate, but their understanding is even more limited than their vocabulary.”

“Well, at least for the afterworld, it will suffice,” Sol’al-Rus said.

“It is a nuisance, Magister,” Pyrone said. “If they really think the melting of some iron bars was the reason why the Order sent two of its most versed representatives, then their minds are even less blessed than I already feared.”

“What is it, then, Grandmaster, that drew the interest of the Order?” Kyra asked.

The pyromancers shifted, as if overhearing the question and continuing to stroll on their way.

“Did any of you know what part this special place will be playing in the days to come?” Pyrone asked. The grand mage waited for a reaction then continued without surprise. “No? Or did any of you know which days are to come at all? The transition of a sun-cycle.” He answered the question himself. “The foundations of Skybridge seem to be built with the constellation in mind.”

“The city streets are aligned in a very particular way,” Sol’al-Rus added, standing before the shanty town’s wall.

Ysara Horne coughed slightly. “Even if they were drawn by a five-year-old, I wouldn’t venture on them further. Not here, not now, between the frontlines with non-human territory ahead and Kolanthel propaganda at the wayside.”

Sol’al-Rus smiled. “Your welfare humors me. Lady Ornsdottir will maintain the deadlock until word from King Tancred is received. In the meanwhile, they are gathering in the tavern southwest of here.” He turned to Kyra now. “You should be here to help break open Old Town’s wall when that happens, sorceress, because we might be elsewhere.”

“Receive Tancred’s word about what?” Kyra asked.

“Whether he will succeed in confronting Godfrey,” Sol’al-Rus replied. “Meanwhile, the army will stay entrenched and won’t move further as leverage like a drawn bow. There is no pressure left once everything is destroyed.”

The Styxian Oarsman was one of the few places that had weathered the bombardment exceptionally well. It bore its proud name on a swinging wooden shield, standing bulky on the corner of the street Kyra was frequenting. The dwarven bouncer in blue-white striped pants let her in after she tipped him generously. A tavern in a warzone was like a lantern to moths. The Oarsman’s patron was at a point where he could choose which customers he let in, and his mead-hall was one with the best reputation.

“Two drinks a head,” the bouncer told her. “The first and the last. Of those in between, I don’t want to know.”

When the bouncer closed the door behind Kyra, an avalanche of snow fell from the roof of the building and left the night behind. Heat, light, laughter and music backwashed into her face. There would be no night today in the candlelit place. It was crowded full with soldiers of the king, partly in shining armor plates, topless barbarians, flanked by scantily clad women. The walls and ceilings were sweating, the glow of candles and the hearth touching every skin and surface and creating a wet glimmer, like in a grotto. Banter, clapping, laughing, the clanking of horns and kegs was overwhelming. Then there was the music, blaring out of pipes, beating from drums, moving everything in its rhythm. The tension was palpable. The sweat, the sweet perfumes, the tang of spilt ale, mead, and vodka invaded her nostrils. There was no air to breathe. The patrons were shaking, moving in their seats, bodies grinding against each other. Elven and orcish dancers moved their bodies on top of the tables, past stapled coins from dice and card play. A human and an elven bargirl were serving drinks and smokes on tablets, sashaying through the customers. Kyra shoved herself past a few drunkards to the bar.

The bartender was a short man with a chest like a barrel, ex-army judging from the standard issue mace hanging behind him under loads of booze. “What do you want, lady?” The bartender raised his voice over the noise. “Looking for a friend,” Kyra replied.

“Plenty of friends here,” the man said while moving on to the next customer. “You just don’t know it yet.” He inclined his head to a figure closing in on Kyra’s left.

The newcomer touched Kyra’s shoulder ungently to turn her around.

“What do we have here?” the stranger asked. “Want me to buy you a drink?”

“I don’t drink,” Kyra answered curtly and moved a foot back. She bumped into another bystander.

“This is a strange outfit,” the drunkard stated, apparently only now sizing up her full appearance. He pressed Kyra with her back against the counter and leaned in to leave her no way to retreat “I lost my brother, you know?”

Kyra swallowed, feeling the electrical tension in her palms rise. “Sorry to hear it.”

The man’s gaze turned away into an empty stare. “They said he died in a fire. But I don’t believe it. I have seen the body. He had wounds no fire on earth could cause.” His eyes turned back to Kyra. “It was magic.”

Kyra felt uncomfortable being in his presence. She felt as if she had seen this man’s face, in an image that had burned itself into her memory. The image of a man she had killed rescuing Skadi.

“I know what you are,” the mourning brother said. “And I know there aren’t many like you.”

She nodded.

“But I had told him that he was meddling with the wrong people. Bad people. He should have known better. Maybe he only got what he deserved.”

He broke off from Kyra’s gaze and vanished back into the crowd.

She continued to scan the room for familiar faces. A dark-elf seneschal acknowledged her with a nod in her direction, ready to intervene. His violet hands, nose, and ears were adorned with pompous trinkets. She didn’t know him. He returned to mending the hearth fire, in front of which dancers intimately writhed their bodies. People were watching her from the safe distance of the upper floor, resting their frames on the balustrade, drinks in hand.

Kyra spotted Barknar in a corner, sitting under piles of hunting trophies and racks with items on the wall that were placed there for decoration. He was brooding, while his brotherhood dealt the cards and gambled huge amounts on the table in front of him. He was only partially following. His keg was still full. Times like these meant good business for the cartel, but tonight he didn’t look like he was in the mood for celebrating.

In the middle of a circle, Godsmite sat on a chair at the end of the hall’s long table. Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir, their matriarch, sat on his lap with her arms around his neck, even though she didn’t know his name. She was lost in those deep meaningful eyes again. What they had seen? He was the returned lover, the mysterious man who didn’t speak with his tongue, who spoke with deeds and his body. His calm presence was awe-inspiring. Around him were the mightiest heroes and the most beautiful of maidens. They treated him like a king. He had taken the wall while Jarnsaxa had taken the gate. Together they had smashed Godfrey’s defenses like hammer and anvil. Now their bodies were united, muscles, skin, and scars together in a perfect form. But the focus was not on them. It was on the skald recounting their tale.

“So, I was there, when the ramp of the siege tower opened,” the bard narrated with an excessive gesture that made him spill over bits of his mead. “The Unnamed One before me, the man with the biggest arm and the greatest charm, king of wolves, when he charged into the enemy. I ran behind him to feel the blood he spilt on my skin, struggling to gather the skulls he was reaping together with my brothers Geilir, Ruschil, Halof, Gunnlaug, Yasemin, all worthy names.” He acknowledged each of them with an outstretched arm.

The skald drew Kyra’s attention, the posture and voice, even when rough from drinking and shouting, were familiar to her. She walked around the bard to catch a look at his face.

“Connor?” she breathed, before breaking out in laughter.

Connor Wyle turned to her, unable to hold back. He closed her laughing into his arms.

“Oh, my God, what are you doing here?” Kyra jumped on him and fell into his embrace. Their lips met intensely when they kissed.

“And this is how that happened.” Connor Wyle closed his recounting of the saga. He raised his drinking horn to the seat of Godsmite and Jarnsaxa. “Hail to the barbarian king!”

He turned back to kissing Kyra, leaving the raging crowd be.

“Hail to the barbarian king!” the shouts echoed laughing through the mead-hall.

“There is a legend in our home,” Jarnsaxa said to the nameless man, when her eyes locked to his, “that the wolf king will return to become our savior at the world’s end.”

He smiled and opened his mouth, as if to say something, then closed in to kiss her.

“I really thought I had lost you,” Kyra told Connor, the man of her dreams, and pulled him closer. “I came looking for you, twice. In the woods, at the lake, in our house, but you were gone.”

“I know,” Connor said. “Tancred’s men came one evening and took me with them. I was out in the yard cutting firewood for a cold night, when they surprised me. Three riders in Treveria’s black and red. I could have fought them. I was thinking about it that moment with my axe still in hand. Three on one; I would have needed all the luck the gods could have given me, but I could have tried. But where to hide the bodies? Burn them in the fireplace or back in the yard? The glow and smell would have lasted through the whole night to the early morning hours and given me away. I could have dumped their chainmail and swords in the lake and hoped that no one would come looking for them. But I knew more would come eventually, and I would not be able to hide it forever. I was afraid it would be traced back to you, and everything we had built together would be taken away from us. So many thoughts, even before I had to fight. I hesitated, and they got me. Took me to the siege camp after raiding our rations.”

“Gosh, I was so scared I’d never see you again,” Kyra said. “Promise me you will never leave my side.”

Connor Wyle chuckled. “You are the one who’s always leaving.”

“It’s not funny,” the sorceress replied. “I mean, it’s only coincidence that I found you. We had no way to contact each other if we were separated. Just no way to meet at the right time or the right place. Can you imagine?”

“I would have found you one day,” Connor assured her.

“Yes, but when?” Kyra said. “I would have sat in the empty house by the lake, watching for the days and nights to go by, till I would no longer be able to bear it, and then I’d have done something about it. Set out to look for you in other places. But how would I have been able to find you? I wouldn’t have known if you were still alive or among the fallen of Skybridge. I could only have examined the records and tombstones and asked in every town if they had seen you; I’d always be behind, like chasing horses. Undoubtly, you would have returned to the house someday, having the same feeling I had when I found it empty. And then, maybe, after months, we would have met, when fate wanted it, but it wouldn’t have been the same anymore. One of us would have moved on in our lives and left our love behind.”

“No, it wouldn’t have been me,” Connor said.

“You sure about that?” Kyra said. “Promise me you’ll never let this happen again.”

“You, too,” Connor said.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


LION AMONG LAMBS

The dwarven bouncer was about to get busy again. He shifted from one blue-white striped leg to the other and rubbed his hands against the cold. Lictor Freya approached him straightway down the road from the clerics’ billet. He was about to stop her, but this looked to be a severe matter. This looked like business. Freya had unstrapped her fasces to loosen the axe-head hidden in the bundle of birch rods. He respectfully stepped aside and let her enter.

She grabbed the first drunkard in her way by the collar and shoved aside everyone who was in her way. The crowd parted, disturbed by Freya’s appearance in full lictor wargear.

Barknar’s watchful eyes followed her every movement. He instructed his companions to stop playing and lay down the cards.

Freya approached the long table at the center and touched Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir on the shoulder.

She eyed the brute who had his arms wrapped around the warlord’s waist.

“Lady Jarnsaxa,” she said. “I need to talk to you. Alone.”

The warlord got up from Godsmite’s lap and followed her to the hearth. Leery gazes chased the two women. The dark-elf seneschal tending the fire turned away to leave them in private.

“How long have you known this man?” Freya asked.

Jarnsaxa raised her eyebrows. “I’m not sure what you are implying, Freya.”

“I mean, what do you know about him?” Freya said with a troubled sigh.

“I know nothing about his past,” Jarnsaxa answered. “But I do know his presence and what he did at the assault. He is the savior we were looking for. People are jokingly calling him king, even Tancred’s men who were at his side. You know humor is not far away from seriousness. This could be it, our greatest chance. We have been looking for it and undertaken risks bigger than we could imagine. Vacomany wants a leader, and he could unite us without uttering a single word.”

Freya bowed her head in constraint. “With all respect, Lady Jarnsaxa, I fear you see things, where there are none.”

The warlord looked Freya into her eyes. “For once, we have to believe. This is what we have been dreaming of our whole lives. It has been told in the prophecy. We can forge our future right now. If we act.”

Freya shook her head unbelievingly. She took Jarnsaxa’s hand in a friendly but firm grip.

“This is not going to be easy.” She sighed. “But we will have to judge on his reaction.”

The lictor strode back to Godsmite’s seat and drew her axe out of the bundle of rods.

“Unnamed warrior,” she proclaimed, raising her voice to her full might. “You are accused of the cold-blooded murder of a boy named Lucky Kyr on the eve before battle.” The crowd broke out in shock, musicians stopped playing, customers got up from their tables, knocking over stools. Loud arguments began to fly immediately, but Freya ignored them.

“You have stained a warrior’s honor, brought bad luck over our whole warband and shall therefore be detained and put on trial.”

Blades were drawn all around the tavern hall, Barknar’s mob among the first, then Tancred’s men, the dark-elf by the fire, the bartender’s mace from under the booze, and the dwarven bouncer next. Slowly, Jarnsaxa’s sickle-sword slid out of its scabbard.

“You can’t be serious,” she snapped.

“Stand your trial, and you shall be judged here where all can bear witness,” Freya continued. She raised her axe to Godsmite, so that the blade of the weapon was pointing at his chin. He had to lift his head to evade getting cut by the smile of the lictor’s axe. Gently, he rose from his seat, unarmed and unarmored.

“He cannot speak for himself!” Jarnsaxa said.

Freya looked into the round. She didn’t waver. “This is the law! If he cannot defend his actions, he is to be pronounced guilty and will pay with his death. You let yourself be blinded by heroic deeds undertaken in a rush of drugs, supplied by the corrupt cartel. The same rush that let this man become a mindless murderer of an innocent boy. I condemn you to die, Unnamed One, and repay your sins a thousandfold in the afterlife.”

Freya drew back her axe and embraced it in a two handed grip, ready to strike. Defenders of the accused flinched and took a step forward, bringing themselves in range between him and the lictor.

Godsmite held them back with a stopping gesture. He cautiously lifted his gaze from the floor, carefully pondering his next step. Under a mane of sweat-soaked hair, he smirked like a child.

“I think,” said the man with no name, talking for the first time, “I can speak for myself now.”

The atmosphere was so tense you could cut it with a knife. The crowd had drawn weapons and became silent after murmurs of astonishment. No one dared to move.

The man all eyes were upon drew a grimace.

“My name is Thrynn Godsmite,” he exclaimed. He let the sound of his name linger for a moment. “I truly came to you in a dark time. I am what some of you call the Wolf King, or the lost barbarian king.” He said it without emotion. The feelings of the crowd boiling over didn’t need any more.

“Why haven’t you spoken a word before?” Jarnsaxa asked.

