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Prologue

 

The First (The Sacrifice)

 

 It was a wizard’s castle; paranoid and proud. Torches adorned each polished wall, bathing its many halls in reflected light. Murmuring wind and guards in subdued conversation made the only sounds. Any sound above a whisper and the castle’s latest master, Lord Fridel, March Chief of the Protectorate, would hear. 

A quiet, careful, ninety-three years old, he rested secure in the knowledge that no intruder could reach his marble sanctuary. As a member of the Protectorate’s ruling council he was afforded great security. The walls of his castle were three feet thick in places (five at the base of the tower). A full garrison of loyal guards patrolled below, and two of his personal retinue stood watch outside his room’s thick oak doors. The castle had but one tower (a winding staircase the only point of access), and Fridel’s chambers were perched on top, separated from would-be murderers and assassins by a full fifty feet of stone. His safety was assured. The defences were enough to deter anybody…

But not anything. 

 

*

 

Far to the south and west of Lord Fridel’s stronghold, on the outskirts of Lianthre city (the capital of Lianthre, named for the continent), a summer breeze blew soft black hair across a darkly pretty face. A young woman, only twenty-five years of age, stood atop a flat roof that overlooked her ornate country gardens. She stared into the night, directly at the solitary tower of the castle she knew was there. Tall and bright in the daytime. Hidden in the dark. 

Below, the carmillon’s evening blossoms went unnoticed. 

She had expected to feel joy, but her heart felt utterly empty. There was only the void where hatred once flowed. The feeling was not pleasant, but she refused to mourn Fridel’s death. Instead, she would mourn the opportunity missed; the chance to slip a dagger between his ribs herself, as he looked into his assassin’s eyes and saw her father resurrected there. 

It was not murder, or worse, assassination. It was just a balancing of accounts. The rahken warrior, her warrior, would play the scales in her stead.

She pulled her hair back from her face and looked down just as the blossoms closed. Without their lurid light, she could see nothing of her lands or servants, only a faraway lantern. On a moonless night like this, the sole indication of how large her estate had become was its tiny firefly glow bobbing in the distance – her guard patrolling the boundaries to her estate. 

The rahkens were a strange, fierce race that lived outside both the Protectorate and the human spheres of influence. Before the creature’s arrival, there had been nothing to see by night on the estate, and only an overgrown and thorny wilderness to see by day. 

She had been tending the grove on her estate in the sweltering heat of the previous high summer when it came. The grove had been modest then, lovingly restored by her after years of neglect during her expulsion, and she had been watering to stave off the wilt. Thoughts of larger plots worried at her as she worried over the growth. 

Alone and unannounced the rahken had arrived, startling her despite the brightness of the suns. A dagger had appeared in her hand, sliding from where it lurked in the sleeve of her dress, but had not flown. Instead, she had watched in stunned silence, stayed her hand, as the warrior knelt and bowed its head to her. 

It had not reacted to her threat in kind. She had expected assassins, not a supplicant. With its fingers the rahken made the sign of the circle, and with that motion more than anything else its rare service was hers.

With relish she had grown in power as a councillor in Lianthre’s seat of human government, the Kuh’taenium. Her initial triumphs were granted in sympathy. Her current status was due to genuine respect. All was thanks to the rahken...and all would come to nought. 

Even with such an ally, what could one woman returning from exile hope to achieve against such a mighty adversary as the oppressive Protectorate? 

Now she knew. Revenge was all. 

What she really craved was justice, though it seemed justice would never be hers. All she had discovered to find her father’s assassin, all that she had risked, and for what? Who among her fellow Councillors could she tell? There were few in the Kuh’taenium she called friend and could confide in none. 

Yet the rahken
was ample compensation. She knew not how she had managed before, and now, she rose through society faster than she could adapt. In merely six years, she had been elevated to the same status her father had achieved before her – at half his age. Just six years to reach the pinnacle of human power on the continent of Lianthre. 

Humans would never be as powerful as the Protectorate. A seat in the Kuh’taenium was all she could hope for. 

She should have been proud of her rise to power, even though her father would have told her pride was for fools. 

Had he been there, she would have said it was for him.

 

*

 

The blue-burning torches in the hallway, outside Fridel’s door, sputtered wildly in wind dizzied from climbing the spiralling staircase. Each gust blew gossiping light into the shadows, where most of the stairwell’s skulking denizens were caught in the eerie, wavering, glow. Spiders startled in the sudden light scampered in retreat. 

The rahken warrior merely pulled the darkness tighter. 

It was at home in the gloom outside the Protocrat Lord Fridel’s lair. The great beast’s pure brown eyes – the colour of its pelt – saw in a way entirely different to human sight, reliant only on the facets of light, the colours, rather the whole. It saw the changing shades of heat and materials, the hues of human thought and the memories in the stone. 

Heat from the guards outside the door appeared in shades of orange, as a corona around the body, with the black of cool steel where chainmail covered torso. The guard on the left shifted slightly. The colours tilted. He would be moving soon. 

The warrior readied itself, as the guard on the right picked at something stuck between his teeth that smelled like meat. It shifted its huge shoulders as it stretched. The other left the light, plodding slowly closer. The warrior’s furred ears picked out footsteps now, but noticed they were quiet boots the guard was wearing. The cold stone underfoot looked violet. 

The first guard stepped into its shadow, and the rahken struck like tempered steel. Its stiffened claw-tipped fingers made no sound as they pierced the throat. There was no malice in its eyes.

The warrior spread its fingers and tore the guard’s windpipe. 

Wind escaped, some trapped in bubbles, breath wheezed and blood flowed, welling in the chainmail links before dripping onto the stone floor. The drips slowed and the guard’s polished leather boots gave a final judder. The dead protocrat became closer to the colour of the chainmail. 

The warrior lowered him gently, almost reverentially, to the floor. 

Humming to himself now, the second guard gave no indication he had heard anything. Seconds from death, he hummed a slow tune. It fell on unappreciative ears, though; the rahken wasted no time.

From the blackness it burst. Bounding, blindingly fast steps and the warrior’s hand – spraying the first guard’s blood – smashed palm outward into the guard’s gnarly face, with enough force and speed that he barely had time to register a blurring of the dark, and then, dark. Now that it had abandoned stealth, the rahken hit the guard hard enough to drive his head through the door. A small tear in the guard’s forehead was the only visible injury but he was obviously dead. Bone jutted through. 

Before the rahken’s first swinging arm came to rest, its right arm hammered into the door. The force it generated, in less than a second, shattered the heavy wood. It dived through, as Lord Fridel rose from his chair. Malevolent eyes spun, sighting along a crossbow. Light from the unseasonal, autumnal fire in the hearth glinted on the silvery bolt. It flew. 

The rahken tumbled head over heels underneath it. It coiled and sprang. Its hard head drove Fridel into the air. Open hands, claws extended, rent the late Lord’s chest. The March Chief of the Protectorate hit the ground dead. 

The bolt clattered to stillness, blunted, in the hall.

The rahken stood for a second, focusing on the room, its barrel chest barely moving. On Fridel’s writing table, almost covered by a blotting cloth, the bold title ‘Protec…’ showed. It was no creature of letters, but if it concentrated it could see the aftertrail where Fridel’s eyes had passed the script. Meaning hung in the air. It could recognise the intentions and they were dark. It was enough. 

Clutching the ream of papers in one hand, it left the way it came. 

 

*

 

Tirielle A’m Dralorn heard the siren call in the distance and repressed her satisfaction until she could be inside. Her warrior had succeeded again. 

 

The Second (The Saviour)

 

Across the wide seas of the world of Rythe lay a continent unknown to most Lianthrians. The entire western side of that continent was taken up by the wild, vast plains of Draymar.

A solitary figure, a foreigner in that land, stood in the meagre shelter of a tree. Growth was sparse, the grass underfoot and the occasional lost tree the only things to break the monotony of the landscape…until the eyes found the mountains to the east, magnificent and breathtaking after mile upon mile of grassland. The man remained still and watched, eyes narrowed as he strained to see through the mists that seeped from the mountains to the east. He was wearing what had once been a cloak, which hung from his frame in tatters. 

Up close, his face looked worn thin in places, with dark veins showing through despite the sunburned skin. There was a scar running from cheek to cheek, straight through his nose. Questions sprung to mind about the quality of medicine on this continent, but the stitches that had held his face together once had done their job. They had left their impression, however. He had been left with marks upon this main feature, smaller scars crossing the large. 

Observers often thought of a caterpillar. 

It would have been the defining feature on most peoples’ faces, but not for this man. The scar became invisible very quickly for those that possessed enough intelligence to overlook it. For those too slow to sense his discomfort under scrutiny he strove to make it obvious that the scar was not open for conversation. 

The man was called Shorn. It was his most recent name, but not the only one. He was a mercenary. In his line of work names were a skin to be shed. The deeds of a mercenary should go unsung. 

Shorn was famous in certain circles – revered – almost. In other circles he was very unpopular, although his more vocal critics never seemed to get their harshest words out in time. 

Shorn’s breath came in slow, long bursts. He breathed into the wretched cloak to make the most of the warmth. Watching the horizon behind him from the shade of the tree, he thought about his chances. Time was a commodity. Time was something Shorn understood better than most. Rhythm. Breath. Heartbeat. His heart was beating slower now and he counted time to it. He had been standing under the tree for what seemed like a very long time, but he forced himself to count, not sure if he had been standing still for long enough. He knew where the woods lay, and the mountains, granting safety, beyond them. He could see the dark shadows of the taller trees through the mist. Straining all his senses, he willed the mist to part. 

There was nothing for it. It was his profession to know when to run. He knew the time was now.

Shorn broke out into long strides for the forest. His knees pumped up and down in rhythm with his arms, the action smooth. He did not see the spines that rose up in the mist behind him, slicing. The mist healed when they passed. 

Shorn had no such healing powers, so he ran. 

 

The Third (The Watcher)

 

Far out to sea, the triangle was complete. 

The Third had been charged with watching the First and the Second. Three mortals fated to come together at the end of days. 

He had been watching since the time of the Second’s arrival on Sturman shores, the country to the east of Draymar, where Shorn had first landed after the journey from the land of his birth. Sturma, tiny and inconsequential when compared to its neighbour, was dwarfed by Draymar. 

Shorn was a stranger in all lands. 

The First had come later, born on Lianthre, across the sea. This was interesting in itself. 

The First was the Sacrifice. The Second was the Saviour. 

The Third was the Watcher and his name was Drun Sard, the chosen of the Order of Sard. The Order of Sard were charged to watch for the coming of the three, and had done so for a thousand years. Now the signs were right. Drun alone among their number was gifted in the arcane arts. He could see the signs. The return was drawing near. 

Though he did not know it, he had been on a platform at sea for thirty-seven years. Watching, just like many watchers before him. It was his lot of all his antecedants to join the three together. 

An unkempt mass of knotted hair and beard now reached to his thighs. His hair, unhindered, had grown straight and long, but his legs and chest were bare and smooth. He sat naked on a wooden platform that floated out at sea further than any land ship had ever been, where few birds flew. He ate what fish he needed and drank rainwater when it came. Occasionally the birds brought him gifts. 

He always thanked them. 

He looked around his home, held to its spot by Seafarer magic and protected by his own. He laid an uncalloused palm on the worn wooden frame and said goodbye. 

His supplies, in ancient wooden chests tied down against the elements, were long due replenishment. Perhaps now they would remain empty forever, for it was his time to return to the world. The time for watching was over.

 Drun dived into the sea, where he ran his hands through his hair and beard under the water. He stayed there long enough to remove the knots of the last few years, when even grooming had been forgotten. When finished, he was at least clean. He knew the Order would understand. They always had. 

Still dripping, he sat on the platform under the gaze of Rythe’s twin suns. He closed his eyes and dreamed of the circle. 

 

*

 

In a circle across the world, nine men sat. 

One opened his eyes, and said, “The watcher is ready.”

Others nodded. 

“The Protectorate, our ancient enemy, already plot the downfall of the Sacrifice. Their hand is evident in an attack on the Saviour, too.” The speaker’s body remained motionless. Only his lips and throat could be seen to move. “It is time for us to act. Already we may be too late. We have lapsed in our duty. The Watcher will go to the Saviour. We must protect the First for we are nearest to her.”

The man next to the speaker rose smoothly, despite having sat in the circle for five hours with legs crossed, waiting. He wore soundless armour of shifting colours. A long and straight, plain sword sat at his feet. Shining hair fell across his face, as he bent from the waist to pick up the sword, and stretch. The others forgave the breach of etiquette. 

He straightened and looked around the room, bowing his head slightly to the leader of the Sard before speaking. 

“We ride tonight.”

The others rose, taking sword before rising. They left the circle growing cold behind them. 

Outside, nine horses pranced impatiently, already saddled. The remaining devotees of the Order of Sard mounted and left. Only their temple home Sybremreyen remained behind, towering blackly into the deep night.

 

*

 

Drun rose and heaved an upturned boat from the platform. It turned mid-air, splashing into the sea. 

He had watched the Sacrifice and the Saviour take the path toward oblivion. The Sard had waited, changing with the times but always remaining the same in their duty; to watch for the coming of the three, and to oppose the machinations of the Protectorate wherever their evil manifested. 

Now the time of the last battle was near. Drun hoped that it was not too late to make a change. Tirielle and Shorn had made their choices, learned many lessons. Now the time had come for the Third to join them together. 

For their real teaching to begin. 

 

                                                                      *




  


Chapter One 

 

“Renir! Get up!”

Renir groaned into his pillow and rolled the covers over his ears. His wife did tend to grate on his nerves first thing in the morning.

“Renir! You can hear me!” Her shrill voice and harsh accent had seemed almost bearable when her breasts had been firm and high. He heard pottery clatter for some time before she resumed. “It’ll go cold,” Hertha scowled at the opening leading into the bedroom, “RRReniiir!” She knew there was no need to shout – the hide covering between rooms would not drown her out. Renir wondered if she took enjoyment from tormenting him. He stuck his fingers in his ears.

“If you don’t get your lazy behind out here now, the dog’ll be eating your breakfast!”


Renir Esyn was a placid man. He never understood his wife’s constant nagging; nobody else seemed to find him offensive. People took to him because he looked just like them. True, he was a shirker, but he smiled and was honest about it at least. Or so people said when excusing him to those he had offended. Everyone knew him for what he was – a lazy good-for-nothing. They even said so to his face, with rare honesty that flourished in small villages everywhere. In answer he would say, “I’m saving food for everyone else by not working up an appetite”, or something similar. People would call him a fool, then he would smile and joke and change the subject. He had an easy manner and was well liked by everyone but his wife. 

A pot flew at the hide, ruffling it out before it fell to the ground and shattered.

He got up.

After a breakfast constantly interrupted by snide looks from the dog and grating syllables from his wife, Renir donned his worn leather jacket and left without saying goodbye. He could hear Hertha as he wandered down the street, talking as if he was still there. He wondered if she was actually talking to the dog. Conspiring against him.

The village itself was a pathetic cluster of shacks on the southern tip of Renir’s native land of Sturma. Sturma, a verdant country, nestled between Draymar to the west, Teryithyr to the north and the sea to the east and south. The villlage was more of a hamlet – a few simple huts, a tavern, an open stall for the traders that passed through, some fishing boats. The blacksmith’s was the only place outsiders ever really visited. 

As far as Renir knew the place had never been named. He called it ‘the village’, as did everyone else. The place did not matter to Renir, who had grown up in the foothills of the Culthorn mountains. They could be seen in the distance on a clear day. The village of his youth, Green Hall (named for the rotten hall that had been erected by a long-forgotten local Lord), was not there any longer. It, and his remaining family (his mother and his scrawny cousin Serig), had been destroyed soon after his wedding, along with the whole town. The Draymar, always the aggressor in border quarrels, had burned it to the ground. 

Renir had met Hertha there, and, after a hasty drunken coupling outside the local tavern (The Bull Catcher, where he had tasted his first beer) had felt obliged by the standards of the Sturmen Thanes and their laws to marry her. Which was true to some extent. At the time he had thought her a catch far beyond anything he could ever have dreamt. And he had been moderately drunk and flattered, like all young men, to be offered that which they crave. They had performed their deed behind the tavern in the dark. He had been itching from the cheap sackcloth he had thrown over an unopened barrel of ale at the back of the tavern. Hertha had fidgeted about too, evidently bored of him. Which was strange, he thought, for he had been swift. 

Renir would have got away with the pleasant memory of a drunken lay behind The Bull Catcher, a tale to tell his friends of the girl he had wooed, with her breasts like the mountains that hide the Draymar. He would have gotten away with the tale (or some tail, he thought, and chuckled to himself) and a memory if not for Jugun, the town gossip, who had happened to observe his endeavours whilst walking back from the tavern. 

Renir wished he had never married. 

A man of twenty-five already at that time, everyone thought he would turn out like Trangerth the blacksmith, who had never wed, and who it was rumoured had an unusual affinity for the beasts he shod. Renir had thought himself a lucky man; only his second time in the saddle and it hadn’t cost him a penny. Of course, when sobriety finally reached his head in the morning and she came to knock at his door, he saw her plain face and heard her voice. His mother had been delighted but Renir had inwardly cringed. He had thought to get out of it – drunken couplings were not unheard of – but for a man without a trade the law dictated that the woman could approach the mother of the man for permission to marry. If the man’s mother gave consent he would have to marry or join the army. He could have lied, he supposed, but there had still been a semblance of a guard back then, and Jugun was notorious. Not much of a choice for a man with Renir’s approach to hard work. 

He should have joined up. At least they had whores in camp. 

The law had come about after the battle on the Draymar steppes, some nameless land where so many young men of Sturma now lay with their skulls reduced to pots for saplings and grasses. His grandmother had told him once she hoped his grandfather was lucky enough to be growing something nice. He had always liked flowers.

When Gek Fathand had issued the call to arms the other Thanes had each sent a thousand men. Not since then had any Thane inspired such devotion. Even when Gek had called all able-bodied men to war the enemy had still outnumbered them by ten to one. His grandmother, a nurse at the back of the lines, had watched Gek rally the men facing the overwhelming army of Draymar. He had held his great sword with one enormous hand. She said his hands were so large on his double-handed sword he had to use it one handed. Renir still wasn’t sure his grandmother’s tales were entirely true, but believed Gek had been called Fathand for a reason. 

The green grasses of the plain had been scarlet and silver that day. Cries of war gradually passed, as the cries of pain took the field. The most terrible cries came from the fallen horses. 

Wave after wave of Draymar were repulsed as the Sturmen fought with their backs to the foothills on the other side on the Culthorn Moutains, until the dead mounted so high as to make the Draymar’s horses useless. The Draymar commander – some Sturmen called him Tyrinne, some Gyrainne, nobody seemed clear on his true name – had ordered his lines to attack on foot, when Gek had pressed with every last man, catching them against their horses and in confusion. 

The battle had ended only when the bodies of the dead covered the field as far as the eye could see. 

Following the battle Gek decided that there were not enough people left in the Sturma to protect it, should another threat from the Draymar arise. There were few enough people as it were. The carcasses of towns abandoned by the dead littered the countryside. If the Draymar came in force again there would be nobody to stop them. So they were supposed to get married and breed like mud-brags. 

Cackhanded, Renir thought. He was sure he could have made a larger impact on the population without a wife. 

The mountains rose in the distance, covered on the peaks by snow reflecting the suns’ glow, as he remembered that first night with Hertha. He sighed. Some men’s lives (and wives) are perhaps destined to be ordinary.

The village slumbered. On his way up the tiny street, he passed fifteen houses, the one-story tavern, the fishcutters and the small market stall where most things were sold by passing traders (there was no need for an inn – nobody ever had reason to stay in the village overnight. If they did they stayed under the canopy of the market stall, until the next day’s trader turfed them out). All of the houses were still shuttered against the night, although the first sun had risen over an hour ago. It was cold on the coast where the salty air blew in and nobody in the village would rise from the comfort of their beds this early unless forced.

The marital home stood next to the sea. The window of the bedroom looked out over the ocean and the door opened onto the village’s single street. Renir’s small fishing boat was shored in front of the bedroom window. Hertha insisted he drag it up there in case of thieves. Renir couldn’t remember a tale involving boat thieves but did not complain. 

He couldn’t remember the last time he had looked out of the bedroom window either. 

Or the last time he fished. His last catch ensured enough food on the table after they had been traded at Turnmarket, and Renir disagreed strongly with working when there was no need. Hertha disagreed with him on this as she did everything else. 

He came to the front of the blacksmith Gordir’s smithy, where the big man was up and sweating, firing the great furnace ready for a day’s work. Visitors came from all over the Spar, the district in which Renir’s village sat, with work for Gordir. The blacksmith always had an order to fill.

Gordir was a hulking man with hands tempered by years of heat and hard toil. The two men usually waved and smiled a morning greeting – a ritual for the few times Renir passed the smithy this early. The smith was often at work; early and late. Gordir’s work ethic was, it seemed, directly converse to Renir’s. 

A man of few words, but quick to smile in company he found tolerable, Gordir had a laugh that matched his size and a deep, hoarse voice; from the smoke in the smithy, no doubt. The two were often seen at the table in the local tavern, Renir talking loudly to the consternation of passing strangers. None thought to mention it with Gordir at the table. 

This morning Renir approached him and said, “What are you making today?”

Gordir, who had put down thick, steel tipped bellows as Renir approached, answered, “I’ve been commissioned. The Lord is having his armour repaired.” 

“What was wrong with the old armour? Has our Lord been in the wars again?” His voice took on a dainty air as he said ‘our lord’.

Gordir’s mouth turned up at the corners. Both men knew the Lord of their realm (the land awarded by his father, the Thane of Spar, for services in the battle against the Draymar over fifty years before) had not seen a fight in his lifetime. “His son knocked it off its display stand and dented the breastplate.”

“I didn’t think the little brat strong enough to shift that bulk,” Renir laughed pointing at the huge breastplate. “Maybe you should let it out some while you’re at it,” joked Renir. “I doubt he even fits in his gauntlets nowadays.”

Gordir shrugged quite eloquently. “I just do what I’m paid for.”

“Don’t we all? Anyway, I’m going to Turnmarket this morning. It’s a long way off so I’d best be gone, lest she skins me for a rug.”

“What are you buying?” asked Gordir. 

“Hertha threw a pot at me early this morning.”

Gordir’s eyebrows raised. “Ah. New pots, then?”

“Yes, she’s angry that I don’t work enough. She’s also angry that I have legs and arms and teeth, but then, she is angry at everything.” He gave a wry grin, “So, now I have to walk to Turnmarket on my day off.”

“Isn’t everyday a day off for you?”

“Ha ha.” Renir gave Gordir his best threatening look, but gave up before he embarrassed himself.  “Right, I’m going. It’s too early for this.”

Gordir thumped Renir on the shoulder. “Nevermind, the exercise will free those rusty limbs.” He let out a throaty chuckle. “Be wary though, there’s worse abroad than Hertha.” 

Renir glanced at the mountains. “Well, in that case I’d best be off. I’ll want to be back before dark,” he said, before rubbing his shoulder.

“You can buy me a beer when you get back then.”

“That I will.” Renir turned and headed up the street, his mood slightly improved. The sea was at his back and the mountains stretched before him. Gordir watched him go and returned to his work. He eyed the breastplate, rusting at the armpit, and shook his head. Too many things had gone to seed. 

Renir passed the last house and set off for the second peak from the left of the largest in the mountain range, with Turnmarket sheltering beneath it.

 

                                                                      *

 




  


Chapter Two

 

Sixty miles southwest of Turnmarket, Shorn rested in the wooded foothills leading into the Culthorn pass. Once through he would be able to see the mountain marker for the pass and Turnmarket beyond it, the only town for miles and thankfully Sturman. He looked relaxed. Only after running until the first moon reached its apex in the night sky had he realised that the hunters following him halted their chase whenever he stopped to rest. His suspicion, formed when he first encountered them, was confirmed; these were no creatures of flesh and blood. That knowledge in itself did him little good – without sword he knew he was practically defenceless – but it did allow him to realise his limitations. The beasts would not be slain by hand alone.

It was now daylight and the second day of his pursuit had begun. 

That the creatures only tracked his motion was a blessing. He made the most of the advantage through the night, resting when tired, but using his greater speed to open a gap between himself and his pursuers. Now the entrance to the pass was in sight and the fearsome black hounds were not. 

Running through the night would have weakened most prey, but Shorn was inured to most hardships, through nearly thirty years of physical discipline. At a little over six feet in height, he was lean, running to gaunt sometimes during longer campaigns. Daily, when able, he carried out his Shartrias, ritualised exercises with and without his sword. His hands were calloused and fast from both practice and the reality of war. 

Few men knew their limits as Shorn did. 

He now knew he could outrun the beasts, at least until he reached Turnmarket (although he had no intention of dragging three dog-sized creatures into a small trading town and seeing what mayhem would ensue). With his canteen still containing water he could keep his strength long enough to reach the hills and find a refill from one of the many streams flowing from the rock. He had only taken sparing sips during the nightlong pursuit and showed no serious signs of dehydration or exhaustion yet. His lips were cracked a little, but then that was to be expected. 

Shorn saw no option to lose the beasts that did not involve the mountain pass. It would be cold, perhaps deadly cold. He looked down at himself and sighed. The creatures’ spines had torn what little thread was left from his favourite cloak when they first attacked. Not that it mattered. It was never a winter cloak. 

He knew he needed to open a considerable margin, to allow himself time to rest. The crevasses and the massive drops that were the main danger in the mountains seemed to be his best chance. 

Let them see how they faired at climbing. 

He still smarted at losing his sword. If he had been more attentive in the training camp, he would not be reduced running around in mountain passes. He would almost rather die fighting than have to resort to this petty game of hide and seek. 

He resolved to put the lesser dishonour aside in favour of righting the greater wrong: the theft of his sword. His sword in Nabren’s hands was unthinkable.

Nabren had been his employer in his last job as a mercenary, training the Draymar for guerilla attacks across the border into Sturma. The man was bereft of all decency.

Stupid, Shorn realised now with the benefit of hindsight, how his need for the constant challenge of the fight had overruled his misgivings when he had ridden into the training camp that first time. Work had been slow enough to bend his already shaky ideals and sign on with Nabren's band of miscreants. His skin had crawled from some presentiment then, cried out to him. The dull taint of magic swam eel-like through the air – dark, loathsome magic – and still he had ignored the senses that served so well. How quickly the proud fell when faced with the obsolescence of age. Only just past forty and he had let his fear of growing old persuade him that all was well. Stupid.

Magic left signs a trained mind could discern. The signs he noted had not been subtle. Awakened one night from a troubled sleep, he had stepped outside his tent and his skin had itched, the inside of his nose irritated by the tarnished air. The sword he held at his side, his sword, had hummed from the power expended in the air. That had been the first time he had felt eyes on him, unseen, observing him from the dark. He had known at the time that there was nothing there that he or any other man would be able to see, yet he had also known eyes were watching him. He had not felt stupid raising the sword before him and letting it sing. The feeling of being watched subsided as his sword's song rose. 

That night he had returned to his bedroll and slept a fitful, careful sleep.

When he had lost his sword he had not been attentive enough. His sword sang in the presence of magic. Its abilities aside, he could not afford to lose it. It was a sword of rare power, even more so when wielded by a master swordsman. 

He was embarrassed at the ease with which Nabren had stolen it. He knew of Nabren's reputation before signing on at the camp. The crazed mercenary was a man who profited from war, training warriors across the land for a price; something Shorn could understand himself as a man who lived for war. But Nabren was inhuman and Shorn knew it the moment he set eyes on him. A powerful man from the look of his body, Nabren’s face did not fit the image. The face was drawn tight, eyes hooded as if to hide the thoughts within. The eyes that looked out from the tanned face were dead, emotionless pits. A man could not live Shorn's life and not know that look. It was the look of dull death coming at you sword in hand. The look of villages, towns, and even cities burned and dismembered. And Nabren unaffected by any of it. 

Shorn had killed before and cried. He had killed before and smiled. He had seen women’s – children's – mutilated corpses and felt sick at himself for being a part of the world that tore ordinary lives apart.

Nabren had seen all that and more. Yet he had walked through the aftermath of ordinary men at war and felt nothing. Working for a man like that, and Shorn had still lost his sword. His embarrassment was burned all the brighter. 

A simple trick was all it had taken to outwit the proud mercenary. Dizziness had overtaken him after only a few mouthfuls of stew, the mainstay of camp food. Immediately he had felt the surety of death visiting again.

Doubled over, hacking, he had made himself retch up all the undigested food he held, but it proved too little too late. He had passed out in his own vomit. It had taken no more than five minutes to undo a lifetime’s training. In the corner of his field tent Shorn had lain beaten.

He had regained consciousness miles from the camp. As he rose three beasts with night black hides, spines from neck to tail, pounced from the brush on the plains. He had fought with fists and feet, his head still groggy from the poison and barely managed to stay unscathed. He had only run from the beast when he had put out an eye early in the engagement, only to realise with growing horror that it was coming back; not growing, organically, but coming back just the same, materialising, crystallising. No matter how badly he injured the beasts, they came on. They were implacable. 

Nabren must have ordered it, he reasoned from his forest bed. There had been no one else in the camp that would have committed such an act. With the other trainers (among others Draken, Shall Kim, Dargirre, Bourninund and Carnadin, compatriots in countless wars) eating around the fire outside he would have been safe could he have cried out. The poison had been so fast, though. The only noise he had been able to make was that of retching. Perhaps his being sick had saved his life, but now he wondered if he should have called out to his companions first for aid. A cutthroat bunch, admittedly, but they had honour. Nabren did not have the shame within him to be capable of honour. It had been Nabren’s doing, without a doubt.

A servant must have taken Shorn's body outside the camp, the subtlety only necessary as Nabren would have lost all the other men at camp had he tried to kill Shorn openly; Shorn's reputation preceded him wherever he went, a veteran of too many battles to count. So he had ordered Shorn poisoned and dumped him out in the wild for the fey beasts to finish him. 

In the mercenary’s work there was no right or wrong side. It had nothing to do with money, or hate – Nabren wanted Shorn’s sword for himself, simple. But Nabren was no wizard, for there was no magic about the man. He knew this from his sword, which hummed and whined (Wen, his teacher in the arts of war, had said it sung, but Shorn thought that too pretty a word) whenever in the presence of magic. Shorn wondered who the wizard had been. The one whose eyes he had felt upon him that night.

Someone must have summoned or created the hunters to tear him to pieces out of earshot and out of sight of the camp, so the leader of the motley band could deny all knowledge of the act and keep the respect of the men. No doubt Nabren intended to hide the sword and claim he had taken it from Shorn’s body later. So Nabren had an unseen ally. A powerful ally, it seemed. 

He did not think that the beasts were intelligent. Their master must be. A bounty hunter perhaps? He thought that a possibility, as magic was not often used in warfare – wizards were rare anyway (at least, on this continent) and targeted immediately in war. The trick was to kill them before they got their chants out. Such enterprises usually proved short lived for those proficient in the arcane arts. Wizards tended to work from the shadows instead. They used their skills for gain, never for good.

Thinking through the problem and relaxing in the dappled sunlight, Shorn was not be sure the beasts would perish even by his sword. It was a moot point – to go back for his sword, he would need to get past the beasts unarmed. The passes were the only option left. He would have to lose the beasts long enough to rest and eat and then try to get them to fall (I’m sure they’ll be receptive should I ask. He laughed at himself). If they didn’t die from falling into some deep drop or gorge, at the very least they would have a long climb to catch him. 

He rose and set off again, running at a steady pace. 

Three creatures with black hides that devoured the sunlight rose, too, heads up as if sampling the air. They set off at once. The grass where they had lain shivered as it died.

 

*







  



Chapter Three


 


Turnmarket bustled at midday when Renir finally arrived. 

The town sprang up as a trading post for the western part of Sturma, and because of its proximity to the mountains and the possibility of Draymar raiders it was one of the few areas in Sturma that had a standing army. It was called an army, but for all intents it was no more now than a militia. Since arriving, Renir had seen only five guards, all with pikes and leather armour, none of which was waxed. Their pikes looked none too sharp, either. 

Renir decided he still wouldn’t want to be hit in the head with one.

A storm was brewing on this side of the towering natural wall that protected Sturma from her old enemy. Renir looked up at the blue-black clouds and knew he would never flee the storm’s reach in time. The weather closer to the mountains was gloriously changeable and had forced Renir to stay in the cheaper of Turnmarket’s two inns before. He had drunk himself into a stupor the last time and spent a cold but peaceful night, the room spinning and snow swirling madly outside. Snow was always a welcome break from Hertha’s incessant nagging. The pounding headaches seemed to last all the way back to his village, though, and served to make Hertha’s gripes all the more invasive. Sometimes that woman could make his head hurt worse than summer ale. 

It was a price worth paying. He looked at the darkening clouds coming in over the mountains and hoped the snow would last a week.