“Because it would have compromised everything,” Godsmite replied. “My identity had to be kept a secret. So I swore to remain quiet so that I wouldn’t reveal myself unwittingly. Unfortunately, it couldn’t be kept any longer.”

“Why?” Jarnsaxa asked.

“Because the right time hasn’t come,” Godsmite said. “Not for you, not for me. I spent my whole life in the wilderness, avoiding the temples and warm hearth-fires that were offered to me since I was a child. I knew that sitting on a throne and learning to rule a nation was not the life I should live. I’ve seen what it does to a culture, calling itself civilized with its temples and pompous parades. That’s Treveria. This is not the way of the north. In great Vacomany, we don’t have the luxury of following wisdom or reason; we can only follow strength. The home we grew up in is trying to kill itself every single day. Other rulers can learn about history, tactics, administration in their safe realms all they want, but my father taught me to win. I have been fighting every day of my life for survival. What better path could I have chosen to assist my people, now, when the time of need comes?”

Voices of approval could be heard throughout the tavern. Hands clapped, fists were raised, and people cheered.

“I didn’t kill that boy Lucky Kyr,” Godsmite continued, turning to Freya. “Neither in frenzy, nor in calm.”

Freya shook her head sadly. “You wouldn’t know if it was in frenzy. I’ve seen you on the wall, when you gave in to the red dream. No one knows what is mixed in with the agaric drugs. As far as I know, the Kolanthel are involved in their production. Can’t you see they are trying to manipulate us through them? You don’t know what you’re doing once you bite from the Raven’s Bread.”

Barknar felt his back involuntary arch, making him sit upright. He nervously drummed his fingers on the table.

“I ain’t a murderer of an innocent boy,” Godsmite told the lictor.

“Trust me, I would like to believe you,” Freya said. Her eyes fell onto the grip of Godsmite’s hand-weapon strapped to his waist. “But he was killed with a machete just like yours.”

Godsmite didn’t know what to say.

“Is this true?” Jarnsaxa asked him.

“I was with you that night,” he replied.

“Not the whole time,” Jarnsaxa said.

Godsmite shook his head. “Please, you have to trust me. I have many enemies; that’s why it was necessary to stay silent in the first place. They must have found out somehow who I was and are trying to pin a murder on me.”

“Who are they?”

“I don’t know.” He sighed. “But, believe me, I will find out and punish those who did this.”

“My version sounds far more plausible,” Freya said, not convinced.

“As any good scam should.” Godsmite gave her pause. “Look at the big picture, lictor. This is not about a boy’s murder; it is about causing the barbarians to fall. Give me five days, and I will find a lead. Failing that, you can execute judgment.” He stretched out his hand to Freya, who hesitated to take it.

“You have lied before,” she added.

“I have never lied,” Godsmite answered. “I just didn’t speak.”

The lictor shook his hand and gripped it tight. “You won’t be a free man in the next few days.”

Godsmite gave an appreciative nod. “One more question. Who brought you to me?”

Freya paused. “There was a rumor from one of the wounded. It was his last wish that this matter be taken care of.”

Godsmite narrowed his eyes. “Most peculiar.”

The musicians hesitantly continued to play and calmed the mood in the tavern once again. Barknar got up from his seat and left the Styxian Oarsman. His eyes were fixed on Godsmite when he pushed himself through to the tavern’s exit. This was not the lion he had meant that he had brought in.

Barknar stepped outside alone. He glanced in the direction of Old Town, where their enemies had withdrawn, and took a breath. Everything seemed to be calm. Ysara Horne and her orc friend were watching the barricade from over the way, trusting in the presence of more comrades, who had occupied the buildings in their backs for the night. Besides, the two fire mages were with them. The door opened behind him and made him look back. The dwarven bouncer returned to his place outside the tavern. Things had returned to normal.

Barknar nodded to the dwarf, turned on his heel, and strode down the road to the city gate. The infirmary was dark and quiet. Most were fortunate enough to find their first sleep after medical treatment had eased their agony. He decided to leave the house dark and stay quiet as he entered. It didn’t take too long till he found Joric. Barknar walked past the cots between them, brushing roughly against arms and feet. He earned soft moans from some of the sleeping who were caught in feverish nightmares. Barknar sat down on Joric’s bed. He wrinkled his nose at the smell of the infirmary. It was that of burnt flesh, medicine, and decay.

“Barknar,” Joric said, quickly waking up.

Barknar didn’t greet him. He faked a smile and took the pillow from under Joric’s head to help him sit up. Then he closed the man in his arms and hugged him tight. He pressed the pillow against Joric’s face and increased the pressure, squeezing ribs and the last air out of the wounded man’s lungs until his resistance died down. Then he waited, counting for good measure. Having placed the dead body back on his cot, Barknar stood up and left the house again.

He staggered on his way back down the road. He shook his head to shake off his dizziness. That smell had gotten to him. He squeezed his eyes together as he saw movement at the end of the street. There was something happening at the barricade. He sprinted a few steps forward and looked again. It was blurry, and his eyes watered from the cold. He shook off the hallucination his mind was playing him with. But it was real. He saw the lion he had let in. He was among Ysara, Ravage and the mages. Sweet mother, he could hear them crying out in pain.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


OLD BROTHERHOOD MANSE

Fire-mages wielded the power of a small sun. But Sendel Varon was not going to fight their powers; he was going to fight their bodies. They were frail and weak and easy to destroy once he came close enough.

The grandmaster was hit by a dull, heavy object at the neck that penetrated and tore out his throat without him even realizing it at first. He looked down to see the sharp tip of an iron blade protrude from his collarbone. A master-shot. The rope made a rasping sound as it glid over a wooden roof bar behind him. He wanted to say something to his companion. He gurgled dark blood instead, but eventually, his adjutant turned and saw what was happening for himself. The younger mage opened his mouth and eyes wide in horror. His face was splattered by blood, as Sendel jerked the blade back and dragged the grandmaster by the sudden pull and weight of on the rope’s other end. Sendel used the fire-mage’s leverage to land safely on the street while pulling his victim up. The others stared unwittingly at the grandmaster getting violently pinned to the house, incapable of helping him.

The young mage’s face lit up as a violet burning fire-ball emerged out of his hand, like an instinctive reaction an animal would have in face of danger. He threw the energy projectile against Sendel’s form. Sendel had no time to evade. He covered his face with his leather-wrapped arms and took the brunt of it. The ball of fire exploded against his frame and threw sparks and drops like molten iron in a shower over him. It would have burnt and knocked any normal man unconscious through shock, but he was no normal man and had prepared for this. His body was covered in a heat-repellant cooling fluid. Being from the long bloodline of the elven clan of the volcanic steppes, he had found ways to withstand fire with the most unorthodox methods. But even one of their furnace-hardened bodies could only take so much. He felt like he had lost parts of his skin and knew that his clothes and hair had fallen victim to the flames. As a smoking, hunched up figure, he dived into the mage and took him down on the snow. The cold choked the fire that had taken root and left them two fuming figures, entangled in a duel to the death. Sendel Varon yanked out his blade quicker than the bite of a rattlesnake and finished the business with one deep cut straight through the mage’s throat.

An orc unrigged his bow from his back, but Sendel pulled out the rope’s end from the ground and entangled the orc’s foot in the snare. He let loose and left the mage’s body go hurtling down a bit, till the orc was able to regain his footing. Sendel Varon paused and regarded him, before sidestepping a blow from a woman’s sword with a roll of his torso.

Barknar was rushing at the mage’s side to stop the bleeding. He pushed his fingers on the open throat, though he lost sight of his hand in the mess after mere seconds. He looked up to Sendel, reckoning that he could not be his next victim. A certain understanding was established between the two, an unspoken law. Sendel provided the cartel with Kolanthel-made drugs in order to make the warband’s warriors stronger, while Barknar arranged gaps in their safety net to allow for terror attacks. It filled the one’s purse and the other’s cause.

Sendel drove his heel fast against the woman’s knee and pulled her over, leaving her trying not to fall on her own sword. He noticed the orc drawing his bow with a spike-head arrow nocked. Sendel spurted a few steps and simply ran up the wall, catching the top edge somewhere in midair and hoisting himself over the barricade.

The orc lowered his bow and spat out a curse. He had been too slow. Sendel was gone, in Old Town, submerging in the non-human population, and at the best, even finding devotees.

The female rose again on her damaged knee, looking at the grim scene together with Barknar. The two mages were dead, one lying in a puddle of his blood, the other still hanging up on the building behind. Barknar swallowed and looked up to the blotched barricade of Old Town, where Sendel had gone. At least he was still alive. One hand gave, the other received.

The mansion was an old estate on the edge of the city, cast to the side of a rock overlooking the district of noblemen, rich merchants, and inherited upper-class. It was also a beacon of hope to Tancred’s men behind enemy lines. Once built and used by a long gone brotherhood in the early days, it was now a wealthy businessman’s summer residence. Only the serfs, staff members, and a few security guards were housed at the mansion during their master’s absence. They didn’t put up a fight at the sight of Tancred’s finest, surrounded by bloodied barbarians, and surrendered without much resistance.

These men and women had a good life residing in their master’s house, Dryston thought. The property was bounded by a high fence, vines creeping over the gate’s bars into the garden beyond. The pavement was slippery and overgrown from rampant weed, moss-grown statues paving the way along the wide, inviting stairs leading up to the house. A frozen well was situated there in front of the high oak door-wings, which were laden with brass lion-head doorknockers: Godfrey’s heraldic animal.

“Do you think this house’s master is close to Godfrey?” Jade Cyrus asked after a moment’s silence. She observed the ceiling of the vast living room, lying on a couch inside the mansion.

“I have no idea,” Dryston said, turning from the window, where he had kept watch out into the night. “He is liked by many. I don’t know how much of an indication it is to have his crest all over the place. Or requirement. Not that it matters to us.”

“It does matter to us,” Jade said. “Not to say that it is the same as here, but the principle stays. In my hometown, a ruler’s divine status was at the core of his citizens’ view of their universe. He had the power to influence the gods by bloodletting rituals. In some way or another, self-fulfilling prophecy, or power of the human mind, these rulers were successful in bringing prosperity to their people, and so the belief system sustained itself as the civilization grew. Success begot success. People never questioned the omnipresent might of their rulers, and likewise, each new generation of royalty was convinced of their own divine powers. But after natural disasters, drought, earthquakes, volcanoes, hurricanes, this unquestioned belief in their rulers started to wear thin. This led to warfare as the rulers felt their powers were failing and the gods required more and more royal blood. Their own personal bloodletting became insufficient, so there was the need to secure other royalty to sacrifice to the insatiable gods. What happened when these royals were captured is that they were not immediately sacrificed. They were kept for years to be bled at ritual ceremonies. Meanwhile, there was no one running the show back at their homes. Their heirs could not take over leadership responsibilities because the ruler was still alive. As this frantic capturing of royalty escalated, it became very risky to be of royal blood. What rulers were beginning to do was to tie connections with influential landlords who could save their necks one day. The thing that binds this story to us is, if the landlord stands close to him, we might get information on where to find Godfrey.”

Dryston considered that for a moment.

“Why is he liked?” Skadi asked.

Dryston shook off the thought with a shrug. “This is not the right thing to ask ourselves while we’re on this mission.”

“Because we have to kill him,” the Valkyrie said. “But still, I want to know why he is favored. He must have a good side, just like everyone else. The names on my list, they all have a good side. They are not totally evil. They all have families, friends, or loved ones that they care about and vice versa. But with one action they destroyed all that for someone else. That’s why they ended up on the list and why someone is going to kill them.”

“Sometimes we need to blank their good side out,” Dryston continued. “Or it will hold us back.”

Skadi leaned back in a rocking chair by the hearth, covered in a blanket. Her face was warmed and touched by the fireplace in a red glow. Her eyes stared outside into the night.

“Like they did to Cormack,” Skadi said.

Everyone in the room was quiet and looked at her.

“When they tried to kill him, I could see that they only saw his bad side. Pure evil, that needed to be brought down. I don’t want to become such a person, too, but ultimately, for the names on my list, I will.”

“It’s either them or you,” Dryston said. “And it’s rather them, than you. They have a headstart by eradicating your whole village. You do nothing worse by paying them back.”

“God, I can’t stand this.” She sobbed, pausing to rock in her chair. “I miss Cormack. I always thought he would be the one who would bring me through this. Every moment I’m waiting for him to come back. I can’t believe he isn’t going to see me through.”

“He won’t,” Dryston answered, his throat suddenly dry. “But don’t mourn. I’m sure his death hurts us more than it hurt him. It’s always this way. Death does not affect us. When we live, we aren’t dead, and when we’re dead, we aren’t anymore.”

He let the words sink in, taken aback by their own meaning to him.

“I should go and take care of something,” he eventually said to himself, leaving the women behind at the hearth-fire.

Dryston was on the way to the house’s staff quarters, when he encountered Tancred in the hallway. The king was still in his battledress, used to living in paranoia, always threatened with being poisoned, backstabbed, or shot. He wore it as an armor of dignity, having survived all the years and rivals, coups and assassination attempts.

“Still out that late in the night?” he said, halting in front of Dryston. His stature filled out the corridor to the chambers where the staff members were kept at detention.

“Yes,” Dryston answered.

“Looking for something?” the king asked, narrowing his eyes, without losing this charismatic smile.

“I thought it wouldn’t be bad to ask the retainers if they know the whereabouts of Godfrey,” Dryston said. “Or if they know of ways to get to him.”

Tancred considered this and nodded. “That is a good idea. I have scattered my men to guard the accessways to the mansion. It would help if you took care of that part.”

“Of course,” Dryston said with a short nod.

“One other thing,” Tancred added. “The special forces under Belrand’s lead are my finest. Their dedication is unquestioned, and they are the most loyal troops one could ask for. They would follow me into death without hesitating. I always wondered why you are so ambitious. I kept watching you for a while, and you sometimes seem even more driven than them.” He considered him with sharp eyes for a moment. “I had a feeling that you were relieved I burned our ships after landing here, leaving us no way back. So what is it that goads you, Dryston?”

Dryston shrugged and looked to the ground, searching for an answer. He wasn’t allowed to tell the truth. He simply couldn’t tell that he was poisoned and fighting for his own life while time was running out.

“I won’t lie to you, Majesty,” he said, looking up into the king’s eyes. “It is not honor or loyalty. But we both know that a few days ahead, cosmic things will happen here, the consequences of which we might not grasp. I’d rather have this matter with Godfrey settled and be out of here before the hourglass runs dry.”

Tancred nodded and finally smiled. “Ah, fearing the end of the world.”

“At least as we know it,” Dryston said.

Tancred patted him on the shoulder and shoved himself through the hallway. “I always liked honest men.”

Dryston waited till the king had disappeared down the steps into the wide entrance hall. He spotted Belrand standing at the other end of the corridor at the window, guarding the staff quarters with one eye. His other was directed outside to the approach to the mansion, watching snow fall with his crossbow squatted on the windowsill. Belrand acknowledged him with a silent nod.

Dryston went on and entered the first chamber. A man sat up from his cot, stripped of his weapons, but still recognizable in his bodyguard gambeson. Dryston made sure the door was closed behind him and faced the hired muscle.

“Do you know,” he began in a low voice, his weapon carried visible, “a man called Argis Cairn-breaker?”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


SEWER RATS

Jade Cyrus had fallen asleep on the couch for an indefinite time. Dryston woke her before dawn, when the blackness of night had turned into twilight. The hearth-fire had almost died down, and everything was wreathed in colorless coldness.

“Jade,” she heard her name whispered. She pulled the fur blanket she shared with Skadi closer to warm up her naked body. Their clothes were hung up over the hearth to dry and warm.

“What is it?” she asked sleepily.

“It’s time,” Dryston said.

“Time for what?”

“To separate from the crown.”

Jade felt a surge of excitement rush trough her veins that made her awake instantly.

“I have found the man I was looking for,” Dryston said, his voice a low whisper. “There’s no reason to stay longer at Tancred’s side. All this hide-and-seek play will soon be over. Time to lay the cards on the table. That’s what I came for, to save my life or die trying.”

Jade nodded and looked at Skadi, who was still sleeping peacefully despite the horrors she had witnessed.

“You still haven’t told her,” she said, “that you’re there to save your own neck. She believes you came to take Cairn-breaker’s life, to take vengeance for what he did to her. But what if it doesn’t turn out that way, if he doesn’t hand you the antidote? Because you won’t be in a position to make claims. How are you going to bring a gangland-boss to save your life? I think I know the answer, but are you really willing to do this? Are you willing to make this trade?”

Dryston sighed and looked at the girl. “If there is no other choice. I came to Skybridge. I rescued her. She would be dead if I hadn’t been there. Now, I got poisoned. I simply bring everything back to where she was before and where I was before. The way I see it, I just prolonged her life.”

“You would have given her her life back and then take it away again,” Jade said. “You know how it feels if you get something you never thought would be possible and then soon afterwards lose it? Getting your hopes built up and shattered. It feels worse than if you never got the chance in the first place.”

“I know that feeling,” Dryston said, thinking about Kyra. “I think you just take it that seriously because it is your fault Haddock got that close. Now you’re feeling responsible for both of our fates.”

Jade looked away.

“What else do you want me to do?” Dryston asked. “Do you expect me to just give up and die? Listen, I will try everything in my power to get the antidote without giving her up. But if there is no other way, I will.”

“Then I will make sure that there is another way,” Jade said and turned away.

She aroused Skadi with a touch on her shoulder then got up on the stone floor. Jade walked over to the hearth where her boots and clothes were waiting. They had mostly dried from sweat, blood, and snow, but morning had coated everything with faint, chilly moisture.

Dryston watched the women dress, himself being in full gear. He saw a name stand out from the list tattooed on Skadi’s back: Argis Cairn-breaker. This was the way they were choosing, for whichever ending, and he had approximately one day left before he collapsed.

The mansion’s serf awaited them in the hallway, leaning at the arched staircase with a set of keys and torch in hand. They went downstairs, into the wine-cellar, storage room, and hidden library of the landlord’s property. They passed huge barrels, crates of vegetables, hanged meat, dusty book-shelves, following the light of the serf’s torch. He halted at a grille and passed the torch to Dryston. Fumbling fingers searched for the right one on his key-ring. It must have been a long time since he last used it. The door opened, squeaking, and led into a narrow tunnel, leading to more steps descending down into the dark.

“The old brotherhood has laid out this passageway to connect vital points in the city with their base under the surface,” the serf explained. His voice echoed from the close walls. The upcoming smell of human waste prompted the serf to halt at the last steps. “They mostly used the already existing infrastructure of the sewer system for the quickest routes. You can see their ways marked on the map I gave to you.”

Dryston unfolded the cloth, indicating a labyrinth of tunnels.

“I don’t want to imagine what urged them to travel that way, to stay under the surface,” the serf continued. “My master only used it once or twice, and this was years ago, more due to private encounters, if you know what I mean.”

“Maybe because the surface promised death for them,” Jade said, apparently not noticing the discomfort her dry view left on the others.

They entered the sewer tunnel with the serf lagging behind, carefully lifting the ends of his noble attire. A stream of waste water funneled past them. There was the water reflection constantly cast over the vaulted ceiling, and the squeals of rats.

The creaking grille opened behind them. The sound made them stop in their tracks and hold their breath. Clanking noises of chainmail, boots, and steel dragging over the cold stone floor came from the corridor that led into the sewer duct. The shape of Tancred of Treveria appeared, followed by Gilbert Belrand and another trooper.

“Your Highness, you have to see this,” Dryston said and indicated around the sewers. “There is a passage to the jarl’s hall.”

Tancred said nothing and came closer to the group that had advanced without his attendance. He assessed Dryston, Jade, and Skadi.

“Good,” the king said. He turned to his adjutant, Belrand. “Give word to the others. Everyone will descend into the sewers.”

Belrand nodded to the other trooper to pass on the orders.

“They will catch up with us later.” Tancred regarded the group again and signaled them to move on. “We have no time to lose.”

They traveled downstream through the vaults, through darkness and decay. A whole group of Tancred’s special forces was on their tails, with the king’s presence even closer. So close that Dryston could feel the breath of the patriarch on his neck sometimes. He had to read the surroundings while making sense with the drawings on the map. He exchanged glances with Jade and Skadi every time he halted to study the corridors in the light of the torch he was holding. They knew what he was thinking and were probably thinking the same. It had been a close call that the king hadn’t suspected them, but it hadn’t improved their situation. Now they had to deal with the monarch and his finest, instead of dodging him, one way or the other. Jade and Skadi were ready, and so was he. It was a strange feeling, wanting to kill the man you were ordered to protect.

Dryston signaled the king to halt and waved Jade and Skadi to him. They were at a junction and cautiously feeling toward the left branch. It fell off into a waterfall a whole level beneath them. It wasn’t clearly visible how deep the water was down there, but the distant sound of the water’s impact made it at least knee-deep.

“I beg your pardon, sir, but I don’t think this is the right way to the jarl’s hall,” the serf remarked.

Dryston turned and held the map, an awkward expression on his face.

“Don’t come any closer,” he said to the king and his adjutant, his heel at the edge of the waterfall. Jade and Skadi were shuffling towards him, looking anxiously down into the abyss.

Like it would matter to three fighters with a death wish, Belrand raised his crossbow and aimed at them.

“What is this?” Tancred asked. “Are you out of your mind?”

“I cannot bring you to the jarl,” Dryston answered. “I have to go another way. And my friends are coming with me.”

Tancred was beside himself. “What in the name of hell is of higher importance than to bring about the downfall of this tyrant?”

He waved the men to him that were closing the lines, boots splashing through the sewage.

“I’m a dead man,” Dryston said to the king. “There is only one chance to save my life, and if at all, it lies this way.”

“Dryston!” Tancred sighed, losing his patience. “If this is about this world-ending theory, I have to say you are the dumbest lunatic I have ever met. When this is over, I swear I will rip your head off personally. You were a shire reeve, damn it! Your duty is to protect the realm from its enemies, without or within. You have sworn it by your blood!”

Dryston looked at the wolf-head amulet on his chest. A brief reminder of how he really acquired it made him shrug.

“You misunderstand me in so many ways it isn’t even funny anymore,” Dryston said. “But I have no time to explain.”

“Dryston!” Tancred shouted again. His lips were trembling. “If you abandon us now, there will be no way back for you. I promise you, if you leave us searching a way through the sewers blind without a map, I’ll be forced to signal my army for help. I will bring the wrath of my whole army over this city and the blood of the innocent will be on you!”

Dryston looked at Skadi and Jade, swallowing as he tried to make his decision.

“Is your life really of more value than theirs?” Tancred asked. “You have to decide! If you lead us to Godfrey, we can end this conflict without shedding more blood. If you don’t, every last soldier that is holding our ground in the outer districts will be ordered to charge against the jarl’s hall. It will be a massacre, and you will be the one responsible for it!”

Dryston breathed out heavily and shook his head.

“Wrong. It will be on you.”

He grabbed both women at the collar and took a step back. They were gone even before Belrand’s bolt could reach them, vanished in the dark duct.

Tancred cursed out loud and threw his chainmail glove to the ground.

“One of you, get back to the surface and send the signal to the host! Let them attack!”

“Yes, sir,” a trooper said and hurried back.

The serf set off to accompany the soldier back up to get a breath of fresh air and leave this sinkhole once and for all.

Tancred seized him by the throat and thrust him back into the mud.

“You will lead us, you worthless worm!”

The fall was graver than the impact, falling through darkness with an uncertainty in mind when about how it would end. But the time after was even worse. Dryston’s hurting legs kicked back in. The drain of painkillers, water, and food made it impossible to let his body regenerate. A wound was one thing, but several spread out over the whole body, all suffered during the last twenty-four hours, soon became too much to cope with. Then there was the thing Tancred had threatened to do. To send in the host and drench the rest of the city in blood. But not one emotion would help him now. Anger, happiness, fear, sadness, not one of those would bring him forward. Actions would keep him alive, nothing else.

Dryston drove the women forward. They, too, had to deal with sprained ankles from the fall into the shallow water. They kept moving on, even if their life was not on the line like Dryston’s. Even more now than before, he admired Jade and Skadi’s loyalty.

Tancred didn’t have enough resources down here to take up the hunt. Back on the surface, though, things were different.

The three of them ran through the twilit tunnel, daylight falling in from above. It ascended to the surface, where thick networks of algae hung from the infested ceiling.

One of the mansion’s house staff had known who Argis Cairn-breaker was. It was a name you didn’t speak out carelessly in the gangland of Skybridge. Even so, Dryston now knew where to find him.

They set their feet back on the outside world covered in morning light and a blanket of snowfall, the boundary wall of Old Town towering before them, and began to climb.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


JARL’S HALL

The road to Old Town gate was a busy hub of the occupants’ forces that morning. Lictors, clerics, and bystanders hurrying from the Styxian Oarsman clustered around the scene of another Kolanthel-initiated assassination. The dead bodies of Grandmaster Pyrone and his adjutant Sol’al-Rus still lay were they last dropped. In Pyrone’s case, this was still on the roof of the house.

“Look at this mess,” Freya said to herself. “Somebody get him down from there!” she demanded. “Who are the witnesses?”

She got led through to where Ysara Horne, Ravage, and Barknar were being treated by one of the clerics.

“I’m fine.” Barknar got rid the cleric when it was his turn.

“He spared you,” Ysara said, remembering the incident.

Barknar shrugged and looked away to the arriving lictor.

“Out of all the people present, he spared you,” Ravage said with an unbelieving head-shake. “I wouldn’t have spared you, if I were the assassin.”

“If you were the assassin,” Barknar gave a snarky reply, “the mages would still be alive.”

“Cut the chatter,” Freya told them. “Who did this?”

“The Kolanthel are here,” Ysara Horne answered and inclined her head over to Old Town.

Kyra returned to the place she had been the night before, absorbing the scene and environment by daylight. The sight of two of her brethren killed in such an efficient and calculated manner was disgusting. They had to die, because they were like her: adept at magic and sorcery. Now, she was the last one of her kind, as far as she knew, around here.

Something was in the air. A faint sound at first, a whistle, ascending into a shrill siren that turned into a shriek descending rapidly on the crowd. The sound was fear-inspiring, not from the single arrow in the sky it was accompanying, but for its purpose. Everyone fell quiet. This was a signal from the king on his suicide mission that something had gone wrong. He needed their assistance in storming the jarl’s hall and suppressing Godfrey. It meant their time of peace was over, and the bloodshed was about to continue. It had rested far shorter than both expected and hoped for.

An arm caught Kyra and broke her out of her stare. It belonged to the warlord, Jarnsaxa Ornsdottir.

“You know what this means?” she said.

Kyra nodded. All-out attack. Her fear that she would be separated from Connor again suddenly reignited.

“I need you right now,” Jarnsaxa said. “Godsmite is in chains. He has no means to prove his innocence. But he has a hunch who would have the power and malice to plot something like this.”

“Do you believe him?” Kyra asked.

“I have to,” Jarnsaxa said. “According to him, there is an old grudge between him and a gangland boss. That man is planning to have a ball in honor of the apocalypse everyone is talking about. It will be held in his residence in gang territory, deep inside Old Town.”

“He is hosting a ball in honor of the apocalypse, while his city is wartorn?” Kyra said. “That tells me enough about who we are dealing with. What would you like me to do with him?”

“If possible, seize and capture him in this mayhem,” Jarnsaxa said. “Then bring him to me. I would set a bounty on his head and inform the whole warband, but that would shatter the focus of our actual goal. And I still can’t trust Godsmite. You have to do this for me. You are a sorceress; you are not bound by the warband’s hierarchy and can go wherever you please.”

Kyra sighed. “I have someone here who is very dear to me. I can’t risk losing him again. I’ll have to stay with him and be at his side when the fighting starts. I made a promise.”