Entering through the worn wooden gates that broke the fence around the town Renir passed quiet market stalls, until he came to Delvin’s, a small swarthy man who had made haggling an art form. Delvin’s beard reached the top of his ripe belly, a huge encumbrance no doubt funded by the extortionate prices he charged from the unwary. Renir always went to him for Hertha’s household items. Partly it was because Hertha insisted on the best goods, but mainly because Renir enjoyed a little friendly banter with the man he had known for years now.

“Goodday, Renir! It has been too long.” Delvin rose from a battered stool at the back of his market stall and came round the front to touch Renir’s hand. “Have you come to give me all your money again?”

“Yes,” Renir answered, frowning, but smiling too, “I don’t know why Hertha insists I get her goods from you, you’re nothing but an extortionist.” 

“How can I be an extortionist with this girth?”

“I didn’t say a ‘contortionist’…I see you are already twisting my words to your own means.”

“Now, Renir, you know I relish your visits. You always pay with such grace, unlike some of the other barbarians I see in this line of business. Come round and we’ll talk at the back of the stall – I have some fine Teryithian brandy you might like to sample – unless Hertha’s put you under orders?” 

This was one of the other reasons Renir liked to come to Delvin’s stall – Delvin, while skinflint, was always ready to offer a sample of some outlandish brew of which Renir had never heard. 

The trader led Renir round to the back of the stall, away from the thinning crowd. 

“Where’s Terith?” asked Renir, ignoring the slur on his manhood and moving round to sit on a crate at the back of the battered stall. The marketplace quieted and Renir settled down to barter and watch the crowds moving away. People were already leaving despite it only being midday. Come back! He shouted inside his head. Its snow!


Then he realised he was the only one of the lot married to his wife.

“Teryithyr, my friend, is a cold hearted land far to the north, its people covered in white hair from head to foot. Some of the people are giants. Fearsome to behold.”

“Sounds like fanciful nonsense to me. When have you ever been that far north? Last I heard you hadn’t even crossed the mountains.”

Delvin unstoppered the brandy flask and took a swig before passing it to Renir. Delvin’s breath caught as he replied, “I’ve never been that far north, as you well know. I traded a set of pans with a guy – Tygrove – his name was, for it. He said he’d heard tales from a man who’d passed Thaxamalan’s saw. I don’t know if I believe it either, men covered with fur indeed. Still, I’ve never been, so you don’t know, do you?”

Renir took a slug of the brandy and felt his throat tighten and burn like he had drunk fire. “Owyha! Hunf! What is this stuff made of!?”

Delving laughed and thumped Renir on the back. “The mrith worm!” 

Renir looked to see if his friend was joking. He wasn’t. “All of it?” 

“Yes, it’s the best thing I’ve found for keeping warm when the snows come in.” He pointed at the darkening sky. “Did you not notice the storm rising over the mountains?”

“Nnn. I thought I’d stay in Sharma’s Inn for the night instead of heading back early. I could do with a break from Hertha. Woman drives me to drink.” He took another swig and handed the flask back.

“Well, it’s been a while since we had a drink together. What say you to a little ale downstairs to keep the cold out tonight?”

“That sounds good. I have to go and have some lunch and I've a few things to buy. Shall we say in a few hours? I’ve other stalls to visit, too.”

“Well in that case, I’d best take some of your coin before you leave. Don’t worry, though. I’ll leave you enough so that you can get me a drink later.”

“Thanks, Delvin, you're all heart. Huuuh…”  sighed Renir, “...now, about those pots.”

After wandering around for a few hours outside, a few coins lighter and his arms burdened with purchases for Hertha (and a few for himself), the temperature dropped viciously. The first few flakes of snow began to fall. He was wearing a lighter coat than was sensible under the circumstances, so he returned to the inn. To the west he could see the suns shining. Overhead the gloom weighed heavy on the sky. 

Renir got back in good time to avoid being frozen outside. He took a room, thanking the barmaid for his lodgings and paid in advance. Hefting his pack over his shoulder and groaning as unfit limbs struggled with the added weight and smooth worn stairs he ascended to his room: a spartan cell with a rug and wooden walls (there were no stone buildings in Turnmarket). A few blankets were laid out on the bed. A draft came from beneath the bed, wafting a musty smell into the freezing air. The water in the basin was already icing over and his breath froze, too, as he sat down, puffing. He luxuriated in the silence snow brought. Then, he took his boots off, closed his eyes and went to sleep.

 

                                                                      *




  


Chapter Four

 

On a tiny battered boat out to sea Drun Sard, he alone gifted among the Order of Sard, pulled at his beard and thought of Shorn, the Saviour, and how far he had fallen. Drun had followed Shorn's life, his training in the arts of war and growth into the man he was today. When he concentrated on his mind he could feel the heart of the man inside, the honour at the very core of Shorn's being. But the actions the mercenary had taken during life were taking their toll and the code was withering in the constant bloodshed and atrocities that surrounded him. The places left for love to grow were scarce. Drun felt afraid. What would happen to the world, he wondered, were the Saviour to fall any further from grace? Not constructive thoughts for the time at hand.

He reached inside himself again, felt the last sun in the dry blue sky above on his skin and let its fading warmth seep into his soul. Eyes closed, the weathered skin around them scrunched in concentration, Drun let the suns guide him, pull him from his body. He floated on the rays, feeling and seeing them as solid airways: paths to travel by. On the waves in the air his soul travelled, hundreds of miles, nebulous cloud beneath his ethereal body reflecting his god's light back to him from below. After a time he reached the shores of the continent of Sturma, the mountains of Culthorn after that. Like the eagles searching out their prey from their mountain aeries his spirit flew on the heat of the sun, round in ever widening circles, searching for signs of the Saviour below. 

He saw Shorn, just a speck of dust climbing the rocky terrain to the pass above. 

When he had last flown free from his lonely body Drun had seen the chase begin. His soul had known the creatures for what they were, trailing their sinister histories like snakes across the landscape, their trail easy to follow through the long, dead, grass. Created from malevolent magic, anguish flowed in their veins. Drun’s soul felt them and understood more than he would have liked. 

They could not be killed by Shorn even with his sword. Only Drun and their maker would know that. They could only be extinguished by purity. 

He had tried to tell this to Shorn the first time he had spied the hunters, but his powers were finite. If the mind he tried to reach were not attuned to him, he could only talk through their sleep, and sun travel, by its very nature, did not lend itself to the night. He had hoped to find Shorn napping, trusting in Shorn to realise the creatures could only track his movement and not his scent. But Shorn had not slept and Drun could not get through. 

The first time Shorn had met an adversary he could not defeat alone and Drun could do nothing to help him. The Protectorate had attacked before the Sard were ready and Drun, the fabled watcher, had not seen it coming.

Circling high still, Drun tracked the following beasts, miles below…running on with slow but determined pace…now clearing the foothills and beginning their ascent to the pass. The dead grass they left behind worked as an arrow, pointing to where Shorn should be. He followed the arrow’s path through to its conclusion, until he saw Shorn below. Shorn, who had spent his life looking to erase the pain of his birth, yet running time after time back to the bloody womb of battle. Waiting for the fight again. 

Time was running short.

Drun's shadowed-self moved on as the first sun began to set. Looking for a messenger. Flying over Culthorn, crossing the River Frana and its tributaries further to the north. Past the Guardian post. Over Turnmarket...

 

                                                                      *




  


Chapter Five

 

Renir murmured in his sleep.

“Renir, I have need of you,” said Drun from inside the sleeping man's mind.

Renir looked around his room. He remembered renting the room and deciding on a nap to pass the time. He could not remember inviting an old, hairy (and above all naked man) into his room. 

“Forgive me, a-huh, naked, stranger, you seem to have wandered into my room.” He wondered how to get rid of the obviously insane, very naked man standing at the foot of his bed. He didn't feel threatened, but was none too comfortable with the situation. “You, ah, seem to have the wrong room. And I hate to be the one to point it out, but, erm…” He waggled a finger politely.

Drun looked down at himself, “Well, don't just stand there, get me a towel.” The old man’s voice croaked but was firm and forceful. Renir rose and went to the bathroom. He brought a towel out for the man, his eyebrows raised in disdain and eyes definitely averted as he handed it over. He sat in a chair.

“There is little time for introductions. I need you to go to the Culthorn
Pass and give a message to a man named Shorn. This man will die if you do not go now.” The old man fixed Renir with a stern eye, daring him to disagree.

Renir realised what was wrong. “How do you know my name?” 

'I am speaking to your sleeping mind. Please trust that I mean you no ill, but you must go to the Culthorn
Pass. Set out immediately. You will find him there at the pass.” Renir's eyebrows were stuck high on his forehead, amusement growing on his face as Drun related his instructions. 

“You want me to go to the pass?”

“Yes. You will come to no harm. The way is clear.” 

“Very well. I shall do as you say.” Renir shrugged internally, wondering himself if that was possible in a dream. It didn’t really matter what the old man said if he was dreaming, did it? Anything to get rid of him.

Drun finished, “Tell him the beasts that pursue him are of malign magic. Only purity will quench them. Tell him this, Renir Esyn.”

Renir's suspicions that the old man was a loony (who was a loony? His eyes kept drawing away to a voluptuous hrun in the corner, sporting a woman’s breast where there should be feathers) were confirmed. He thought to dismiss the dreaming vision, but instead what he said was, “Right you are. I'll pass the message on.” 

Renir awoke. He squashed his eyes to dispel the afterimage of the naked old man and buxom hrun. A mildly (troublingly) alluring dancing hrun, he recalled.

He looked across the darkening room and shivered from where he had awoken, in the chair. He remembered falling fully asleep in his clothes on top of his bed. The temperature had plummeted but he felt colder. The details of the dream faded from his mind (not the ghostly image of the old man), but he remembered the crux of the message. Something about a man named Shorn and Beasts (a fluffy, slightly green, tail? No, the hrun. Definitely not a dangerous sort of beast) and (naked?) men in his towel. He walked to the washbasin on the cabinet across the floor, the rug under his feet a pleasure in the crisp air. He broke the thin ice on top of the basin and splashed some freezing water onto his face. Outside he could feel the cold of the snow and the dull silence. He pointed a narrow finger at his dripping face in the mirror above the washbasin and said to himself: “Who's crazier, a dreamer of ghosts or the ghost in his dreams?” 

He looked warily at the towel on the floor and dried his face on his shirt.

 

                                                                      *

 




  


Chapter Six

 

“I had the strangest dream this afternoon.”

“What are you doing dreaming in the afternoon, Renir? Old enough for an afternoon nap now, are you?” Delvin took another swig of his ale and looked at Renir. Nope, not an old looking man. He looked ordinary, a kindly face with light mousy hair framing a clean-shaven face. And always an interesting companion for a beer.

“No, it was most strange. An old man spoke to me. He had a huge beard and the longest hair I've ever seen on a man. Silver hair, shot with black. Eyes were strange, yellow, like… (he tried to remember, pausing)…butter, if I remember correctly. All butter – no milk.” He sucked his breath in and cocked his head. “And, erm, he was, ah...naked...” 

Delvin spluttered beer back into his glass, spraying the table. “Ha! A hairy naked man, eh? We should get you to a seer quick and see what that means!"

Renir sighed, “I know, not exactly the kind of dreams I'd wish for. My fault for going to bed in the afternoon, I suppose. I think I'm cursed for my lazy ways.” He took a hearty gulp on his beer, and let out a ‘haaaa’ of pleasure. 

Delvin looked at him. “Ha ha! Naked man!” 

Renir sighed again and shook his head. I should've stayed asleep...no! He shuddered at the thought of the man's brazen nudity...

”Ale?” he said quickly.

It was fully dark outside. The two men sat at a round wooden table, already a few beers to the good. Sharma’s was quiet. The locals, loath to venture out in the cold, were nursing one form of drink or another, most warm. A few outsiders stuck because of the snow huddled across the other side of the inn, talking quietly, as outsiders in strange places often do. Magret, the Landlord's wife, shuffled about behind the bar. 

Renir came back with another two ale jugs. “It was strange though. I don't remember much of the conversation but he knew me. A more vivid dream I've never had.”

“Back to that, eh? Perhaps it's a portent. You're to get wed to an old man of the woods, kind of thing?”

“Thanks Delvin, I knew I could confide in you.”

Delvin smirked and said, "Fine, tell me more."

“He said I should go meet a man named ‘Shorn’ in the Culthorn
Pass. He said he was in danger, from beasts...what if it's true?”

Delvin held his beer to mask his smile. “Did that brandy affect your head?” 

Renir shrugged, “Maybe.”

“Sounds like a bad dream to me, Renir. Maybe you should get some more sleep. It's getting late anyway.”

“I think you're right at that. Let's have another and we'll retire for the night.”

“No more bad dreams, eh?”

Renir stood to go to the bar, downing his ale. “It wasn't a bad dream; the old man seemed kindly enough.”

As Renir walked to the bar with his mug in hand, Delvin shouted to him, "I'm sure he did, why else would he come to your bed naked?!”

Some of the other patrons looked at Renir and he flushed, throwing Delvin a finger. Delvin grinned wickedly in return.

Three more mugs later and Renir was sound asleep in his bed. The room had been spinning a little when he got there but was thankfully stable in his sleep.

He snored lightly. Then:

 

WHAM! 

 

Inside his head bright with daylight in an instant, his dreaming self seemingly slammed out of his body. He reeled in the shock of it. 

The old man appeared in front of him, this time with his hair flying out behind him, nudity bold and eyes glowing. His eyes were fixed on Renir.

“You must go now.” The voice growling and scraping like iron dragged on stone. “There is no more time for your disbelief. Awake now. You will find under your bed a flower of yellow, growing from the floorboards. Suspend your disbelief Renir, for a man's life depends on your actions tonight. Be the man you are.” The apparition grew and became more solid. “The world has need of such as you. Awake and see the flower. Then you will believe. If you do not a man will die and the world will die with him. I cannot stay to explain…but you must go to him. Take warm clothes and leave now. Pass my message: only purity will banish the beasts. 

Go!

 

“...gogogo.”

 

Renir's dream awareness made his body bounce up on the bed as he slammed back into himself. 

“If you are not a dream and not a ghost, and you're telling true, you are still asking me to go out into the snow in the night, into the hills where beasts live, to find a man I have never met, somewhere I've never been, and save his life!” 

He wondered why he was looking up and talking to nothing. “Damn you! Stay out of my head!” Stupid, he was going crazy. He would have to cut down on the drink. He set his reservations aside for long enough to think, ‘But what if it is true?’ 

Steeling himself, he peaked under the bed. 

There, growing between the planks, was a golden shining flower, chasing out the dark.

 

                                                                      *

 




  


Chapter Seven

 

Across the mountains that sheltered Turnmarket, a wizard took a deep breath. Nabren tried his patience and Draymar was not where he wanted to be.

“Is he dead yet?” Nabren asked with no preamble.

“Not yet, my Lord.” Klan Mard bowed obsequiously, his hands folded into his dark, indeterminably coloured robe to show his employer no threat. His hair fell forward across his face and hid his expression.

“You promised me this would work!” Nabren thumped his fist into the table. A goblet of wine jumped and spilled its contents onto the maps of Draymar and Sturma it held down. 

“And it will my Lord, I beseech you. Just a little more patience.”

Nabren drew his stolen sword. It sang out a garbled, insistent tune, as if mirroring pain in a song. It was chaos.


“Its song is painful to your ears, is it not, wizard?" Nabren pointed the ornately etched hollow blade at the wizard.

Klan Mard was a protocrat. He did not take threats lightly, especially from a mere mortal. He was a wizard without peer, sent by the Protectorate on a mission of utmost importance. He knew it was important because his superiors had told him so, although he only knew that he was to secure the death of a man called Shorn. He did not know why the man warranted such specialist attention, but he would find out. He would not question directly. Questions were dangerous.

Klan Mard looked up from the fattened tip of the sword to the eyes of the maniac holding it. His outburst aside, there was no anger in the eyes. Perhaps I have misjudged, thought the wizard. He seems not such a challenge. Giving the sword to Nabren had been payment for his services but now Nabren held the sword Klan Mard saw triumph in his eyes. Nabren had begun to let his guard down, not thinking of all eventualities. Thinking he had won. 


Klan could wait, although the awful singing of the hollow blade – the centrepiece of the sword was removed and the tip widened before tapering – was beginning to annoy him. “A few more hours, my Lord Nabren, and Shorn will be ravaged. My beasts do not give up.” 

“Hear me, wizard. If Shorn is not dead tonight, he will return. The men I send across the mountains will not complete their task and you will die by my hand. I will not relinquish this blade now it is mine!”

“He will die and the coast will run with blood in mere weeks. We will have our war, my Lord.” This last Klan nearly hissed – it did not hurt to show true face sometimes. “Shorn's body will be carrion for the mountain cats before tonight is through. Your price is fair, Nabren. The death of the town for Shorn and his sword. I will deliver my part of the bargain."

“You'd better. You assured me Shorn would be dead yesterday and yet he still lives. It is unwise to cross me, Klan Mard.” 

“I understand. Payment will be delivered tonight.”

The Protectorate, from their hallowed halls across the sea on Lianthre, had sent their best. Klan entertained no thoughts of failure. 

He left the tent, bowing to Nabren. The bow was just one of many lies.

The guards outside shivered as he passed. Tonight, he would finish his task. Klan’s masters would be pleased. 

War would rise on Sturma once again. 

 

                                                                      *

 




  


Chapter Eight

 

Alone again on the roof of her estate house, looking out over gardens full of vibrantly coloured flowers and tall, plump trees, Tirielle sighed.

How I long for counsel, she thought. Such decisions to make alone. And then, If only my father were still alive, he would have the answers. But no, in her heart she knew hopes and wishes held no sway over her. Her decision, she understood, must come soon. The Protectorate may already know my mind. 

The Hierarchy (such lofty terms they use to mask their nature…inhuman and sadistic) still governed the country, but their enforcers, the Protectorate, were becoming supremely powerful. Those that had power joined the Protectorate and bred and only married other Protocrats. They sought out the magically gifted among their own race. The Hierarchy’s strength waned as the gifted among them became gradually fewer. A deliberate act? Tirielle wondered.  

 No matter how guarded her thoughts and actions were in private someone would know. The Protectorate would act. The danger she had put herself in was real. Already she had heard rumblings among her servants; 'Tirielle seems drawn tonight,' and, 'Did you hear? Lord Fridel murdered in his chambers!' The latest, 'Honestly? Tenthers walk the streets!?'

No, false hope could send her to her death now. The time for action was long past and Tirielle knew the longer she spent dreaming of an easier life and putting off her choice, the more she put her whole house in peril. Herself in danger of disgrace and her servants in danger of examination, with all the horrors it entailed. The Protectorate were not known for their gentle nature. A heavy hand, a heavy mind. 

Her father had warned her not to get involved. 

Perhaps he had been right. Still, it was far too late for regrets. 

She brushed her hand through her long black hair, straight and usually full of shine, a black mirror reflecting the sun's joy back at it on a good day. Today it seems to absorb all light. Her heavy eyes, obsidian in the dusky light, stared out over the vista before her, unseeing and lifeless. An unconscious response, she introverted when in thought. She was a thousand miles inside. 

As her father taught her, she let her mind filter out any minor issues and focused on what she knew. The matters of direct import to the problem. To dwell on the unknown causes indecision, he had told her. Never let the Council see indecision. They will sense your weakness and they will pounce. Time.

The basics. Yes, the basics.

Taking a deep breath she let her mind work its wonders without the hindrance of her thought. 

Well, I cannot do all of this alone. That much is given. I can trust it. No one else. (Of all my companions, the only one I can honestly say I trust is inhuman and the only one I have never had a real conversation with). 

Can I trust it with my life?

I already have.

How simple. Her eyes came back into focus. Then, another oddity.

Blinking, startled, the echo remained in her ears. She dismissed it and rose from her reverie. Walking to the knee-high wall that surrounded the rooftop she waited for a servant to look up. Haraman, one of her oldest retainers, did.

"Haraman, call on the rahken. Let it know it will be my pleasure to receive it in the stone hall."

“Lady.” Haraman bowed his head to raised hands and put down his trowel. She watched him walk away, huddled and broken.

The sense of urgency grew in her as once more the orphaned thought sang out, the same as when she came back to herself: 

 

‘gogogo...’

              

She swept her dress tails up and hurriedly moved below. For the first time the voice in her head was not her own.

Tirielle had not long to wait. There were many benefits of station and being unaccustomed to waiting for visitors was just one. For that, she was thankful, as while she waited the strange, insistent voice (her own thoughts invaded) plagued her. 

A question for another day, certainly, but one that would not leave her. She turned her thoughts to her visitor and welcomed it with a smile, inclining her head to indicate that it should sit.


“Good evening, Lady.”

“Good evening, Master Rahken. I believe it is time we became…acquainted. I have been remiss and shown poor manners in not being forthcoming sooner,” a lowering of the head here, “I hope you will not hold it against me.”

The warrior inclined its head, brushing off the apology, and said, “I have taken no slight.”

She and her warrior sat at opposite ends of the stone table in the great hall. The warrior lounged nearer the door, giving the impression it was at rest. But closer inspection showed that, even now in the safety of Tirielle’s lands, it was on edge. It was always on edge. 

The rahkens were an aloof race, usually keeping themselves above the petty machinations of humans, heirarchs and protocrats. Tirielle still did not understand why the rahken would choose to serve her.

Shutters outside of the windows kept the room cool in the summer and warm in the winter – a fire burned this day to keep the unseasonal chill out. Carious, the larger of the two suns, needed to be higher in its cycle for the shadows to retain any heat. Tirielle kept warm by wearing a fine robe tied at the neck. The warrior was unaffected by the season. 

The brutish-looking rahken sat at the edge of its seat, its girth full between the arms of the stone chair. Tirielle lounged back in hers, seeming diminutive from the other end of the table, especially compared to the rahken. A thoughtful look crossed her face and she spoke. 

“Since you came to me last high summer, now six years past, I have with my plots and your power risen far beyond my expectations. My standing in Council is unparalleled by my peers and you have brought me nothing but prosperity.” She paused a moment and looked to the warrior for some reaction, trying to gauge the tact she should now take. The warrior’s face was as unreadable as the stone slab under her shaking hands – approach this wrong and she could sign her own death warrant. 

“I need to trust you with my life.”

There. No other way. Her warrior moved its gaze from the tabletop and met Tirielle’s stare across the room. The giant tilted its head to one side, granting acceptance? It was obviously as much as she was going to get without further probing.

“Perhaps we are just acquaintances?” She put a smile in her voice to mask her disquiet – never show uncertainty. “Too many times to count, you have been stalwart in your support of my house. Almost solely, my ascendancy is due to your efforts on my behalf. Yet I do not know your name.” The rahken now watched her with interest, giving nothing away. Tirielle resisted the urge to sigh in frustration and pushed on.

“I call you friend, because until now it has suited me to do so. I must tell you, however, that if we are to continue working together I can no longer afford the luxury of my illusions. I tell you this not just for my peace of mind, but for your own safety…I would ask your name and your allegiance now, for if I involve you further in my plans without implicit trust not only do I risk myself, but your life could be forfeit too.” As she spoke in a rush Tirielle watched for signs of comprehension. She was entirely used to the rahken’s taciturn nature, but this time she needed consent. And perhaps a believer.

“So, I ask you this now, for I hold affection for you and would not see you killed.” She strove for gravity in her words and although she did not expect a gasped intake of breath some reaction would have been gratifying. She had, after all, only spent the whole of yesterday evening alone in her room, rehearsing these words.

“I ask you: do you count me as a friend?”

She sat back in her chair, raising her eyebrows in question, although not sure if the rahken would be able to see facial expressions from across the table.

The rahken rose, the very stone of the chair creaking in relief. Its bare feet padded across the slate-tiled floor as it strode toward its Lady. It stood and looked down at her, towering over the seated woman.

“If we are being blunt tonight... are you playing political games or asking in honesty?” The voice was deep and came through a cavernous mouth, the words split around the teeth like echoes in a crystal mine.

This wasn’t going to plan at all. Slightly taken aback, she replied, “I am asking in honesty, you must see that.”

The rahken showed its gums as it smiled. “Yes, I already know. I just needed to hear you say it.”

“Ah...”

“Lady... you ask more than you understand.” It paused momentarily, obviously considering the words to come. 

Tirielle interrupted, “I ask for selfish reasons but please understand there is more to my request than sheer vanity – to unveil the Protectorate I must understand your motivations, and to ask the sacrifices ahead I must know you. I have sacrificed my vengeance for a larger cause. I have asked of you something I should not. The death of Lord Fridel was mine to bear alone, but what I ask of you now will mean even more than you can imagine.”

It surprised her by replying, “Lady, I understand more than you might imagine. But you have shown no need to know me until now. I have risked all for you already, and now you ask for my friendship, thinking you ask much of me.” Tirielle nodded for it to continue. “If I give you my friendship, and be assured this is my wish, you know nothing of me still. For us to become as friends I must also reveal myself to you.” Tirielle looked perplexed for a moment, the rahken continued: “I have secrets too.” It waited for an answer (Tirielle thought how eloquently it speaks). “Is my meaning clear?”

“Honestly? Not entirely, no. But friends share, this much I accept. I believe I owe you more than I have given, but what would you have me know?”

“Lady, this is my dilemma. For you to trust me you must know something of me. Yet I cannot oblige. And yet I would have your trust, for your plans are not contrary to my own.”

Tirielle chuckled. “You should have been a diplomat for your lack of straight answers. I am none the wiser.”

“My apologies. I mean to say my name is mine. If I give it, this will be the only revelation I may make.” It looked slightly discomfited. “I wish I could give more.”

“I do not need gifts…”

“My apologies again, I express myself badly…”

“You express yourself to perfection.”

“Thank you. I mean my knowledge is not mine to give. All of me that I can give freely and without compulsion is my name and my service. I will give you both if you but ask it. Do not ask of me more, however, for more is not mine to dispense.”

“Then, my friend, I am called Tirielle A’m Dralorn. Tirielle to my friends, and I seek allies against a giant foe.”

Roth bowed its head low. “Then Tirielle A’m Dralorn, I am called Roth. By friends and enemies alike.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Roth.” Tirielle rose from her seat and placed her hand on Roth’s arm. Her head came only as high as its shoulder. Roth, kneeling, returned the gesture. 

Tirielle smiled. “Tell me, Roth, everyone calls you master and yet…well…now we are better acquainted…ah…are you male or female?”

Roth laughed and showed its teeth. “My new friend. I am neither.”

 

*


 




  


Chapter Eight

 

Anonymity was one of the many benefits of belonging to the Protectorate. The enormous complex that functioned as living quarters and training grounds for the Protectorate and its various divisions housed anywhere between ten and fifteen thousand soldiers at any one time. Situated three hundred miles to the south of Lianthre (the capital of the Lianthrian continent) the sprawling complex’s fencing enclosed a variety of buildings, the main building itself grossly spread-eagled across the compound, outstanding only in its flat enormity and the beautiful façade of the main entrance.

 ‘Arram’, the name above the entrance proclaimed boldly. 

Away from the prying eyes of the Hierarchy and the gossip of a city environment, Arram’s sponsors were largely free to come and go unobserved. All present were Hierarchs, the ruling race on Lianthre, but not all could be Protectorate. The Protectorate were almost a sub-race of Hierarchs, more magically gifted, and more practiced in the magic they possessed.

The complex was large enough to house its own plains, some three hundred acres, policed with patrols of regular soldiers – uninvited visitors were given a terminal reception. The camp was roughly divided into quarters. The whole of the Eastern Quadrant was taken up with training ground. Not one of the soldiers that could be seen in the training ground was under the age of thirty-five. 

Here the Tenthers, the Protectorate’s elite force, train. 

Smaller buildings abounded but none outshone the main entrance in grandeur. The central enclave, where decisions were made and orders given, consisted almost entirely of men and only those born of pure-blooded Protectorate parents ever passed to the higher ranks. Many hierarchs joined the Protectorate, or worked in some capacity for it, and many hierarchs attained respectable ranks but only the pure bloods, born of both Protocrat parents, with their alien features and aloof looks, ever achieved the Protectorate’s highest accolade – acceptance into the Speculate. The Speculate, the Protectorate’s ruling council, made all decisions concerning the future. 

Each of the elite, whether warrior, wizard or other trained every morning. None of the older men had run to fat. There was no dead weight within the twenty-one Protectorate divisions, no room for dreamers. Just workers and hard, fast warriors. The thinkers, the magic users, the spies; they were all taken from within the ranks, too. 

To the west, then, the land undulated into gentle hills and valleys. Vast variations in the landscape across the complex were used to great gain for training on most terrain, and the wizards of the Protectorate could adequately simulate almost any clime. To the north, fake housing had been built, along with one half of an ancient castle, a strange site up close, but entirely convincing if viewed from the front. Beyond that, a lake. Small enough to swim across but useful for the variety of skills the divisions practised. 

Many talented hierarchs who thought they would reach the top, working their way up the ranks of the army, never made it. Humans could not join. They were there to be ruled. The Protectorate did not hold with Lianthrians doing magic, period. They used the law and had moulded it to their own ends – magic was their province and jealously guarded. 

The Hierarchy ruled Lianthre, the Protectorate enforced their law. It had always been so. Those humans who wished for political might joined the Council instead and fooled themselves into thinking they had power. The Hierarchy let them. The humans forgot the Hierarchy’s true name too long ago to care about their own standing in the world. Why would humans ever need to call the Hierarchy anything else? The strange and private Hierarchs lived their own lives, outside the human world, only interfering during portentous events and then so rarely ordinary humans thought them irrelevant. The Council, the highest echelon of human society, believed that the Hierarchy let them run the country. The Hierarchy by and large believed it, too. 

In reality, every major decision affecting the future or the past was made by the Protectorate. Even the Hierarchy were only slowly coming to realise just how much power had shifted. 

The entrance to the vast complex faced the south, leading into the visitor’s chambers and reception halls. Mutterings within the Hierarchy, among those few brave (or stupid) enough to wonder, hinted that this was so that the Protectorate would be pre-warned should any visiting dignitaries decide to drop in unannounced – the route from Lianthre meant that they must pass the Eastern Quadrant and to pass unobserved would be virtually impossible. 

In public all agreed that this was for the best. The security of the nation must be above the petty gripes of Government. 

The mutterings were not wrong...just too shallow. If the rumours had a kernel of truth, the truth itself was the husk, the stalk. The root.

The very ground it grew from.

In the deepest room underneath the main building air shimmered into life and the permanent damp smell abated for a short while as the room heated preternaturally. The odours became tarnished with decay as the room filled up with magic. Water constantly seeping into the underground room through walls green with moss picked up the magic and grew into blue veins. The moss drew in life and moved like flowing velvet through the dark. The aether cracked and lights outside of Rythe shone through the gaps, crying to come in.

Finally the darkness broke to reveal a man standing where it used to be, feet firm within a design barely visible on the floor. His head was bowed and his mouth was still open from the last word of incantation. He took a breath and stepped forward into the light from a torch on the wall, a light that did little to penetrate the murk. The man wore a robe of awful colour, greys and blacks and browns, but nobody ever noticed the fashion. Just the man’s eyes, the bladed stare, and the blood vessels dancing their eternal dance where grey should be.  He picked a path up treacherous stairs made slippery by the constant drip of water. Not once did his feet falter. Perhaps, an observer would think, his feet never actually touched the ground...but no, that would be ridiculous. Wouldn't it?

A robed protocrat, his face hidden, waited at the top of the stairs. 

“Welcome home, brother. The Speculate awaits.” He said, and bowed low to his superior. As was customary among Lianthrians, the bow is a meeting of head and upraised hands. The Protocrat’s bow was a slow exaggeration of this.

“It is good to be home, brother. I have news that will not wait.”

“Then we shall go directly. Our sistren and brethren are eager for news.” Klan Mard nodded his assent and followed the man upwards to the halls and the sounds of life. Some of those who had business within the citadel’s walls received an even greater degree of privacy than usual. 

Klan Mard was one so privileged. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Nine

 

“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. If you’re not male or female, forgive me, but, how does your race continue? I don’t consider myself an expert on intimate relations, but I’m fairly sure I understand how the whole thing works.”

“Tirielle, must we go into this now?” The name felt comfortable passing between its jaws.

“Well, you said you would enlighten me, you can’t back out now,” she smirked. Roth got the sense she was enjoying its discomfort.

“A fair point,” it conceded, “very well.”

“My race is different to yours…since the subject of my species’ procreation so obviously interests you I will oblige with that which I am able.”

“Sometimes you have a tendency to be long-winded.” 

Roth was secretly pleased they had the opportunity to talk. There were harder times to come, and it could sense the conversation would soon enough get to heavier matters. Make the most of this chance now – it might not come around again. “I have heard from others of my kind about the fickle nature of your women folk – first you ask me to talk and then berate me.”

“Roth, it was but a jest, do continue…” A gentle smile crossed her lips. She had not thought a rahken capable of embarrassment. But then, perhaps she was the one at fault for not asking earlier.

“Then I shall.  My race is long lived. How long I cannot say for I do not know the oldest of my kind – this is how we live. I think, perhaps, I shall try for an analogy – imagine that I am pubescent, in your terms. Perhaps this will help.”


“So, you mean you are a not yet adult?”

“Something like that, yes. I cannot mate – none among my kind mate until maturity.”

“Well, I still don’t see how, if you’re neither male nor female…”

Roth shrugged, an impressive sight. “I was hoping for an introductory lesson involving a little less embarrassment on my part. But,” it held up a conciliatory hand, “very well – if you insist.” At this Tirielle nodded eagerly, playfully. Almost like a child herself, sometimes, Roth thought.

“We become male and female at maturity.”

Tirielle waited for more, while Roth watched her grasp for comprehension. When more was not forthcoming, “So…you, er, ‘grow’ into one or the other, and then you are able to mate…?”

“That is exactly what happens.”

“And you don’t know which?” Roth shook its head. “Well, what happens if you fall in love before and…you know…”

“Yes, I think I understand your allusion – like those of your kind who do not ‘fit’?”

“No, no, I meant if you met someone before maturity and wanted to become intimate.”

“Well, we don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Decide on a mate before maturity.”

“Oh.” Roth could see Tirielle thinking. It waited.

“Sooo…” Roth crossed its arms. “How long till you’re mature?”

“I have no idea. I do not know how old I am.”

“What, is there a set age?”

“No, but we mature around a hundred, and then mate for life.”

“Ah, so, you…what!? A hundred!?”

“Yes, we are long-lived.”

“How long?”

“We do not discuss age and this is why most of your kind do not know how we age or live, for we have never told you. I know my mother was five hundred or so when I was born. I am youngest.”

At this Tirielle flew out of her seat and raised her voice, incredulity dripping. “Five hundred! Five hundred!” 

“Calm yourself! There are, I’m sure, many older. My father, for one. Anyway, as I said, we do not mature until late. My mother was not unusual in the timing of my birth.”

“That’s not what I’m surprised about! Five hundred is five times older than any human I know!”

“I know – it constantly amazes me how much your people fail to achieve in such a short time…”

A knock came at the great stone door leading to the hall. 

“Please,” called Tirielle, still looking slightly puzzled at Roth’s last statement. As she rose and walked toward the door, she spoke softly to Roth, its frame tense as if readying for action, “Be at ease,” she said, “I asked Haraman to bring us refreshments after dusk.” 

She already felt a great weight lifted from her. What a relief this was going well. Whether Roth acquiesced to her request or not, the company alone was succour enough and having someone to share even just a little of her burden had already lightened her heart. 

Haraman pushed the large doors open and entered. He stood head bowed until Tirielle spoke to him, “Haraman, thank you.” He placed the tray of cold meats and spiced vegetables in the centre of the table. Always stooped and slope-shouldered, ever since Tirielle had taken him into service, he looked like a man expecting a scalding. She wished she could take some of his burden. She never knew what his life had been like before she met him – she often wondered (how many times must I tell myself to ask!). 

Haraman looked up at Tirielle and he in turn was delighted to note a little colour had returned to his Lady's cheeks – since she had taken him under her wing, he would gladly serve her until he died. He wished for higher status so that he could express that gratitude. As it was, the two skirted around their mutual gratitude and treated each other like unspoken allies. 

Some bridges of your own making are impossible to cross, Roth thought, watching this played out in gestures and small words before it. 

Tirielle granted Haraman a smile. “Please would you make sure we are not disturbed? I will call should we require anything further.”

“Your wish, my Lady.” As he reached the door, he turned and said, “Forgive me, Lady, Master Rahken, should I speak out of turn, but...” He paused, unable to look at what to him was a terrifying creature (not all Lianthrians were entirely comfortable with rahkens among them. After all, not all humans like to think of their own mortality, and being in the presence of a beast that could rip you apart in a blink had a tendency to drive the fact home), waiting for permission to speak. Roth saw he was almost shaking from fear – fear of a rejection perhaps. Roth nodded to Tirielle. She saw it took no slight and smiled her thanks.

“Please, Haraman, say on.”

"Your forgiveness, my Lady, but it is good to see you smile again.”

Tirielle jaw almost dropped – how unexpected that when the breach of etiquette came it was one so huge! Almost immediately she changed her expression to a smile. 

What did she care for custom now, so soon to become an outcast? She had not realised until Haraman spoke – she felt lighter. Something inside was gone. Something born when her father had died. 

“No forgiveness is required, Haraman. My thanks, instead. Since you have entered my service you have been indispensable, and I thank you for this and your compliment. I ask one favour though…”

She paused and waited. “Anything, my Lady.”

“We are not to be disturbed. I will come to you when we are finished, for I will have need of you then.” 

“It will be as you say.”

“You do not mind?”

It was Haraman’s turn for shock. Was she asking an opinion? He measured his words. “Lady, I am your servant. I will always do as you ask.”

“Then please, I would rather have a trusted friend. What I ask will not be easy (how she hated putting people in danger, even Roth, whom she knew to be more than capable) and may be dangerous. Only if you will.”

She thought she saw his lips turn up a little before his head bowed even lower. “Your will always…” he saw her look, “of course. I will wait up for you.” He turned, still bowed, and left.

She stopped for a moment, until she caught a smile still on her lips. 

“No, Lady, he is right. Leave it there for a while – it does become you.”              She forced the smile down. “I would like that. There is too little to smile about of late. I wish, unattractive though it would be, that I could gloat all day. For so long my quest to find my father’s killer consumed me, my vision was clouded by hatred. I – Rythe – can afford it no longer. I know, as I suspect you do, that I cannot leave this undone. Matters I must have you hear do not warrant smiles or laughter, for time is short.”

“So then, to the point?”

“Yes, to the point.” Roth, still in its chair, shifted its gaze to follow Tirielle, as she returned from receiving Haraman and re-seated herself. 

Tirielle took a steadying breath and then she spoke.

“The Hierarchy take a hand in everything Lianthre. It has the power and responsibility for government, our towns, and is far in advance of any known civilisation on Rythe. Water, food and shelter are abundant, landowners’ taxation is strictly regulated and, in ignorance, the people think themselves content. The Hierarchy take care of the Lianthrians. The Protectorate take care of security. But, on a continent such as this with no outside threat since records began, idle hands have found something else to do, and it is not in line with the good of the people. Admittedly, the Hierarchy interferes rarely and seems innocuous enough. When drought strikes, the Hierarchy are held to account. When the river Tir floods the plains to the far south, it is the Hierarchy whom the landowners petition. It is a largely comfortable state of affairs which exists on this continent, unlike across the ocean where people called the Draymar and the Sturmen have been in various stages of conflict for hundreds of years.” Roth moved as if to question this, Tirielle said, “Please. I will explain.” 

“The Protectorate have outgrown Lianthre. The Hierarchy know this. They must know this.”

“This does not just involve my people, but your kind, and other peoples, as yet ignorant of the power of the Hierarchy…no, I should begin with no illusions…the power of the Protectorate. There is some design there that I do not know of. The things you have done in my name have not been for my whim, Roth. Everything I asked of you, everything, was designed by me to find the truth and confirm suspicions raised by my father long ago. Yes, I realise my motivations, revenge, and many other ugly words, began my journey. What I thought would be the journey’s end is only the beginning. It may even mean the fall of Lianthre itself. We must leave on another journey. One I fear we may not come back from.” 

“My kind are known to roam. I have no home but with you,” Roth told her.

“I hope you will still feel that way when I am done.” She leaned forward. “Our masters have looked after us long and well. The Hierarchy have seen to it that the Lianthrian nation has prospered and grown over time, but as it grew, it became as all great creatures. Hindered by its own bulk it is unable to look at itself, but peers over the horizon, looking to expand and all the while it has ignored the canker growing inside. It is eating itself, and it doesn’t even know.”

“The Protectorate?”

“Yes, the Protectorate is a parasite. Magic is banned. Those with peculiar talents are taken in the night. Who is left to challenge them, Roth? The Hierarchs and Protocrats, consanguineous though they may be – could the Hierarchs challenge their own enforcers? The Hierarch have long grown fat on the toil of Lianthre’s citizens, the Protectorate leaner. Once, perhaps, they did protect our lands, from war, from unsanctioned murder, thievery. But you must see it. No longer does it protect, it merely feeds on us. It eats away at Lianthre. I do not know what damage it has already done to foreign lands. The parasite, I hear, has infected them too. The Protectorate is manoeuvring to become autonomous. I have heard the rumours. The Protectorate is not protecting our people but herding them to some distant future – one I fear will not be pleasant. The Hierarchy presume to treat us as possessions and lead us with lies…but the Hierarchy was never about conquest, seemingly content to find its own amusements. The Protectorate, Roth, they are all about control, conquest, power; the things that normal people do not concern themselves with. Why do you think magic is banned? During our lives we take for granted our comforts and our education – all that will fall. There will be war (If there is not already, she mused) and our world will crumble. It will affect the whole of Rythe and there is no thinking or unthinking being that will not feel the shockwave when the Hierarchy falls…imagine our future should the Protectorate rise from the carcass unchecked. And there would be no magic left to oppose it…”

Roth pondered the image of the land’s own protectors eating it alive. “You paint a grim picture.”

“Not without reason.”

“How is it that you know this?”

“From everything we have seen and done, from the might of the Kuh’taenium (the human council’s stronghold and seat of government), once the equal of the Hierarchy in power, shrivelling before our very eyes, to the unseen history I have been told. Magic was not always hidden. Once it was a force for good, the balance between good and evil.” She cracked her spine and stretched. “There is so much that I do not understand, as I am sure you do not. Everything we are taught here, by our parents, our friends, the Hierarchy teaches…no?…but that knowledge...do you think that is all there is?”

Roth slowly shook its head. Its eyes were guarded. “No, it is certain there is much behind the veil, but how do you know that the Hierarchy knows any more on this than we do?"

“That is close to my point (and what exactly is my point? she thought) but not quite. There are truths that only now have come to light – there are truths that the Hierarchy, the Protectorate, hold secret. I have heard of an island archive, the history of all our peoples, hidden away. It is rumoured in council that the Protectorate hold the island archive, but elect to keep this information to themselves, perhaps for their own benefit, perhaps for some purpose of which I am unaware. This not the natural order, Roth. Think of yourself; how would you feel were your magic stripped from you? Is your power evil? I do not think so. Your magic is different, yet they say magic is the cause of evil. We know differently. Magics are different. Imagine the diversity if, as I suspect, there is a different magic for each of us? I know of those who use magic for good, like you.” Roth inclined its head. “Why do we need to ban it? And yet the Protectorate are using magic everyday.”

“Then you only plan to free people to use magic? To what purpose?”

 “No, this is not all I wish – I wish to see all people free, true, but I must find out more about the Protectorate, and the Hierarchy, should they be linked – for they are both surely of the same race – but because there are people who have magic in them.” She calmed herself. Sometimes passion clouded plain issues. “I concede that there are grey areas, and not for one minute do I believe the actions I have asked of you were just – I have justified the murder you committed with the good that has come from it.”

“As have I.”

Tirielle nodded agreement. “But still, there is no justification. Those you killed were evil, Roth, yet those that worked for them? Those that got in the way? Were they evil? I do not think so.” 

Roth thought a moment. “The papers I took?”

“Did you not read them?”

“Alas, my kind cannot read.”

Tirielle raised her eyebrows. “I will tell you what it says…” she tried to remember as much of the documents as possible, “The document contained a map, showing a continent unlike any other I have seen, of a land far across the sea, to the west of Lianthre. The land was titled ‘Sturma’, although only on one half – the other title for the western part of the continent…Sturma was in the east…was Draymar. To the north lay a land called Teryithyr.” She paused for more detail to come to mind. Roth waited.

“There was a letter together with the document, addressed to ‘March Chief, Protectorate’. All it said was ‘Our actions continue as planned. Support to arrive shortly. Training completed on Schedule.’ I can only assume the Protectorate is invading this new land – the Kuh’taenium and the Hierarchy have heard nothing of it.”

“You think the Protectorate goes to war?”

“Yes and no. I have heard other information, for other sources, and I believe in the existence of this land. I believe that the Protectorate works through subterfuge rather than outright hostility, though. My guess is that they will cause the fall of Sturma and Draymar without shedding their own blood if at all possible. To what end I do not know...”

“And these sources?” 

“History, the time we spent in Beheth…a seer.”

“A seer?”

“Yes, I have known her for some time. She is still young, though, Roth. She does not know the future yet. We must go to her when we leave here. She has been a great help in my endeavours for sometime. She, like so many others, has been hurt by our society. The poor girl has not been outside since she was born. The Protectorate would have taken her away, so at birth her parents took her straight to the Illi’uit Mission, where she was raised in secrecy as a Sister of Illi’uit, our last coenobitical order. Her parents were killed when the midwife reported their child for a reward – forty gold at the time, I think.” Her disdain was evident. “Thankfully, even under the torture her parents must have suffered, they did not reveal her hiding place. She is still so young, but her powers are growing. Soon they will find her scent, her signature, and she will be killed.”

“All this from one woman? Do you trust her?” 

“When you meet her you will see there is no guile.”

“Very well – is this the danger we are expecting? The rescue of a minor?”

She nodded sadly. “I hope it will be this simple, Roth. I truly do.”

“Then after? Were would we go? The Protectorate’s arm is long and we will do little good in the wilderness with no contacts.”

“I will try to find support in the southern outposts and perhaps settle for a while. From there I plan to send out hired readers to find some information for me on other lands. I cannot afford to be seen should they be searching for me – in Beheth I would be known, in the south perhaps I can be anonymous for a while. I may not be able to journey to the Library of Beheth myself, but there is no reason someone else cannot do my reading for me. Discovering the truth will no doubt take time.”

“Then we should leave.” Night was already intruding.

“Yes. I have made my preparations. The captain of my guard, Gurt, will escort us as far as the mission. He has been told only that I wish to make prayers – today is the anniversary of my father’s death. It seems a fitting beginning.” Or end, she thought. “Will you come with me?”

Roth placed both immense hands on the table, fixing Tirielle with a serious look, and said, “I believe I have already answered.”

Tirielle openly sighed her relief. “Then let us go. Follow me to the stables, I need to get Wey. My bags are already packed,” she spoke as she rose and moved toward the door, “we travel light. I cannot afford to give any observer even a hint that we will not return.”

“Then we begin.”

As they were leaving the hall, Tirielle asked, “Why do you let everyone call you master?”

 “Because it is a title people have chosen for me. It would be rude to refuse it.” Roth replied, shrugging.

Tirielle shook her head to herself. Rahkens were strange indeed.

 

On the way to the stables Tirielle motioned to Roth to wait for her and walked down the stone hall to the servants chambers. She would say goodbye to Haraman, at least, and let him know not to wait up for her.

“Haraman? It is Tirielle.” She spoke through the door after no reply to her knocks came. She pushed on the panelled door to his quarters. The curved door swung, opening into a living area, with his sleeping area off to the side. A quilted wide stuffed chair sat in the centre of the room. An unlit candle on a dull metal plate threw no light but the moon outside showed her Haraman was not there. She scribbled a note for him.

Returning back to where Roth waited, they resumed their course toward the stable, where Wey was saddled and waiting for her. She mounted, pulling herself up by the mane, her split skirts hanging over her legs either side. With a pat on the side of his head, Wey trotted out. Roth, Wey and Tirielle set out toward the gates where the Captain Gurt was waiting. 

Gurt turned as he heard the two approaching. If he felt any surprise at seeing his lady’s immense companion, none showed. 

“Good evening, my Lady, Master Rahken.”

“Good evening, Captain.”

The Captain, stocky, unlike many of his compatriots in the guard who ran to lithe, thanks to the nature of their training, took the reins and strode alongside the horse. His pace was brisk, despite the metal coverings he wore and the steel shield on his right arm.  He was an old man who had served her father before his death. He served her now, and although she never knew it, he had played games and held her like an uncle when she had been a child. Some things she did not need to know. 

He never knew either, but Tirielle held more affection for him than most warriors she had met. Gurt’s soul was clean. There were no demons in his eyes.  How lucky, she thought, that there are still people like Gurt in the world.

Dark cloud reflections raced across the pond beside the gate. Tirielle, cloaked against the night, was taller than Roth now she was mounted.  The vast outline of Roth moved against the bright night as they left the estate behind and began the two-mile walk to the southern outskirts of town where the mission was housed. 

As they passed the boundary, Haraman, returning from the kitchens where he had been preparing an unasked for supper for his mistress and her companion, saw them leave. He thought it an odd time to leave on a journey, but dismissed it as none of his business and decided to go to bed. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Ten

 

The Speculate, when it was in session, sat in the central hall of the Arram complex. The hall was only used for meetings of its twenty-one members. Today there would be a new member. 

The hall had an open roof, protected from the elements by a simple incantation (a ritual carried out as the vaunted leaders of each of the Protectorate’s twenty-one divisions entered the hall). Twenty spoke the incantation. Klan Mard held his tongue and looked around the open air hall at the inner heart of the Protectorate. Most of their eyes were still the mottled grey of the Hierarchy, but two were blatantly red. It was coming. The blight was growing. He could feel it growing in him. Soon, now, his transformation would be complete.

Dark outside now, but a flick from a Haran Irulius’ finger, of Trials and Appeals (Klan snorted in his head. ‘Appeal’ was so far from the truth it was ridiculous – like most of the titles in here, he thought) and all fifteen fires were lit. The fires ignited one by one as the tiny mote of fire Haran had summoned bounced merrily from one holed-out monolith to the next, and the next, until all were burning brightly. The mote withered and died. Klan shivered with pleasure just watching it. Destruction on such a tiny scale but still beautiful. 

Jek Yrie, head of the Speculate, the smallest of divisions (at one member) and ruler of the Protectorate, began. All eyes fixed on him. He was considerably taller than everyone else and already an ascendant to the red (he had been the first. Klan would come third. This was why one not of the blood was allowed to the meeting. Destruction sped the process and those who had ascended already were those who spent the most time meting out punishment. The more pain, the quicker the transition. The more that ascend, the more pain…yes, now it has started, thought Klan, it will take this world like a tidal wave). Klan stepped forward into the centre of the waiting circle and supplicated himself before his master. 

Jek’s broad shoulders cracked as he stretched himself and began speaking. He rested both hands on an ancient cane.

“You have done well. Rise, and look upon my eyes as Brother.” A shocked cry was silenced with a glare from Jek. “In merely days time he will be the third to ascend. The red will bow to no one. We are ascended.” To Klan he said, “Rise and look out of proud eyes, child of the sun.”

Klan Mard rose and met his master’s gaze. He stuck his chin out. He could smell fear and hatred pouring of his grey-eyed compatriots. They would be all the more eager to ascend now. He saw their distaste – an outsider called brother by Jek! The members all had their eyes on him and his bare neck bristled under the scrutiny. 

“Tell us of your mission.” 

“Yes (he tried it out in his head), Brother.”

Jek smiled slightly for him to continue – Oril Poulgian, the head of tours, actually blanched with distaste. 

“The mercenary was in camp. I did as instructed and used Nabren’s greed against him. Nabren asked for the blade in return for his assistance, and Shorn will not live out the night without his blade to defeat my fiends. They are invulnerable to him now. Actually, I don’t think the blade would affect them, but I did not have the opportunity to try it…”

“This is good news. Thank you for your report.”

Klan moved to back out of the circle. 

The second of the reds called him back, “Where are you going, brother? You are one of us now. Join the circle where you belong.” Stunned into immobility for a second, Klan moved to take his new place. The members grudgingly shuffled further apart and Klan congratulated himself – to his knowledge, he was the first impure Protocrat to be elevated to this lofty position. He was favoured. 

There were growing murmurs, whispered hatreds aimed at the man now standing next to them. 

“Do not tease him, Tun, tell him the truth,” said Jek.

“Very well.” Tun’s eyes were pure blood, his black hair uncharacteristically short for a Protocrat, and had huge hands that looked incongruous on such slender bones. Tun of the Protectorate’s Search Division spoke in a silken voice. 

“You are summoned here in person today to join our ranks as the first outsider. Our rules dictate that both parents must be protocrats for a protocrat to become a member of the Speculate. While your mother was never a Protocrat, your eyes are all the blood you need here…already I see they are turning. It strays outside our rules but your eyes do not lie. Welcome.”

“He is not of the blood!” cried one among the gathering.

“Silence!” Tun’s voice cowered the murmurs. “Ascension is all the proof he needs – none not of the blood can ascend. Do you deny this?!” Tun looked around the hall…nobody else seemed inclined to dissent. 

“There will be no argument here today. Mard’s elevation does not signal a decrement of our blood, but our growth. You earn the right, because of your service, your ascension – which none but myself and the Speculate have achieved here –“ at this he looked around the hall, “ – and the untimely death of one of our number, Lord Fridel. This leaves an opening, Klan, if you will serve.”

Klan looked to Tun and Jek, studiedly ignoring hateful stares all around him, Jek standing at the head of a circle where no head should be. The most powerful of all of us, he thought. Free of the trappings of power, the huge command that bogged the others down in bureaucracy. True power comes not from those you command but from the freedom to move. The thought came to him but he knew it was not his own. 

March Division generally took on small excursions, small jobs, but important ones none the less. The offer was not insulting. Yet, he thought, at ten thousand it was still unwieldy.

A flicker of understanding passed between Jek and Klan. Control the head utterly and the body does not matter. The assembly waited. 

“So? What is your answer?” Tun asked.

“I have decided. Lord Fridel was March Chief, was he not?”

Tun replied that he was.

“Then I accept. And I dissolve the division.”

There was uproar. “You cannot dissolve an entire division! When the time comes for war who will lead before the Tenthers!?”

Klan smiled inwardly. “The Tenthers require no leading. March division is obsolete anyway – we do not march. Nor do we need to. I will create a division from the old. It will be a division for the present from the past and we will cover all eventualities. I will gift my soldiers to all those who would grant me a small boon.” At this he smiled and inclined his head as widely round the assembly as he could manage without shifting his feet. “Unless Speculate Yrie has other wishes – I defer to you,” He bowed to Jek, then Tun. Jek waved him on, amusement on his face at the power Klan was granting himself, pleased he was proving a fast study. And glad that his thoughts had gotten through. “Then, with no other objections, the warriors under March division will be split among the remaining divisions – for my price – I will work alone but for those I need for my office, and my division will be for me, the Protectorate, and the good of the Speculate.” At this last he bowed again.

Jek laughed to himself at this last and nodded his appreciation to Klan. With none but a small cadre of inner servants, no more than necessary, Klan had immediately removed the threat of subversion of those under his command by the plotting of jealous rivals and established himself with no mandate, leaving himself second only to Jek. 

“Then what will your title be?” inquired Tun, also looking suitably impressed.

“I will be Anamnesor Mard. My division will serve the present.” He surveyed the circle. “The present cannot forget. It will exist in all times.”

Jek put a stop to the growing murmur and any argument by booming out, “It is decided.” He then cracked his cane into stone three times.

Speculate business was thorny at best. Jek was pleased Klan had grasped it with only minor prompting from himself. He waited for all eyes to return to him and continued. Klan had taken his place at his right hand. Tun stood to his left. The circle was unbalanced but balance would grow, this time from the top. 

Tun continued. 

“Lord Fridel was killed by the dissenter, Lady Tirielle A’m Dralorn, Council Seat and daughter of Dran A’m Dralorn.”

“Haha! I knew that girl would be trouble – did you think she would just go away, or that we could have her murdered, too!?” Mermi Fros, the one female member of the Speculate, laughed at the men, “You thought because she was a girl…I told you all then.”

“Yes, Mermi, you were right. Your premonition that she would return and cause us concern was true. But I fear you were not quite accurate…while we allowed her to live then, there was reason - now there is no choice. She might have been protected once, but even she knows now what she has got into. We are quite certain she knows something of our plans for Sturma, and I would prefer to ask her what she knows before her death…” Shocked questions interrupted him. He continued, lowering his voice and ignoring the questions. “How much more she knows we cannot tell…but we cannot take any chances…she must be taken. I would also like to know just how much about us she has found out. Armed escorts, around forty, I believe, will take her from her home tonight. A routine collection of dissidents.”

“The Ordanals said she was the First!”

“Yes, yes, Mermi, he has already conceded the point.” Jek cut her off impatiently. “As foreseen the time of the Sacrifice, the Saviour and the Watcher is at hand. The return draws near. Our ascension is the sign we have been waiting for. You all understand the importance of the tasks laid out before us. If we are ever to ascend we must triumph here.” Jek nodded to Tun. “Soon the Protectorate power will outweigh the Hierarchy and the humans. The Kuh’taenium cannot withstand us. Soon the threat from the three will be averted. There will be no obstacle to the return.” 

No one else dared interrupt. Jek signalled the end on the meeting. “Before your ascension, Klan, I have duties for you. In the morning you will go to Lianthre. The Prognosticators will track your plan to fruition overnight. I suggest you get some rest before tomorrow – we have more work to do.” 

To everyone else, he said, “I hope before the night is through we will have both the Saviour and the Sacrifice in their place…outside the lock forever. The Watcher – the binding – will have no one left to join. Remember what rests on our success. Goodnight.” 

He left without another word, walking straight past the other members, leaving them to talk amongst themselves. None, it seemed, had the inclination. Klan left next, feeling it the wise thing to do. The rest of the Speculate followed. 

The magical roof above broke down slowly and fell in sparkling pieces to the barren ground below.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Eleven

 

Shorn stood still on a thin tear of stone stretching across a great ravine. Below, he could hear the distant tumbling water as it hit the jagged, protruding rocks. 

There would be no sun when the morning came, and a fine mist of snow obscured the vision already. The dark had made it easier to see. Now he would have to wait for the beasts to leap out from the grey. Icicles formed in the permanent winter trees, their roots always hunched as if shivering where they could be seen, breaking the ground. 

Snow was turning Shorn’s drab brown hair white. His breathing slowed to match his heartbeat and he strained his ear for the exception. His teacher Wen had told him once – when you pay attention, it is the difference you can hear – the one discordant note. Do not be distracted by cold, or wind, or pain. Listen well and long and if you find it…well, then you prepare to fight. 

Not long after that they had parted ways. 

He still regretted not doing things differently. He remembered the day well. Coming into Pulhuth, not long on dry land. He had not been back to sea since. Nearly twenty years ago. He had only been nineteen. Wen had not stayed for long enough.

He heard the snow falling onto the leaves. The leaves swaying. He found he could make out the dripping of water where the snow was melting in the night. He thought he could hear a bird chirp in the distance, but wasn’t sure. Then…there…the difference. But how had they got around him? They couldn’t have, he reasoned. This must be something else. He swivelled from the hips slowly, so as not to move his feet and make a sound in the snow underfoot. Not that it would seem to make any difference, he thought, as he relaxed. This was just a traveller. Strange, someone travelling alone on a day like this. The telltale crisp crunch of fresh snow being compacted under boot was coming nearer now. That, the difference.

Shorn shifted his feet to meet the stranger.

Renir came into view and looked up at the man blocking his path over a huge ravine. The trees looked out from under their cover of snow, peeking. No wonder. Look at this man, dressed in rags standing in the snow. He looks like a madman. Perhaps I should go around him? Still, maybe that is him. Who else would be up here in the snow this early? Then next he thought, well, a bandit, for one. A desperate one.

Shorn saw the man’s indecision. He looked down at himself. Bedraggled, with a ruined face, on a lonely path. He spoke. “Go back stranger. There are beasts abroad in the snow.” 

Strangely, Shorn noted relief on the stranger’s approaching face.

“Are you Shorn?”

This was unexpected. “How do you know my name?” He reached behind him for the sword that wasn’t there.

 “I’m so glad I found you. I was beginning to think I was mad! I walked all the way up here. Took me three hours in this wretched snow. I hope you’ll notice the blanket I’m wearing.”

“How do you know me, stranger? Speak quickly, I have no time to play today.” There was a distinct air of danger that carried in his tone.

“I was visited by a ghost, twice, who told me that a man named Shorn was in grave danger and that I had to come up this bloody hill to find him. He didn’t seem to care that I have a wife who’ll tear my ears off for disappearing for so long – he was very forceful.” The snow dragged Renir’s words down. Shorn had to strain to hear him. Perhaps the man was to be feared after all. His ramblings did not seem that of a sane man.

“Find me?”

“Yes, these beasts that are hounding you…” as Renir came close enough he saw Shorn’s face for the first time. Unaccustomed to tact, all he could manage was an “Ug!”

Shorn wasn’t there anymore. Renir heard a disconnected, sharp ‘Crack!’, and thought the weight of snow must have broken a branch. Then he saw snow falling down through stars. And Shorn. Standing over him. 

“What happened?” he asked, taking an elbow.

“You were rude.” Shorn held out a hand to the stranger. “Now, did you have something to say about my appearance?”

Renir looked up at the stranger and felt around his mouth, now waking up to the pain, and tasted a little blood. Some loose teeth, too. He sat up. “What did you hit me for?”

“You said ‘ug’.”

Renir took the proffered hand and stood up, nursing his jaw. “You

knocked me out because I said ‘ug’?” Shorn just looked bemusedly at the odd man before him, average height and build and looks. He takes a punch fairly well though, he thought.

“I walked all this way up here. In the snow. To save your life. And you
hit me because I said ‘ug’?” Renir’s voice rose with each sentence. “You idiot!” 

He threw his best punch at Shorn, hitting nothing but air and spinning himself round as Shorn leaned back. “I didn’t think you’d take it so personally. I’m sorry?” Renir was flailing on the edge of the rocky bridge. Shorn shrugged. “It’s a sore point,” he said, and grabbed the front of Renir’s shirt, pulling him to safety. 

Renir stood with his shoulders slumped and eyes wide looking into the crevass. He raised his eyebrows at Shorn. “I didn’t ask for this. I came all the way here to give you message. I’d appreciate it if you could refrain from punching me in the face.”

“Of course. I apologise for hitting you.” What a strange man, he thought. “Now…your message and then you must leave. It is not safe here.”

“Dour mud, you’re right it’s not…” was all Renir had time to say. 

He gawped in startled horror instead as a snarling black beast threw itself out of the woods, hitting Shorn squarely in the back. The force of the weightless beast, unlike anything Renir had ever seen, drove Shorn across the slippery pass toward the edge. Covered in spines, the beast seemed somehow transparent, as if made of shadow. The shadow spat where it touched the snow. 

Shorn growled like an animal himself and the deep bass of it knocked Renir from his initial shock. He leapt forward, (thinking what a place to die. I’m going to slip off, I’m going to slip off) and launched himself blindly at the sharp black dog. Afterward, he supposed he was hoping to knock it over the side. But his foot slipped as soon as he moved and he fell face first, cracking his chin on the rock and seeing stars again.

The beast leapt at Shorn a second time. His cloak swirled up and over his head, blinding him as he ducked underneath. The monster passed overhead but not without injury to Shorn; as the beast sailed – toward Renir, still dazed on the ground – one of the vicious spikes caught Shorn’s shoulder. Blood came slowly thanks to the cold but still it seeped from the gash, right through his threadbare shirt. 

The monster landed behind Renir, sizzling where the snowfall met its back and feet. He turned his head, dripping blood himself from a gash on his chin, pulling himself to his feet. Renir and the beast stood shakily at first but they stood. They eyed each other warily. He turned his back on it to look were he heard growling, coming from the south. 

Two more hounds stared malevolently at Renir. 

Shorn spoke as he moved to Renir’s side, not taking his eyes off the beast in front of him, “Now, friend, this might be a good time to give me your message.”

“I think I may have wet myself.”

Shorn elbowed Renir in the back of the head, keeping his eyes on the black creature.

“The message!?”

“He said purity! Only purity will kill them.”

Purity, purity…he saw the snow steaming off the evil creature’s razored back…purity… “I was right!”

“What?” Renir asked.

“Nevermind!” The beasts were crouching low now, ready to tear the men apart. 

“What nevermind? I’m going to die up here because of you. I don’t even know you!”

“Shorn. Pleased to meet you.” He held out a hand.

“Renir Esyn…stop that! Do something!”

“Alright. When they come try to get them over the edge.” 

“Great plan. That’s obvious.”

“No need for sarcasm, Renir. After all, I did apologise.”

All Renir could manage was a sullen “humpf.” Then all the beasts threw themselves forward at once, ignoring Renir totally.

“They come!”

The black hound that had attacked first (they were identical as far as Renir could tell) ran forward and sank its teeth into Shorn’s left calf before either man could move. Shorn seemed impervious to the pain as he turned just in time to catch more teeth aimed at his left arm. Before Renir could blink Shorn was trying to fend off the third with the creature that was now stuck on his forearm – swinging it, using it like a club to keep the third at bay. While he didn’t cry out Renir could see that his face was already ashen. The things teeth were grinding on his bones. Renir could hear it even through the soft torn meat. He moved.