“Does he mean everything to you?” Jarnsaxa asked. “Would you do everything for him, just because you believe that he is the one you need in your life?”

“Yes,” Kyra answered.

“Then you know how it is,” Jarnsaxa said. “Godsmite is the one for me, and he is the one hope for the whole barbarian kingdom. The sooner you help him to exonerate himself, the sooner this will be over, and then you and your man can get out of here.”

“We should push our luck one last time?” Kyra said. “Can you vouch for Connor Wyle’s safety?”

“No,” Jarnsaxa said. “I’ll be honest, I cannot. It’s war: you know that I can’t guarantee anything. But I will ensure that he stays in his function as skald, and that he will not be sacrificed futilely.”

Kyra shrugged and shook her head. “I’ll see what I can do, but it’s not easy what you demand. First, the place I have to go lies in Old Town gangland territory, a ghetto of non-humans, where our assassin probably fled.”

“I will send Ysara Horne and Ravage with you,” Jarnsaxa said. “And Barknar. They had more than their share of the Kolanthel.”

Kyra breathed out heavily and bit her lip.

“Who are they?”

“The first two are from King Tancred’s army, but from a special branch, specialized in seeking and combating Kolanthel.”

“Do you trust them?”

“I haven’t met them before, but from what I heard from one of my men, they look like they know what they’re doing. Asukara Uryah, a crossbow-marksman of mine, has been hanging on their tail since the first Kolanthel raid before the battle. He wants to be with them when they track down the assassin. I think the assassin is the reason he lost his eye. Guess it has gotten personal now.”

“It always gets personal,” Kyra said. “In the beginning, we all say it’s either business, or duty, or loyalty. But the moment we are in it, man against man, and we start to lose things, it all becomes personal in one matter of life and death.”

“I fear you’re right,” Jarnsaxa said. “Barknar, the last, is from my warband. An influential man with great respect and fearsome reputation. He has seen the Kolanthel. He volunteered for the action.”

“Very well,” Kyra mumbled. “But second, how does Godsmite know a gangland boss?”

“He told me he was out there in Skybridge weeks ago,” Jarnsaxa said. “A lone berserker, roaming the streets. He met a girl who has a dragon tattoo. It is said that she carries a list of criminals that need to be taken care of. The man you are after is on that list.”

Kyra felt a clump build up in her throat.

“What’s his name?”

“It’s Argis Cairn-breaker,” Jarnsaxa said.

“I know that name,” Kyra said. “And I know that girl.”

“She is with King Tancred now. Together with parts of your old group.”

“Who?”

Jarnsaxa laughed. “I thought you knew. Dryston of Decia and Jade Cyrus are out to hunt for Godfrey.”

“Why is Dryston with the king?” Kyra was shocked.

“I guess because of his connections to the shire reeves,” Jarnsaxa said. “Tancred elected him his bodyguard.”

“I didn’t know he was still here,” Kyra said with the sudden realization.

“He will be holding a ball, a pandemonium-ball,” the hired muscle had told Dryston in the locked staff quarters of the old brotherhood mansion. He remembered the words when he traveled through the dark alleys of Old Town. Dark, not because of the lack of daylight, or the shadows of towering buildings, but the blackened stone and ramshackle walls.

“The guests will be masked.” The man’s voice from the night before was in Dryston’s head. He winced and glanced at Jade and Skadi flanking him, who were both startled from the shrieking arrow of Tancred’s special forces.

The signal released a cascade of roars from a hundred assembled throats. The war cries from beyond the wall were audible in the ghetto as a constant boom, an ambient noise like in a static snowstorm. They were breaching the gate to the heart of the city.

“There will be reveling like there will be no tomorrow,” Dryston remembered the housecarl saying. “They know every dance could be their last.”

The three hunters approached the residence of the underworld-boss. Like cats, Jade and Skadi moved alongside the walls, melting with shadows. They stuck to the cover of hedgerows in the labyrinthine garden adjoining the estate, leaving three guests lying outside in the cold snow.

“Take their clothes and masks,” Dryston instructed silently with sign language. He hunched over the male sojourner’s body and put on his mask.

“But you will recognize Cairn-breaker,” the housecarl had said. “You definitely will recognize him.”

Dryston believed him.

The floor boards of the west-wing’s marble hall shook. There were several booming concussions, like during construction works. At least this was what it sounded to the fearful listener, who blended out what it really was and replaced it with a more plausible and soothing explanation. Of course, it was the sound of something trying to get through and breaking into the jarl’s hall from underneath. The floor panel lifted and scraped sideways over the surrounding tiles. A loaded crossbow emerged out of the hole first, followed by a pair of eyes peeking carefully over the edge into the hall.

Belrand blew up dust as he exhaled slowly and rose from the hole. Tancred followed close behind, then two special forces, and lastly the mansion’s serf who had led them there.

Tancred considered him with a glance as he tried to sneak through the empty halls. “I told you, you can go back to where it’s safe.”

They were in the jarl’s hall now, flanked by statues of regents whose history Tancred was all too familiar with.

The serf looked around and shook his head eagerly.

“The day began exciting, with me being for the first time in your presence, Your Highness,” he whispered. “And now, walking through those famous halls, having the opportunity to meet the jarl in this history-charged moment, I simply can’t return.”

The king exchanged glances with his retinue and nodded after some consideration.

“Very well,” Tancred said. “This is just what we do. Mind you, it will be less pleasant than you expect.”

They accelerated their stride and broke into a run once steps and voices got loud in the adjoining room. Belrand and another specialist took up center with their shoulders pressed against the doors. Tancred positioned himself behind them in the middle, taking up most of the door frame. He waited with his sword drawn and kept the serf close while listening to the footsteps.

They waited till the very last moment, till the steps echoed on the other side of the door. Belrand and his companion tore open the doors and surprised the group of Godfrey’s personal guard behind. They took the luxury to wait a second to acknowledge who they were going to fight. Belrand and his fellow fired their bolts point-blank and got rid of their crossbows immediately.

Arterial blood sprayed against the door, but Tancred didn’t wait and stormed in nevertheless, followed by Belrand and the others. The serf covered his face and got shoved out of the way by more of Tancred’s elite, charging into the thick of the fight.

“That’s King Tancred,” a hearthman shouted. “Shoot him!”

Tancred grabbed the serf at the collar and turned him into the line of fire. He caught an arrow for his king and slumped down gasping.

They wanted the king dead as much as Tancred wanted Godfrey dead, to end the conflict with one swift stroke.

The jarl’s hearthmen wore long chainmail and carried tower shields with spears and halberds. Tancred’s special forces were the exact opposite: lithe and mean. They wielded short swords made for confined spaces and wore light armor for stealth and mobility. When they got trapped and forced to fight head-to-head, they lost not only the fight, the lost ears, hands, arms, legs, heads. When they had space to outmanoeuvre the heavy infantry, they claimed throats, eyes, hearts, and lives in return.

When the serf came to, the fight was over. Bodies lay on the marble floor in pools of blood. Tancred and a handful of his surviving finest moved on to the throne room, all splattered in gore.

“Where are you hiding, Godfrey?” Tancred cried. It was an outcry that echoed through the jarl’s hall and let the pillars vibrate. The king waited at the junction to the throne room with his blade dripping.

The jarl came out eventually, geared up. There was no misconception in how this would end.


CHAPTER TWENTY


FORSAKEN CHAPEL

“Tancred, you stupid fool!” Godfrey exclaimed, shaking his head. “Why have you done this? Couldn’t you have at least come to talk to me first?”

“I’ve seen enough,” Tancred said. “You broke the law, stole from me, lied, gathered followers around you behind my back, all the while conspiring in your domain. I’m not the kind of man who acts loyal and puts a knife in someone’s back as soon as he turns around. I will tell you straight to your face that if you turn around, I will put that knife in your back. I know the outcome of when you try to talk to rebels. You know it, too. You were with me in Cimbra. They sent back our negotiators with the tops of their heads sawn off and empty skulls.”

“Right, I was with you then,” Godfrey said. “You should recognize your supporters, not try to kill them in your paranoia. I’ve always been on your side. If you had come to talk to me, you would have seen the truth.”

“No, you turned on me, like them,” the king answered. “Now look what you have made me do, traitor.”

“I heard the signal,” the jarl said. “You could have stopped it when your troops were on the wall. You prove your point. Instead, you led them on to another attack. Tancred of Treveria was always one for pointless bloodshed, and only after earning military victories. That’s how you will be remembered after all see your failure.”

“This has nothing to do with me,” Tancred replied. “I had to do it, because a retainer turned on me and was jeopardizing the mission to find you. You know how it is, being only a handful behind enemy lines. You have to trust every one of the closest around you, but if that trust is broken, things turn ugly. I could not allow him to blow our cover.”

“Enemy lines…This is your own city, brother,” Godfrey said. “Your people, your bloodline. The same line of ancestors. This is Treveria!” He looked up, remembering his purpose. “Which I swore to you to protect. We have been surrounded by dangers ever since, but if we turn on one another, we are lost.”

“Then why did you do this?” Tancred asked. “Separate from me, disobey the laws, start a rebellion?”

“Because I had to,” Godfrey confessed. “My pleadings weren’t heard. I requested audience at your court in Nevgorod long ago, laying out my demands to your scribes. They were all ignored. My warnings went unnoticed.”

Tancred considered the words. He didn’t believe them. They were ramblings of a madman clinging on to his life, to his ears.

“I haven’t heard of them,” he said. “I can assure you, if my scribes had found a germ of truth in it, they would have passed it on to me.”

“Maybe they are the ones turning on you,” Godfrey answered.

“You are making things up now,” Tancred said. “What would you have needed additional resources for, if not strengthening your own presence? I can see you established a personality cult around here, maybe trying to build your own domain. You thought yourself out of reach, here in the wilds, and used the catastrophes that cut off the roads and messageways to separate.”

“I was on my own,” Godfrey said, “to hold back the tide of darkness alone.”

It was a citation of ancient texts, some sort of prophecy of a pending calamity.

“I needed more men and resources for this,” the jarl continued. “And now you have taken them away and destroyed our chance to survive.”

“Enough of this,” Tancred said, shaking off the thoughts that accompanied Godfrey’s words and planted doubts in his own mind. “I can’t spare you after what you’ve done. There’s no time or place for reasoning; you’re not going to come on terms with me. There’s only one place I’m going to put you: in the dirt, Godfrey, in the dirt.”

The jarl nodded and adjusted his stance. There was just no room for mercy.

Godfrey’s knees were shaking from the prospect of confronting Tancred in combat. He couldn’t kill a king. In his subconscious, he must have known he was only fighting to survive and not to kill. Tancred, on the other hand, was there to punish.

The serf’s eyes opened in awe, as the two figures clashed. Tancred went in with his sword, dealing the first blow with unmatched determination. Godfrey shifted his scepter to block. The king’s blade passed his defense and cut him open deep from the shoulder to the collarbone with the first stroke. Blood was gushing out of the wound as Tancred wrenched out the locked blade, leaving malformed armor parts dug into the flesh. Tancred turned away to bring his weapon to bear. Godfrey’s scepter, in his intact hand, hit him square across the jaw, busting the rings of his chainmail hood and knocking him nearly unconsciousness.

The king staggered and followed up with another blow, not allowing himself to give in. The sword cut from beneath the knee-cap up to the inner thigh. It collided with a dull clank against Godfrey’s scepter; the jarl had somehow had managed to evade and bring his weapon down. Tancred shifted and yanked his sword up, striking it both-handed against Godfrey’s wrist. Godfrey answered with a blow to Tancred’s chest. Several ribs broke in the king’s ribcage, even though his gambeson cushioned most of the impact.

Godfrey’s mangled hand made it impossible to defend against one side now. Tancred brought in the cold steel low and beat against Godfrey’s knee then struck at his head. Godfrey swung his scepter upwards as he staggered back. Tancred parried nearly without effort. The king followed Godfrey like a hunter after a wounded animal. Godfrey’s arm hung down slack, grinding his scepter over the marble floor and dragging his leg behind. His head was tilted, and his mouth released a thick curtain of blood. Tancred pursued him and put in his weight to chop his sword against Godfrey’s form like felling a tree. He lunged again and hit the jarl’s neck, decapitating him nearly, but not quite. He thrust his blade tip first into Godfrey’s chest and let the jarl dash hard against the stone floor. Then he let go of his enemy, his once brother in arms, panting, gasping, and bleeding, realizing what he had done.

Sendel Varon saw Old Town gate obliterate a heartbeat before he felt it. The blast of the explosion was a deafening boom followed by the backlash of kinetic force. From his distance, it was only a hot, tangible breeze.

Old Town was not defended like the city walls the day before. There, the fight had been balanced, with either side able to win. Here, at the last hideout of the resistance, the will to stand against the attackers was already broken. Vacomani barbarians, Treverian kingtroops and foreign mercenaries made it clear that whoever opposed them got cut down. It was a mop up of the last rebels who still believed that dying for their jarl was a good cause.

Sendel saw the hordes roaming through Old Town market coming at him and ran. Normally he would have been safer to lie low and hide, but not this time. The marauding warband stripped everyone of their weapons, looting as they went, and left no stone unturned. He had left enough scorched earth and dead bodies behind that they would know him. He had to flee now. This was not a fight that could be won, and even when he still had goals to reach, he couldn’t change anything about it. Like his precedessors before him, he had neutralized the mages. But this was not all that had to be done, only a beginning. He had to enter the underground, gather as many Kolanthel devotees as he could muster, and wrench an ancient weapon out of the hands of those kinmen who were on the wrong path. Difficult, yes, but with the right people, it would be doable.

They called him the Cairn-breaker. Underground prince. His house was an abandoned cathedral, turned into a new residence when the other belief took root. It didn’t need pews for mass attendees these days, or symbols of worship. The basins of holy water had dried. Most important, it didn’t need the light-symphonies radiating through towering stained glass windows anymore. The precious glass had long since been broken out of their frames, sold for much more usable items and replaced with planks. The atmosphere this change left was dire. Sparse rays fell into the inner sanctum only through gaps of hastily barricaded portals. Mass instruments, statues and images of saints whose guidance wasn’t needed were covered by blankets, gathering dust like in an old art exhibition.

The Cairn-breaker let his fingers stroke over the keys of an organ. It was one of the fitments that, after all these years, still served its purpose. The sounds were off tune and hollow, but there was still life in the ornate instrument. Instead of a flock of worshippers, it entertained a crowd of masked individuals. Their origins were concealed, be they human or non-human. In the Cairn-breaker’s home, race didn’t matter. What mattered was their allegiance, or rather whose laws they were not following. Every one of them was an outcast of society and still somehow taking nourishment from its core. They had gathered this morning to celebrate its downfall.

Argis, the one they called the Cairn-breaker, strode through the crowd of his guests with an appropriate grotesque leather face. The masked heads in the parting crowd nodded to him respectfully in a world that otherwise knew no respect.

The notion of such numbers attending sent chills over Argis’s spine. He was doing the unthinkable: hosting a celebration while war was raging all around them. It took guts to pull this off. It was the most illogical and unethical thing to do under such circumstances, which was why it succeeded. It made the Cairn-breaker ooze calm and decadence, as if he had seen it all, and it mirrored on his disciples. They believed him, because he had no fear of what was coming. Because he was the only one who had seen what was coming. Like rats, they followed him.

The wine and drug cellars of his residence had opened early that day. Sweet smoke drifted over the shisha-lounges in his house.

“The star alignment will complete today,” one of the sojourners said to him.

“Without a doubt,” Argis replied and raised his goblet. “War will knock on our door. But we will have nothing to fear. The constellation will blot out the sun. It will plunge everything into darkness, and a new power will rise. We will witness the downfall of this world order, and we, the maggots, will emerge out of its ashes.”

He put the goblet to his lips and swallowed, even before the wine had filled his throat. He realized his hands were shaking.

He hadn’t seen anything, not by himself. Elven divine seers had told him what lay ahead of the rumored mark. For most, the future was impervious blackness. To them, it was a twisted mist, penetrating their minds so that their perceptions of what was real and what was fiction blurred. Argis had the seers in his service so he didn’t have to endure the mind-wrenching horrors of this art himself. Many of them had lost their sanity. Nearly all had given up their bodies. The seer elves had inflicted wounds on themselves, ritual scars and injuries during seizure. Some had cut out their own eyes with shards of the place’s stained glass windows. One could not look into the future while distracted by the present.

Argis took another gulp.

But they had meddled in this art for a long time, often in minor affairs, to increase their and his own wealth. Argis was an enthusiastic card-player. On many occasions during tournaments, he had wished to see which cards would fall next into his hands. To take only a small peek into the future. It was at this time that he had begun to experiment with the divine seers. Their services weren’t inexpensive, but they were worth it. Knowledge was power. Now, incomparably more was at stake.

He had to stand steadfast behind what they believed. Only confidence would ensure persuasion, be it towards his followers or the members of the warband that would soon stand at his threshold.

“Lord.” Another guest pulled the Cairn-breaker out of his thoughts. The newcomer bowed slightly. It was an elf, that much he could not hide behind the mask. “I came to your sanctum, only by a sudden turn of events.”

“How so?” Argis asked, his own countenance concealed by the mask.

The sojourner looked at him through his eye-slits, the only place to give away emotions. “I am Kolanthel. And I request your asylum.”

“This is no place for the radical,” Argis said without sentiment. “I could have you killed right now for coming here.”

“Know that this would be your death,” the Kolanthel answered with a nod.

Argis grinned, a grin that could be felt even with the mask. He cocked back his head and poured a hefty sip down his throat. “Now that wouldn’t help any of us.”

“I guess so,” the elf said. “It didn’t help the recently deceased fire mages, for sure.”

Argis raised an eyebrow. “Your work?” He earned a content nod from his opposite. “Delicate,” he remarked. “To lay open your cards to me that way tells me you must be quite desperate.”

“Not at all,” the assassin replied. “You know the mindset of a terrorist like me. I have done my deeds. I have nothing to lose. But the next scheme needs my attention soon, before time runs out.”

“Whatever it is, that doesn’t make a good base for negotiations for you,” Argis said.

“It depends, if everyone’s life is hanging on it,” the non-human answered.

Argis secretly forced a smile. “I’m all ears.”

“In the underground of this city lies a weapon guarded by ancient wardens, who swore their lives to protect it,” the elf said. “I’m there to steal it and wield it against the evil things that will come through the alignment of stars.”

Argis let out laughter that prompted the other attendees to turn their heads. “I really would like to know who your client is. You must have pissed off someone big time to get a one way ticket like this. First of all, the wardens of this weapon are fanatical, with their whole existence determined to fight off any thief. Not only their fighting skills and zeal will best you, they have also rigged the whole area in which the weapon is held with traps and even self-destruct mechanisms. No one goes down there. We just leave them there to rot and forget about them. Second, wanting to steal and wield this weapon lets me know you have no idea what you are dealing with.”

“And third?” the Kolanthel asked.

“Third is, I know what is coming. But don’t let me discourage you from trying to take it. What I wonder is, though, what you are able to offer me for any help I might provide you with. I am not afraid of you for being a murderer and terrorist, Kolanthel. You offer me my life for your life – fine, we’re even. You request asylum in my sanctum and want me to give you information about this secret weapon – you have to make a better offer.”

Argis watched the elf retreating into the crowd. What he gave him with him was that there were people who knew more about the Kolanthel’s target, and that Argis was one of them.

Still brooding, Argis turned his attention back to his drink. He was not alone in dabbling with the possibilities that lay beyond the time mark, that much was sure. What might others have seen that the future held? At least he could be certain that he could have a deal with the Kolanthel if he needed to.

The first cards had been dealt, and the day just got interesting. Without a doubt, it would turn into the longest day before the sun set.

“Argis.”

The Cairn-breaker heard someone call behind him. He turned his head. A man he had never seen before stood in front of him. He looked like he had gone through battle to reach his residence.

“It feels so good to have finally found you.”

“Do I know you?” Argis asked.

“I have an offer for you,” the man said. “I have someone you have been looking for for a long time. Someone who carries your name on a death-list.”

“Who are you?”

“I am a bounty-hunter,” the man answered. “I caught the girl you were searching for, something your other goons couldn’t accomplish.”

Argis breathed out. It was highly likely that the man talking to him was the reason Haddock and his men hadn’t made it back with the subject.

“Of course, I wasn’t working on your behalf,” the bounty-hunter added.

“And yet you are here,” Argis said. “Hoping for a better price?”

“How much are you willing to pay?” the man asked.

The Cairn-breaker laughed. “You brought her with you, didn’t you? At least into my city.”

“It’s not your city,” the man replied. “So, how much is she worth to you?”

“Her existence is a nuisance,” Argis said. “But if a man knows the whereabouts of something I want, I just let my torturer drill into his skull until he gives it away for free. So, in your case, I just have to weigh up if the whole effort costs more, or if you will give it away for less.”

The man gave a wry smile. “See, here is the pickle. You see a man standing before you that is immune to torture.”

Argis shrugged. “How so?”

The man came closer to let Argis see that he meant what he said. “Because I am already dead. That is my predicament. When I hunted down the girl, I clashed with Haddock and his goons. I killed them all, but Haddock managed to poison me. I came here to get the antidote to that poison from you today. I need you to resurrect me.”

Argis clapped his hands and rubbed them, starting to enjoy the drama. “Well, as much as I would like to help you, my hands are really tied. I don’t have the poison; I don’t have the antidote. But I know which poison my goons are using. It’s Kolanthel made. I imagine some non-human conclaves might have an antidote.”

“Help me out here, Argis. Which one?” the man asked.

Argis stroked his chin and realigned his mask in place. “Like the one residing beneath the city.”

The bounty-hunter let out a sigh. He probably had hours left and not much strength in him.

“Bring me the girl, and I’ll see what I can do,” Argis said.

“Wrong. You bring me the antidote, then I will give the girl to you,” Dryston replied. “If I don’t survive, you will never see her again. You will have pursuers tracking you as long as she’s free and breathes.”

Argis considered this for a while. “You know how to play,” he eventually said and left the poisoned man alone in a crowd of criminals.

Argis was on the way to retire into one of his shisha lounges, when an extravagantly dressed woman caught his eye. Her high-heeled boots were crossed, as she was relaxing on a low couch.

“May I?” Argis asked politely while taking her hand.

“It is your house,” the woman replied. She bowed her head to signal her companions to leave the two of them alone together. The pair of men left and joined a woman and another brute outside in the hall. Argis sat down close to the woman.

“How come I don’t remember inviting a lady of your caliber?” Argis said.

The woman pulled out an invitation from a guest that wasn’t her. Argis knew his crowd. The one on the invitation was probably lying blindfolded and knocked unconscious in the surrounding gardens as they spoke. the woman smiled. “The mask adds to the theatricality.”

“See, that’s why,” Argis replied playfully, before he frowned. “I can smell a lie from a mile away, but what I can smell even more is the stench of sorcery and witchcraft. And you, young lady, reek of it.”

“And I can recognize a murderer when I’m sitting next to one,” the sorceress said.

There was a strained silence.

“Who are you, and why did you come here?” Argis demanded.

“I’m here because you are suspected of having arranged the death of a young boy,” she said.

Argis leaned back, scratching his beard. “Could be. Go on.”

“Two days ago, a carrier from the artillery corps was killed in the warband’s army camp,” the sorceress explained.

“Kids die all the time,” Argis said. “Especially at war. What makes you think I wanted him dead?”

“To make someone else pay for the crime,” the sorceress said. “There is an aspiring Vacomani champion who’s accused of the murder. All evidence points against him, except there isn’t much. My client doesn’t believe in it and wants me to find the real culprit.”

She looked at him intensely with her dark eyes.

“This Vacomani champion,” Argis began, “is called Thrynn Godsmite?”

She couldn’t hide her surprise.

“How do you know his name?”

Argis chuckled. “I’ve known him for a very long time.”

“Then it’s true?” the woman said. “You are longtime enemies?”

Argis nodded. “Arch-enemies. I can’t believe that it worked. It was a long shot. He really slaughtered an innocent boy?”

“Who did?” she asked.

Argis shrugged. “The man who wanted to kill me.”

“You are saying Godsmite really did it?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No. It was the lone berserker, who met his Valkyrie, a girl with a tattooed death-list, shortly before my goons could reach her. He came to me to kill me.”

“What happened?” the woman asked, hanging on his every word.

“I bought him,” Argis answered. “And turned him against my own enemy. I realized he resembled Godsmite when I first saw him. I feared he had finally found me. Godsmite is the strongest warrior to have ever walked the earth, you know? But then I saw the potential and havoc I could wreak if I unleashed the berserker in his own camp. I just had to try and send him in. Now you’re telling me it worked.” He laughed. “They accused Godsmite. Blessed be the old Vacomani laws that the warband holds so rigorously to. I guess he is in chains now, awaiting his execution. Just where I always wanted him to be.” Argis let his gaze fade down to the floor.

“So, you were behind it,” the sorceress concluded. “But you don’t seem satisfied now.”

Argis regarded her. “Why do you think I’m telling you this? One, because I am going to eradicate you and your merry band anyway. And two, because, although everything I ever wanted has finally come true, it happened at the worst time imaginable.” He looked up at her, not trying to hide his desperation anymore. “We will need the strongest warrior on earth tonight. We need Godsmite.”

Thaena Ashcroft entered the threshold of Cairn-breaker’s sanctum. It had been a long way, and she had seen horrors that the attendees couldn’t match. The gathering was a congregation of the lowest and most dangerous scum of a city she had ever seen. Not once had there been a point in her life where she would have plucked up the courage to enter this house and walk among them. Until now.

Thaena’s arrival turned heads. Masked heads. Parodies of what lay hidden behind. Muggers, thugs, thieves, murderers, rapists, organized crime members welcomed her. It was a whole group of individuals like the three goons she had last met in Skybridge that had made her blood run cold that night. This time, it wasn’t worse, only different. She had evolved through her experiences.

Thaena moved through the crowd. The shapes towered over her like the undead she had faced in the crypt, only these had feelings. Some blunted and many twisted beyond that of a normal citizen, but she knew that they still possessed the ability to feel fear. Not so with the undead draugr.

Thaena, her husband Taric, and the necromancer Gabriel Werdum had lost their home to them. There were just too many, and you could not break the will of an unliving thing. Her kids were safe with their father now, in the outskirts of the city.

At her side was the black figure of the necromancer, his dreadlocks gushing out of the edges of his white mask, which looked out of place on his otherwise completely dark form. The ink tears on his cheek were hidden behind the sterile visage, as was the rest of his tattooed face.

“Friends,” he said, parting the crowd with conjuring gestures. “Bring us to the host!”

Argis Cairn-breaker looked up from admiring Kyra Celeste’s fingers, which were long and gracious poles of the powers of sorcery. The arriving necromancer was another sight some hadn’t made in years, or even in their lifetimes.

“Hail,” the underworld boss greeted the talker to the dead.

Thaena saw the faces of the Wild Hunt assembled, those wraiths that had haunted her dreams. She understood now. The masks the sojourners were wearing had occured in her dreams. This was a deja-vu. The members of the Wild Hunt were made flesh. They were no longer ghosts, but men. Dog-snouted, devil-faced, false angels, elvish clowns, orcish death-skulls, dwarven nutcrackers, human half-animals wearing the antlers of the horned god. But among them, she also felt familiar presences: Dryston of Decia, the sorceress Kyra Celeste, and faint, but still sensible, Skadi the Valkyrie.

“Good that you caught the date of my calculation,” Gabriel Werdum addressed them without introducing himself. “Or found it out somehow by yourselves. Here is what will happen. The stars will align in three hours, forming a line from the other side of the universe that will rip open reality and create a portal from that end of existance to us. For the time when the stars are aligned and the sun is blotted out, this passageway is open.”