He aimed a kicked at the fey animal gnawing Shorn’s leg. Between the thing’s rear legs. There was no sound from the thing when his foot connected, but its rear end raised satisfyingly from the ground. Renir, confident that the things would not turn on him until Shorn was dead, stamped on its head. The impact tore its head away from Shorn’s bloody calf, together with some of Shorn’s skin and trouser. He could see clumps of flesh hanging on its teeth. 

Wasting no time he stamped down again and the things teeth cracked as its jaw hit the stone below. Then he kicked it as hard as it could, bloodying his shin on the spikes. It sailed over the side. He didn’t watch it go down, but turned, slipped again and kicked the second beast over into the void with wildly scissoring legs as he struggled to find some purchase, fingers clawing at the ice underneath the snow as he tried to slow himself down. 

The mercernary threw himself down and tried to hold the last beast, but the ground underfoot was awash with blood and the thing (held against the ground with his good leg) was still gnawing at his arm, snapping and pumping its legs as though it was trying to fit Shorn in its maw. 

Renir, forgetting his own safety entirely scrambled across to the beast and put both hands into its mouth. He tried to prise its jaw apart but just cut his fingers in the process. It was like pulling at thorns. His hands dripped more blood on the snow, where it instantly began to congeal.

Shorn, straining with effort and pain, said,  “It’s no use. I can’t get it off.”

He was surprisingly lucid considering the pain. His breath misted the night as it came through his erratic septum, one stream floating up, one down. 

“Wait.” Renir picked up handfuls of snow. Shorn gritted his teeth and strained against the struggling monstrosity held now with his left arm and leg against the snow, punching it in the face with his right. The beast’s snout was slick with blood and both hound and blood steamed the air. Crazy translucent eyes stared unblinking at Shorn as it pushed at him, gnashing and gnawing the arm.

Renir was gathering up clean white snow with his hands, raw already from the cold but all pain gone, adrenaline pushing both men past the normal threshold – both would die soon if they didn’t get somewhere warm. Renir knew this even as he started to shiver involuntarily.

Shorn knew what he was doing. “Hurry. I can’t hold it like this forever.”

“I’m coming.” Renir walked on his knees, his hands piled high with snow.

“Do it then.” Shorn’s face was whitening already from blood loss and shock. “Don’t worry, I’ve had worse…” Shorn barked a tired laugh.

Renir nodded and looked into the man’s eyes. “Right then.” He shoved the snow as far as he could into the beast’s maw. At first it tried to gag, cough it out without letting go of Shorn’s arm, but then it started to whistle, like it was punctured. Finally, its gaze moved away from its mark. It looked at Renir for the first time, bestial fury behind them.

It gave a great howl as it opened its jaws to snap at Renir. As it did he immediately pushed it as hard as he could over the side, wincing as its spiked hide tore him again. It disappeared over the edge. 

He leaned over, watching it tumble though the air, black standing out again the white water rapids running through the ravine below.

He rolled over onto his back and looked at Shorn, eyes shut, laying in his congealing blood with the snow (starting to get heavy) covering his ragtag clothes and hair. The whistling from below stopped. The beasts were dead.

And now, he thought, we’re in trouble.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Twelve

 

Carious and Dow, in the common tongue, the large and small suns of Rythe, spawned stories. Massive and ever present, they were always on Lianthrian’s minds. 

Legend on Lianthre told of the city of Urlain, where the suns’ first children had grown and learned from the land. The children had built a grand city, one that spread for a thousand miles in all directions. The first children had thrived and basked in the glory of the suns, becoming people, until one day the suns had hidden. In their youth the children thought the sky sleeping. They forgot they watched. 

When the suns slept, the first children thought dark thoughts, encouraged by the dark. The blackness inside grew, the children failed and shrank, wizened and hairless like the Naum of the underland. The city raised temples to evil gods, rewards came and they forgot how to live life in sun.

When the suns awoke again, they saw what their children had built on Rythe and wept burning fire. They had no wrath, but wept from shame because they had not been watching. The city burned. When their grief had passed, and they saw what they had done, they could not bear to look upon it ever again. 

Urlain had faded to nothing in the eternal night that hid the remnant city from Carious and Dow’s ferocious grief. The Sard rode hard through it, unaware the city had ever been. The clatter of their horses' hooves against the cracked ground churned the dust of the city past into the air, their passing obscured from eyes that lived in the night by the swirling haze. A magic unknown to the Protectorate hid them from scrying, too. Had the Protectorate but looked they would have seen the maelstrom grow. 

The leader of the Sard, Quintal, spoke in his head, his eyes shut against the wind. The others surrounding him held his horse on course. Communing on the move was not easy, but these horses were trained to perfection.

When he finished, he opened his eyes. 

“Drun cannot find her and can no longer look. The Saviour, the man now known as Shorn, is in greater peril,” he shouted over the din of the horses’ hooves. “We must find Tirielle ourselves!” 

The Order felt his fear. Should either die before time their years of work would end in failure. The horses felt it, too. Blacker than Urlain’s endless night when they had left their stables at Sybremreyen, the horses’ smooth coats would be muddy brown with dust and sweat before the Sard found sunlight again. 
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Chapter Thirteen

 

Mard’s eyes opened. They were the only light in the pitch-black room, the heavy shutters kept out all light but that inside. The knock came again, and he rose, pulling on plain breeches and a long soft green shirt that came to his knees. “What is it?” he called.

“Brother, Speculate Yrie calls for you. It is urgent.”

Mard took a deep breath. It was still early and he had only lain for a few hours. “I will come.” No doubt Shorn was dead and the time had come to receive his new orders. He grudgingly said goodbye to his delegation, and the bed. A comfortable bed was a hard thing to give up when it was still dark outside, even for something less than a man. While he would admit it to no one, least of all himself, his little diversion gave him pleasure. It was nice to have company sometimes. 

He wondering what diversions the night would bring as he opened the door and saw the four regimental guards and Incantor that waited. Company seemed the last thing on their minds. Well, life was never dull. 

He went along for the charade.

An Inquisitor sat in the pristine room. A few tools were laid out. How interesting. Tools he had not seen before. Every surface on the tools was matt and smooth. Designed for maintenance, presumably. 

Jek was waiting beside the inquisitor. “Greetings, Klan. Please accept my apologies for dragging you from bed in the middle of the night.”

“No apologies are required. I take it this is for me?”

“Yes, but nothing to alarm yourself over, just a little punishment for your failure.”

“Failure, Lord?”

“Please Klan, ‘Brother’, if you will. Yes, Prognostication reported in the night that your beasts were killed. Nevermind, we are brothers, and, well…most unfortunate. They cannot sense the fate of Shorn, but we are working on the assumption that he is still alive.”

“He will fester and die if they have even maimed him.”

“Well, it is the rule. I’m sure we can make reparations should our vision prove flawed. Anyway,” Jek indicated the tools with a sweeping gesture, “I hope you don’t mind but it is standard practice.”

“No, Brothers,” he addressed both, “I generally find these sessions fascinatingly painful.” Klan looked at the man standing to one side, a short man with an immaculate beard, straight black common to the Hierarchy males. There were no eyes but a red-orange cavity where they should have been.

“This is Brother San. A fastidious man, aren’t you, San?”

“I like order,” said the man. His expression remained vacant. 

“Indeed. San burnt himself out. Don’t mind him being blind though – he hasn’t had any mishaps yet. I have requested San leave you fit for duty.”

Klan nodded and walked to the wooden chair. He saw it also was immaculate. “I understand.” He sat down, and said to San. “Its nice to see you run a tidy shop, Brother.” 

San bowed his head to his superior, and passed him a bit for his teeth. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

Klan Mard declined the proffered aid and watched as San strapped him in. Mard signalled goodbye with his eyes as Jek left, and winced as he felt the buckle pinch the flesh.  A good start, at least. 

When San stripped him and put the pail under the seat hole, he knew he was in for a long session.

Jek left the room, closing the door on the clear white room, just as the screams began. He closed his eyes and breathed in though his nose. A look of delight passed across his face, and he blew the smell out. Not as good as fear, but pain, that was good, too.

Behind him, a muffled crunch could be heard through the thick door. Jek rapped his cane smartly on the stone flagging and turned his mind back to business. He was thankful they had such an inventive torturer. There was satisfaction to be had in Arram that the Hierarchy had yet to dream of.

Klan Mard screamed in the bloodless room as his brother plied his trade. He laughed a slithering, awful laugh, too. 

Yes, indeed. Perks of the job, he thought, as he felt cool steel touch him. A sickening wet crunch came again and he looked down. I must thank Brother San, he thought, and screamed higher. 

 

*

 

 

 




  


Chapter Thirteen

 

Tirielle, Roth and Captain Gurt slowed as they came to the Illi’uit mission. All three sensed it at once. 

Emerging from the Calcorn Road, the trio sighted the mission ahead. They had run hard for around two hours, Roth always scouting ahead – even in Lianthre it did not pay to be careless walking the roads after dark. Or during the day, for that matter. 

The road meandered like a leper all along the western side of Lianthre, opening out into the mile or so of groves. The walk in from the east was staggering, the buildings of Lianthre doggedly pointing up through the haze of the city’s dimly burning lights, the taller towers stark as shadows as the traveller approached. As the weary traveller emerged at the end of the Calcorn Road, the first sight to reward them was the Illi’uit mission. A graceful building built by the Sisters themselves over four hundred years ago the mission was a reminder of plainer times. It was made entirely of wood – the missionaries had eschewed excess and were at the time the one bright sight in the ancient slums surrounding the city. The lines were clear and solid. Its own design made it proud. The building said peace as much as its purpose. 

The groves surrounding it had been planted years ago when the Hierarchy’s ‘Premier’ of the time had decreed poverty to be outlawed. They might have lent the approach to Lianthre a better air than the slums ever had, but Tirielle was unsure at what cost they had been planted. The slums had been torn down. 

Funnily, thought Tirielle, looking at the marvellous wooden structure, father mentioned the slums being torn down and how his father had seen it happen before his birth. The beggars and cripples that inhabited the slums, their condition brought about by their situation, had never returned. There were no slums left. And no people. She wondered at that. 

An overactive imagination…she hoped.

The mission, elegant and still standing proud, was silent. A few lanterns outside, ornately chiselled from petrified wood, sat on poles, throwing wildly cavorting shadows into the dance along the path leading to the giant doors. The doors were closed, which was unusual in itself, but the silence was immense. 

A cloud passed overhead and Tirielle shivered. Roth’s claws emerged. Gurt’s sword rasped as it came from its scabbard.

Wey puffed a great cloud of steaming breath from both nostrils and stamped the ground with one hoof. Tirielle absentmindedly put a hand on his flank to calm him. She nodded to the Captain as he raised an eyebrow in her direction, and noted Roth sampling the air, looking at the grounds around the mission.

“Yes, something is amiss. The gloaming feels heavy tonight.” The Captain of the guard shook his head as he voiced their fears. “My Lady, would you mind my imposing on you to wait here? I should go ahead, just in case…”

Roth spoke to the Captain, in quiet tones. All their voices were hushed by unvoiced consent. “Captain, perhaps a little company?”

“Forgive me for saying so, Master Rahken…”

“Please Captain, call me Roth,” Roth favoured him with his toothy grin.

“Very well, Roth, I was about to suggest that you stay with Lady Tirielle, lest anything untoward happen.”

“I am not totally incapable of looking after myself, Captain. As you are well aware.”

“I agree, my Lady, but I would rather cover all eventualities. This is very far from right…” He looked up at Roth’s features, and a look of understanding passed between the two. 

Tirielle, noticing the look, said, “What is it?”

The Captain pursed his lips and squinted, usually sure of himself and his own abilities. He felt cold on his spine looking at the mission. Roth indicated with a tip of its head that the Captain should continue. 

“We smell the blood.”

Roth added, “I smell everything in there, Tirielle. It will not be a place for you.”

Quietly Tirielle asked the question that had been floating in her head, looking to Roth for some confirmation, “The seer?”

“I cannot tell…the odours are too…mixed. All I see is dark, but…blood. The blood is strong.”

“How many do you sense?”

“I fear the worst.”

“All of them? Dead?” her eyes implored it to lie to her.

“I’m sorry. I cannot tell. But there will be many…”

The group stood in a line in front of a copse dislocated from the woods and hills cradling the immense city of Lianthre. Gurt was watching their surroundings now. The silence seemed to grow to encompass them all, until even speech felt like a struggle. “The animals? Why is there no noise?”

“They sense death. The animals know death well. They live closer to it than you or I.”

Tirielle pursed her lips. “Well, go.”

Gurt asked, “Will you wait by the copse? You can hide should the need arise.”

“I do not take with hiding where it can be helped, Captain.”

Gurt clucked his tongue, “Sometimes…” and then remembered himself.

“What? Please, do not treat me as a stranger. Not tonight.”

“Sometimes you remind me of your father. Sometimes we all need a place to hide.”

“Maybe so, maybe so. Roth, would you accompany the Captain?” Seeing its coming dissent, she raised her hand to forestall any arguments. “I will be fine. Please…I must know of the seer. She is an innocent in all this…and we need her.” This last admission a selfish one, but Tirielle knew she would need the seer’s powers to prevail in the coming months.

“Then?” Roth started forward, looking to the Captain.

“Hold!” the Captain whispered forcefully. Tension was flowing from the Mission and he could feel the eyes of the wild night woods on his back. “I will check the perimeter first.”

“No, Captain, you are right. I am unused to company in such situations, please, I will go. It will be quicker.” 

Before objections could be raised, it disappeared on padded feet into the night, keeping the woods behind it and crouching low as it ran wide of the front entrance and into the groves surrounding the shell. For such an immense beast, Gurt found the speed at which it merged into the trees disconcerting. In seconds, it had disappeared into the night. Tirielle imagined Roth’s powerful frame gliding over the assorted traps for the stealthy on the ground, leaving no sound, and marvelled. It was as if it punched a hole in the air itself and stepped through to whatever world was on the other side. The absence of sound should have been a word in its own right…this was beyond mere silence. Roth stole sound away.

“I believe you have an ally there in Roth, Lady.” The Captain had hunkered down, examining the ground. 

“Yes, we have only just met…” she gave a subdued laugh. “I’ve known it for so long now, Captain, and never knew its name. “

“Then it was a fortuitous introduction. For I do not know what we do here, Lady, but it seems to me that we have strayed onto roads best travelled with true friends.” He caught her eye.

“Captain. Gurt. I would confide in you but I cannot.” She shook her head sadly. “I hope, I truly do, that one day it will be different.”

If Gurt resented not being invited into Tirielle’s secret world, and he was convinced now after years of service that she lived in a different world, he showed no outward sign. Hers was the world where her father had spent his last breath in a muddy puddle, murdered in some forsaken outpost of the empire. 

What a world for a young girl to grow up in. Murder and assassination were rife, thievery increasingly common in the city, unexplained atrocities away from prying eyes in the countryside. He wished he could protect Tirielle from the evil, kept her safe from harm. He wanted so to tell her to leave now, to run away and never come back. He saw the look of determination on her face, though, the way she lent an ear as she concentrated, trying to pick up some indication of Roth’s return. 

No, he thought. Even were I to suggest it, she would never leave.

Instead, he said, “I’m sure he will return soon.”

“I know, Captain. It is a game I play sometimes. Whenever it is away I listen for its return, hoping to catch it out. I haven’t yet.”

“Nor will you lady,’ Roth appeared from the wood behind them. There was a gentle sheen of dew on its fur.

Gurt had only time to turn his head. I would be dead now, he thought. A sobering thought. That thought, the chill breeze and strange foreboding sense of something amiss raised his hackles.

“Captain, shall we?” whispered Roth.

Gurt regained his composure quickly. “Did you find anything?”

“No, but there were tracks to and from the mission. Many horses, caravans or carts – I cannot tell which, but the tracks cut deep.”

“Then there is nothing for it.”

“Lady…”

Tirielle stopped him, “Yes, Captain (but he could nag), I will be right here…”

The two warriors turned to the mission, Gurt clanging.

“Captain,” Tirielle called gently, “your shield?”

“Ah.” He tied it to the side of Wey’s saddle.

The door swung inward. Fetid air and flies burst out of the darkened hallway before them and Roth let loose a growl that made Gurt’s bones ache. The lines around the old man’s eyes crinkled as he winced at the stench.

Both thought the same thing. Rotting meat.

Roth motioned to the Captain that he would go right, then pointed a huge clawed hand to the foot of the stairs – the stairs to the second floor where the Sisters lived. Even the kitchens were housed upstairs, put there to raise it above the fumes of the slums that had once carpeted the area. The second floor had allowed some breeze to blow over the tops of the trees and the slums with their permanent stench of sewage and decay. 

The Captain wondered if buildings sensed déjà vu.

Gurt indicated that he understood and moved off to the left. The Mission was not vast and although it had seen tenure as a hospital in the past it had not housed the ill since the slum clearance. The initiated still served there but the mission now acted as a wayhouse for travellers on the road to Lianthre. It still took in the sick and needy that asked. There were none here today. 

Gurt moved into the traveller’s quarters, some twenty separate rooms, and began to search each methodically, looking for the host of flies that led to the dead.

The sickbeds were to the right. Moving like a wraith, Roth slowly opened the door. Stealth was one thing a door hated. Slowly, gently, it pushed the door to the sick beds, too slow for the door to catch it out.  Roth entered with excessive caution. 

Each bed remained crisp, white sheets covering wooden frames. Down stuffed mattresses were the norm, but no good for the sick and bleeding. The hard wood beds could be washed down. Roth reached out a hand and felt the wood, smooth from years of wear. It looked. All it saw was what Lianthrians saw – the cold rectangle of coarse cloth, wooden headboards worn thin and black from years of poorly, sweating heads resting there. Even without its remarkable sight, anyone could tell that there had been no presence here today. The whole room stretched out behind it. Large windows on the external wall let in enough night-light for even a human to see by. A crack of orange light crept through the door behind. 

It saw the colours, the past death and pain, but there was not a soul in sight.

Gurt pushed open the last door. Nothing. Nothing but empty beds and closets…unattended footlockers for the itinerants, traders and merchants that stayed. He moved, cautiously, into the hall again, to the foot of the stairs. Roth already waited there. Both men shook their heads in answer to the silent question. Gurt motioned to the stairs. They climbed.

Upstairs, the kitchen spoke to itself in the language of drips and hisses. Unerringly tidy pans lined up to witness the scene…

Emptiness sang and the drip drip drip doubled. Echoed. From the apartments…

Once upstairs the hall narrowed. The stars in the sky shone through windows and cracked doors, casting deep shadow all around. Roth and Gurt cautiously opened each door, knowing what they would find. Nothing. 

The last door stood before them. The door to the baths.

The drip grew in tenor.


A swinging, insistent creak joined the music. The flies’ wings batted the air and in came the wind, rattling the windows. 

Then, the quiet before the storm. The final breath before the wailing.

Gurt and Roth reached out together and pushed the doors in.

Tirielle waited patiently but not for long. 

She tied Wey to a branch jutting out at a painful angle from the gnarled old tree. She guessed from its girth it might have been here since before the Mission. The tree groaned in the night (she wondered if Roth really could steal sound itself, now it was not here and she became aware of the night). 

She held her sleeve against her face and went in.

She vaulted the stairs two at a time when she heard the clatter of Gurt’s sword falling to the wooden floor somewhere in the dark. She ran, already breathing hard, terror clamping her lungs and fear burning in her muscles. A knife slid from its sheath as she ran along the corridor, past the apartments. Past the kitchens, seeing the hallway up ahead. She saw the two shapes outlined ahead of her in a doorway. The light squeezed past Roth’s shoulders. 

She saw the glint of the night sky on Gurt’s polished steel armour. She saw the way the night shifted to accept Roth, its shape perfection in the dark. 

Through the gaps she could make out the deformed outlines. Abused corpses hung at odd angles from the rafters. The drips slowed and thickened. Then she was upon them.

She slid, trying to stop. Gurt’s sword lay on the floorboards before her, forgotten. Her feet hit the hilt.

She flailed her arms as she tried to stop, careening between the two warriors. Neither noticed her. Time slowed…stopping…until it was something outside of her. She could not stop.

She slipped and fell. Her hands in touched body parts as she tried to right herself. Whitened faces above were mocking her. Underneath, clammy surfaces where blood was drying held her. 

She managed to turn onto her hands and knees. It would have gone easier for her had she remained looking at the corpses. 

On the floor, by her hands, smooth pale eels wriggled and slithered, writhing in muck. Some were brown, some a wet grey. Her bare ankles felt warm; a deeper pool of blood.

Slow now…she raised a hand to her face…no…no…no…

She was sick. Her hair trailed blood. 

It was but a moment. 

Roth reached out to her, lifting her out with one giant arm. It took her in its arms and rocked her as she cried like a baby.

The Sisters of Illi’uit’s eviscerated bodies swung from the rafters as the night closed in.

 

*


 





  


Chapter Fourteen

 

The legends are sometimes different. Sometimes legends shape the future, too.

The sky darkened. Carious squinted through the two moons at Rythe. Hren and Gern, the eternal twins, ran across the greying sky to protect it. Dow hid behind the earth to watch his brother die.

The seas boiled underneath a shaft of light the size of a continent. Seabirds screeched a warning to all the sea, crying out to the fish and the leviathan beasts where they ranted in the trenches, beating the very core of the world with their massive appendages. The sea turned brown on the surface.

The air grew dark as evaporating seas grew into clouds. Statues of black ice loomed over the waiting lands below.

The land groaned. The beasts on the land hid in burrows and howled and spat and gnashed. They bit themselves in anticipation.

In every legend, Rythe awakes.

 

*


 




  


Chapter Fifteen

 

Drun awoke to a moonless night from what should have been a gentle sleep; his boat cradled in the mighty arms of the sea and the stars to sing a lullaby. Instead, visions plagued him. Visions terrible in intensity. They had torn him from his body, pulling him through time itself to some future near or far. He rubbed his eyes and tried to wash away the terror with salty water. His eyes still burned.

Something terrible was coming.

The boat dipped and bobbed on gentle waves. Drun reached out, turning to ease the sores on his back and knees. He would have to raise the strength to concentrate, at the very least. He could not afford to drift anymore. The visions were a warning. Shorn, his charge, was in grave danger. Tirielle stood at the edge of the abyss. 

There was no doubt. The Protectorate knew them for what they were. Two of three. Drun alone was hidden from them, but to aid them he could no longer hide out in safety. Soon he too would be in peril. He would welcome the end to his long vigil. 

Vigilance allows no room for dreaming.

The Protectorate, enemies through the ages, had found the Saviour. They knew he was the Second, though Drun didn’t know how. Their powers were so different to his he might never begin to understand a part of it. What seemed like common sense to the Sard, their lore and history etched in Sybremreyen’s eternal stone, would be suicide for the rulers of this planet. The Sard had nothing in common with them. The Protectorate could scry, and tell the future and burn a house with words. They seemed to use words to control emotion, while Drun drew his power directly from the sun. At night he felt diminished, on a moonless night, blind and useless. The Protectorate were a powerful enemy. He could see why. None had the power to challenge them, and they could see into the tiniest corners. They could even see the places it was safe to step out of, travel at whim by magic alone. All with words…

And here I am, thought Drun, stuck on a boat.

Morning came and the man chosen by the Sard, chosen by the Sun, knelt and ran his hands in a circle around him. The sores on his knees had already stained the wood. He held a breath. He pushed the images of doom from his mind. He had to protect the three, himself included. Slowly, the sun on Drun’s face calming him, he felt the urge to breathe build, his body beginning to beg for air. He held, until he felt the purge as consciousness faded. His body fell back before him and breathed for him as he twisted in the air above and looked down. 

He flew. 

He was roughly a week away by boat, and because he hadn’t spoken to the fish he ran through the water more slowly. The seas would still carry him while he travelled elsewhere, though. 

In his trance he left his body and sent his essence across the seas. He could travel faster than most things this way, but it still took time. He still had many constraints – like the need for the water, which seemed to amplify his talents, and sunlight. He would never be able to travel in the dark. 

Drun flew out through the morning sunshine on the wave of light as the sun cleared the horizon and pushed the night back. Below him the southern tip of Sturma, the Spar, then, the Culthorn mountains… 

There, on the snow covered ground, bleeding out, was Shorn. 

Renir had wrapped his blanket around Shorn, who lay where Renir had dragged him, in the shelter of a massive tree with a hollow knot at the base. Drun’s presence sank down to the ground, just as Carious’ first light hit the night’s snowfall. He could see one set of prints, spaced widely apart – running – and assumed Renir had left the injured Shorn to find shelter from the snow. The blood trail leading to the shelter was far more than a trickle. 

He could see Shorn wasn’t dead yet; his breath blew ragged against the cold. 

Renir had lit a small fire just outside their haven. He had wrapped Shorn’s wounds with clothes from his own body (using both his shirtsleeves), but Drun could see blood still seeped through. His astral self settled unseen on the ground before Renir. Drun couldn’t hear anything in this form, but a cursory look at Shorn told him he could bleed to death or die from the cold here. He also saw that despite the evident tiredness Renir was showing, there was determination on his face. The stranger had stayed to help Shorn after giving him the message, and stayed to tend him until it would be safe to travel to a town and get help. The passes were treacherous at the best of times, without snow and a dying man to carry. 

It seemed fate had delivered him a kindly man.

The projection summoned up every ounce of being and tried to turn the wind around him to sound, but it didn’t work. It tried calling out to the animals, but found it had no voice. All the time Shorn kept bleeding.

His impotent shadow floated on sunlight, invisible to all but the most perceptive of beasts (and perhaps the gifted). He thought and thought and couldn’t think of a way to reach Renir.

Idiot. He said to himself. Try Shorn. 

The strands of Shorn’s soul drifted on the freezing air. Drun felt a sense of elation, but pushed it down. Amazing. There were so many strands, ravelled crazily together; a riot of colour in the air. 

It should have been a beautiful sight, a soul swaying between the snowflakes, but Drun felt his heart ache as he watched them tangle, then jump, like the merest contact with each other was pure agony. Some of the filaments floated calmly where they were swaying alone, but the majority were a seething knot, fast becoming a roiling mass. 

From this side of existence, Drun had needed to practise soul hunting as from scratch. It was one of the healer’s arts, but with Shorn it had taken hours. Drun first had to overcome his own ingrained habits, then his stupidity…he had seen other souls displaced over time, but it was such a rarity. He hadn’t thought to look outside Shorn. 

Find Shorn indeed; he was everywhere.

The strands circled each other and Drun’s soul joined their form – they twirled together now. He looked out from inside Shorn’s own personal plane and saw the man standing proud in the middle of a vast sea of enemies, crashing against his sword and falling back, bloodied or dead. He was fighting for his life. 

Sword in hand, on an endless plain, battling a legion of evil beast that pulled at him with slimy hands, with grey, long tongues and with tails that whipped and pulled. Each time the mercenary killed one, more climbed over the fallen body. As Shorn fought he rose higher on the mound of the slain below. They would climb higher yet. Drun thought the mercenary might even be able to win this battle, as he had all his others, on his own. 

A little help, though, wouldn’t go amiss.

Drun joined Shorn at the foot of what was now a hillock and made his form. He gave himself a sword and clad himself in armour. As an afterthought, he concentrated until Shorn, too, was similarly clad. He climbed the mound of koboldian dead ignored by all until he reached the zenith. There he stood resplendent, back-to-back with the Saviour. 

Drun drew his shining sword and prepared to save him. 

The tide of bodies below was falling back. New monstrosities were having to run up a hill to replace their fallen. Shorn’s soul fought fiercely, splashing dark black-purple blood with each stroke of his shining blade. Together they fought. Together they slashed and hacked. Their foes spat venomous jibes and cried alien deaths unheeded. 

Finally, the two men stood atop the hill and looked at the disjointed congeries of their foes upon which they now stood. Shorn looked around in surprise to find the man standing next to him, as if seeing him for the first time.

“Who are you?” 

“A friend. Do you know who you are?”

“I am Shorn.”

“Well, that is a start. I am Drun.”

“They will come again.”

Drun looked at Shorn’s scared face. Even here he carried the scar. Both men appeared in soul as they did in life, with all their wounds on show. 

“Of that, I have no doubt, for these are your demons. They will keep coming.” Drun risked a hand on Shorn’s shoulder. “But for now we must leave.”

“No, friend. I have the feeling I’ve been here before. I remember…I remember that each time I leave, I have to start again. I remember that.”

“Not this time, Shorn. Follow me down. There are other battles that need to be fought, but to reach them you must get down from here. Come with me, I will show you the way.”

Shorn’s soul studied the greying warrior, gaunt, unkempt, yet wearing a glorious suit of armour made from some shifting, glowing material that pulled the eye away. “But I have this battle.”

Drun said gently, “There are others.”

“But this is my battle.”

“Then we can take your battle with us. You must come with me now.”

“I cannot leave the battle.”

My, he’s like a child in here. So ridiculously persistent. To the extent he didn’t even know when he had won, but just saw victory as a break until the next fight came along. Drun sighed loudly. Then he rapped Shorn smartly on the elbow with the flat of his sword. 

Shorn’s sword fell from his fist. “If you cannot even hold your sword how do you expect to fight!” Drun’s soul screamed at Shorn. “You are not ready for this battle!”

Shorn turned sullen, hulking in his armour. “I have fought and won many times! Who are you to taunt me?”

Drun smiled and flipped Shorn’s sword to him, using the tip of his own sword. “I am the binding. That is who and what I am. That is who I am to taunt you. I am the watcher. That is who I am that I know you. I am the teacher. That is who and what I am that I can train you. You would be better.” He looked at the determined lines of Shorn’s jaw. “You could be perfect.”

Shorn considered this for a while. “Then teach.” He thrust the sword into one of the dead where it quivered then folded his arms across his chest, his gauntlets clanking as they hit it.

“Very well. Then follow me.”

“No! Here!” Shorn shouted at Drun’s receding back. 

Shorn kicked the ground and followed down the mound before Drun could disappear from sight.

Adrift at sea, the tiny boat carried Drun’s body a little closer to the distant shore. 

 

*


 




  


Chapter Sixteen

 

Tirielle mounted Wey. Roth held the reins while she spoke with Captain Gurt. They stood by the copse. Roth had broken from the horror for long enough to carry Tirielle out. She had yet to wash herself off. 

Roth said he could see trailers, an afterburn of evil magic. He said the bodies had been stripped, their pain a feast.

Tirielle turned, her eyes blank and cold. The change was instant, grief was put on hold like so many other emotions. It saddened Gurt to see it.

“Go to your farmhouse, Gurt, and pack your things. I left something for you there, enough money to hide. Enough so that you won’t have to work for anyone else again. You can live out the rest of your days in peace.”

“Lady,” Gurt looked hurt, “I understand you are in danger, but I will serve to the death. I am sorry for their loss, but now is no time to push your remaining friends away.”

“I’ve lost many friends tonight, Gurt, and I can only suspect this has something to do with me. I am in no mood to argue with anyone. I have to flee the city, and I will need at least one friend should I be able to return. I cannot tell you more, so do not ask. You would be questioned and even though out of necessity I have told you little, there is much that a skilled interrogator can learn even from the most unwilling of victims.”

“You know I would never talk, Lady…Tirielle!”

“No, I know you would. Everyone would talk eventually…” She gave him a kind look. “Please, for me. If you return to wait for me, they will see me in your eyes. You must go to your home. Mine will no longer be safe. I will not take no for an answer.”

“They? Who? If you will not say, I will go with you on your journeys. It is my duty, and you can ask no less of me.”

“No. There is worse to come than that we have seen tonight. Look – I still have blood on me from that room. I can taste their blood in my mouth. They will do this and more to anyone they find at my estate, if they sense they are holding back knowledge. I need you at least safe from them.”

Gurt looked indignant and shocked. “You speak of the Protectorate? And you would ask me to leave servants to that? Have you lost…”

Tirielle shushed him. “No! Listen to me. It will be the Hierarchy, not the Protectorate, because of my political status. The servants will not be harmed, for I am too public. But the Protectorate thrives, Gurt. The Protectorate are still hierarchs. They are intertwined like the incestuous vines trees of the groves. They are the same race, Gurt! And they will know a lie. Then they will take that liar and gain knowledge from him. I would not have you suffer that for your aid tonight. You must be safe. For me.” She said this softly.

“Then, Lady. For you.” Gurt bowed low to both. “Roth. I beg you take care of her.”

“I will. You be careful yourself and go immediately. Be mindful and stay away from the road, Captain. The Protectorate are a vigilant foe.”

Gurt nodded and slapped Wey on the flank. He watched them go, heading south along the tracks, still fresh. He thought of the decay and wondered how so many flies had already found the flesh despite the cool evening air. 

Gurt then turned and set out for his farm to the north. A three-day walk on foot, his armour on and shield strapped to his back. 

“Well, at least I’m not conspicuous,” he grumbled to himself as he set out, settling into a steady trot.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Seventeen

 

Shorn was still out cold. He looked stronger, but not strong enough. He was dying in the snow. 

Renir carefully unwrapped the soiled shirtsleeves from Shorn’s leg and arm. He tore the sleeves from his coat and placed the old wrappings, soaked through with blood, to one side. Then he lifted the arm and leg in turn to place the new wrapping under the wound. The wounds were angry and he could see infection beginning to spread up Shorn’s leg, purple cavities seething under the skin. Some type of poison, Renir decided. He needed to get help – this was far beyond anything he had ever experienced. 

Like his grandmother had told him, he breathed, and took the first step. One thing at a time. If this strange man didn’t stop bleeding everywhere he would die. 

Renir took a brand. 

He felt a touch queasy as he gingerly prodded at the pulsing flesh. It sizzled. He was fairly sure that was supposed to happen, but he’d only heard a tale from an old soldier about a missing hand and what he did to stop the bleeding. Who knew about tales you heard in taverns and drinking halls? Renir had already decided it wouldn’t really matter if he had been taken in. The man would probably die whatever he did. He put the brand back further into the fire – it was nowhere near big enough or hot enough to burn the whole wound shut. Thinking to pick it up again, he changed his mind and took three of the largest branches from the fire. He held them together with both hands. The birds were starting to sing in the trees and bushes, as the second sun broke the peak, light bouncing off the renewed snow and lighting up the pass. The birds sang and Renir whistled tunelessly back at them, looking at the wound in Shorn’s forearm. 

“Don’t move,” he said to himself. 

He seemed to remember how to do this. He wondered where the knowledge came from. 

Ten minutes later Renir tied off the knot on Shorn’s leg and covered the wounds with the torn sleeves from his jerkin. The leather, while supple, was not ideal, but it would have to serve. 

He realized he was in a cold sweat. The sweet smell of Shorn’s burnt flesh stuck to the roof of his mouth, so he took some snow and sucked on it. Then he washed out the sleeves, rubbing them in the snow and then against the bark of the tree. He hung them on a couple of branches by the fire, away from his breakfast, which was spitting fat. He looked at Shorn again. Well, at least the bleeding had stopped. 

Now for some food.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Eighteen

 

They kept to the edges of the woods where they could avoid the eyes that mattered. The Protectorate did not have eyes among the woodland creatures. Not yet.

Tirielle had wanted to torch the mission, to cleanse it. Roth said it would be a waste. Gurt agreed, and she knew they were right. Loathing built in her, atop the already considerable pile of hatred. She could not burn the last remaining symbol of human charity on Rythe. The Sister’s house would stand with them in it. Perhaps one day there would be enough charity to fill it again.

Roth said something and Tirielle turned her mind to the matter in hand. “That proves it. They are not travelling the back roads. The tracks go right past the tower.”

Tirielle agreed. “They are brazen. We should back off the roads and skirt the tower. They may already be searching for me.”

“I think that is a safe assumption,” replied Roth, as six protocrats in darkest robes stepped from behind the trees. 

Wey bucked underneath Tirielle, turning to one side.

“Damn!” she hissed, seeing them. “How did they find us so soon?”

“Fear not, Lady, I am sure we will be able to take them. Follow my lead.” Roth’s voice was confident and deep. Tirielle slowed her breath for the coming confrontation and shook her sleeves loose.

The leader of the group put himself forward and called, “Tirielle A'm Dralorn, you are charged with unlawful murder and will come with us for inquisition.”

“And on what evidence do you base this ludicrous accusation, Protectorate lackey?”

The man laughed. “Lackey? That is most amusing.” He made a show of drawing a letter from inside his robe as he stepped from the cover of the trees. He unfolded it, slowly, watching Tirielle’s reaction. She could not help herself. She gasped as she saw it.

“Ah. I see you recognise this? We found it in one of your servant’s chambers. Shall I read it to you?” 

He did not wait for the reply. 

 

Dearest Haraman,

 

I must leave tonight. Please destroy this note. I leave in secret, but would not leave you alone of all my servants with the uncertainty of my fate. You have been loyal through all my trials and tribulations. I have left instructions for you to oversee my estate in my absence. I hope that one day I will return to thank you personally.

 

In friendship,

 

Tirielle A’m Dralorn

 

He watched her with hawkish eyes. “Going somewhere, Lady A’m Dralorn?”

“I do not believe that is any of your business. And if that is what you call proof…”

“A sentinel followed your assassin – really, Lady A’m Dralorn. An assassin? Have you no shame?”

“Which division are you with, fool? You admit to using a sentinel? I believe the Council will be most displeased with Protectorate interference with one of its senior members.”

The man laughed without opening his mouth and stepped forward. “No, the sentinel will be Fridel’s, the sin entirely yours. Haraman told us you had left. He was most informative and following you here was easy. Your kind are so predictable.” The speaker was tall and robed like the others, his high cheekbones like scars on his pale face in the darkness. The shadows from the trees ran through his silver grey hair as it swirled about his head. 

All six protocrats ignored Roth. 

“He won’t be there to mind your estate in your absence. Unfortunately, his constitution proved too weak for the questioning.”

Tirielle’s eyes burned with fury as the man added, “Still, a small price to pay for the assassination of Lord Fridel, is it not? One of the Speculate? You must be proud.” He laughed at her this time, his laugh piercing enough to rouse birds from their nightly roosts. Flapping wings punctuated the laugh as it continued overly long. 

Tirielle crossed her arms. Her hands sank into her sleeves. 

“Forgive me, Lady,” he made a show of bowing, “my sense of humour is so unappreciated. Shall we? There is no need to make this a chore. Come quietly and rest assured the inquisition will be short. If only your childhood friends, the sisters, had cooperated.” The wizard shrugged. “Their questioning would have been so much smoother. Come.” He beckoned her like a child.

“I don’t think so.” She replied and let loose a spinning, glittering dagger. 

The knife flew from Tirielle’s hand as her arms uncrossed. Another appeared and followed the first with the ‘crack!’ of Tirielle’s long sleeve snapping. Roth sprang forward and ran alongside the first dagger, his clawed feet spraying earth. Wey bucked to one side. 

A few short words from the wizard and the knife bent in an unnatural arc, to thud harmlessly into a tree. The next went up into the air as it hit the protective chant. It, too, fell bloodless. 

As Roth neared five of the six began a heavier chant, each taking up the chant at different times, so as not to break the spell for breath. The words came slow as Roth neared the Incantors, then sped and spread like a web.

Roth thudded limp to the ground. 

Tirielle stood dumb, third knife in hand, looking at the Protectorate fiend before her. 

“You see? Rahkens are not invincible, Lady Dralorn. You were foolish to rest all your hopes in this one.”

Tirielle spat. “The council will hear of this.”

“No, Lady. No one will ever hear of you or this again.” The Protocrat wizard produced shackles. “Shall we? Arram is beautiful this time of year. Oh, and this is my scout, Turror. Good work following the tracks.” 

A bearded protocrat stepped from the brush, a rusted trelith strapped to one leg. He wore skins and the dead animal’s feral anguish must have infected him too. Bright, crazed eyes looked out from bushy eyebrows. He grinned at his master’s praise, showing a mouthful of mashed and rotten black teeth. 

“Watch this one, she’s armed.” 

Tirielle wanted to scream inside. She looked to Roth, still, unblinking.

“Turror?”

“Yes, master?”

“I feel a reward is in order. You may search her.” The Protectorate Incantor tapped a finger on his teeth as if considering something. “I don’t think there is any need to be gentle.”

Turror licked his lips.

 

*


 

 




  


Chapter Nineteen

 

The Sard rode north, giving their horse little rest as they covered mile after mile, through the barren lands at Lianthre’s heart, then heading west toward the coast, avoiding the coastal towns with their questions and gawping. They passed Urlain and the wasteland surrounding it unmolested. Only then did they allow themselves to camp for two hours a day; once at midnight when the temperature dropped to its coldest, and once at midday when the suns seared. 

The horses sped through dust, mud and sand, barely breathing as they slid across the endless miles. Repetition breeds some magic and these mounts were something more, something less, than a horse. They could cover hundreds of miles in a day. This was how the Sard’s magic worked. Repetition and the blessing of a god.

The moons rose and fell, sometimes in union but more often out of synchronisation, leaving their erratic trails of light across the sky for slower eyes than theirs to see. 

One week had passed since leaving Sybremreyen when Quintal, the leader of the Order of Sard, slowed his horse to a trot and entered the southern fields of Tirielle’s estate. The servants were tending fat-leafed plants, clearing narrow channels in the dirt before the rainfall – the thunder pealed in the hills to the north; the Tir would soon gush past Lianthre and feed its fields. Gradually the fields led to the estate itself. In months they would be bare as high summer reached its peak, but the plants still had their winter green. 

Quintal nodded acknowledgment to those staring at the nine men on fantastic beasts, their armour creating a shimmering haze of reflected sunlight, giving them an air of brilliance. Their scabbards were plain polished leather, thick with sword. Ordinary steel handles were covered in hide grips. All looked worn. 

A portly woman approached, putting down a basket laden with the smooth leaves, turning grey in the sun. “My Lords.” She bowed low, raising her hands to her head, never taking her eyes from the curious horsemen. 

“We are here for Tirielle A’m Dralorn.”

If the woman thought him abrupt she would not have said so. “My Lord, Lady A’m Dralorn is away on business.”

“What else?”

“My Lord?”

“I know there is more, I can see it in your eyes.” His eight companions were all looking at her. They looked at her almost like the men she saw last week. The men who had come to take Haraman away. Piercing. 

But something was different here. She felt no fear. 

“What did you hear?” Quintal leaned forward in the saddle.

“I heard them say they would take her south. For questioning…I, we, fear the worst.”

“Who said this?”

“One of the hierarchs who came to the estate. He claimed they had come to arrest Lady A’m Dralorn for murder.” The woman sniffed. “Nonsense, she has a kind heart.”

“South?” The woman nodded, grateful her mouth had not run on further. “Thank you.” Quintal turned and guided his horse to the south, trotting at first but a blur before it has reached the end of the grove. The sleek horse ran. Seven of the others nodded to her and rode after him, but one approached with a golden smile and said, “Thank you.” 

After they had left, the other servants asked her for details; what the dashing knights looked like – were they handsome? Were their eyes the cold, hard eyes of war? It took her a while to realise, but she couldn’t say. 

The sun had been in her eyes the whole time.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Twenty

 

Drun wearily fell onto his back on the floor of the boat. He no longer had the strength or the ability to talk to his order, so he knew not how they fared. He would have to trust the fate of Tirielle to them. The fate of Shorn was more than enough for him to deal with at present. 

He struggled to think straight, having drunk little and being delirious from a week in the sun with little to eat but dry sea air. It made him think of another time he was delirious from the sun. He had been alone then, too. 

Since leaving the wooden platform, his home for more years than he could remember, Drun had thought he would never long for solitude again. He had changed his mind. Now all he wanted to be left alone to the luxury of thought. Preferably his own. The shock of so much contact after the years of quiet introspection and vicarious living had tried him, the pressures of constant contact with people – inside his head – more invasive than a horde of unwanted visitors. So long spent waiting. When duty had finally come to call, Drun had found the visitor less welcome than Death himself. 

At least Death was kind enough to bring a gift.

He had been teaching Shorn, trying to instil into him some remembrance of decency, for a week. The mercenary had not taken kindly to the invasion at first, his soul rebelling against Drun’s teachings, crying and railing against the stern new master, like a child that knew itself to be in the wrong. While inside Shorn’s head Drun had found some surprising hints that some other teacher had been there before. A man of uncanny mind. Many of the thoughts that festered inside Shorn’s unconscious self were blatantly alien. Smart thoughts, true, but somehow warped. Wrong. Undoing the entrenched teaching had tested Drun to the limit. 

The week of nursing had tired him, too. Renir had helped, Drun speaking to Renir’s sleeping mind during the day, passing on ways to help ease Shorn’s suffering while he was held in a fevered limbo. Renir already had a little medical knowledge, it seemed, and so proved easy to instruct. Nonetheless, Drun had dared not return to his own body until he had no choice. Not while Shorn lay with purple tendrils of deadly poison ravaging his blood and slowly killing his heart.

But now, he could do no more. His strength was spent. Drun was at the mercy of the sea and sun.

A week outside his body and Drun was faint with hunger and dehydration. Rain would not come and the seas themselves taunted him with their forbidden bounties of water. It had been worth the price, Drun thought, a soft, careful laugh escaping cracked lips. While coaxing Shorn back from his internal war, his soul escaping the carnage to his body, had been hard, he had made great progress. 

Perhaps Shorn could be brought back from the precipice after all.

The waves lapped at the boat and rocked him. The boat would reach the shore soon but waiting, with Renir and Shorn leaving on such a harebrained scheme, was far worse than being busy. 

Off to get Shorn’s sword from some mercenary’s camp, indeed! The fool could hardly walk, and one arm would be effectively useless for another month. He would not listen, though. There was only so much Drun could do to change a man already made.

I’ll be there soon, he consoled himself. After all, how much trouble could they get into in the space of a few days?

With idiots or not, the forced repatriation with human life had been the best thing for Drun, although he did not realise it at the time. While Drun now had sores on his knees and back, not yet festering but ample enough to give him pause whenever he shifted, he was in himself. His body, however, had sat uninhabited and pushed on the waves by magic and tide. Sores covering his neglected body were crying out for attention, a cry unheeded. Later, he would dip himself in the salty ocean. He could forgive the pain for its healing qualities. 

The lonely traveller examined himself as only a true physician can, to the core. To his soul. He thought he could make it. Drun, although emaciated and pitifully weak, had remained reasonable healthy on the platform (fresh fruit the only problem; the seabird’s bounties from distant shores were never enough). He knew not which shores they came from and some of the birds he called out to were not native to Lianthre or Sturma. 

The birds that came were a wonder, for he had never asked.

So many wonders in the world taken for granted, like life, and so many people so close to it they could not see. Like Shorn. And Tirielle. 

Renir? No, not Renir. He seemed to appreciate life more than most. Not once had he complained of his lot or asked to return home. Not once had he asked ‘Why me?’

Drun thought he might prove useful. He certainly had so far.

At night, instead of sleeping, Drun had worked the seas. He tried to make as much haste as possible. He realised Shorn would not wait for his arrival. The man was already on the move. He would not give up on that damn sword. Shorn might be wasting time, but Drun was not. 

Talking to the fish (just a matter of concentration really) calmed Drun. 

He also used them to push the boat. 

They did not seem to mind overly whenever he ate one of them, either. They were fish after all, and Drun had yet to find one capable of coherent thought. He did not really ‘talk’ to fish. It was more a matter of showing them pictures, translating, if you will, a human concept into one fish might understand. It was the same for lower animals – some Drun could not figure out how to talk to, and the only images he received back were so jumbled it made his head hurt. 

Animals had made his head hurt once before. Back in his distant youth, when he had tried to talk to a marsh grout. Wily creatures that hunted in packs and ran down beasts five times their size by working with others as a team, they used surprisingly versatile tactics to disable their prey. Drun had thought it would be an interesting study. It was.

Two weeks through treacherous marsh, feet permanently soaked, the younger Sard had travelled alone and weaponless, wandering further into swampland. The other members of his order (three were different now) had called him insane. While the others were content to train for the battles ahead, training their bodies, Drun had trained his mind. This was why the mantle of Watcher had been passed to him. All the paladin’s souls – warrior souls – were good. Only Drun's was truly gentle. 

The inquisitive scholar had come upon a group of the beasts lounging brazenly in the open. Predatory eyes watched him watching them for two whole days. Some left to hunt. When they returned they never returned with meat, but others went out later. Not once had they invited him to talk, but had just sat watching him, seemingly taking turns. 

Eventually (although he tended to find the practice rude) Drun had decided to try to introduce himself. 

He had concentrated, formed a picture similar to the scene before him, and put himself in the picture, seated on the floor before the beasts, passing food to one another. It had been like talking to himself, or to a tree, or a flower. There were no other beasts in the area, just the mites and slugs that lived in the pools between the land, or in the trees that grew from the pools. His picture had faltered, and he had become unsure of himself, his talents yet untested. Even as a young man, he knew the folly of projecting his own preconceptions onto beasts – how could you talk to a beast if you could not listen to their own language, too – it tended to stilt conversation if everything you heard got stuck in the muslin of your own mind. He had sat for an interminable age, as if holding a conversation with a door. Then, without warning (perhaps the warning had been too alien?) one of the creatures spoke back. It looked at its companions, all lounging with seemingly no interest in Drun, as if for approval. Perhaps a mere anthropomorphication, perhaps a trick of imagination, but he thought them sentient. In that moment, looking into their eyes and feeling the complexity of thought passing to and fro, he had foolishly let his own fear enter the thought. 

As suddenly as the flashing rain that fed the swamps, a blast of primaeval power unlike anything he had ever experienced skewered him with mind tones sharp as razors. The language, the feeling, the emotion…it was unlike any other beast he had encountered, from the majestic to the miniscule. 

The next thing he knew the beast were gone. He lay on his back, looking up at the sun, head resting against a protruding root where he had been seated before. His feet were soaked and his face burned so badly he had been unable to touch it. 

He had been fairly delirious from sunstroke at the time but the memory of the message had been clear.

He no longer thought all animals stupid and exercised a healthy caution. 

Healthy caution was something he dearly wished Shorn would exercise before it was too late. There was little more he could do until he got to Sturma. They would just have to manage on their own. 

Drun stood on shaky legs and threw himself into the water. He barely winced as the sharp cold salt water stabbed at the holes worn through his sun-darkened skin.

Drying himself cautiously with his bobbled blanket, Drun Sard took one final look at the horizon. Dow was on his way to bed, and Carious was rising in the east. Today would be a long day but he could do no more. A perfect line of blue sat in the distance, the shore still hidden beyond it. The seas covered the earth like shimmering bedclothes of satin. Drun felt the warmth of the world holding onto him but shivered uncontrollably. He tugged his only blanket onto the splintered sides of the boat, crawled under his makeshift tent, and let himself pass out.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Twenty-One

 

For six days Tirielle and Roth had been chained. The great city of Lianthre was far behind them. All they knew was that they travelled south to Arram. Even the name conjured dread.

The rahken’s thick fur was worn thin at its wrists and ankles, thick and heavy iron binding it to the massive caravan tower. Both sat still but the shackles fitted more easily on Tirielle’s limbs. The rahken bore its trials better.

They had spent their time in parts bewailing their fortunes, devising plans to escape, or staring with bloodshot and tired eyes out of tiny holes that let in shy light, wavering through the miasma of faecal fumes. They stared at the dull landscape only able to see a rough outline from the holes, there to let the prisoner’s breathe, not to give them a view. They waited for trees to thin – vegetation became sparse before the road opened out onto the borders of Arram – when they did, they knew their time was over. 

To Tirielle, time was already wrong.

It was so slow. There were times when she would scream from the frustration. Roth always calmed her down. The great beast was firmly shackled and even with its prodigious strength could not break free. She screamed and railed against her captors and Roth talked her out of the darkness. Tirielle survived thanks to the giant.

Roth talked to the other prisoners chained on their floor. It held them together with bluntness and compassion, and bore its own trials like a saint. The prisoners spoke of their despair. Roth calmed them with thoughts of life before, letting them speak of their history and nodding sagely without interruption. The guards came and took the humans out for cleaning. Most returned. They only ever came to take the humans out. 

The giant did not seem at all bothered at its changing fortunes as it sat unmoving, talking to Tirielle about her past. 

She looked over and saw Roth was awake just as the first glint of sunshine stabbed through the tiny airholes.

They greeted each other as they had every morning and talked of nothing in particular, until the conversation turned to their predicament. “They have come for me once before,” said Tirielle quietly, so that only Roth could hear. “I thought to get my revenge on them and look what I have got us into.” 

“When did they come before?”

“They killed my father and came for me in my third cycle. The Sisters of Illi’uit took me in and gave me sanctuary. When the seasons changed again I came out. I only returned to the Council when I was old enough to challenge. The Council has protected me ever since. I just wish I could trust them now. I had done nothing wrong back then, now, I don’t know. Perhaps I am wrong. The Protectorate could not remove someone quite so public, so openly – they elected for patience. That was back then.” 

Her nostrils flared. “So I sought them out instead. This can only been directed at me – I can’t imagine they would have known about the seer.”

“I do not know. They have powerful magic. More powerful than anything I have ever seen.”

Tirielle scratched at a clump of hair. “What about the rahkens? I do not understand why you would join with a human, or serve. You are powerful yourself. I have seen you.” Hastily she added; “Please do not think that I mean I consider you a servant!“

Roth laughed, causing the other prisoners to look round. Any sound made them jump, or worse, cow. 

“None of us think of ourselves as servants. Please, Tirielle, think of us more as ‘compatriots’. We all have a fellow concern – the Protectorate.”

“Are you changing the subject, Roth?” said Tirielle.

“No, I am merely talking of matters of immediate import. We cannot remain chained forever.”

Tirielle nodded and leaned closer to Roth. Quietly she asked, “How is it that you remain so calm? You seem not perturbed in the slightest that we are on our way to death…and worse.” 

Roth had checked that no other prisoners were listening, and replied in confidence, “I am bothered, Lady. But you see the faces of those around us?” Tirielle had looked around, and nodded that she did. “You see the terror in their faces. I see the terror in their colours. They are in need of just one, just one among them, to show no fear. The fear itself would be worse than the death that waits them. To die in fear, Tirielle, can break a soul.” Roth paused for a moment, studying her face as she digested this. “I may be chained, but that at least…that I can still give.” 

Tirielle’s face broke into an unexpected, tired, smile. She looked around the caravan’s murky interior for a second, her eyes moistening, and back at her companion. 

“I am glad to have you with me, Roth.” She sniffed a little and paused. “When I die, I hope I am allowed the memory of when we first spoke, and your faith since…not this.” 

Roth strained against the chains. All it could do was touch Tirielle’s naked leg with one razor claw. 

The caravan pulled to a halt. 

“I will try again today,” she whispered to Roth, as the guards began to climb the inner stairs, “though I do not know if she is even here.” 

Roth raised its head, judging the distance of the guards against the sound of footfalls amplified in the wooden stairwell. “We must ask the other prisoners. Leave it much longer and it will be too late.”

“I cannot ask the other prisoners, not yet. All it would take is one stray word and if she is not already here they will seek her out. They will use her to hurt me.” Tiriellle’s voice was full of urgency as the sound of booted feet came closer. Roth gave its gruff agreement. Tirielle and Roth had had this conversation everyday, and yet still she would not give in. “Tomorrow, Roth, I promise. If I do not see her today, we will ask the other prisoners for word of the seer.”

Roth took a breath and dug its claws into the wooden bench out of sight and out of frustration. “Then tomorrow.”

The sound of iron soled boots passed them and continued to the upper levels. The circular tower spun sounds deceitfully. Except, sometimes, the sounds that no one needed to hear. The screams made it through the night unmolested. 

Roth made itself listen every night. The dreadful death cries from above and below merely served to strengthen its resolve. 

A mangy guard finally came onto their level. He unlocked the human prisoners and escorted them to the stairs where they met another of their captors, before he returned to release the next. Nobody put up a fight here or tried to escape. Not after the first two days. The screams that came after the first night were enough to knock dissent out of most prisoners. Seeing the remains the day after had done it for the rest. 

Tirielle’s hand brushed Roth’s shoulder as she was led out. Roth stayed where it was – they hadn’t let it out for the whole week, and only gave water. Tirielle did not know if this was because the wizards had left and the guards could not control it, or if it was just some further cruelty. She swore a bloody revenge on each and every one of her tormentors, as she had every day since her capture. 

To her gain, Turror had not had the wherewithal to abuse her, merely managing to make her dirty and spend himself in dull excitement against her leg. His aim with his fist had been better though. 

In her struggle her hair had become tangled and filthy. Now, her lank and matted hair hid her attractive face and as she was covered in her own waste. The grime acted as a shield. She had avoided the most callous of the guard’s attentions. Some of the other, prettier, girls had not been so lucky. 

She forgot for a moment to thank her luck as she was roughly shoved into the sun. Its sudden glare pricked the back of her head with intense pain. She looked around her as she did each day, to see the buckets had been laid out as they always were. The guards stood around disinterestedly as usual – they cared not if the prisoners used the water to wash. In any event they would only be returning to the same infested hell afterward. At the end of everyday the downtrodden prisoners were told to wash themselves, each given their own bucket of water. Tirielle approached her bucket and as had become her ritual she searched the faces of the other prisoners, hoping to find the seer. She had not seen anyone who could have been the young girl. She did not know if all the prisoners from the tower were taken out, but she had never seen any new faces. Only fewer.

Roth said hope set you free. She only thought it chained her. 

As she stood in the permanent orange glow of the sun, peering cautiously through strands of stinking hair, a wisp of breeze took her own smell away for a moment…and brought with it some odour new. A guard started toward her.

But that smell…


Pure, mindless hatred soiled the guard’s eyes. She thought perhaps today would be the day she was killed. After all, to the guards, she was no more special than the others.

But what was that smell?

She could see his odd eyes now, the left looking to the trees. She smelled his approach as she watched it, but the clean, sweet breeze grew, pushing the foulness away. Something other took its place. Fresh, free of the decay and rot of hate and fear. 

Then it became wind. 

Pushing at the guard, blowing the dust from the road. The dust swirled around Tirielle and added to the muck. The approaching man had to lean a heavy shoulder to the wind. The wind grew in power.

If she was to die here then so be it. It would not be in fear. She raised her eyes to meet death. She would not be like the meek. She bunched her fists. She would not die screaming. Not for this. Not for anyone. The wind gave her strength. She felt it clearing her mind. He felt it too. Indecision blossomed in his lurching eyes. 

For the first time in a week, the air was clean. 

 

The wind blew in and the watching guards became restless, looking to each other, holding tight to their charges as they began hurriedly returning them to the tower. In a rush now they paid scant attention to anyone else. Those who remained strained eyes against the dust at the big man trying to drag the tiny girl into the trees. Pushing against the storm. They shrugged and continued on. Even for a guard, it was best not to get involved.

Tirielle was dragged toward the trees.

The wind howled.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Far into Draymar lands, two figures approached a modest mercenary camp. One was using a heavy branch as a crutch and had tattered rags covering his arm and an obviously wounded leg. The other worn a sleeveless leather jerkin, showing scrawny arms. 

They had made good time considering Shorn still bled and, frankly, was beginning to smell.

Shorn leaned heavily on the crutch. Both the men’s skin was clammy – one from fear, one from weakness. The scared man shook his head at the stubborn warrior beside him. 

“I told you this was an awful idea.”

During their time in the mountains Shorn had come to appreciate Renir, his openness, his good heart. He made him laugh too, which had helped pass the time. He still chuckled to himself occasionally at the things Renir said. Once Renir had complained about the cold. ‘At least I’ll stay young’, Renir had said. Shorn had replied that when he was young he’d been full of piss and vinegar and didn’t complain about the cold. Renir had replied he wasn’t the same, but if he were he’d feel stupid wearing a pickled sleeveless gherkin in the snow. Renir was like that. 

Odd. 

The time passed quickly, most of Shorn’s time spent drifting in and out of consciousness. Most of his hazy memories were of Renir worrying over him, trying to keep the conversation light as he tended Shorn’s wounds and forced food he had chewed himself into Shorn’s mouth. He had laughed painfully sometimes. Then he found out Renir’s village lay directly in the path of the Draymar and had not laughed for the longest time. 

Shorn’s conscience, what little there was, got the better of him. Now here he was, feeling like he owed this man. He was healing fast and the poison haze had left him. His mind felt back to normal, with the occasional flashback to hallucinations of an old man and battle dreams. I even dream of battle, he though to himself sadly. Now I am here with this man, to repay my debt. 

Shorn didn’t have the luxury of waiting. He had to get his sword back before Nabren moved on. As soon as the Draymar began their attacks Nabren would be on the move. He couldn’t afford the time to wait for his wounds to heal. He couldn’t tell Renir, either. This was the kindest way, he assured himself. If he lived Renir would understand. If he died, well, they both died. At least Renir would be spared the sorrow of losing a wife.

Nabren had been training the Draymar to assault all the villages along the coast, the plan; to slaughter villages and raid the coast…sea raiders, not the Draymar, would be blamed. There was no stopping it now. He had trained some of the Draymar himself. They would kill everything in their path. 

It was the first act of a planned invasion, but Shorn could not have known this. He had merely trained the guerilla forces that would be the precursor to the first wave of the first clan to cross the mountains into an unsuspecting and entirely unready Sturma. 

Shorn cursed himself inwardly for falling weak. How much simpler his life would have been had none of this happened. He now he owed this man his life and at the same time was about to be a party to the slaughter of his family and friends. He looked at his travelling companion, muttering almost constantly under his breath. Yes, life could have been so much simpler. 

Still he kept the secret to himself and took him along. Am I really saving this man’s life by not telling him, or just looking out for myself as always? He decided to stop thinking about it. Why could he not do both? 

Anyway, the point was moot. He felt the pull of death on his skin and consoled himself that here, at the hands of professionals, both their deaths would be swift. He knew from first-hand experience that death at the hands of the Draymar could be a drawn out process. At the very least, he could save Renir from that. 

He strove for brevity. “Well, I need my sword, and you agreed to come, so don’t start nagging me again. If your floating wizard can’t change my mind, what makes you think you will?”

“I was just saying that there is time for you to heal before taking your vengeance. I feel slightly responsible, and while I have through hard lonely nights forsaken my loving home…”

“You told me you hated your wife.”

“Besides the point. They are going to tear us to pieces.”

“No. They won’t,” Shorn pointed to the large muscular man emerging from the central tent, “he might…” 

The men in the camp were coming forward to see what the fuss was, as the cry went up. Shorn held his hand over his eyes, squinting slightly, pointing. Renir looked through the shadows of the tents as Nabren strode past his hired men. He looked impressive. A man hewn from what other men would have called brawn.

The pommel and handle of the double-handed sword that meant so much to Shorn was peering over the man’s broad shoulders. Its silver pommel glinted in the sinking sun.  The scabbard’s leather straps crisscrossed the man’s chest. 

Renir swallowed and Shorn cracked the knuckles of his good hand. That he was bold enough to hold the sword in front of men Shorn had shared the woes – and joys – of battle with irritated him slightly. Nabren’s grinning face infuriated him. The mercenary’s eyes burned bright with rage. 

All the men before them were armed. Some wore armour but most, out here in the latent light of the sinking sun, just wore leather bracers, shirts and trousers. He looked at each but Nabren as he approached, hobbling. Those with better eyesight gave the slightest nod of their heads to the limping warrior. Shorn could only see the outlines of shapes yet, but returned the nods anyway. If he lived he could greet them later.

Shorn called out to them, “Ho!”

“Who calls here?” one of the mercenaries shouted back.

“A man wronged by Nabren De Sonbren. Stand aside and none other than Nabren will be harmed here.” Renir shifted his weight onto his right foot, distancing himself unconsciously from Shorn. Shorn looked at him questioningly, but Renir gawped gracelessly at the emerging mercenaries lining up before him, over thirty now. Shorn left him alone and continued digging his own grave.

“The code demands justice for failure.” The men looked on, some turning to gauge Nabren’s reaction. Shorn’s only hope rested in Nabren’s pride – the man had no honour, but perhaps pride would stop him calling on the others to cut him down. He knew them, yes, but they were mercenaries, after all.

“I charge you, Nabren. I will extract my justice now, from your flesh.” His voice carried well and some of the men shifted. Then Shorn’s palm, sweating and palsied, slipped against the smoothed wood of his crutch. Renir reached out to steady Shorn as he saw him falter. Before his hand could touch the man Shorn said savagely through his teeth, “No!” Renir jumped back a little at the ferocity. 

Shorn held his damaged hand low and flat and calmly explained, “I would like them to think I can at least stand unaided,” in a more reasonable tone. Renir looked a little stunned at the verbal slap. Then he remembered. Despite the time he had nursed this man he was still a killer, if the need arose. Perhaps, he thought…would he turn on me?

Some of the men in camp laughed at the crippled man, not recognising Shorn from the distance. “Look, the cripple wants a fight!” One shouted to the other mercenaries. “Come now, there is no steel in you…” Shorn hobbled closer to distant whispers of “…that is Shorn!” and “Where’s he been?” and “I thought he was dead.”  The whispers stopped as he neared and awed hush descended.

“I will have my vengeance!” he roared at the men. “Nabren, you failed to kill me and I will take back what is mine. Return my sword now and I will make your death painless. Fight me and I will hound your craven soul to hell itself.”

Nabren walked forward, drawing his/Shorn’s sword. “On your best day you could not defeat me,” the sword sang as it left its sheath, “look how she glows for me. She is mine.” His voice cracked slightly; with a hint of fear? No, Shorn thought. Not from Nabren De Sonbren. The man responsible for the sacking of Yotman, the burning and salting of Cabran farmland and the subsequent famine, not to mention the slaughter of Rondal Lohfi, his predecessor. The list was endless – most of the stories Shorn had only heard through a veil of rumour. That this man was a monster was undeniably true. That, and that there was no fear in him.