The attendants stayed silent. Some swallowed involuntarily.

“I don’t have to explain what will happen then. Truth be told, I couldn’t explain it if I wanted to. But you can all imagine what potentially could come through. Something unknown. Not anything we have faced yet and not anything we know how to banish. Some of you might have seen the abominations this world holds. Creatures, ghosts, risen dead. They were still familiar. You knew you had to oppose them with steel, or silver, or fire. Sometimes, even your instincts could tell you what to do against them. Not so with this new threat. It will have nothing in common with anything from our world. Godfrey was so afraid of it that he mustered a force big enough to made him an outlaw. He plunged the city into ruin. His and King Tancred’s armies are exhausted. So, we are all that’s left. I urge you to lay down your grudges against each other and form an alliance, as long as this is not overcome. We have to stand together; simple as that.”

No one objected. Nevertheless, everyone knew it was only a fragile pact at best. In a band of opportunists that was thrown together by happenstance, everyone had to watch his own back.

Gabriel turned away from the speech to Thaena.

“Now, we have to find anything useful we can gather out of this bunch.”

“I spotted some old friends,” Thaena said. She nodded in each direction. “Dryston, the sorceress, Kyra Celeste, and the girl we rescued from Skybridge, Skadi.”

The necromancer was surprised at her acute senses. “That’s good,” he said. “We are refugees now, with the crypt lost to the undead.” She could feel the hurtful remembrance of his whole work lost in the tombs still stung. “We need people we can consider our friends now. Everything will be running through Argis Cairn-breaker, though. He is the lynchpin who has the connections. We will see what plan we can come up with. First, let’s catch up with our friends. But make it subtle. Let no one know that we are close to them.”

“So much for trust,” Thaena said.

“Dryston, why are you here?”

He looked up, torn out of the thoughts that haunted him, as he monitored the changes the poison was making to his body. His hand looked strange, like the hand of a man he didn’t know. His skin was fragile and ripped open in several places.

“Kyra?”

He looked into a masked face, but her aura, posture, even her smell gave her away. He knew her like few else did, and no mask could hide that from him. It was the same with him, he thought: even in a crowd of disguised guests, she could spot him easily.

“I should ask the same question to you,” he said. “You should have stayed out of harm’s way.”

Her ebony eyes blinked behind the mask’s eye-slits as she shrugged.

“No, that was you. I had a commitment to someone, and I wouldn’t leave him alone. I followed him back here into the warzone.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“I can guess,” Kyra replied.

Dryston looked around and took her under the arm to lead her into a side wing of the building. He pulled her close once they had vanished behind a pillar.

“Did you find him?” Dryston asked.

Kyra looked up at him in an uncertain but smitten way. The mask made her unsure if he was being furious or concerned.

“I did,” she stammered into his clear blue eyes. “He got lucky and ended up recounting the tales of various fights.”

Dryston nodded. “He really is one lucky bastard.”

Kyra tried to get away, but something pulled her into that hypnotic stare. “What about you, what are you even doing here?” she asked, mesmerized. “Word has it they have charged you with accompanying King Tancred on a special mission. They must have given you a lot of money for you to accept to this.”

“Well, they would be very mad at me if they knew that I was here now,” Dryston said. He put on a sly smile and ran his hand up to Kyra’s elbows. The brush on her skin gave her a tingle through her upper body. “I could put it to you in other ways to make it sound more impressive, but the bottom line is, I abandoned the king to come here. I have only bad news for you, Kyra. I have been poisoned by the men following us after rescuing Skadi.”

“What?” Kyra blurted out. “What kind of poison is it?”

“It is a poison designed to kill in a slow and miserable way,” Dryston answered. He traced the tips of his fingers from the back of her elbows over to her inner forearms, following her veins like the poison in his bloodstream. “I understand now why they prefer it instead of a quick one. It makes you overthink your life, panics you into thinking of the time you still have running out, and results in you ultimately killing yourself when you give in to the urge not to starve. It makes you curse them, and in my case even regret it that you killed them, and together with them also your own chance of a cure. You begin to envy those you sent to hell when you hear their laughter. Now, with them dead, my only chance is to retrieve the antitoxin from Cairn-breaker himself.”

“This is because of me.” Kyra sobbed, letting her head and shoulders sink.

Dryston touched her at the chin and lifted her face up. “It’s not. I feared that you would think that, if you found out what happened to me, so I’m glad we met now and I can tell you right to your face. It is not your fault. It’s the fault of the one who tainted me, and I already made him pay for it in advance. Fate just decided to turn and make it come back to me.”

“If you hadn’t gone after me, this wouldn’t have happened,” Kyra said.

“Right, and Cormack would still be alive, and I wouldn’t be a dead man. But if we hadn’t been there that night you went to Skybridge, both you and Skadi would possibly be dead. It is a trade-off I would repeat every given day.” He brushed her long hair out of her face behind her ear and gently held her neck to allow his face to get closer to hers. Their eyes locked suddenly, like it was something unexpected.

“You see, every decision bears another alternate reality,” he said. “In another, you wouldn’t have come back for Connor, wouldn’t have met me here, and never would have heard of me again, living in doubt about what happened between us until you decided to forget me. In another one, I wouldn’t have gotten the chance to see you now, tell you what I was about to tell you, and hold you in my arms a last time, brush through your hair and see your face.” He closed in and placed his lips close to her neck, breathing over her sensitive skin for a moment. Then he kissed her softly. His low voice was now only a whisper in her ears. “We are fortunate to live in this reality where we are both connected and have the opportunity to say everything to each other we always wanted to say, instead of living our lives side by side without having the courage to speak honestly about how we feel. Having my life taken away before my eyes made me realize this.”

“I thought about this when we had the fugitive in the surgeon’s house and we had to decide about his fate,” Kyra said. “Sometimes in our life, when things go wrong, we have to trade one soul for another.”

“Sometimes, that seems to be the only way out,” Dryston said. “I would lie if I said that I did everything with you how I wanted it.” He wandered over from the side to be directly in front of Kyra. Their lips touched automatically, without even kissing yet. Kyra let out a sigh. “But I will never forget you. If there is a life after death, I will wait for you and want to be there with you. If there is freedom of souls, in a place where our souls are taken, and if no bounds hold us back from traveling and we have an eternity, I will take you through the universe to see all stars of the entire creation.”

Kyra was stirred to tears.

“It would be my honor to go with you,” she said. “That’s what I always believed somehow.”

Dryston put his lips on hers, slowly closing the tiny gap between them even more, until they were pressed together.

She couldn’t help but bite into them and never let them go. “And what if there is nothing?” she asked.

“Then this is all we have, and the time spent with you was everything I could ask for. It was my pleasure, Kyra.”

Their conversation was interrupted by a tumult. Bouncers tumbled back from their places guarding the doors that were pushed back. Barbarian warriors breached barricaded doors and windows. Their silhouettes were clad in the dim morning light that fell more and more through the broken cathedral.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


OLD TOWN UNDERWORLD

Argis Cairn-breaker stood up and strode through the scattering crowd to oppose them. His hand instinctively went to the grip of his weapon. He let go once his senses set in and he realized that it would end everything in a premature bloodbath. This was the moment he had to prove his temper. He looked around the incoming warriors, throwing his guests down and keeping them in check by force. He saw his home vandalized, vases shattered, and statues toppled. They wanted to provoke him and end this before it began.

The invaders made space for their warlord. Jarnsaxa arrived at a smart pace, visibly thankful that she was able to relocate her troops from another hotspot to where she needed them.

“You make it easy for me by keeping Godsmite detained,” Argis jested.

Jarnsaxa kicked him in the back of the knee and sent him to the floor. He rose again quickly.

“Make yourself at home,” he invited her, this time without laughing.

The sorceress stepped up from behind him.

“It wasn’t him, Jarnsaxa,” she began, quickly joining the warlord. “But he knows who did it and stood behind it.”

“Where is he?” Jarnsaxa demanded.

“The murderer is not here,” Argis replied. “I will tell you, in time, but first we have a world to save.” He looked to the necromancer, earning a consenting nod, and adressed the whole crowd. “Follow me!”

Argis Cairn-breaker had it all figured out. He would show the Kolanthel the way to the secret underground weapon, receiving the antidote this bounty-hunter needed from him to trade for the girl with his name tattooed on her back. And he would buy himself free by leading all to the rescue, releasing Godsmite, and making him available to take a stand with them. Because this his seers had seen. Godsmite would rescue them. He was the key.

They woke him in the middle of the night. At least, that was what he thought. The damp cellar chamber somewhere in Skybridge, previously only used for the most durable food reserves and enclosed spirits, that had served as his cell since his detention, opened. Two men stood at the open hatch, hesitant to climb down to him, be it because of his notoriety or the washed up earth and rats since the last flood.

“Time to get up,” one of the men said.

Godsmite got up and looked up to the exit, suspicious of it being just a trick they played with him. He then continued to walk up the small steps one at a time.

Godsmite emerged out of the cellar and stretched his back to full height. He grinned as he considered the two men and held up his shackled wrists.

“Enjoy the fresh air,” the other said.

The barbarian king wrinkled his nose as he felt rain trickling down his face. He looked up at the dark sky.

“Is it night or day?” he asked.

The guards exchanged glances.

“It’s day.”

They led Godsmite on, down a street he had never been before. The stars had aligned like predicted. The sun was covered entirely, and gods knew how many stars stood behind in the same line back to the end of the universe. Static lay in the air, together with a silence no one wanted to disturb. This was the final hour, and Godsmite had already overslept. His legs and head felt heavy. The effects of the battle didn’t go by unnoticed.

He observed his new guards had changed from the previous hours. They were men he didn’t know, lictor henchmen sent in by Freya to not let any member of his own company close to him.

“Have they found him?” Godsmite asked.

“You will see,” one of the guards said.

They shoved him forward, holding him at his elbows.

“Can’t I be picked up by my own men?” he asked, earning only a grunt.

Fighting side by side should have bound them together, but in this case, the wedge between Jarnsaxa’s warband and Freya’s henchmen had been driven deeper. It had seperated them visibly into two camps, and the tensions grew with the uncertainty of every passing moment of this midnight hour and another suspect’s absence.

“Where are we going?” Godsmite asked.

Neither of the guards answered him this time. They walked down a lone alley in Old Town, wary of every corner they passed. Propaganda-leaflets of the Kolanthel fluttered past. The sun’s rim appeared thin around the moon’s side and touched the surroundings in a new dawn. Only this time, it was of dark red.

Other Vacomani soldiers awaited them at a wide-branched tree, its trunk as wide as a barrel. Their watch was distracted by the sky phenomenom.

“Don’t look into it,” one of the men warned. “It may blind you.”

They turned to Godsmite and his guards once the barbarian king approached.

The prisoner looked up the gnarly tree in front of him and screwed up his face.

“You got to be kidding me,” Godsmite growled.

Freya’s men led him around the tree. The bark was scorched and splintered on its backside by lightning and broken open like the back of a cracked skull. Inside the damaged trunk there was a hidden hatch on the ground. The soldier opened the rusty-handled entrance. A vertical tunnel gaped at Godsmite, strewn with roots and climbing aids.

“We’re not.”

He pointed down the hole, leaving Godsmite the advantage.

“It’s for the best of us all,” he added, nudging him to enter.

The secret entrance must have been one of several strewn throughout the city. Another was known of inside the cellar of an abandoned haunted house, and a third at the ground of a polluted well. Whoever installed them made sure no one approached these entrances accidentally. And if someone did, there were appropriate safety devices in place. The first stage was intimidation. Bloodied handprints marked the walls of the narrow corridor. Animal carcasses, bones, and devices that made unnerving noises, scratching and clanking on stone. But these were no different from any caves in the wild inhabitated by primitive tribes. It would turn the stomachs of city people, but not someone who had survived against nature like the barbarian king had. What rocked him was the second stage, though.

Ancient, non-human devices whose presence made him sick, although he was told they had been deactivated and switched to sleep mode. The mere sight of those stones, or artifacts, whatever advanced enchantments they possessed, made him nauseous. They were standing at every turn of the underground passage, humming constantly. A pale fire, as far as that could exist, seemed to burn in them and sent drifting smoke from their surface. They were scribbled on with aggressive zigzag lines, a language of a culture long buried underneath the present city.

“Heater stones,” a man behind Godsmite told him. “I’ve seen such kind used in Miridhall from the hot water vents underneath to make the long winters comfortable. They would make life pretty uncomfortable down here, if they weren’t deactivated.”

“Uncomfortable as in, our flesh burned from our bones,” Godsmite assumed. “Why are they deactivated?” he asked warily. “And more importantly, when will they restart?” he added, looking at the numerous thermal traps.

“We have reached an armistice with the inhabitants of this place,” Godsmite was told.

“Uh huh,” he growled. He studied the construction of support bars that held the tunnel ceiling in place as he passed through, installed in a way that could make them destabilize with a network of chains that was steered from another place. “I hope they know we’re coming.”

The barbarian king bested the urge to ask who they were. He knew his success wouldn’t depend on the nature of others, but only on himself. It was irrelevant, as he would learn their identities soon enough. The entrance tunnels from the hidden places troughout the city were simply links to a more complex infrastructure. They led to tombs, sewers, halls, and underground roads. These were the remains of the ancient city on which Skybridge was built. It had been buried or built beneath the surface altogether. No one knew for sure. It was only said that Godfrey had used the roads as sewers and the buildings as prison cells of this ghost town. Now, war had emptied the penal colony and left no traces of its original residents. Its denizens had faded away to the last enclave. They called themselves priests, yet no one remembered what they believed in. Important was only what they guarded.