No, the cracked voice was not fear. It was madness itself, the thoughts within tainted and warped by the medium of words. Shorn imagined even the man’s writing was shattered and slurred. 

“Do you know fear, Nabren?” he asked for time. Shorn could see Nabren’s muscles straining across his shoulders as the big man stretched and expanded. He heard a joint pop despite the distance. 

“Ha! I know no fear! You should know that, Mandolan. Or would you prefer I call you Shorn? You pick. It’s your death.”

“Every man should know fear, especially those with cruelty in their hearts. Call me what you will, but Shorn will suffice, Raven. Or do you prefer Nabren?”

The man’s chest undulated as he laughed. “Still, what’s in a name? I wonder, Shorn…how do you propose to fight me? With that stick?” Sniggers passed among some of the men. The smarter among them stayed quiet and waited. 

“I would fight you on my knees if I had to…” Shorn shrugged at the group in general, giving a wry smile that only Renir could see. “…I would appreciate a sword though.”

“Someone give Pasmir a sword.” Nabren used the name Shorn had used long ago. A name he had never given to Nabren. A name he would never give again. It threw him into memory for a second, until a blade spinning toward him brought him back. Dargirre’s, a veteran among mercenaries, a man Shorn had shared battle with before. The wicked sharp blade dug into the ground at Shorn’s feet. 

“I’ve never fought a man on a crutch before – it should be interesting.”

Shorn took the sword up in his right hand, swinging as if testing the weight. Everyone in the camp knew his reputation, but seemed to forget as they watched the effectively one-sided man swing clumsily, wedging his weight on his makeshift crutch as he swung too far and overbalanced to correct. Renir wondered why he was not allowed to help but it was alright for Shorn to make a meal of this. 

“How is that standing on your own feet?” Renir mumbled at the crippled warrior.

“It’s not. I want them to think me weak and proud, not weak and reliant on a nursemaid.”

“Nursemaid, is it?”

“Now is not the time, Renir…” Shorn sighed at no one in particular. “Stay out of it…and…” Nabren was now in front of the mercenaries, walking toward the two outlanders, “if this doesn’t work, I suggest you run. Very fast. If you’re lucky they might not think you worth the chase.”

“I’m no runner.”

“Trust me Renir – everyone’s a runner in the right circumstances.”

“They’ll catch me.”

“Yes. They probably will.”

Nabren roared. The grass at his feet cringed away from him and he ran directly for Shorn, sword raised above his head. Shorn was still practising swinging the sword. 

 “Shorn!” Renir’s shout made him look up. He saw Nabren hurtling toward him, ignored him and looked back down, changing to a backhanded grip on the sword and examining the leather binding.

“Shorn!” Renir’s voice now high pitched, “What are you doing!?”

Shorn ignored him and listened for the stampede to get closer. He could feel the minute tremor of Nabren’s heavy frame pounding the dirt, coming closer, the tremor lessened by the soft grass. He changed his grip back, and held the sword across his body, the point angled down to a boot crusted with blood and dirt. Renir backed away unconsciously, taking in the instant. The sun warming his face, shadows long behind him, Nabren’s shadow drawing toward them stretched long by the setting sun to the west. The wind dropped but the grass parted before the mercenary, moving out of harm’s way. The men in the background lounged on swords, looking on in interest. 

Shorn felt the wind change as Nabren’s shadow head darkened Shorn’s foot. Time slowed to a crawl as Nabren’s sword sliced to his right, aiming for Shorn’s neck. Renir’s neck muscles persuaded his head to turn, his eyes following the blade. He saw Shorn stumble, drop the crutch and fall to his left. He saw the elbow rising, the sword in Shorn’s hand still pointing down. It looked for a moment as if he meant to take the blow on his forearm…time for Renir to think ‘No! you’ll lose you arm…’ then Nabren’s blow passed harmlessly where Shorn’s head had been a moment before, and Shorn lay on the grass to one side, his borrowed blade now pointing to the sky. 

Nabren ran on a pace and crashed to the ground with a dull thud. A wet crack preceded it; the half-cut thighbone snapping under weight. A shocked cry from both men, Nabren’s high and sharp, Shorn’s a muffled grunt as the thick crutch followed him to the ground and hit his wounded leg.

Renir had only had time to move his head. Still unsure of what happened, his mind working out the meaning behind the pictures. 

Shorn dragged himself over to where Nabren lay. The mercenaries at the camp started to walk forward. Shorn saw none of this, the edges of his vision blackened, but he saw Nabren try to rise, look down at the gash across his thigh and the bone within, then notice for the first time Shorn crawling toward him. Nabren reached for the fallen sword. 

Spitting fury, Shorn threw himself at the bigger man and crashed a backhanded fist into his face, the blow lent weight by the sword still grasped tight within. A second crack knocked the man back to the ground. 

Throwing the borrowed sword aside, Shorn took up his own. 

It felt comfortable. It also shook violently in his hand. Struggling, he raised himself up on a knee just as Nabren pushed himself up again. Nabren looked through beaten eyes at Shorn. 

“You could never take me on my worst day,” Shorn said. Without warning, no hint of anger in his face, the sword in his hand leapt forward and through Nabren’s wrist, taking the hand. 

Renir, still stunned from the speed of the confrontation, let out a shocked gasp.

 “Who was it?” The tendons in Shorn’s neck stood out as he snarled at the broken man, sword point now held at Nabren’s wide throat. “Stay down!” Drawing blood now. “Who!?”

“Hnhnhn…” Nabren eyelids fluttered as the man tried to stem the flow of bright blood pumping from his wrist with his other hand. The severed hand lay in grass just behind. Renir noticed how the blood looked brown in the shadows of the approaching onlookers.

“WHO?!”

 Shorn instantly reversed grip and plunged the sword into Nabren’s belly. The blow drove the man down to the grass again. 

“Tell me!”

 “Nghh…” escaped Nabren’s lips. His eyes jittered wildly, then sprang open as he spat at Shorn. Blood mixed with spittle hit Shorn’s face as he turned his head toward the man. 

“Shorn!” Renir final came to, “Stop!”

“Shut up!” Shorn turned his head to Renir. Renir shut up. His suspicions were right – the man’s face was that of a feral hound. The scar stood livid against his face, reddened with exertion and still poisoned blood. 

Renir watched the scene play out in stunned silence. Shorn put his face to Nabren’s and hissed at him, foaming blood covering both men’s faces, a picture painted in the dying sunlight. The wind ran through the grass, pulling the words to Renir’s ear, “…death will take hours. By the time I’m done even Madal’s gate will be shut to you.”

None of the onlookers would enter the circle and Shorn’s rage ran freely. The sword rose again. 

Renir was sick. 

The sword rose again.

Finally, the words came. The man uttering them was unrecognisable as such. “A wizard…is all…I know…” Nabren’s dismembered body surrounded him. Shorn was slick with blood. Renir’s weary eyes gave in for him. Shorn quietened. “Where?”

Nabren’s last laugh came. “Not here…is all I know…hnghngh.” Shorn’s sword rose. “Kill me. Bastard.” The sword rose one last time. 

Nabren’s head rolled to where Renir lay passed out. Shorn fell on top of Nabren’s remains, and he too joined Renir in unconsciousness. 

 

*




  


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

The Sard felt the urgency. The wind fled before them, dust clouds spiralled in front of them, obscuring their view. But they could feel her now. They swung wide of Lianthre all day, the suns passing overhead behind them. The wind cleared the path for them. Branches swooped down from trees like birds of prey, and Quintal noted how some of the branches were broken, torn from their sires to litter the earthen path under their horses’ hooves. 

The line spread wide as they felt her nearing. It covered the width of the road. They came around a bend, smelling human waste and the sweat of beasts nudging through the wilder odours. Before them a huge caravan, the main conveyors’ giant tower towed on a platform; a pack of Bayers, vicious war dogs; people, obviously prisoners, being stuffed like pennies into a box, and there, small in front of them; the Sacrifice, sitting on the ground. A figure, larger than her, was looming over her. The horses slowed. 

The tornado driven before the Sard grew to a crescendo.

 


*


 




  


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Renir imagined shapes in the mould and mildew grown on the sandy brown canvass above him. 

He had come to alone. His tent was sparsely furnished with a carry chest (locked) and the bedroll he lay on. He wondered whether to go outside. He played the scene before he passed out through his head, and decided there was no one in the camp he wanted to talk to.

The flap opened and a man came in. He was bare-chested, tattooed with scars and welts in random patterns across his skin. His arms were long and wiry, but his back hunched like an old man’s. The scars made the man look timeless – if damaged.

“Renir? You’re awake…”

Renir sat up warily. He was still clothed. “How long was I out for?”

“Not long. Shorn’s resting. I don’t know how he made it back. I don’t think anyone knows how he managed to kill Nabren.”

Renir looked through hooded eyes. His brown hair was pasted to his forehead with sweat. His armpits felt wet, too. “I don’t think I care.”

The man before him nodded sagely. “It’s not an easy thing to see.”

“He tortured the man to death.”

The man looked at Renir. He gave him a kindly smile, not easy with such a marred countenance. “You’re right. He did.” The man took a breath and continued, “But what do you think Nabren would have done to Shorn? Tried to do to Shorn?” The man corrected himself. “Trust me, Renir…it would have been much, much worse.”

“But there’s no excuse, right?”

The man shook his head. “Excuse or not, when you live on the edge of death…sometimes…well, sometimes, you don’t need excuses. There is no other way.”

“And what purpose did it serve?”

“To keep Shorn alive. Nabren, it seems, was not his only enemy.”

The man took a flask from his waistband and passed it to Renir. “Drink.”

“Who are you?” Renir asked, taking the proffered flask cautiously. Everything seemed full of death in this camp. The man nodded. Renir swigged sweet burning liquid. He coughed and took another gulp before passing it back. 

“I am Bourninund Raylor and I would have Shorn at my back any day death visits. I owe him my life…as do many here.”

“Well, Bourninund, Shorn owes me his life, and I wish I’d never saved it.”

“Don’t judge him too harshly, friend,” Bourninund lowered himself to his haunches. “He is one of too few good men.”

“How do you figure? Where I come from hacking people to pieces does not make a good man.”

Without notice, the aging fighter bashed the tent post with a fist. “And what of Nabren, fool! What do you think he has done!”

The post reverberated, knocking Renir from his fugue. “Does he torture and maim!?”

Bourninund looked him in the eye. “You have not heard of him?” Seeing Renir’s shaking head, he continued. “And yet you came?” A thoughtful looked passed his eyes. “Nabren was the worst. Before you judge, let me tell you a little tale. Then perhaps you will allow that what you have seen today is not all there is.”

 “Ten years now I have known Shorn.” Bourninund began. “He fights for money. He has burned villages to the ground, slaughtered man and woman without prejudice. He fights with a fury I have never seen. War is a quiet business in Sturma, but the Draymar lands run for thousands and thousands of miles. You cannot imagine how Draymar stretches. There are islands across seas they travel to, different features among them. They do not fight and bicker among themselves but with other regions they call ‘olm-ays’. It’s a stupid tongue and I speak it poorly, but I have seen whole regions do war on each other. Sturma is tiny by comparison – even the old war you have known about would have only involved perhaps three or four ‘olm-ays’. And there are more than I have counted. There is often work for a foreign mercenary. Their wars are nothing like the stories of old, and their people are many. They can spare them. Through years spent there Shorn has fought by my side. Never once have I beaten him to the battle.

“This should be enough for any man, but I see it will not be enough for you.” 

Renir shrugged. He no longer cared one way or the other. 

Bourninund carried on. “One day, far to the north, five of us stood together. Around us bodies birthed flies. We had been hired to protect a town from a vicious Draymar warlord in a place you will have never heard of, for a people we cared nothing for – this is the life we lead, Renir. We fight for money. While others raise animals, trade, farm, we, well, we kill for a living.”

“And this is supposed to help how?”

“By opening your eyes to the realities of life. Have you ever seen war?”

“No, but I listened to the tales. I know the Draymar came, and we fought, and won, long ago.”

Bourninund laughed. “Won? There were no winners. I was not here either…” Renir wondered again at the man’s age – he could be fifty. He could be a hundred. His hair greyed at the temples though, making him, perhaps, older than Shorn. “That was over seventy years ago (so under seventy then) but my teacher was a veteran. He told me of the bodies left to rot, the carnage of that day. One whole day of bloodshed, from sun up, to sun down…”

“How does this concern Shorn?”

“It doesn’t. But I have a point. War is eternal. There will always be strife. Grow up, Renir. You cannot avoid conflict.”

“Go on.”

“We were surrounded that day. The raiders were many – I know not how many – but they came on and on. Blooded and tired, they broke through the barriers. The villagers were huddled in the centre. The five of us on the outside. For days without food, under siege, we had fought them back, repelling their sorties…our swords broken, spear shafts, horses and bodies littered the ground around us…” the man took on a distant look. Renir sensed this was close to the man’s heart. 

“The raiders came. They were rogue Draymar, terrible in appearance and decorated grotesquely – human parts adorned their clothes. If we lost, we knew the people who had hired us would be killed. Raped…tortured…their fates would be worse than ours.” He paused to look at Renir, making sure he was hanging on every word. He was. “The raiders surrounded us. They showed us respect – five alone, bloodied and broken, had held them back. We were all prepared to die – but the innocent people behind us – they were not. They cried – have you ever heard a child cry in fear, Renir?”

Renir shook his head that he had not.

“It is the most terrible sound. It cuts through your very soul. It is worse than any blade.”

“We would have fought to the death. But we didn’t have to. Shorn, bloodied, tired, barely able to lift his sword, called out to the leader.”

“’Let us settle this as men!’ he cried out. After some time, the raiders in a huddle, they agreed. We thought they would send their best. Code, Renir, is what sets our kind apart from you. It is a code born of the horror of battle. We thought in our ignorance that they would feel the same.

“The Draymar raiders lined up. Then their leader said, ‘If you can take us all, then we will let these people live’. And as the first stepped forward, Shorn – I still do not know to this day what it is that drives the man – let out a ferocious cry, and ran forward before any of us could stop him. After the days of battle, it was his rage, Renir, scarlet rage, that saved us all.”

Bourninund took a drink. “He is an animal in battle. We joined the battle. I myself killed three of the raiders. We killed eight mounted men, much harder to hit than one on foot. Shorn battled the leader while we tried to hold the men and women of the Draymar at bay.” Bourninund paused and took out a stone-bowl pipe, which he stuffed with a noxious smelling paste. Renir declined as Bourninund sucked thoughtfully before continuing. 

“Such battles are not the fables you hear of. Even with hard men and women, there is still fear in their eyes…fifteen of them surrounded us. Three of my friends were killed that day, and we took eight. I and Porith, my travelling companion fought against the remainder – back to back, hands slipping on hilts soaked with blood. Porith died from a spear thrust to the thigh. He fought while he bled to death. I would all have died, but Shorn killed their leader, I don’t know how many minutes he took – ten, perhaps, I thought…then he came to our aid…we ‘won’ that day, Renir. Shorn and I survived. Later, talking to the villagers, I honestly understood what kind of man Shorn was.” Bourninund face was serious as he said, “That evening, the villagers plied us with drink, we left the bodies of the dead where they lay and took succour in wine. Drunken tales or not, each and every villager swore the same. The battle began just after Dow rose and ended before sunset. Shorn fought the leader alone from midday to sunset, after two days without sleep. That the man is possessed is in no doubt…I only hope his demons are the good kind.”

Renir’s eyes didn’t touch on Bourninund as he shifted his gaze to the tent flap. “Their leader was a ferocious man…Shorn killed him with a broken sword. He had lent his sword to me.”

Renir weighed this up in his head. “He lent you his sword?”

“Yes, without so much as a thought for himself – he fought the man with half a sword, Renir. With his sword…my…what a sword,” Bourninund smiled, “I lived.”

Renir, sitting with one leg folded over the other, bowed his head for a time, until he said, still looking down, “So the man has honour?”

Bourninund nodded in agreement but said, “No, Renir. The man is honour. It is jaded and ugly honour, an honour that a man such as you would not understand. But his honour saved my life. He has no fear of death…such a man as that could be truly free…”

Renir shook his head. “But he still tortured that man.”

“The man you bewail had no honour. He was a murderer of all. The world itself will be a better place without him.” Bourninund spat onto the dirt floor.

“So are you saying this makes him a good man? Makes up for the torture of another soul?”

“No! You idiot! It does not make him a good man…he is a good man. There is good in him. As a puddle looks to be full of mud, there is still pure water hidden in its murk – you would do well to remember that if you travel together.”

“Well, I don’t plan to travel with him much longer. I will return home soon – I hope I will never see him again. Your life is not my life.”

Bourninund sighed. “No. I don’t suppose it is. Where are you headed?”

“A little fishing village east of the Culthorn mountain range, on the Sturma side…”

“On the south coast?”

“Yes? Why?”

“You cannot return there.”

“What are you saying? It’s safe. We have no enemies – the Draymar are quiet now…”

Bourninund swept at some dirt with his hand. Then he picked at some grass. Renir waited. 

“That will change.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that will change.”

Renir rose up sharply and ran lurching from the tent.

He burst into the tent were Shorn lay, one of the mercenaries was changing his bandages and applying a foul-smelling salve that smoked when it came into contact with any moisture – the scabbed areas of smaller wounds were immune, but where Shorn’s wounds were open the salve hissed. The mercenary doctor had stitched both wounds. It looked as though part of his trouser was stuck there. The doctor was wrapping clean dressing around the leg. The arm was already done. 

Shorn was looking up at Renir and spoke before Renir could. “I am sorry you had to see that.”

Renir ignored him. “What of the Draymar? What haven’t you told me?”

Shorn sighed. He wished it had not come to this. 

“The Draymar will raid the south.” By way of explanation he added, “I didn’t know you.”

“My village is on the south coast! I told you! What kind of man are you?!” Renir walked over to Shorn and punched him as hard as he could, rocking Shorn’s head back. The doctor leapt to his feet before the screaming man could hurt his patient anymore. He struggled to hold Renir, who flailed and kicked. 

“My wife, you callous groat! You knew all this time and you let me follow you!”

“You saved my life, Renir. I saved yours!”

“What of my wife! My friends – because they didn’t save your life they die?!”

“You cannot stop it!”

“Well I’m damn well going to try! Why didn’t you tell me!”

“You’re not listening to me! Because you cannot stop it! We trained the Draymar, they will attack along the coast, and there will be war again. We were paid to do a job. We did it.”

“You are not a man!” He missed the sheen pass across Shorn’s eyes. “You knew? The people there are just like me…” He looked furious – “My wife!” 

“It was already too late! I, you, all of us, cannot stop it! This is what we are paid to do – we trained them, and we were paid – did you think me a saint, man! You knew what I was!”

“I didn’t know when I nursed you back to health in the mountains – I didn’t know when I told you my wife lived on the coast you knew men would go to kill her! If I had known I would have let you rot!”

The man holding Renir back said softly, “Hold now, Mandolan is right, he saved your life. If you had gone back you would be dead.”

Renir stopped for a beat. The healer called him Mandolan, too? Then he screamed in all his frustration. “Then why didn’t you tell me!”

“Because if I had you would have gone…”

“Of course I would’ve gone!”

Shorn looked him in the eye for the first time and shouted with all the force of fire. “And you’d be dead!” 

Renir stopped struggling. The fight went out of him slowly and the man who had been tending Shorn’s wounds gradually, as though letting go of a wild animal, let him go. Renir slumped and walked to the corner of the tent. He sat down hard and put his head between his knees. He breathed heavily. “I have to go back.”

“It’s too late, Renir. You can’t help.”

Renir spoke with his feet. “I have to go back.”

Shorn breathed in through his shattered nose and spoke to the Doctor. “Are we done?”

“You need to stay and rest, but yes, there is little more I can do.”

“Then,” Shorn swung his feet around and onto the floor, “let’s go.”

“Didn’t you hear me? You’re not fit to walk anywhere. You’ve lost too much blood. I don’t know how you’re awake, let alone alive.” Shorn did look pale and his face was drawn against his skull. Deep shadow hung underneath his eyes and his skin stretched tight against his jaw. “Then we’ll take a couple of horses.” He rose to one foot. “No!” The doctor walked forward to force Shorn back to bed, but Shorn grabbed his hand and held him. Bourninund came in from outside. “It’s OK, Gy, let him go.” Shorn pushed the doctor’s hand away. “I will give them Nabren’s horses. They deserve that at least.” 

Shorn thanked him. “Do you know anything of a wizard?” he asked his old friend.

“No, Nabren must have spoken to him in secret. None of us knew, Shorn. You must believe that.”

Shorn studied the man’s face. “I do, Bourninund, I do…and it is good to see a friendly face.”

The two clasped hands, Shorn’s left now bandaged against his chest. “I wish you were coming with us.” 

“I cannot. I may see you again if you are travelling to Sturman lands – I believe there will be work for me there soon…” He caught sight of Renir’s disapproving look. ”Haven’t you listened to a word I’ve said, Southerner? There will be war whether I train people or not. This is what I do, Renir…do not be so fast to judge.”

“Leave him be Bourninund – I think he has had enough for one day.”

Bourninund nodded to Shorn. He put a hand on Renir’s shoulder. Renir left it there and looked up sullenly. “One day you will understand that the world is not of our making. We struggle in our own arena.”

Shorn pulled his sword from beside the bed, and slung his scabbard over one shoulder. “Can I trouble you for provisions?”

“Anything. Ask and it is yours – I already feel bad that Nabren did this without my, or anyone’s knowledge, and that I was stupid enough to believe him. He told us you had left.”

“Why would I?”

“I don’t know, our work was nearly finished…it seemed feasible.”

“Do you know who drugged me?”

“No. Like I said, I heard nothing. Some of us have already left, Shorn. I do not think you will find your poisoner either…but you know…”

“Yes. I know. Death comes to all who ask it.”

“Yes. Whoever was responsible. They asked. You will come.” He paused. “The Raven was insane you know – he did not trust anyone. Maybe he did it himself?”

“No, it does not ring true. It seems I have enemies I have not even heard of.”

“Wasn’t it always so?” Bourninund slapped Shorn on the shoulder with a bony hand. “Enough. We ramble like women. We will pack the horses and send you on your way – I fear though, too little – too late.” This last he directly kindly at Renir. Renir did not notice, lost as he was in thought.

“I have to go anyway,” Shorn said.

“I understand,” Bourninund replied. And he did.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Renir’s village still slumbered after a cold night. Gordir was already awake. Gulls sharp cries sang out a counterpoint to the soft hiss of bellows working a furnace, the birds hidden in the early morning mists that hung over the seas after a cold night. The sand was still dark with damp along the shore. The snow covered tips of the Culthorn mountains could be seen in the distance, golden orange where the rising sun, Carious, hit them. Dow would follow later – soon it would overtake its brother as the world spun away from it, signalling the start of another long autumn and the freezing, endless winter after that. Only together do the suns make enough heat for life. When one hides, the other struggles on alone to keep the true winter that lives between the stars at bay.

The Sturmen believe the stars are snowflakes waiting to fall. 

The air was crisp and slightly salty. Dew sat on the straw rooftops, twinkling goodbye to the stars as they faded out and turned to blue.

The gulls cries drifted away. To the north of the town, unseen, a new sound took their place. The long beach grasses withered in sudden crackling heat. The air split under power. There was a moment where the air gave way to the harsh realities between all worlds. The merest glimpse of the other existence, the space between the worlds, slid through. 

A new sound came through the gap in realities, emerging directly into the frigid morning air of the Spar. A voice chanting.

A robed figure stepped through a portal torn wide with nothing more than words. The protocrats lips moved and the chant drooled out in salivated wet syllables. The words had life all of their own – they were not tied to the movement of his lips but tangled outside of them. They grew in power and volume and the hole behind him pulsed. It became larger with each wave, the smaller phases becoming shorter, until the hole held at the diameter of two grown men. The man in the robe continued to chant, breath irrelevant for the blood-eyed man. His power swept the wind into shapes. The life from the withering grass around him fed the words. He stepped to one side and the soldiers marched out. 

The Protectorate Tenthers stepped through the portal one by one, moving into positions around the wizard, until the last of the Tens, the fighting units that worked as one, came through. Thirty men calmly stood in the sandy, grassy dunes, intent only on their surroundings. 

Not one looked back at the closing hole. 

The Tenthers arrayed themselves before the wizard. The first five soldiers in each Ten were armed with swords, lightly armoured for skirmishing. The next three carried light and heavy spears. The next a large, folding latticed shield. The soldiers use this to fight in town – a moving wall from which to fight behind as they advanced. The last man in the line carried a long metal spear with a bulbous round head full of fuel. While the soldiers fight, the Hirdinaers follow on behind, swinging the Hirdin like a staff – impact caused the fuel inside to ignite and burn hot and fast. The Tenthers were in position, waiting. Their armour ate the sunlight, made from a dull brown metal that did not stand out overly against the sandy ground and hid them from distant view. The Hirdinaers would not be used today, but as part of the unit they still came.

The lead swordsman raised his sword in the air so the teams to the west and east could see, and looked to the wizard.

Klan Mard closes his eyes. He opened them and stared at the morning sun. “One day soon, Father,” was all he said. 

He flicked his hand nonchalantly. 

Fifteen swordsmen advanced and Klan Mard sat down. His shattered parts sighed in relief. It had taken him a week to heal himself after his punishment, most of that spent in a trance or talking with the Speculate, Jek Yrie, discussing his latest duty. The Prognosticators insisted the man currently known as Shorn would be here – at the hands of those warriors Shorn himself had trained. The irony of it was delicious. Klan felt better already. 

But the Draymar were too messy to allow them to prepare the way. Shorn was being treated as a great threat. Klan didn’t know why the Protectorate were so wary of the mercenary – he was, after all, merely a man – but Klan would follow orders. The Draymar could handle Shorn when he came. The Tenthers would clear the village first. Preparing the way for the ambush. Not a trace of the villagers would remain.

Klan breathed easily while he waited. He no longer bled, but his injuries still hampered him…but he could feel it rising in him. Soon, tonight…the feast would be there. He knew it. He didn’t know how he knew it, but if the mercenary had not died from the poisonous emotions that dripped from the beasts he had summoned, he just knew the warrior would go back for his sword. Klan remembered the sword well. A relic like that was not something you left behind. The prognosticators assured him that Shorn would come to the village. That could only mean that Nabren would die from the inevitable confrontation. Tonight, Klan would feed on his pain, for Nabren’s soul was a feast worth having. For now he would have to settle for the anguish of these peasants.

Why he was not allowed to interfere before Shorn reached the village only the prognosticators (and perhaps Jek) knew. 

The sun beat on his tilted face as he savoured the sounds of slaughter. (And let control go to savour his own pain.) The incumbent agony in the humans that had lain dormant since their birth broke free and flowed into Mard. 

It tickled his senses delightfully. Klan smiled and dozed to a lullaby of screams while the Tenthers did their work. 

Once he woke and started, shocked from his nap by the clatter of metal on metal. The sounds went on for some time, and he listened intently with his head cocked to one side. Softer screaming returned and he relaxed again.

The suns raced overhead, the heat rose. Klan went back to sleep. He slept seated upright on the hillock, as the wind blew at his robes. 

He woke fully rested after a short nap and glanced to the sky. Seeing enough time had passed for his underlings to finish their work, he rose sharply and walked toward the village, He took in the scene from where he leant against a wooden shack. 

One of the Tenther Pernants (a unit leader) walked toward him. The approaching Pernant gradually blocked the slaughter from view. Klan looked up at the intrusion, annoyed. 

“Pernant North, Master. Our work here is finished.” The leader of the north team stood proud in front of Klan, his breastplate speckled with blood but his sword already cleaned and in his scabbard.

“Hmmm…All dead?” Klan asked, closing his eyes to savour one last wisp of pain floating by.

“Yes, we lost four soldiers, but we exterminated all of the villagers.”

“Excuse me, Pernant North, my mind was elsewhere…what did you just say?”

The Pernant tried to look Klan in the eye. His voice remained proud and strong. “I lost four men, Lord.”

“Funnily, that’s what I thought you said. How, pray, did you manage such an impressive feat of incompetence against an unarmed village, of, how many?”

“Five men, seven women, eight children and a dog.” The Pernant saw Klan Mard’s eyes brighten and added a hasty, “Lord.” Then continued; “There were unknown factors…”

“And what would these be, Pernant? Perhaps a Hath’ku’atch? The invisible army of the underland?” 

Pernant North shook his head. “No.”

“Well?” Klan stood straight, towering over the man. “How did you lose four men? Idiot!”

“There was resistance. A…a…blacksmith, Lord.”

“A blacksmith…really.” Pernant North wished he could run. A member of the Speculate before him and he had lost four men on a simple eradication. This long, stretched man was beginning to make his head pound with fear for his future. Sickening images sprang into his own mind – fearful futures entirely of his own making.

Pernant North stood to attention waiting for retribution. Failure was not tolerated. He accepted death as duty above fear and waited for Klan to speak.

“Take me to this man.” Klan Mard smiled as he said it, and began to hum a quiet dirge. Pernant North thought ‘perhaps I will make it out of this alive’. As he thought it, an anticipatory gleam enter Mard’s eye. 

So nice to see hope flourishing in unexpected places. But my mood is good…who knows?

Klan hummed on and followed the Pernant back to town and the lifeless bodies that lay there. As he walked he ticked a finger back and forth at the Pernant’s neck. The soldiers watched them approach.

The dirt around the man was tacky with his blood, a fine film of dust settled on top, a fading muddy river. Gordir’s remaining eye looked dull, the sand and grit stuck in the moisture. Klan turned to the Pernant.

“This man?” 

The Pernant shifted his feet, his discomfort apparent. “Yes.”

“This man? He killed four elite soldiers?”

The Pernant wished fervently that he could be someplace else. “With that axe,” he indicated the wicked looking blade leaning against the smith’s entrance. “I saw with my own eyes the axe shear through the steel of the barrier, Master. He attacked us.”

“Do you seek to excuse yourself of wrongdoing because YOU WERE ATTACKED?!” The Pernant saw how the red of Klan Mard’s eyes jumped outward, like flames licking at the air. 

“No. I take full responsibility, my Lord.”

Klan calmed himself. It was still a victory, but there would be four less men to return with and that reflected badly on him. Not that it really mattered anymore. 

“Then see to it! Make camp one mile to the east. Fire discipline. Do not think you get off lightly Pernant – I would punish you but through your ineptitude we are already four men short and can take no more set backs. There is no need to hamper ourselves further.”

When the Draymar came there would be enough men. More than enough. He wondered why the Protectorate was taking so much effort over the death of one man. Thirty – no, twenty-six, Tenthers on top of a group of mercenary-trained Draymar warriors. For one man? The Saviour, yes, but only a man, nonetheless. Mard had seen him already. Admittedly, the beasts he had set to hunt Shorn had failed, but no man could be worth this amount of effort. Brothers or not, there was much to the workings of the Protectorate he did not understand. Too much. 

But Klan left nothing to chance this time. Knowledge could grant power; the core tenet behind the Protectorate, even though they did not see it themselves. Either way, the death his masters wanted was nigh, at his hands or another’s – it mattered not to him. With the Draymar and the Tenthers present, with Klan knowing where the mercenary would be, they could not fail.

“Make no mistake – the man Shorn is a fighter of great renown. Surprise is our element.”

He raised an eyebrow to Pernant North, who wisely agreed with a sharp nod. Klan waved a hand for him to continue. The man walked back toward his men to issue the order to dig in.

 Klan watched him. He saw the Pernant wore his short sword on his left. Pernant laughed at something that one of the men said. The relief on his face was evident from this distance. Klan heard, “To work men. Let’s get ready before the Draymar come. We’ll make this easy on ourselves. If we’re lucky the Draymar will do our work for us. “

When the work was finished, Klan began chanting quietly. 

Pernant North fell to his knees, clutching his left hand. Charred flesh assailed his nostrils and the men closest to him backed away in horror. The soldier was still whimpering when Klan approached, smiling nastily.

“Well, you are right-handed, are you not?”

 

*




  


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

The dreadful howl ended instantly. The spinning dust slowed and stopped. The prison guards’ faces, pencilled in bewilderment, stood watching the scene before them materialise out of the cloud. 

D’taso, a vast sadist from eastern Lianthre whom no one liked, even among the evil protocrats that migrated to the Protectorate’s arms, had just sent a filthy little girl flying across the hard-packed road with a vicious blow to the face. Speckles of blood hung in the air long after the girl hit the road. The other guards had watched without emotion as D’taso tried to pull her into the seclusion of the woods, the girl fighting hard, her feet dragging in the dirt like she knew where she was going; like she knew the fate that waited there. 

Before the uncommonly large guard reached concealment, he stopped and let go of her arm. The girl momentarily forgotten, D’taso looked up at the sky, nonplussed. The air became unexpectedly still around him. 

In an instant she was forgotten. In the next, some of the observing guards broke into laugher at the scene before them; the huge form of D’taso, ape-like in confusion (the other guards were not immune to wonderment too, chills passing through them as the wind dropped, then ceased, in a manner entirely unnatural), the girl a dervish as she launched herself at the guard easily twice her size and placed a well-aimed kick right on his knee-cap. With the air now still the other guards winced as they heard the crunch of bone on bone. He didn’t fall, but the protocrat’s leg jumped backwards and he roared in pain. 

Unfortunately for Tirielle, the kick was just hard enough to annoy him. Just hard enough to make him remember where he was. 

The guard’s foot had come back to the ground and he had swung his fist, the size of the girl’s head. The blow was hard enough to knock half her front tooth out, split her lip, and send her into the air. She landed with a thump that echoed back from the trees.

D’taso paced around the floored girl, taunting her as she lay in the dirt. The closer observers there could see the fury in her eyes. She sat up, groaning and spitting out part of a tooth. He had nothing but hatred in his eyes for her. 

The guards, the last of the prisoners forgotten beside them, leaned backed lazily against the base of the tower, settling in to enjoy the show. They smirked and joked quietly to themselves, until the whispers reached D’taso on the still air. He growled at them, “Shut your faces or you’ll be next.” 

They shut up and waited to see what would happen.

Tirielle spat blood from her lip onto the dirt. The blood tasted like rage. She wished Roth were beside her, as it had been for so long. To fall in battle was acceptable – to have no one to avenge her rankled to her core. She felt the dying breeze pass across her open lip. She watched the leaves blown on the wind dance between the trees as they settled. In the time it took for a leaf to settle she decided this animal would not take her honour – even if it meant her life. She filled a fist with dirt and made to stand.

D’taso moved in to hit her again, his fist pulling back, stupid ugly violence on his face. His bulk shut out the view of all the guards behind him. Even if she won out against this dullard, she knew she would never outrun them all. Tirielle glanced at the guard’s bunched fists, his burly frame, and prepared to leap and punch him in the groin with her weighted fist. She prayed that hers would be a death that Roth understood. A warrior’s death. She willingly accepted her fate…and hoped for a miracle. 

A shout came from the front of the caravan, startling all the guards to attention. D’taso’s stupid face managed a look of frustration as he grudgingly looked away from his sport. 

“Guards! I told you to get the prisoners inside!” 

Saved! (Back to the caravan, but alive! she added, tainting her relief.)
Tirielle took some satisfaction at the guard’s discomfort, as he looked around guiltily to the voice, his body still toward her, his neck twisted. The shout came from a black robed protcrat at the front of the caravan. A wizard. The Protectorate. Still here then, she thought. 

“Master!” D’taso called back. He moved to grab Tirielle by the hair but stopped before his hand even touched her. His legs warped unnaturally and he suddenly hit the ground with his behind and a clang. The last of an ancient language floated to Tirielle’s ears.

“Unharmed, preferably, hound.” The Protectorate wizard folded his arms into his robes and glared at the guards by the tower. “Are you all hard of hearing? Prisoners! Inside!” he snapped.  A flurry of activity ensued as the guards with duties unperformed ran to appease their leader.

D’taso rose fuming. He dusted off his armour plating while glaring menacingly at Tirielle, daring her to disobey him. She granted him an irritating smile as he reached out for her again, hoping for a reaction she could use to her advantage, but saw her efforts were wasted. D’taso wasn’t looking at her anymore. His eyes were wide and turned away to the road behind her. She looked beyond him to the guards still standing by the tower. They looked behind her too. She flicked her eyes to the wizard and saw his eyes looking past her. 

That smell. The new smell.

Tirielle joined the crowd. She turned.

Nine shining warriors on nine dark steeds covered the road in a line of steel. Cloaks of purest white hung still over the horse’s flanks, scabbarded swords by their sides gleamed with an anticipatory air. Helms of shining steel reflected the sun’s glory, and armour shone with light. They brought light with them.

Tirielle smelled hope. 

One, the most magnificent of all, nudged his horse ahead of the rest. The rider, glistening, dismounted and walked forward.

Unbidden, a tear broke free and trickled down Tirielle’s cheek. As it reached her chin she smiled back at the man and knew.

He is here for me.

Out of the nine members of the Sard that were born to arms, Quintal had chosen j’ark to act as their emissary, on this, the most important of missions. j’ark was a fine swordsman, and more than adequate for the task. The time for running from the Protectorate had passed. Now, together with the First, they would make the pace. 

j’ark placed the reigns on his horse’s neck, patting it with a gloveless hand and he walked toward the First, looking exactly like a sacrifice, bloodied and cowed on in the dirt. j’ark noted everything in a blink. Even now, at the feet of her captors, he could tell she retained a kind of battered pride. He could sense the strength in her. Drun was not mistaken. She was the first of the three. 

Tirielle stared at the warrior. 

He stared back, stuck for a heartbeat. She was beautiful beyond imagining. j’ark had yet to look at Tirielle’s tormentor. The other guards were wide-eyed but had not moved. All remained lounging against the base of wooden tower where decay lived. j’ark could see the cloud that hung over it, invisible to the ordinary eye. He could see where the cloud seeped into the men. Decay spreads. No matter how hard we fight, we cannot stop it. He shook the thought from his head. Doubt too – how simple the darkest tricks. He silently tutted to the cloud. 

Quintal smiled and knew his choice was right. 

j’ark looked into the guard’s eyes as he walked. The man was thankfully standing apart from his charge. j’ark held the guard’s eyes as they closed the distance, seeing nothing but darkness there. D’taso became unsettled, but j’ark knew he would cover his fear. Fear knew no reason, only hatred. The rasp of the guard drawing his sword came. 

j’ark, paladin of the Sard, let him draw.

Tirielle watched the warrior move, his smooth liquid grace. D’taso was forgotten behind her, his blade now visible but ignored at the edge of her vision. Her saviour was fully armoured but for his hands, she could see now, not with steel but some shifting, light material. His robe stayed out of the way when his hands moved. Golden light seemed to come from his eyes even though they were shaded in the helm. 

The guard’s sword finally came free as he walked forward past Tirielle. j’ark fought only with himself as he sought patience, the point of his opponent’s sword painfully slow in coming to bear. Two sword-lengths now separated them. j’ark still held back until…there, the guard’s body dropping as he moved to lunge. 

The lunge came. j’ark wasn’t there.

j’ark’s left hand pulled out his sword and the blade flashed, spinning, whipping through the air as j’ark let go. The guard had time to blink as the blade span twice. 

j’ark was suddenly by D’taso’s side. He caught his sword, this time with his right hand, the blade pointing up. 

A dull thud followed the twang of thin steel.

Holding the sword with his right hand now, j’ark’s whole body left the ground effortlessly. The whirring man cut the air in two. He landed on both feet past the guard with the sword re-sheathed and resumed his course for Tirielle.

One small wet thump came from behind him. A louder crash followed that. 

j’ark did not look back but past Tirielle, as a cry of, “Take them!” rang out and back from the trees and the hollow tower. The guards looked askance at the wizard but advanced tentatively, shuffling toward the lone warrior. The wizard began chanting under his breath. j’ark held up a hand. The guards stopped.

He looked away from them and to Tirielle, who had not moved. He inclined his head to her, as she bled and stared at him dumbly. She saw his eyes properly for the first time. The shining warrior was magnificent, and his eyes were of a bright, honeyed yellow. 

j’ark approached and held out a scarred hand to her. She thought to look to her captor for permission and mentally chided herself – how swiftly my dignity fades! My captor is not a moment dead and I still cannot remember who I am. I am Tirielle A’m Dralorn. In her mind she rocked, holding herself, repeating her mantra over and over until the thought became solid, like a talisman. She took the hand and stood.

He held her eyes for a moment too long. His head bowed as he said, “Would you do me the kindness of waiting behind me?” 

Tirielle found herself unable to speak. 

D’taso’s body lay rapidly cooling on the ground behind them. The wizard, dressed in robes as usual, stood behind the guards, furthest from danger, chanting and looking to the intruder. j’ark nodded reasonably to the wizard. The wizard’s eyes were dull and grey, coloured with fear. The guards were still frozen, entirely uncertain as to the wisdom of fighting nine mounted, fully armoured paladins.

The suns burned at opposite ends of the sky and the light bounced from the polished armour the warriors wore. The Bayers, horrific beast that would kill anything – even themselves, were tied away from the caravan. j’ark watched them for a second as they pulled at their stakes and slavered. Nobody except Tirielle and the Sard noticed the details. 

The nearest guard’s hand moved toward the hilt of his sword. j’ark checked his charge was behind him, and waved his hand again. Time sped and the guards began their advance.

He turned his face to the sky deliberately slowly. The guards did not move for a moment, then remembered that death at the hands of these men in front would be swift. To disobey the Protectorate would be to damn themselves to an eternity of pain. The thought galvanised them into action. They moved to charge. 

They stopped short as j’ark spoke clear and bright into the sky.

“These people will be set free.” The voice reverberated around them. Even the prisoners chained in the tower could hear. “All but the wizard may leave peacefully.” He added as an afterthought, “And this fellow,” pointing a finger at the corpse on the ground without looking behind him.

The wizard continued his otherworldly muttering and some of the men shifted forward. j’ark sighed inwardly. He knew he would not leave the field this day without more unnecessary death and the stark reality saddened him. Darkness seeped from the chanting wizard and pushed the men forward. So be it. When the time came, j’ark would not be found wanting. 

His voice rang out once more.

“Or”, he knelt on one knee and bowed his helmed head, “come and die,” he said, as he drew his sword and placed it pointing toward the advancing men, “for your guilt,” he unclasped his robe, “complicity,” he continued – four men pulled their swords and ran at him – “in this…” as the first reached him he shouted out, “sickness!”

The four guards ran out to meet him but never made it past. Two unmanned swords hit compacted earth and rang out sharply, one digging into the ground and wavering like a sapling in a storm. The white cloak was still laid out on the ground. Blood hit the cloth and ran off. Two dead guards fell and hit the ground, bouncing heavily.

The two men remaining noted how the blood ran off the cloak, leaving it untouched. Doubt flashed then, pushing away the fear emanating from the wizard that drove them. It was too late. One swung at j’ark. j’ark swept past them both. He leisurely sheathed his sword (with a flick) again without taking his eyes from the wizard. Behind him, blood ran along diagonal gashes cleaved in the last two men's breastplates. They fell forward onto the other corpses. 

Tirielle stood with her back to the eight motionless paladins, forgetting her nakedness entirely as she tried to follow j'ark's movements. She saw him only when he stopped.

The remaining guards looked at the Protectorate wizard, who was not looking at them but staring at the golden saviour. They glanced at each other, then they held their scabbards and ran as fast as they could into the woods. 

The only sound left was the wizard's chanting and the clink of distant chainmail. j’ark stood for a moment, watching the wizard, a small smile playing across his lips. He waited patiently. He should at least give the wizard a chance. 

The wizard opened his eyes and raised his hands dramatically as the chant became a roar. j’ark threw his sword. It span, almost lazily. 

Spittle flew as the wizard hurled the last word at j’ark; “For…”.

The sword got there first.

Quintal dismounted and walked up behind Tirielle. She stood watching j’ark’s back as he drew his sword from the wizard’s throat, her eyes following as he began to walk back. He stooped on the way and pulled his unsullied cloak from under the bodies. Quintal moved around into Tirielle’s line of sight. He waited until she looked up.

“Who are you?” she asked in a quivering voice. 

“I am Quintal. Who are you?”

“I am Tirielle.” 

Quintal took her hand and bowed his head to it. She looked at him with one eyebrow raised. He turned his face to hers.

“No. You are more than Tirielle…you are the First.” 

 

*

 

 




  


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Renir looked across the fire as it burnt low and threw Shorn’s face into shadow. Their horses were tethered on an abandoned branch at this, their first camp since leaving the mercenaries. They were still on the Draymar side of the hills, the wrong side, as far as Renir was concerned. Bed rolls were out and both men lay resting on their elbows. Shorn looked frail and weak. 

The food had helped though and some colour had returned. He looked up from the skewered meal he was gnawing at. It had dirt on it.

“What?”

Renir mumbled ‘nothing’ and lay back, looking up at the clear crisp sky, watching soft white clouds drift past the moons, swirling into each other, obscuring the night and then letting it through. 

He lay for some time thinking of something to say. Then he thought of something else. He could put none of his thoughts into words. Eventually, he came up on his elbow again and took a breath to start speaking. He let it go with a sigh and lay back down. 

Shorn looked across the fire in irritation. “What? Spit it out, man! I've had enough of your sulking!” 

“I’m not sulking. I just…I just don’t know if I want to travel with you. You are nothing that I thought you would be.” Renir threw his words out and waited for a backlash before his confidence wavered.

When Renir had first met the man, that black white night, wandering through the mountain pass, fear in his belly ultimately replaced momentarily with relief when he found the mercenary, he had thought him cold and dangerous. The wizard in his head had led him to believe the fate of the world rested on this man’s shoulders. He seemed nothing like the saviours of legend. Just a man to be feared. 

Renir wondered if his first impression had been the right one. 

Then, after the fight in the passes, he had nursed Shorn back to some semblance of health (or away from death’s shores, at least, he thought looking at the bandaged man before him), spending over a week with the stranger. Renir felt like he got to know him, at least as well as he knew any of the other passing acquaintances that passed for his friends. He knew on a deeper level that the feeling was false. Searching inside, he could still find the fear. Fear of the man’s capabilities. Now…well now, everything was a lie. He braved the face of the man he had thought would become a friend, and saw how the darkness thrown from the fire seemed to slip over Shorn and cover him like a cloak. He almost wished they had never met. 

No, he decided. I do wish we had never met.

“I am what I am, Renir.” Shorn shrugged the comment off.

“A murderer?” Renir bit his lip immediately after he said it. Do I want to die here? He thought he saw Shorn’s hand flinch infinitesimally in the direction of his sword but stop. Renir wasn’t sure he had seen it. He let his mind decide that he had not. 

Shorn made a show of gathering his thoughts for a moment then raised his eyes to Renir. “I will not apologise to you for who I am.”

"I thought you a man, but you are no man. How can you sit there, knowing my wife is to die. Knowing you will re-ignite war between two people, with all the destruction that will bring! It will mean the death of Sturma! You have caused the death of thousands – tens of thousands."

"And how much of the world have you seen to judge me so!?" Shorn bashed the ground with the heel of his good foot as punctuation.

"You’re right. I have seen little of the world. No doubt you have travelled it and learned much. Like the value of life..."

"Nabren had no right to life."

"...of honesty..." 

"I thought to protect you." 

“What about all the others!” 

“I did not make this war! I was paid to do it.”

“Have you no conscience?”

“I have no conscience. I am a mercenary. Are you feeble? How many times do you need to be told?”

Renir nodded. "No, you are right. I am feeble. What kind of friend did I think you would be?"

Shorn made to speak but stopped half way. His lips moved in silence. Renir waited.

"I did you wrong," Shorn stated.

Renir caught Shorn’s eye and nodded his assent. Shorn shrugged with his face, turning down his lips a little as if to say, ‘I can live with that’.

Shorn's horse, half as tall again as the man himself, snorted. 

“I cannot fix the world, Renir. Not all men can build wagons or tend fields. I sell what I can. This is what I am.”

Silence fell between the two. Renir laid warily back and looked at the sky. Shorn sat deep in thought for a while, until, without warning, the crippled mercenary and murderer began to pull great clumps of grass from the earth. Renir turned back and watched. The ground beneath him was quickly turning chill as the night air. He said nothing while he watched the man work. 

Shorn carried on doing this until there was a circle big enough for a man to stand in. 

"In Mornander,” Shorn began, “a small, peaceful peninsula far, far from here, they know the power of symbols." 

Renir shifted his weight and sat cross-legged.  

“Oh?” He said.

Shorn ignored him and continued: "The people of this country believe the circle is sacred. They worship circles. They use circles to bind. The priests of that country perform the marriage ceremony when the couple to be wed step into a circle of fire. The couple must stay for three long beats. In the centre is a short pole – there is room for two to hold each if their balance is right...if not, they get burned. Most get burned a little. It is supposed to ensure the couple really want to get married; to teach them that love can bring pain; the value of balance; working together, cherishing each other. A priest told me that though, so who knows why they really do it?"

"What are you doing then?"

"You want to be friends? I thought the circle fitting." Shorn said it with sincerity.

"Don’t be stupid."

"Symbols have power. Would you rather I just call you friend?"

"No! I mean yes. Not like that." Renir fidgeted. "After all I did for you, you lie, murder...you hacked that man to pieces!"

"And yet here we are."

Renir stood and walked around, his frame already thinner after a week in the harsh mountain cold. He pulled at his trouser leg. 

"Alright, what's your point?"

"You saved my life, Renir. That is enough. Do you think I would forget that? What more do you need?"

"What kind of man are you!"

Shorn raised a palm. "That is what you really want? To understand me?”

“Yes. I want to understand how you can do what you do and sit there with no remorse.”

Shorn caught Renir’s eye and saw how seriously he was taking this. He sucked his teeth while he thought what to say. He could not think of enough, so he just spoke. “I am a killer of men. That is not the worst of me. That is all of me. I fight for money. I am the kind of man like all other men. I am in all other men. But Nabren burned, raped, mutilated – he committed more atrocious acts in the cause of war than any man I've ever met – the man loved death. The taste of it."

"Then he and you are evil," said Renir tersely.

"Evil requires hatred, fear, the baser emotions. Do you see me in love with death?"

"A little, yes. And fear? Even I, for all my ignorance, can see your fear."

Shorn said nothing in return.

"How easily could you fall to that? You say Nabren was cold – what about you? Are you so sure of yourself?"

"You sound like a priest!"

"I'm no priest. I'm just a man. I've never killed anyone. Am I not all men?"

"Enough! You talk in circles like a woman! I have said sorry. I owe you my life and for that I tried to save you from the raiders – for that you hate me, too. Yet we return to your home in hope. And again, here we are." Shorn shrugged.

Renir made no reply but stood awkwardly and walked off. He stood with his back to Shorn and stroked his horse's flank. It reminded him his rear was still sore. He shook the thought away. "I trust my friends."

"Then trust that I would never cause a friend harm." Renir turned and saw the sincerity in Shorn's eyes. He stared for a moment, then walked away for some peace in the darkness. Shorn let him go.

Renir paced alone, although he could still see the sputtering campfire burning brightly off to his left. He squatted and batted some grass. He walked some more. That the man was a killer he could live with. Despite the lies, Renir understood why he had been lied to. He understood, as did Shorn, before he even thought of it that to return to his home earlier would have meant a sure and swift death for him. That he lied, he could live with. He accepted that.

That he tortured a man...? Was he truly so cold-blooded a man as Nabren? He had seen and felt with his own eyes hate coming from Nabren’s pores, like hatred was something he sweated. He tried to think back. The same feeling had not come from Shorn. Shorn thought it was a matter of honour. As far as Renir was concerned, that was just romantic foolery. But as a man who had known relative peace through all his years, he knew there was truth in what Shorn said. Still, he mused, so much of this life was outside his ken. 

He paced alone in the woods for some time. The man was a killer, a violent man who lived for violence. One with honour, yes, but a violent man just the same.

He decided all men have their faults.

 

As Renir came back Shorn dragged himself up on his crutch, and hopped into the circle bare of grass. Shorn waved his hand toward the circle. 

“We will travel on,” said Renir as he approached. Shorn was pleased, although he gave nothing in return, just flipped his head backward, calling Renir closer.

"You can't say it can you?" said Renir as he walked to the edge of the circle. 

"What?”

“Friend.”

“Friend?"

"Yes."

"I just did."

"Say 'I'm your friend', then."

"Shut up and get in the circle."

Renir looked to make sure nobody looked on as he stepped in and held onto Shorn to keep his balance in the tight circle, and said, "We’re not married if there’s no fire…right?"

The two men held each other in the circle for a very short time and never spoke of it again. They spoke late that night though, carefully at first, Shorn telling tall tales of outlandish feats, and openly at last when Renir made them both laugh with tales of married life for a time. Renir stopped when his thoughts ran away with him and turned dark for a moment. He smiled a sad smile to Shorn and said goodnight to his horse. They turned in to sleep. 

When it finally came for Renir, sleep was troubled.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

The mercenaries were packing up camp; their work on the Draymar plateau was done. Their leader, too, was dead. There was no reason to stay anymore. All the men (bar a few fights and one death) had peacefully agreed to take their share from money they found in Nabren's tent. They considered it payment for the job and went their separate ways. 

Klan Mard stood in his own moonlit shadow and watched them go. 

When they had left Klan stepped into the night-light. The grass where the men had traversed and slept was flat. The light from his eyes gave his face a red tinge. The robe trailed the grass and a soft swish followed him. In the milky glow of the low moons he looked demonic, the brightness from his bloody eyes growing and blurring his sharp features as it stole away all other light. He walked through the long grass to where the body still lay. He could smell like sight. There was another body in the camp. But this was the one he wanted. Nabren...

He smiled inwardly. I knew I would see you dead. 

Nabren's soul shrank back. Klan could feel it, the great pain of his death. The fear was lacking, but the pain would suffice. There, awash in the pain of Nabren’s passing, the dolorous echoes of all his slain.

Klan began sucking it in. The tortured soul writhed and cried out in agony. The grass under foot stretched out and held down the soul, the black green tendrils rising unnaturally to clasp wisps of the soul for Klan to feed upon, until the grass withered from the foul magic, blackening and turning to ashes. The soul thinned as Klan Mard pulled more pain into his being. The hatred spun out of control but Klan pulled it in. Control.

Do you feel that, Nabren? Your life and death are mine.

The soul whispered a fading: Why?

Mard's
eyes glowed brighter than the stars.

Why? Klan laughed at him. Because I am Klan Mard and
I bow to no man.

Klan Mard swelled as Nabren De Sonbren’s soul, butcherer and legend, disappeared from existence. 

Klan turned his back and walked away, satiated on a hatred so immense it turned his form in a shimmering haze; black; then nothing, as he walked through the shadow to step out in the dark emotions tumbling like chaos itself, emotions that fuelled his passage, engulfed him, and let him travel back to Renir's village to wait for the Draymar, and Shorn's arrival. 

Forced to arrive through a chant, he would leave of his own volition. Now the dark wizard could travel at will, childish chants and words were behind him. How much more can I achieve? How much more have I yet to know?


He resolved to find out. 

Sated, the wizard thought, There will be no zenith for me. I have ascended.

To the north of Renir’s village he materialised unseen behind the scout and sat cross-legged on the sand. Only the brightness emanating from his smiling eyes alerted the scout, who sprang up, his sword already in hand. He saw it was the Anamnesor, the leader of the group, and relaxed too late. Klan stared at him and red light flowed forth. 

When Klan was finished torturing the guard and feeding on his agony, magic holding his pleas in, the guard was dead and no longer recognisable, a dry husk of skin and bone. Klan’s injuries were fully healed.

 

                                                                                    *

 




  


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Some of the knights (their leader had named them the ‘Order of Sard’) tended wounded hearts and bodies with a tenderness that belied the swift violence she knew they were capable of. Their armour, their swords, their great black steeds – none were illusion. These men looked born to war. They had liberated the water and food stores from the canteen wagon. Two of the men were inside now, dolling out dried meats and biscuits from the guards’ staples. The prisoner’s food had been left to rot where it sat. It would not take long. 

The wooden prison tower was motionless now – the Sard would ensure it never moved again before breaking camp – but the reek still escaped from the tiny holes in the sides. It did not seem right to Tirielle that such a stench could escape such tiny holes. The smell was growing now that the wind had subsided. 

Tirielle A’m Dralorn wandered among the other prisoners. Five mounds broke the darkened earth. 

The Sard had told her they would explain everything at the evening meal. In the meantime she had more than enough time to go over what she knew, letting the thoughts flow as she had been taught. Let the insight come.

They were here now. They knew her – the Protectorate were after her for what she had done, surely? 

A sentinel. Was that the trap? Had they wanted her caught? Had she been too close to the Protectorate? It wouldn’t come. 

The First. Something I am. Not something I did. 

I killed Fridel and they knew I would. 

Fate seemed to bounce me like a ball, she thought ruefully. It seems so pointless to even fight. Everytime she thought she had found her feet she was stumbling blindly again.

The former councillor, exile and daughter to Dran A’m Dralorn wandered, trying to avoid her thoughts for just a while. She watched two of the Sard without their knowledge to pass the time: one short and bullish, only slightly taller than Tirielle herself, the other never removed his helm. The shorter man had a full beard but sparse hair atop his head. He looked out of place compared to the rest of the knights, who were all of full stature…stately, even. The helmed warrior followed two paces behind the shorter man as they investigated the rest of the camp. 

She watched with interest when they came upon the Bayers. 

The fearsome Bayers had quieted after the battle, but now jumped and twisted in the air, tangling their leads and pulling themselves into a huddle. The posts that held their leashes remained firmly in the ground, for which Tirielle was grateful. They started to whine as the helmed man walked up to them. She could hear the clamour of newly freed prisoners, regaling each other with tales and making friends, although the spaces in conversation were still shy and long. Some were in no state to talk. The better off among them sat with hands on shoulders weaker than their own, or passed food gently as if dealing with fine porcelain. 

A distant hum reached her ears and she followed the melody with her eyes. The helmed man lay on the floor beside the Bayers, humming an ethereal tune that sounded like it played the air against the sharp edges of the helm, using it like an instrument. She watched in fascination as the Bayers calmed. They snapped at each other to get closer to the knight, then, at last, they lay down, all eyes on the man. 

The helmed paladin stood. He drew a knife from his belt as he stooped, then, he cut the leash. The beast did nothing at first, but then approached the man, padding gently until it could raise its forepaws onto his shoulders, the frightful maw level with his head. She could almost hear music coming from the man but it was tantalisingly out of reach, a feeling on the borders of her senses. 

The beast put its forepaws back to earth and wandered off into the night. 

One of the prisoners near the camp was also watching this. She rose up as if to shout out a warning to the camp, but Typraille laid a hand on her shoulder.

Typraille Gar Manson, one of the Sard whom she had met earlier, took the prisoner aside and whispered to her. The woman did not look utterly convinced at his explanation, but evidently agreed there was no danger and returned to sitting with a new-found friend. She was obviously passing on whatever it was that Typraille had said. Typraille wandered across to another group of freed prisoners and spoke to them, too. 

The knight was frighteningly fierce and powerful and – hairy, Tirielle thought. He was kindly though – as were they all – and the prisoners seemed comfortable talking to him, despite their ordeal.

Typraille had introduced himself after Quintal. It was Typraille that had followed her back into the tower to release Roth. Tirielle hadn’t noticed the stench that still hung in the tower, or the matted clumps of fur, but hugged the rahken with all her remaining strength. Roth had hugged her back with lesser ferocity. Then Typraille had said something strange in a tongue she did not understand. Roth had replied in awe (which she had not recognised in her staunch companion at first) and put his fingers together in an odd configuration. Tirielle resolved then to ask later. The odd scene still played on her mind.

Each of the Sard seemed to have duties that she could not entirely define; Typraille’s function seemed to be to cater to her wishes, although all the knights seemed adequately equipped to take on any duty and equally reluctant to explain their presence further to her. A versatile bunch with varied talents. 

Not all could sing peace into warbeasts, though, for as far as she could tell that was what the helmed warrior was doing. Each beast he released left the camp quietly and there was no trouble. No one offered her an explanation for anything. 

Tonight, tonight, they kept saying…she busied herself and tried to learn what she could instead.

The last of the Bayers finally ran free. The helmed warrior stood for a moment and watched it run off into the night. His companion reached out and laid a hand gently on his arm. The man turned sharply, then dropped his head and nodded sadly. Tirielle looked away from them, sensing this last act was somehow private. Both men walked back to camp to lend further aid where they could. 

The other Sard were converging in the centre of the camp; the search through the various compartments of the tower and the other caravans was complete. 

Soon Tirielle would go back to the dissidents – outcasts from a society that shunned the magically gifted – and join them, but for now, the peace of being outside all the minute activities being played out before her calmed her and gave her time to get back into herself. She would go and offer her aid to the wounded and injured in a second large tent erected by the Sard. Quintal, j’ark, and three others she had yet to meet stood outside deep in conversation. The tent glowed. Tirielle decided she did not want to go in just yet. 

She wished Roth were with her. She found her courage bolstered just by its presence, but after its initial greeting, it had left to find a river, or so it said. She thought her only ally had a look of hunger about it. Perhaps it had gone hunting for the remaining guards. 

She found she did not feel sorry for them.  

Carth, the largest of the nine Sard, stood guard alone at the edge of the camp without moving. The other Sard all seemed quiet. Carth seemed nothing. He had not said a word. Typraille had shrugged when she asked him about his companion. ‘He’s a thinker,’ he replied. 

She went and stood beside him. 

Cenphalph H’y Casdiem, Unthor Ren Un Gor, Quintal, j’ark, and Disper Lohrtrus walked to the edge of the camp, leaving the medical tent untended for a moment. j’ark had suggested erecting a third tent away from the medical tent and Disper was arguing vehemently but quietly, against him. A few of the prisoners had noticed the men and watched furtively from a distance. Saviours or not, none of the prisoners were about to get involved. Most of those who had survived with their sanity intact just wanted to leave in peace. They were now fed, their former pallor leaving their faces already, although some were still in a state of shock, freedom having yet to sink in. Those who were quicker to recover their senses were not so impaired as to step between five armoured knights having an argument. 

Tirielle suffered no such scruples when it came to interfering. And she was intensely bored after a day of being told like a little girl, with extreme politeness, to stay out of the way. Well, enough was enough. 

Clean now, she approached the group. The muck that had covered her for the last week had become her shield – now she was clean and clothed she felt strangely exposed. 

The worst of the prisoners moaning in the medical tent obscured their words as she approached. For some, the Sard would only be able to palliate their symptoms. Some wounds were not for healing. 

“She is infected,” said Disper, urgency in his voice.

“She cannot be. Humankind do not fall prey to the blight. Does she have the look of a Protocrat to you?” asked Cenphalph quietly.

“No, she does not,” said j’ark, “but we know next to nothing about this blight.”

Quintal regarded the speakers with bright doleful eyes before he interrupted. “Is this what we have come to? Are we so riddled with fear for our own souls that the first time our resolve is tested we fall apart?” The gathered men looked as one to their feet. “The girl is human, her soul torn and tortured still, by memory and dark eyes and we do nothing but bicker?” He kept all passion from his voice, but it had effect still.

“You are right, we should be ashamed of ourselves for our fear – even though we seek to deny it.” Disper, pulling at his long moustache smiled placatingly at Quintal. He moved his eyes over the rest of the Order, “Yet the problem remains. We know that the blight spreads, and not how at all. Surely caution is the wisest course here?”

The blight was just another sign that the return drew near – together with the coming of the three the portents were incontravertable. The blight manifested as a reddening of the whole of the eye, as if the eye itself bled forbidden power.

Cenphalph held up a finger to stop the conversation as he saw Tirielle approaching. She looked slightly self-conscious but was holding her head high still. Her bottom lip was swollen from the earlier blow. It made her look pouting and proud. Her dark eyes, usually large and shining with interest, were half closed and bloodshot. She caught j’ark’s eye but looked away…then cursed herself for seeming coquettish. His hair was still matted and tangled from wearing his helm – one part stuck up at an odd angle like a third ear. She still thought him beautiful.

The five men shifted to face her and as one dropped their heads in greeting. 

“What are you talking about?” These men seemed to think she was somehow special, but special or not, she thought of all the men she had known – each responded to a powerful women with respect. 

“I’m sorry, Lady,” Unthor stepped forward. “Some of the…unpleasantness…of the Protectorate lingers here – “

“Of what do you speak?” She spoke in a terse voice that left no room for escape.

“Perhaps it is best if we deal with this ourselves, after your trials?” Disper suggested kindly.

Tirielle bridled for a second then remembered herself – she did not know anywhere near enough to be interfering. Still, she thought, someone has to set these men straight. At least, until they explained why they had come for her. “Firstly, I am no child to be coddled, secondly, some of the people here, unless you hadn’t noticed, are in need of security. They already look to you for guidance – you have taken them from one hell and have given them nothing but freedom in return – freedom they are scared of. Instead of fighting among yourself, perhaps you could look after the prisoners first?” Tirielle bristled at the men, standing on tiptoe. “Are you not priests?”

Quintal breathed a laugh out through his nose and replied, “Hnn. Paladins, perhaps…I think we left priesthood some time ago. You are right, of course. We have been selfish.”

He nodded at Unthor and Disper, who bowed to Tirielle and left to aid the freed. 

Tirielle waited for the two men to leave before she asked, “What is it that you fear?” and then by way of explanation, “The blight? I heard you talking.”

Quintal looked at the diminutive First before him. She was beautiful, in a way that only people who thought would find attractive. Her strength could be seen in her face. He thought this was a girl that people loved, not lusted for. Quintal took her hand. 