Dryston of Decia regarded the gnomes awaiting them in the sparsely lit vault of an aqueduct. Their faces and posture told him that they loathed this place and their existence. Remnants of a maybe once noble priesthood, they now lived in solitude and paranoia, surviving on the reserves of their lost culture and having mastered every aspect of recycling. And they should hold the key to his salvation? There were only a handful, and most of them were female. The guardians Cairn-breaker had been talking about. It hadn’t been easy to convince the pariahs of collaboration. Ultimately, Dryston concluded, this alliance was only possible because the priests had the temperature system of the underground passages in their hands. The heater stones would reactivate at their discretion and the first hint of betrayal. Then, drinking water, sewage gases, and living beings unfortunate enough to be in their proximity would begin to evaporate.

The pariahs had begun with their own means of fending off the eclipse of the sun. Stretched out through most corners of the aqueduct, their weapon was beginning to leave stasis. It was still coated in icicles and frost crystals from its long hibernation. They were going to wake it, and even they weren’t planning on taking the weapon out of the aqueduct; its priests were content with being protected in its vicinity.

“Dryston,” his old friend Gabriel Werdum shook him out of thinking.

“Gabriel,” Dryston said. “What happened with the crypt?”

The necromancer let out a deep sigh that destroyed the confident face he was trying to show. “I went down with Thaena and Taric. Something had awoken. It was the dead buried there; something breathed life into them and let them rise from their graves.”

“And that something was not from you?” Dryston asked.

“No, you’ve got to believe me,” Gabriel said. “I was as shocked as the next guy, who’s not been studying the dead for his whole life. I had a hunch about what we were dealing with when we came to the crypt all those years ago. I found out more in the course of our stay, but this I couldn’t have foreseen. I wouldn’t have put those children in danger.”

“You tell me you had a hunch,” Dryston said. “That’s not what you told me when we settled down there. Now, this hunch turned out to be true, hm?”

“It’s not like that,” Gabriel said. “My primary goal has always been to decipher the scrivelings in this crypt to warn us of this star alignment. I knew the cult that is buried there delved into the same mysteries: astronomy, star divination, and demon trial.”

Dryston looked at him doubtfully.

“Yes, they worshipped demons,” Gabriel Werdum told him. “It was a group around a wealthy matriarch, Mother Goulcrest, and her longtime companion, who really thought the praising of otherworldly demons would be the only thing that saved them if the end came near. Now, all I know is that the coming of that long awaited constellation to which they dedicated their lives, stirred them up. I have seen that happening before in the dark forbidden arts, but in single individuals for a short span of time. Not in a whole revived community for a span that lasted long enough to drive us out of our home.”

“What are you trying to say, Gabriel?” Dryston wanted to get to the bottom of it.

“I’m saying that there was an immense power reaching out to them, only a few hours before the occurance of the constellation.”

Dryston looked around. Everyone important was assembled in the vault. Kyra, Skadi, Cairn-breaker, Godsmite. He unfastened his axe and loosened the grip in his hand. They were close to the fulfillment of the deal, but time was running out for Dryston. His life ran out like the sand of an hourglass. If anything went wrong, he would take Argis down with him. This he promised to Skadi. He would make his contribution to the execution of the list. Cairn-breaker’s goons Thaena referred to as the Wild Hunt were present, but so was Ornsdottir with a warrior retinue.

The pariahs’ weapon wasn’t made of steel, or silver, or any other metal derived from fallen stars or earth-born. It was a living being, a primeval thing chained to the structure of the aqueduct and buried beneath the city in a cold slumber. The first, only, and last dragon everyone attendant would ever see in their lives. You knew what it was when you saw one. Was it the fact that it was so outlandish and huge compared to any other creature, or the manifestation in every memory these beasts had left imprinted? Dryston didn’t know. He was only certain that someone had to tame it before it regained its full strength, when they wanted to use it against whatever came through the star alignment.

Godsmite took a step forward and mounted the aqueduct. He passed dragon priests on the way up and Cairn-breaker’s gangers that were brave or foolish enough to stay that close to the monstrosity. Godsmite looked it in the eye and approached its horned head, which was the size of an ox. The path was slippery and the heights already neckbreaking. The edges of the aqueduct fell down into a gaping abyss, in which the dragon was confined in the subterranean domain. It must have been brought in through air or sewer shafts that Godsmite didn’t want to imagine. A warm breeze from the heater fires and the breath of the beast blew up against his skin. He had seen fellow species in the wild, witnesses of an early age, like the wyrm he had hunted in the icy sea. But this one was the pinnacle of the inhabitants of old earth. It was a predator that could survive on land, in the skies, and underwater. It had also fought the wyrms. It had fighting wounds of bites and sucker cups of a kraken. Some wounds never healed, Godsmite thought, as he raised his hands to the scarred scale-surface. His hands, too, were bound. The shackles vibrated. The screws shook and loosened. They moved as if touched by an invisible hand and unscrewed themselves. Burst open, the handcuffs slipped from his wrists and clanked onto the ground. Without even wondering what had opened his chains, Godsmite took the last step and touched the beast.

It felt wet and cold. And immensely hard.

Godsmite came to as the demon left him. He remembered nothing since falling asleep in the cellar. He hadn’t fallen asleep gently. It was more of a stroke, a sudden blackout, where his brain shut down and left his body crumbling to the ground. Overloaded by the information that had entered his mind, the information that something different than him was about to take control. The demon had traveled far and fast, using the open window the star alignment presented into this world. Somehow, the demon had found Godsmite in this damp cellar. He knew this from when he had shared his mind with the demon and it suppressed him in his own mind like in a prison. Not that walls or iron would hinder it. The entity had looked for the strongest being alive; it always did.

The demon left Godsmite the moment it felt the pulse of the dragon leaving hibernation. Controlling the dragon’s form, the demon reared its head and snapped at Godsmite. Without effort it bit into the barbarian king’s arm and tore it off at the shoulder. Godsmite was still standing when the huge jaws opened and consumed him in searing fire, tearing armor, clothes, skin and muscles from his bones as if he were falling into a sun.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


PARIAHS’ AQUEDUCT

The beast stopped to let out an earth-shattering, primeval scream, invoking the same fear every human had. It drowned Jarnsaxa’s shriek that was so loud it made her throat bleed. She only realized she had uttered his name when Godsmite was gone. And then all hell broke loose.

Somehow, the chains that held the dragon down had vanished. The creature just wanted to be break free, but only after repaying its tormentors. It spat igniting naphtha into the rows still standing on the aqueduct, like veterans standing in front of a trophy or historical monument they had claimed. Pariahs, gangers, and barbarians were showered in fire and dropped into the abyss like fireflies.

On the ground, it wasn’t less chaotic. Argis dived forward. He armed himself with an axe and was going to get away as long as he was still alive. This was not what his elven seers had foreseen. Why hadn’t they told him this?

Dryston saw Argis break away and looked to Skadi. He had promised not turn her in for the antidote. He had promised that he would find another plan. But what he promised most to himself was that he would take Argis down for what he had done to Skadi. The antidote was gone now. There wasn’t much left of the pariahs, the only people that would have built up reserves, and there was no way Argis was going to strike a deal with them now. His chance of surviving the poison was practically zero. The realization came with such clarity now. The struggle and uncertainty was over. This was the point where it was clear that he had been chasing something he wouldn’t reach. The desperation fired his limbs up and drew the last reserves from his poisoned body as he started into one last sprint. He would reach Cairn-breaker. He would take Argis down with him.

Thaena Ashcroft shot the crossbow she had reclaimed from the crypt, a last token of her lost hideout. She engaged the dragon together with the Wild Hunt and contributed to the few who were able to reach the monstrosity at all. Throwing axes, daggers, bolts, arrows hurtled through the air from beside her. Most missiles bounced away from the armor-like scales. Some got stuck and broke from the impact.

Thaena found herself a good position to lie on her back, crossbow prepped between her legs and aiming with her feet. She released the string and chucked another bolt, reloading without lowering her aim. And another. And another. Her pace already matched the repeating crossbow of Asukara Uryah, who was shooting from the middle of the crowd, producing distinct clanks.

This was before the dragon became airborne, of course. Something that big should not have the mobility to move that fast. It manoeuvred through the narrow vault, defying gravity with wing strokes like a squid, hitting the ceiling multiple times and sending down debris.

Once in the air, there was only running away from it. The dragon opened its mouth and showered the aqueduct hall with liquid fire. A pack of Cairn-breaker’s gangers got caught yards away from Thaena. They instantly caught fire and began to melt, screaming. Thaena saw the last survivors trudging through a wall of fire, a clown-faced elf and an ork with a skull-mask. They both collapsed when out of the fire, arms outstretched to her. The stench of naphtha and burnt flesh assailed Thaena’s nostrils like she had never known before. But the dragon’s shriek was worse as it passed over. The rugged, flailing wings flapped, compressing air in the confined space that nearly knocked her from her feet. The scream was trapped inside the dungeon and reverberated from wall to wall. The creature looked for a way out, sending echoes to its unknown surroundings that drummed in Thaena’s ears, making her almost numb. All she could think was that they must not let it out to roam freely in the world. Her kids were out there. She would rather bury herself together with the dragon beneath the surface.

Asukara Uryah’s five-shot magazine clacked empty. He doubted that his weapon had done much damage. The bolts were like pinpricks, at best. Ravage’s orc-bow would do more, but his aim was off. It proved nearly impossible to hit vital points during flyby. The dragon’s form looked like an acupunctured patient. It flick-rolled through clouds of grime and raining ash.

“Keep calm and run for your lives,” the orc joked.

Asukara Uryah’s sense for gallows humor had gone missing entirely since he had lost his eye. He wasn’t sure what could injure the dragon at all. Magic, maybe.

Out of his dead angle, a figure emerged, one of the many withdrawing. It was on collision course with Asukara. He saw it too late to avoid crashing, but he saw just in time that it wasn’t fleeing at all. It was about to attack. He knew the figure. It was the one that claimed his eye: the Kolanthel. The reason he had taken the trouble to join the Kolanthel-hunters and come here.

Asukara let go of the empty crossbow and drew sharp bolts with each hand. He didn’t believe in an eye for an eye; he believed in two eyes for an eye.

The assassin sidestepped him and went straight after Kyra. He accepted a bolt in his torso just to reach her. Asukara saw at point blank range that he had gone through more than this. His face and hands showed fresh burn scars. The Kolanthel respected dragons and mages now. He knew about the value of the sorceress.

It was a rare day when Argis Cairn-breaker didn’t understand things. He didn’t understand when things went wrong. He had seen his archenemy of Vacomany ripped apart, but the events had gotten out of hand. Why hadn’t his seers told him about that? Was this something they hadn’t foreseen? Or was this something they simply hadn’t told him. Had he been misled by his own council? They weren’t human, after all.

The bounty-hunter he had promised the antidote to caught up with him. He was surprised when the man’s axe hit him in the neck, tore through his artery and got stuck in his spine, locking him with his killer awkwardly in place for a moment. Argis crashed to his knees, his eyes staring at a point far away.

Dryston could hear Skadi startle as he put his knee on Cairn-breaker’s thigh and pulled the axe free, releasing a gush of blood. The body slumped down like a felled tree, burying his face into the ground.

Dryston broke down on his knees and his neck sagged. With the perception of his victory, he also knew that he was abandoning any chance of a remedy. He had cut the lifeline that could have pulled him back. But it was the right thing. Men like Argis Cairn-breaker had done so much evil that they didn’t deserve to live. He had made him pay for his sins. One soul against another. The old trade. Nothing had changed since the beginning.

Skadi rushed to his side and caught him from toppling over. She propped him up with all her force and held him tight, then tried to look into his lowered eyes.

“Dryston?”

“I promised you I would take him down for you,” he managed to say.

“What’s happening with you?” she asked.

“Too many injuries,” he lied. He hadn’t ever told her about the poison that was driving him to undertake that mission. He didn’t tell her that he was planning to trade her for the antidote and only changed his mind at the last moment. In her perception, he was one of the heroes that were brave enough to follow her path and work down the death-list that was the purpose of her life. It wouldn’t benefit either of them if he were to shatter her illusion with the truth.

He wasn’t the noble hero she thought he was. He never was the shire reeve many believed.

“What’s happening?” she sobbed, closing in so that her head was above his.

He smiled as he suddenly felt warm rain trickle on his face.

An eruption gripped the elf-assassin shortly before he could hit Kyra. The shockwave hurtled him through the air, where he clashed together with Ysara Horne. She dived into him and took him down, coming too close for her sword. They crashed onto the floor, and the woman somehow managed to get the upper hand. Coming out on top, she pinned the Kolanthel’s knife arm against the ground and reached for the sword lying at her side. It all happened in a blur for Kyra, emotions and instinct taking over in a dangerous struggle. The elf-assassin’s legs wrapped around Ysara’s neck and shoulders and began to choke her, holding her head and arm in place.

Kyra’s vision was fading, the damages of her own spell clearly visible on her. A split lip, trembling fingers, her eyes bloodshot and wide. Her heart rate had accelerated beyond healthy numbers and she felt the urge to throw up any time.

She couldn’t help Ysara, not with her magic and not without. Ravage was on the spot, together with Barknar, to intervene. The choke hold on Ysara’s neck was so tight the woman was already passing out.

“Help me finish that bastard!” Ravage cried. He lifted his boot to stomp on the elf’s head while he was helpless on the ground.

Barknar’s spear pierced through the orc’s thigh and got stuck to the end of the rusty blade, making Ravage cry out in pain.

“It looks good on you, orc-scum,” Barknar remarked and let the spear, with its victim, fall.

Kyra’s mind refused to believe what she was seeing. The treason unfolding in front of her, when Barknar helped up the assassin from underneath her unconscious friend.

This was the moment she had dreaded the most all those times. The moment where her powers failed her and all bets were off. She looked out for the one that could save her now.

Her last strength left her body as she recognized Dryston’s crumpled form with Skadi at his side, her bent back showing the tattooed death-list through layers of torn clothes.

Kyra had brought him into this, and now she was too late to save him.

The elf grabbed her, this time sure that there would be no retribution. Barknar turned away from her, running as far from the maimed orc as his feet allowed. From the vault’s heights, out of the darkness, the dragon returned.

The dragon wanted to get out, it was consistent in that much. It steered its body up into a vertical rise, once having located a ventilation shaft that was broad enough to fit through. It was a stretch, even for a creature as versatile as the dragon, but the need to reach the surface and the will of freedom drove it on. It bumped against the shaft walls, scratching scales, claws, and horns on the way up, splintering stuck bolts and arrows like toothpicks as it went.

Far down in the scorched chamber, a crippled pariah activated a lever as her last action to stop the monster. A grumble went through the ceiling of the building above their heads. The afflux to the heater stones opened, redirecting, built-up magma streams past the opened floodgate into the ventilation shaft. A split-second too late, it missed the dragon flying by the lock. The immense temperature caused its wings to catch fire for a moment. The gnome warden priestess looked up to see its burning wings being brushed off by the shaft walls as it exited the underground domain. A second later, the stream of magma came down over her and the remaining survivors in the aqueduct hall.

Thaena Ashcroft was panting as she reached Dryston. She skidded on her knees and looked in Skadi’s face for any hint about Dryston’s state. The Valkyrie shook her head.

“He’s not gonna make it.”

“Damn you are!” Thaena exclaimed. She grabbed Dryston by the collar and shook him, trying to bring him back to the living. “Wake up! You’re not allowed to die! I don’t allow you to die, you hear me?”

“I don’t care what anybody allows me,” Dryston replied. “I take what I want, just like I took Cairn-breaker’s life, and right now, what I want is rest.”

Thaena slapped him across the face and brought Dryston back round for a moment. His eyes were beginning to faint again.

“Damn you, Dryston!” she cried. “Don’t do this to me. Don’t you remember the time when we were about to step into Skybridge?”

“I don’t even remember what I had for breakfast today,” he joked.

“I was too afraid to go on. I wanted to take the easy road and leave, but you taught me to take the hard road. It is a choice, you told me. Look what that choice let me become!”

“You made the right choice,” he told her. “I can’t believe it’s you, Thaena. I don’t even recognize you anymore. I mean it in a good way.”

“Don’t let me down now. Now it’s me who has to tell you to fight on.” She looked around desperately.

“There’s nothing left to fight for me,” Dryston said. “My work here is accomplished.”

“I need you! The dragon is gone. It escaped to the surface. My kids are out there! You know what that means? I have to do the same thing that you taught me that day. My quiver’s empty; I’ve no bolts left, but I will chase this beast away from my kids. I won’t allow myself to give up, as much as I won’t allow you to!”

She touched his forehead with her fingers and took leave, running to rescue her children.

Skadi, the only one left there, embraced him tightly in her arms.

“I’ll tell you the story of my home,” she began, rocking him back and forth. “It’s not one that I tell easily, but to you, it is an honor to let me tell it to you. You have contributed to vengeance on one of the men who began that story. You have closed one of the circles. If there is anything you wish for, I will do it for you.”

Dryston propped himself up and leant closer to Skadi.

“I know your story”, Dryston said. “Now there is one man left on the list, who I never heard of. I don’t know where he is, but you will find out one day. That’s why I want you to leave. Get away as long as you can and live to fight another day. Survive and kill the last one. Think of it as doing it for me. The end is important in all things. If you can end it than I can die knowing my feat here was not futile.”

She nodded. Skadi swallowed and got up to leave.

“I promise.”

The abyss gaped beneath her, the same blackness that had swallowed her love after the primeval creature had ravaged the barbarian king’s body. The unthinkable had happened, something she had never prepared for. The one she had set all her hope on was suddenly gone and left her with a void that could not be filled with new promises or faith in the future. She didn’t know how much time had gone by, staring into the dark, and she didn’t know how much longer she would continue. It didn’t matter. Ultimately, her muscles would give in, and she would slump down like the burning remains of her love and savior.

“Jarnsaxa,” a voice called her.

She turned, her face robbed of any expression. King Tancred stood at the other side of the aqueduct. He had come from slaying Godfrey, and though it felt that he had fulfilled his reason for coming, the release of the dragon made everything else pale in comparison. Tancred moved awkwardly, cautious at a height that seemed to not affect Jarnsaxa at all.

“Jarnsaxa,” he repeated. His voice was croaky and shaking for a king. His kingdom was on fire. Jarnsaxa guessed he realized the mistake he had made. He didn’t want to make his next by losing her too. He stretched his gloved hand out to her.

She hesitated in taking it. What would it change? This was the man she’d wanted to run from since she came here, an enemy trying to lull her into his reign.

She winced as the King of Treveria came closer to her and took a step back, slipping over the edge.

Tancred dashed forward and caught her hand, pulling her back over the ledge. He let out a scream of exhaustion from the pain of his broken ribs. Tancred closed her into his arms and pressed her deep into the chainmail of his hauberk, holding her like the most precious belonging.

“I’m not letting you go,” he said. Tancred embraced her and took a deep sniff of her hair. The mightiest woman in the whole north now found herself in the arms of the mightiest man of the kingdoms. “It’s all going to be good,” he said.

She knew it wasn’t.

As Tancred held her tight, he spotted Dryston below the rubble. The sight of his old bodyguard made him screw up his face in disgust. Jarnsaxa could read his thoughts in his expression. A traitor. Renegade. Rogue.

Dryston looked up. The ground shook as molten mass and rocks hailed down. Before him, he recognized the boots of a Kolanthel assassin and the familiar heels of Kyra. She looked terrified as the Kolanthel had her at his mercy.

“Not her,” Dryston whispered.

The elf stretched his hand out to him. His fingers were clutched around the phial of an unfamiliar potion.

“The pariahs’ potion,” he said and gave it to Dryston. “It is the antitoxin to Cairn-breaker’s poison.”

Dryston wasted no time on questions. He unplugged the flask and, whatever it was, poured the counter-venom down his throat. His dry and split lips stayed on the opening of the phial till his body had ingested the last drop of it.

The step of a boot on a nearby ledge let them all turn their heads. Asukara Uryah stood there, propped against a fallen stone pillar, his elbows bent in textbook firing position. His one eye was aiming over the bolt drawn in his repeating crossbow at the assassin’s head.

“You will need more of it,” the elf said to Dryston.

Asukara held his breath and began breathing out slowly, his finger brushing against the trigger.

“Wait, Asukara, please,” Kyra pleaded.

The Kolanthel hunter blinked.

“I can provide you with more, if you follow me and the sorceress,” the elf continued.

“Why have you given this to me?” Dryston asked.

“Cairn-breaker wanted me to acquire the potion from the pariahs to trade it with you for that girl,” the assassin said. “In return, he would show me the way to the pariahs’ weapon, the dragon. It turned out different than planned. But here, I gave the potion to you. I don’t want to stand in anybody’s debt, be he dead or alive.”

Dryston shook off the bitter aftertaste and got back on his feet. He was seeing double but still, his circulation was coming back to normal. “What do you need me for?” he asked.

“So that the sorceress won’t kill me,” the Kolanthel said. “I want her to join me voluntarily. Her body language revealed her emotions. She is attached to you. She will come with us and do what I say, or she will lose you.”

“What makes you so sure of that?” Kyra asked him. She took a step back from him and lifted her outstretched hand, palm facing towards him, ready to cast. The elf regarded Asukara and Kyra.

“Please, what other chance do you have?” he said.

“Let me end this right now; we can find something for your friend later,” Asukara said.

“You won’t find another antidote with the dragon unleashed and roaming around on the surface,” the elf said. “It is a powerful weapon that could bring the downfall of this kingdom. The Kolanthel were assassinating mages long before, because they were the only ones able to stop it. But, I need you, sorceress, to help me capture the dragon.”

“You want to capture it, and then what?” Dryston asked.

The elf looked at the slow-flowing magma mass approaching them. It was a bitter reminder of his volcanic homeland. “We should go,” he told them without answering the question.

“You’re going nowhere!” Asukara shouted.

“Please, give us a chance and settle your grudge later,” Kyra said to him. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Asukara sighed and let his crossbow sink. He didn’t let the Kolanthel out of his sight.

“You and me are not done,” Asukara said. “But I will wreak my wrath on your friend in the warband first, who you were supplying with drugs, and who paid you back with innocent lives. I will be done with him quickly. I will trace you. And if you two are still with him when I come back, you won’t be able to stop me.”

“Looking forward to laying my eyes on you again,” the assassin said.

“I have a map of the sewers,” Dryston said. He pulled out the piece of cloth the serf of the mansion gave him, the one that had belonged to the old brotherhood. He could imagine now why they once decided to travel under the surface. “Where are we heading?”

The elf regarded him and Kyra. “We are leaving the city. North.” He was marching already and looked back to the two to follow. An unusual alliance. They broke into a run, leaving the desolate chamber with Asukara Uryah behind and climbing up an ascending corridor. The assassin smiled with his next words already on the tip of his tongue, while the gaze of the King of Treveria pursued them till they were gone.

“To the Kolanthel.”

“To the Kolanthel while a dragon is roaming around,” Dryston said. “What’s your name, madman?”

“Sendel Varon.”

Dryston and Kyra followed him out of the aqueduct. The dragon wheeled in the cloudy air, setting everything on flames with a beam of blinding fire trailing in front of it. The three of them took cover behind a block of stones. A whole line of trees ignited in walls of fire.

It was better to stay inside and ride out the storm. It wasn’t sure that they were going to survive at all. But Sendel got up and watched, apparently caring more for taking pleasure in the destruction of the human kingdom than caring for his own safety.

“I can’t watch this without doing anything about it,” Dryston said. “Kyra, let’s bring that beast down. We will talk Sendel into it. Tell him that we have to capture it now before it’s too late. Maybe with lightning or ice, freeze its limbs and bring it to fall. Then let Sendel move up to him, he can cover himself in fire retardant like he did before and try to communicate with it. He is an elf, he’s old, maybe he knows the language. And then, when they are both occupied, I will end it.”

“End it how?” Kyra said.

“Godsmite would have been the right one to do it,” Dryston said. “It would be the forging of a legend. But we lost our hero. When I was in the sewers with Tancred and I had my decision to make, I realized there is a way to become a hero and a way to survive. I choose to survive. Now I will do the opposite. I’m going to kill that dragon.”

“That means throwing away your life,” Kyra said.

“I don’t care,” Dryston said. “I have the chance to kill a dragon, so I will take it. Sendel won’t kill me after I shatter his dreams. He will be too busy gathering the shards of his heart from the ground. Maybe there is another way to find a cure, Tancred might forgive me when I save his kingdom. You saw him with Jarnsaxa together on the aqueduct. They will get together. Everyone will be in my debt.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t do it,” Kyra said. “I can’t bring the dragon down. You are expecting too much from me.”

“Look what’s happening,” Dryston said.

Sendel overheard their last words.

“The Kolanthel are going to take back what’s theirs,” Sendel said.

“There will be nothing left to take back, except ashes,” Dryston said.

“Now, there’s nothing left,” Sendel said. “We will rise from the ashes and make do with what we have.”

Dryston shook his head. “This is the end time. We will all burn.”

“There is no such thing,” Sendel said.

“What?” Dryston said. “What about the prophecies? Everything came true.”

“The prophecies are lies,” Sendel said. “We should know, because we fabricated them. Civilizations fall for the most minor reasons. A poisoned well, a harsh winter, one failed harvest, a plague, fear. It takes only one small thing to tip the scales, one frail log to let the house collapse. Like in your own life, Dryston. The girl with the tattoos is insignificant in the greater scheme of things, yet you met her and your life turned for the worst. All that you went through was because of her, you walked through hell. You even killed the Cairn-breaker and crossed that name from her list. Now your life is in my hands, just as my life is in the hand of your sorceress.”

“You couldn’t have planned this whole thing,” Dryston said. “That Godfrey would take the prophecies seriously and suffer paranoia and that Tancred would punish him for this from fear for his own neck. The actions of kings and rulers were out of the Kolanthel’s hands.”

“Sure,” Sendel said. “It didn’t matter what actually happened. The end effect always would be the same, utter chaos, and you can’t plan in chaos, just prepare for it to come. The Kolanthel are ready to strike, as you will soon see.”

The dragon let out a scream, like a call to gather its kin. There was none left alive to join it. It was a relic past its time, a fossil of a long gone era dug out, awakened and thrown into a world it didn’t belong into anymore. With one last fierce cry it flew off from the burning city, growing smaller and smaller in the sky like a melting ice crystal, until it vanished behind the distant mountains.

Sendel followed it with his gaze and blinked as his sharp eyes lost it. He turned to Dryston and Kyra.

“Now, shall we?”

“Wait,” a voice said.

Dryston directed his gaze to the part of the wall that was towering in front of him. Skadi walked down the stairs, slick with grime. White flakes of ash orbited her.

“I’m coming with you.”

Dryston felt like an outcast in the camp of Kolanthel. It was well hidden, deep in the woods, and underground. He only detected it when the forest floor changed and he saw that there was more beneath a layer of leaves than just soil. He was walking on the roof of the camp, a net that was stretched over a wide pit. He saw head movements first and people talking down in the pit. Then there were buildings, better masked on the ground.

Sendel led them around and down into the inlet. The clearing was only the entrance and upper domain. Ways wound down through caves, past scores of Kolanthel guards.

“I’m going to bring you to the Kolanthel leaders first,” Sendel said.

“So this is where all the leaders of the Kolanthel are assembled,” Dryston whispered to Kyra.

They looked at each other for a long moment.

“Interesting,” he said.

Skadi found her place in a hut of an orc tattooist. He had practiced his art on the backs and faces of several warriors. Now it was time to cross out the next-to-last name on Skadi’s list.

The tattooist drew a line over the runes that made up Cairn-breaker’s name.

“Twenty nine done,” he said. “Tell me, are you a heart-breaker? Or a life-taker?”

Skadi didn’t respond, as the stinging pain entered her skin and went through her marrow.

“Only one left,” the orc said.

“I could handle twenty-nine before him,” Skadi said. “I’m sure I will handle this one too. Even if it means that another fifty men have to die.”

“This one,” the tattooist said, “I’ve heard of him.”
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