“Lady A’m Dralorn…”

Tirielle interrupted. “I am no longer the lady. Please, Tirielle seems more fitting….”

“Then, Tirielle. We found a girl…” Tirielle could tell from his tone that the news coming would not be good. “She has a…malady.”

“What kind of malady?”

“We are uncertain. It is a dark illness. The eyes become as blood – that is but one symptom. But we have only ever seen it among the protocrats. Never in a human child.”

“Take me to her.”

“La…Tirielle – she cannot speak, and we dare not keep her close to the other wounded…she is…fey.”

“Fey? Don’t be ridiculous. Take me to her now.”

“Forgive me, but how is it that you think you can help were we cannot?”

Tirielle just looked at him with her eyebrows raised. j’ark and Cenphalph looked on trying to hide their amusement while they waited for Quintal to give in. 

The sweet odour of drying blood hung and irritated Tirielle’s nostrils. Quintal led her to one girl, laying on a bed roll made from blankets, separated from the other patients by more blankets hung about her. The tent inside the tent was dark. 

The girl whimpered, twisting in her sheet. Her eyes were covered by what looked like a blindfold, torn from cloth. 

“I know this girl! She is a seer!”

“What? A seer? Are you telling me she is magical?”

Tirielle saw the hint of fear on Quintal’s face. “Why does that bother you so? Are you like the Protectorate? Fearful of that you don’t understand?” She paused for a moment. “You yourself have similar power, do you not?”

j’ark spoke. “No, our powers are…different. Directed. A seer has a power unlike any other. A power unfettered by the boundaries we live within. A seer can cross all barriers.”
              Tirielle nodded that she understood, and sat down on the floor mattress beside the girl. j’ark putting a restraining hand on Quintal’s arm, shaking his head as Quintal made to speak. “How do you know the girl, Tirielle?” j’ark asked kindly. “You seem to know her well…”

Tirielle looked at the girl while gently stroking her hand. She forgot their presence, then, remembering, continued. “I have been around magic for some time now. It is what I live for. To free it.”

“Free it?” j’ark asked.

“Yes, from the chains held by the Protectorate.”

Quintal, j’ark and Cenphalph looked to each other. Cenphalph spoke. “It seems we have been guilty of ignorance, again.”

“She is a victim. I think I see some of me in her. I met her at a mission in Lianthre. The sisters there brought me up, gave me a chance. At first I wanted to give something back. Selfish, perhaps, but then I got to know the girl. I was an orphan too, and they took me in. They took me in and they were all killed for me.”

J’ark looked across at his companions. He looked lost as to what to say next. Quintal stepped in. “Why were you at the mission, Tirielle?”

“I wasn’t at the same mission as her. I was at the Cathar Mission, before it was destroyed. I just wanted to give something back. My father was killed. She lost everyone, too. I wanted to help her so much.”

“We will help her.”

“I did this to her.”

“Why do you say that?”

“She was infected, the sisters at the mission were killed, all to avenge a murder I committed. I ordered one of the Speculate killed and this is their revenge. To take the only family I had left.”

j’ark put an arm round her as Quintal said. “No, you are not guilty of this. They could have found the girl anyway. Look at how she has been used. They fed on her, I think. They came for her. Not for you. Remember, this is not you. Your actions until now would have had little bearing. There is more than we assumed going on here.”

“More of what going on?”

“We assumed you would prove unaware of the nature of magic, but you seem well versed.” j’ark explained.

“The eyes?”

The men looked to each other again. Quintal took the initiative. “Yes, you are right. The eyes. Not many on this continent know this.” He waited for her to pick him up on the continents, dropping the word in to test the extent of her knowledge. Again the men looked surreptitiously at each other, thinking Tirielle would not notice. She did.

“Then if it is true, the Protectorate – they need no magic to find magic users?”

“Yes, all they need see is the eyes.”

She looked down at the tormented child before her and muttered under her breath, “Then she did not stand a chance…”

Only Cenphalph heard her. “Yes. She would have been found without complicated spells.”

Quintal caught their meaning. “Tirielle, the Protocrats have known for thousands of years – the magic is in the eyes.”

Tirielle suddenly rounded on him and pummelled him with her fists “Then why have you done nothing!” He let her beat against his chest as she continued. “How could you…” indicating the poor girl on the harsh bed “…let it come to this?”

Tears flowed and Tirielle’s anger waned in the face of Quintal stoicism. Eventually j’ark stepped forward, saying, “It’s alright, alright, hush now.” 

Eventually Tirielle calmed herself. She flopped onto the bed beside the girl and stroked her hair, speaking quietly. “What is wrong with her? Why is she being dragged into this?” 

Saying nothing, Quintal leaned forward and removed the blindfold. The girl became more agitated, fingers raking the sheets, and opened her eyes. 

Blood leaked from the sides of her eyes. Tirielle stood over the girl and looked – all she could see was blood pooled on the girl’s irises, a lake of red obscuring sight.

To the Sard, the sight was different. The fractious shards of being stabbed at each other and growing pain hung over the bed like a dark cloud harbouring plague rather than rain. The girl did not appear in this other sight, just the signature of her soul…and some infection tearing and eating at the girl, the sickness replacing her flesh and taking on a life all of its own.

“I think she is just another casualty of a war that has been going on for millennia – just another innocent child discarded by the great war. I am sorry. It is only a matter of time, Tirielle.”

“Why her? She has done nothing wrong! I killed Fridel, not her! Is this their revenge?!”

“The Protectorate’s arm is indiscriminate Tirielle, they annihilate everything in their path. The girl was not their target, just a morsel for their hunger. Our order has opposed them through the ages, but we do not have the might to destroy them. The girl will die. She is just one more casualty in a war she knew nothing about. I am sorry, but there is nothing we can do to stop it.”

Tirielle looked up at them, her lips drawn in a stubborn line. 

“If you can do nothing to stop it, I will.”

 

*

 




  


Chapter Thirty

 

Drun forced himself above the side of the boat and hunted for signs of the shore. Salt had crystallized at the side of his eyes making them permanently sting. 

Fool wards! Could they do nothing sensible? Even in his weakened state (hallucinations were becoming commonplace) he could travel far enough to see the destruction Shorn had wrought. He could feel the approaching evil. The torture he had been party to had drawn the darkness to the remains. The darkness held such sway there now Drun’s incorporeal body could not travel close for fear of being torn apart in limbo. Or worse…

Succumbing. 

His soul form could not travel far from his shell, either. In fact, Drun was trapped – an unwilling observer of his own body’s demise. The only thing keeping his body alive was death’s insistence on taking the whole package. 

His only chance of reaching the shore was in this separation. His body, starved of food and water, was ready to leave this world. 

His soul, full of desperation and duty, was not.

Weakness plagued him now. In a deeper part of himself he knew death was at his shoulder. He could hear it whispering to him, worrying him with diatribes on the fundamental pointlessness of his existence, showing him the fates of all worlds, promising the end would be paradise. The watcher listened and nodded his head at death’s wisdom. He watched himself do so and waited to return to the forefront and tell death to leave him be. 

His soul gathered and leapt.

Drun felt like a thief as he snuck into his own body and looked out through his own eyes. He hoped he could avoid death’s gaze for long enough. He could not afford to make this his final meeting between body and soul.

Immediately he nearly lost himself in visual and auditory hallucinations. The oceans undulated wildly in preternatural colours around him, melding with the skies. The air spoke in subtle, sly voices, cajoling Drun’s abandoned body. Swim with us. Fly with us. Salvation lies with us. Only us. Come. 

The voices punished him with unrelenting power. The swirls and sways immediately began to pull him into them, his soul becoming thin and disparate. 

He had felt the rest of his order trying to contact him, but weakness, fatigue and malnutrition lend the attempts at communication a feeling of talking through water, the message was garbled and Drun found that he did not care. 

In his body, trapped without the energy to flee, the watcher, the binder, fell heavily into dream. Death placed a hand on his shoulder and waited patiently for the end. 

In the distance, Drun saw himself and the world draw up to swallow him. He cried out in his head and outside of it. Death smiled sagely, and showed him the endlessness of space.

In reality, the shore swam inexorably closer.

 

*




  


Chapter Forty

 

Shorn and Renir stopped once more on their return. They camped away from Turnmarket, skirting the town, then rode hard to make it back to Renir’s village for early morning. Renir had suggested ‘Gravestone’ as a name for Shorn’s horse but Shorn decided to name it ‘Harlot’. He swore at it a lot. 

Renir named his Thud.  

There was no life in the fields today and an eerie hush hung in the receding morning mist. Both horses were skittish and pranced annoyingly. Shorn’s horse threw him to the ground once for no apparent reason. The mercenary landed with a resounding crash, hopped upright and whacked the horse across its face with his crutch. After he had finished swearing he moved to draw his sword from its back sheath. Renir managed to talk him out of cutting the horse’s legs off. Shorn settled for cursing soundly. The mare was unimpressed.

The blunt clopping of the horses’ hooves grew quieter as dirt gave way to sandy ground and sparse long grasses. The smell of salt air became stronger. In the distance, hidden where the land sloped down to the sea and wild dunes, Renir’s village waited. The absence of sound was deafening. The smoke from the smithy that usually acted as a beacon should have been clouding the sky above where only clouds of white sailed.

Both men dismounted as they came into sight of the first buildings. Now early morning, Renir noted that the village should be awake. Shorn signalled his agreement but continued on, casting his eyes and ears around the surrounding dunes for signs of trouble. The village lay before them as flat and still as the sea behind it; the wooden buildings deserted, the lone street empty, and the houses still shuttered. The smithy was the only open front. 

Gordir’s axe sat untouched. Planished by the master smith, the Lord of the Spar’s armour looked perfectly smooth and stood fat and proud on a metal frame. 

The fire had not been lit this morning – it had not been put out this morning, either. Had it been, the creak of cooling metal and stone hearth would periodically sound. 

Renir was no longer worried about a scolding from Hertha. He could feel the cold fear rising in him that no scolding would ever come again. 

Shorn signalled that they should remount. Mounted, Shorn could borrow Harlot’s mobility. On foot he remained a cripple. His wounded leg was healing fast, the stitching and burning under the bandage aiding slow healing (the bandage remained resolutely hessian, not a hint of red seeped through), but the leg below and above was blackened. Splashes of livid yellows and purples bled into the flesh of his skin. 

Shorn’s arm still pulled and irritated with the constant itching of skin mending underneath the bandage. He had already taken off the sling and Renir often caught him trying to close his fist but wincing slightly in pain. Renir knew if Shorn were made to wince, the pain would be unbearable for most men. 

They pulled the horses to a halt as they came to the first house. 

Shorn turned Harlot to face his companion. Quietly he asked, “Which house?”

 Renir inclined his head to the south where his home stood watching the quiet ocean. Nudging his horse back the way they came so they would not have to ride through the centre of the village the mercenary drew his great blade soundlessly from its oiled sheath. 

 Renir clicked at Thud from inside his cheek and followed Shorn round the outskirts of the village.

The sea lapping the shore gave rise to a lulling susurration, grain upon grain of wet sand rubbing together, the monotony occasionally broken by a pebble rolling in the froth. The smell from the sea obscured all but the harshest odours – the body odours of the men, the smell of damp wood, the drying sweat on the horses. 

Shorn motioned for Renir to stay still. The sandy, lonely street was clear of footprints, no traces of human passage evident. That in itself screamed complicity. He cantered closer to Renir and whispered to him that they should leave. Thud snorted softly. Renir shook his head ferociously. He would not leave unknowing. 

They dismounted.

Shorn moved to take the lead but Renir indicated, sadly, that this was his duty. 

The shuttered windows of Renir’s home were held tight against the slated wooden walls, the wind insufficient to shift them. Gaps in the wooden cladding revealed only dark inside. The thatched roof above still held onto the previous night’s airborne moisture. Drops of pure clean water sparkled in the rising sun trapped in the spiders’ webs in the eaves. The spiders were nowhere to be seen. 

Renir moved to the door. Shorn stood, leaning against his crutch and the wall of the shack, the point of his sword held back to strike.

Renir’s hand hovered over the handle. He looked to Shorn and the mercenary nodded his silent assent. 

He pushed. A massive ‘crack!’ pierced the air and both men, shocked for a split second, looked as one at the motley blade that protruded from the splintered door. The blade stopped an inch from Renir’s head. 

He threw himself backward, landing on his bottom and scuttling away from the door as it opened. A fearsome warrior clad in dull cracked leather and a battered helm came through, holding a rusted dagger by his side. As his arm drew back as he lunged to stab at Renir. He did not look to the side, but died as Shorn’s blade cleaved his ribs open from behind. The assailant fell onto the sand in front of Renir. 

A dreadful groaning came as the doors opened all at once and twenty or more Draymar warriors emerged, all equipped with archaic armour taken long ago from fallen foes. Weapons were rusted from neglect and ignorance, for the Draymar knew not how to maintain them. Still the sight was fearsome. As Shorn reached out to pull Renir from the ground he said, “Take the dagger.” 

“Come, quickly, to the horses!“

They turned to go back to the horses as more Draymar sprang from under the sand and ran at the horses, which bolted.

They were surrounded. Shorn realised he recognised some of the faces. He had trained these warriors.

“Should we give in?” asked Renir.

“Never. We fight to the death!” Shorn hissed under his breath.

“Ours or theirs?”

Shorn glared at him.

“What do they want?” whispered Renir, ignoring Shorn’s look – he was too busy staring at their attackers.

“A fight, I would imagine.”

“Then perhaps we shouldn’t fight at all?”

Shorn sighed as he rested his blade against his useless arm and said, “I don’t think we have a choice.”

 

Shorn swung, catching a raider through the protective circlet he wore. Renir leaped and drove the rusted dagger at a female warrior with a welted face – marks of courage – ducking under the spear she swung at him. The dagger slid into her side, eliciting a cry of angry pain from his foe, but snapped cleanly in his hand, leaving him a bladeless hilt in his fist. The wooden haft of the spear came round again – he instinctively raised his arm to block the blow. The concussive force shuddered up to his shoulder. He swung the fist still grasping the hilt into her nose and crushed it. 

Shorn lent heavily on one leg and caught a downward blow in the crook of his crutch, thrusting his sword into the unprotected belly of a second attacker swinging a long axe. The attacker fell dying and dropping his weapon as the first attacker withdrew his blade from the improvised block. Shorn’s blade sliced cleanly through his neck before the next blow came. 

Renir was slippery with fear. He stooped and took the long axe from the clutch of the dying man. Shorn stood beside him as the Draymar rounded.

“Lean on me.” Renir nudged him.

Renir hefted the axe. It was clumsy and blunt. 

A brief moment of clarity hit him. “All their weapons are pillaged?” 

“Yes,” Shorn’s nose dripped blood, broken again but Renir did not know from where, “the Draymar make little themselves. Also, remember that they know not what comes after death, so they have no fear of it.”

Shorn’s sword swung up to block a thick sword, Renir pounced under the two swords and slashed across an attacker’s leg with the blunted axe, breaking it at the knee. As the attacker fell another took her place. A man thrust a hardened wooden spear at Renir. Shorn’s sword flashed before Renir’s face before he had time to react and cut the haft in two. 

Renir’s crashed a fist into another attacker’s groin, doubling him over, and Shorn brought the pommel of the sword down hard on the back of the man’s head. 

Over the sound of Renir’s laboured breath a roar came, startling him into turning. A man with a tattooed face swinging a mace, the shaft more rust that iron, came rushing toward them. Renir instinctively, barely, had time to twist and throw up his axe to block the blow but the blade caught the shaft of the mace, not the head. The blade met no resistance – the mace sheared off cleanly. The man ran on weaponless, tripping over to fall in a tangled lump. 

The head of the mace continued on its path and hit Shorn full in the temple. 

Renir glanced down for a second and saw Shorn with blood now running from his face, slumped, and thought him dead. With a mighty shout that surprised him as much as the attackers, he swung the axe above his head.

“Come, then!”

Two, three Draymar took the full brunt of his rage until they realised their prize had already fallen. The fight was over. 

Smiling, taunting, they skirted round him, flitting back as he advanced. 

The strange wizard had told them the man with the double-handed sword was the only threat. This one, his companion, did not matter. The orders saved Renir. For now. 

The leader of the Draymar called her warriors back just as Renir’s swinging axe caught one of her men too slow to move a resounding blow to the head. The blunt blade smashed through cheek and tooth, chipped white shards following the axe’s arc. 

Renir backed off and stood growling with all his menace over his fallen friend, axe held high in inexperience above his head. The Draymar looked at their fallen comrades and began a discussion in their own language, ignoring Renir totally. His legs felt weak from fear but he kept his eye on the surrounding raiders. His arms were already shaking from holding the weight of the huge axe overhead, but he would not show weakness now. Someone chuckled in an odd, unripe tongue. 

Renir felt his anger rising. He counted the Draymar. Fourteen remained. 

They came again. 

When he swung the axe they dodged back. Sometimes a sword or spear leapt forward and drew blood. They played with him and he bled.

The Draymar laughed at their sport until the axe no longer rose, but dragged heavily on the ground. Sweat blurred Renir's vision. His arms burned with acid fire inside and refused to move. He dropped the axe and clenched his fists as hard as he was still able. One of the Draymar smiled at him and bowed his head in respect. Renir spat and called them on. 

The lead warrior, better equipped than the rest, motioned forward one of her companions, a woman wearing an oversized helm, padded jerkin and flesh gauntlets of some strange animal hide. She raised her sword and flicked it toward him with a flourish. She walked forward to finish him.

Renir prepared to die just as she stopped. 

The Draymar shouted something and pointed to the water. He risked a glance away from his executioner who looked uncharacteristically fearful and apprehensive. She was no longer looking at the tired man before her, but out to sea. 

There, standing confidently at the prow of a rotting vessel stood the golden-eyed man from his dreams. Coming closer – unbelievable fast – his vessel propelled by a broiling mass of water, occasionally glinting with leaping fish. The man’s hair was matted and sodden, clinging, his beard stuck against his bare chest, making the gaunt old man look even frailer than the times Renir had met with him inside his head. The man looked wild and he could see now that he wavered and chuntered into his beard. He looked insane. The water seethed with jumping fish and the man soaked with the foam cried out. The cry was in Draymar and carried across the fast diminishing distance to the shore. 

The effect was astounding. Even though the cry sounded like nonsense to Renir, the Draymar blanched in terror. Blinking back sweat, he turned his head back to see all fourteen Draymar pull up as though slapped. Awed expressions made their light eyes wide. The woman with the sword turned and looked with dread painted large on her features to the leader. Her lank hair spun in the air. The leader considered the new development momentarily, then shrugged and waved her on. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Forty-One

 

To the east of town Klan stood. He motioned for the men to rise. The remaining Tenthers behind him stood unseen by all against the background of sand dunes. The Protectorate had warned that they must not be seen. If they showed their hand in this now there would be repercussions. Jek had warned them time after time: other eyes than ours watch the future. Klan understood. A new order, the returning…they would not be able to keep the coming of the three a secret forever. Jek merely wanted a headstart. Yet despite all their precautions, another player had found them already. He could feel the power even from this distance.

Klan watched perplexed as the stranger in the boat came on. The light from his eyes grew and the Tenthers around him shuffled their feet. They could see the man hunched over and then nothing as red glowed and every time they tried to see it was like straining to peer through stained glass. Klan blinked and tried to stop it. He had no idea what he was capable of now. He blinked and cleared his head. The red receded and the approaching boat came into clearer view.

It was unexpected and felt painful. Clean. 

The men waited for his order but none came. Klan’s sandaled feet sank into the sand as he watched the burning bright ball of light approach with apprehension rising.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Forty-Two

 

Slow now/we slow now/shallow come land fear/far enough/Watcher/remember/Watcher not we/cannot aid/stand/alone said the fish, propelling Drun’s tiny boat closer to the shore. 

Stand? We...do not know what standing is? We...swim? said the Watcher through a haze that used to be his consciousness.

Watcher not we/Watcher I/walk/Watcher walk/we swim replied the fish. They were trying to help, but the Watcher was a stubborn man. His mind had wandered among their kind overly long.

We? Said the Watcher, hopefully.

Watcher/ said the fish.

Then, the shore loomed.

The boat cracked and broke to pieces as it left the sea. Weathered planks careened in the air.

Drun came tumbling out, rolling and flopping, to where Shorn lay. He gasped for air. Soft hands smacked at the sand. The Draymar woman stopped again and stared.

Sand matted the grey man's hair. She frowned at him, sword forgotten in her fist, as he floundered on the shore. His lips pursed and breath caught in the back of his throat. The leader spoke behind her. 

'Wait,' she said.

The Draymar and Renir ignored each other as they watched the man drowning on the shore; the Draymar intrigued, Renir unthinking. Drun flapped his arms and flipped over onto his front. The woman raised an eyebrow and approached the man. She prodded him with her sword. Renir forgot to move.

Drun turned a shade of blue.

We drown! said the Watcher. 

Watcher not we/remember/walk…

The voice of the shoal faded. Drun was on his own.

A tattered blanket hung on one side of the boat, the only recognisable remains. A small barrel and some fish parts, rotten, lay on the sand among the wooden pieces The wood was wet with sea, and darker where blood stained the seating planks. 

Do not leave me! There was no reply.

Me?

Me?

Renir still stood dumb. 

The woman walked back to the man on the ground and kicked him over onto his front. Kicked him toward Shorn.

No reply came from the old man. Not even a grunt. She kicked him harder and breath gasped into Drun's lungs. She kicked him again and his hand flopped onto Shorn's sword. The sword sank into the Watcher's hand. 

It floated up and Drun's unresisting fingers were pulled around it. The sword floated and light/visible/sound lashed out. 

The Draymar fell as one to their knees and screamed in pain. The sound grew another notch and blasted them back. It threw their bodies with astounding force away from the three finished men. 

They thumped the ground and a small hiccup of expended dying breath dented the wave minutely. As soon as it had come the sound stopped, swelled backward, then flew forth again.

In the distance, unseen, the waiting Tenthers clutched their ears in pain. The sound wave fell back everywhere else but pushed to a point and the last of its energy ripped at Klan. He fell to the ground.

Blood seeped from his skin as he screamed. 

The wizard rose bleeding from his knees and shouted. 

“Come! To Arram!” One of the men mumbled something and without warning a line of fire burst from Klan’s throat. The man fell to the ground, burnt to a crisp.

Klan felt fear. This was unexpected. The sheer power of the man. It could only be the third. 

He opened the way and they ran through, back to Arram, away from the light. 

Away from the Watcher.

Renir fell to the ground next to the Watcher and they both met Shorn in sleep. 

The fish swam back to sea, the birds tested the air with song. 

Before it sank, the glorious wave danced into the air and sang like spring to the returning bear.

Sword and sea rested tranquil against the sand. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Forty-Three

 

Shorn woke when shadow crossed him. His head pounded with fire. Above him, Harlot was stamping the ground. He closed his eyes again and groaned. Pictures from the battle flashed bright and vivid and mingled with the pain in his head. He let his head fall heavily to the side and saw the man from his dreams lying unconscious on the sand, the tide lapping at his feet. Renir lay next to him. Neither looked badly wounded, just sleeping. He dragged himself to his knees, pausing only for the stabbing stars to pass. 

Nausea rising, he felt the tightness of his sunburned face, and looked to the west were the twin suns were approaching their mountain cradle. The air was cooler now. There was no danger in the wind. 

Crawling on hands and knees the few feet to the other two was sheer agony, but his head was clearing fast. Raising a hand carefully he felt his craggy features and the blood crusted there. Thud trotted up and down the rising shore with one moon rising early like a rider on his back. He seemed to be enjoying himself. The air behind him was already turning a darker shade of blue.

He left the two men in the care of the horses and after taking up his crutch walked slowly to Renir's hut to look for the makings of a fire and some food. He left his sword reluctantly under the old man's hand. 

In the slowly fading light Shorn recovered his senses and played out the battle in his head. The last thing he could remember was fighting side by side with Renir. From the look of it not Renir, but some other, primal force, had killed the remaining Draymar. Their bodies lay in a semicircle facing the sea. The old man, perhaps, although he looked amazingly frail and paper-thin.

In person he was nothing like his dreams – the shining warrior and this wrinkled old rag of a man bore no relation. But the face…yes, he thought. The face radiated power.

Shorn took his time and moved slowly around the village. The people were all gone, bedclothes had not been made, breakfasts sat uneaten and turning on their plates. The whole town could have upped and left in a hurry when the Draymar came but he knew the Draymar were not that clumsy. There were no signs of an earlier battle. The few weapons he found were untouched – the Draymar would have taken those and anything else of use they could carry. A fine armour stood openly waiting for someone to take it in the smithy, a perfectly crafted axe lent against a wall. Shorn marvelled at the craftsmanship. Something was awry. 

He knew they were all dead. He just didn't know how.

He came back after an investigation of the town, worrying at a lip as he thought the problem over. Nothing made sense. The Draymar were not known for cunning. Waiting in ambush rang wrong. No signs of death. 

Subtly was not part of the Draymar personality, everything they did was designed to make sense. There was no room for needless complication in the Draymar. To leave weapons behind, food? It stank.

He made a fire downwind from the two unconscious companions from wood taken from a pile stacked against Renir’s hut. He placed a pan in the fire when it turned low and filled it with ale and vegetables and some dried meats. He took some blankets from one of the nearer houses and a crate, some sweet apple brandy, and sat drinking and waiting for the meal. He ate and quietly pondered the problem. Then he took the pan from the fire, added some more wood so it would not burn out, and decided to get drunk while he waited for the men to rise.

Renir woke with a start and tried to move but his muscles protested vociferously and refused to work. His hands felt swollen and tingly numb, his shoulders bruised inside. He was also suffering from a few slashes on his arms where the scabs were crusted with sand, but had no overly concerning wounds. He heard the sound of the sea and smelled the sweet salt air and knew he was alive. 

Crackling, too. For a moment he thought he was on fire. His neck would not move so he used his legs, the least painfully part of his body, to turn himself over. The moon was bright overhead and shone down on the naked man covered in sand before him. The man from his dreams. He looked more ragged, and even thinner – if that was possible – but it was undoubtedly the same man. 

Renir brushed some sand from his face and pushed himself neared to the man who had saved his life. He felt groggy, like he had a whole body hangover. About to reach out and check the hairy old man was breathing, Shorn called out quietly, “Sshhush...leave him be.”

Renir twisted his whole body round so he could see behind and let himself smile. At least his face still worked.

A long string of vocalised ‘mmmm’s’ was the best he could manage. Shorn smiled happily back and said: “And I you. Come, eat.”

“I...haaa...move.”

Shorn pushed himself up with the aid of his crutch and came to Renir. He pulled him up with his good hand. The two hobbled over to the fire.

“How is he?” Renir asked as he sat down. Shorn passed the brandy, and waited until Renir had swallowed several gulps like it was water. He held the flagon in both hands and tipped his whole body back to drink in order to keep from moving his neck. 

“Unconscious, I think. He mutters sometimes. When he wakes we’ll feed him.”

“He looks so thin.” 

“I take it he came in by boat?”

Renir gave a nasal laugh, “Yes, like a proud captain to our rescue. I couldn't tell you what happened. He saved us though I don't know how. I don't understand it.”

“Well, for now, answers can wait. Can you eat?”

“Anything.”

“Well that's a relief. I'm an awful cook.”

It didn't matter. Renir ate from the pot with a wide spoon. When he had finished he used the spoon to scrap the droppings from his stubble and ate them too.

They sat up for a few hours alternately drinking and staring at the moon. They delighted in the welcome warmth of fire and brandy. They watched a moon saunter across the night sky and the clouds chasing after it. They talked of nothing in particular and left heavier matters for the morning. When the moon was full overhead Shorn left to find more brandy. When he came back the fire was low and Renir was sound asleep on a blanket, snoring gently.  Shorn put more wood on the fire, left the horses to their own devices, covered Drun with a blanket, and laid down himself.

Drun shivered awake in the night. He could smell the food and his weak sweat caked in sand. His shrivelled belly recoiled at the thought of food, but he dragged himself closer to the embers of the fire. He ate a spoonful of thick bitter stew, now cold, and gagged. He tried again, ignoring the pain in his bleeding gums and the loose teeth that wobbled against the soft food. He looked at the two men in the dying glow. They seemed somehow familiar. Close by he could feel pollution. The air felt strange coming through his mouth. The scarred man. The other...he blinked slowly. 

He ate two more mouthfuls and pulled the blanket around himself. 

Drun shivered himself uncontrollably back into sleep.

Renir finally awoke the following day still listless and confused but refreshingly damp. He rose, his whole body screaming in protest, his muscles stiff and unresponsive. Shorn sat a way off where he had built a makeshift roof for the fire to protect it from the thin drizzle that filled the sky. The suns were invisible today, the whole sky covered as far as the eye could see – which wasn’t very far. Renir looked around as he sat up but even the furthest house in the village was obscured by the dreary hanging sky. His hair was matted from rain and damp sand, which he brushed fecklessly with his hands and scratched himself where the sand had got under his clothing in the night. He said good morning to Shorn, took off his clothes and wandered into the sea. When he had finished his bracing bath he went into his shack and took a change of clothes for himself from the shelf. Changed and refreshed, towelled dry where he could, he took his time (moving slowly treating his joints and flesh with tender care), until he was finished. After a minor skirmish with a fresh shirt he emerged and handed a change of clothes to Shorn.

“Here. Get yourself clean and I’ll change your bandages. Let’s have a look.”

“Morning.”

“Yes, yes, morning. That’s twice now. Let’s not get bogged down in niceties – let’s take a look at those wounds instead.” 

As Renir stripped the bandages from Shorn’s wound, dismissing the bump on the mercenary’s head, he asked, “How is he?”

Shorn shrugged, looking down at the Drun. “Obviously alive. He moved in the night. How are you?” 

“Sore. Have you eaten?” Renir asked.

“Not yet, I’ve left some stew. There’s nothing to drink here though. Is there any water?”

“There should be. I’ll check the other houses in a while. The horses have been drinking from the trough at the smithy – worst case we’ll make do with that.”

Renir crabbed as he knelt in front of Shorn, whinging about the rigours of battle, Shorn humoured him – after all, he supposed, it must seem that way to a novice. He held his tongue and in his head compared the injuries and discomforts he had suffered to Renir’s aches and pains. He couldn’t remember such aches and pains as those that beset Renir, but then he had been wielding a sword of one kind or another since before his manhood. Perhaps Renir did have a point – Shorn didn’t think he would cope well were he told to become a pig farmer or a wine merchant. 

Renir removed the bandaging, threw the stained bandages onto the fire and examined the angry wounds. Both were healing, but the beasts had bitten deep. The shape of his forearm was wrong where muscle had been torn away along with flesh. Renir asked him to clench his fist, which he did, but there was barely any pressure on his finger. Renir glanced at Shorn, who was trying his hardest not to look dejected. 

“Where did you learn about medicine?” Shorn asked to take his mind off his injury…and to avoid the questions on Renir’s face.

“Just commonsense mainly, but my grandmother nursed the wounded border guards when the Draymar used to raid regularly. She passed on a few skills to my mother who in turn taught me the basics. She always said it was so much more useful than learning to fight. I think she may have been wrong.”

“No,” said Shorn, “I think she may have been right.”

“Well, either way, I can’t fix your arm. The leg looks to be healing well, the muscle is still rounded here,” He pointed to the dented curve of Shorn’s calf, “But I don’t know about your arm.”

“Well, I’ll just have to manage for the time being.”

“That you will. Now get yourself into the sea. Sea water is good for wounds.”

“And hurts like hell.”

“You’ll be fine. The scabs are hard. Just don’t soak too long, or they’ll fall off and you’ll start bleeding again.”

“You know nobody likes doctors.”

“That’s because they’re idiots. But I’m not a doctor. Now get going.” 

Shorn grumbled but got up. “You realise I’ve killed men for less?”

“You realise I can run with both my legs? Now get in the sea…”

Drun mumbled pointedly, startling the two men. They waited motionless for more but when none came, continued.

“I’ll get some food and drink and some more dressings.”

“What about him?” said Shorn, indicating Drun, where he lay sound asleep on the sand.

“Nothing we can do about that but wait. Go on.”

Before Shorn left he pointed to Renir’s shirt where bright blood was visible. “You seem to have forgotten yourself.”

Renir looked down to his arm where one of his cuts was bleeding again, opened by the sea. “I’ll live. Now get on.”

Shorn shook his head to himself as he went. He looked back and saw Renir needlessly tidying around the fire. He decided not to bring up the obvious until Renir did. It was the least he could do. He walked into the sea, ignoring the pain where the salt water invaded his fresh wounds, and washed himself with his hands. 

He wondered what Renir would do now. And where the rest of the town was. And where Renir’s wife would be buried. For he was sure beyond doubt that they would only find her dead.

Renir’s mind still refused to think about the darkest possibilities, and he busied himself maundering in and out of absent neighbour’s homes until Shorn, looking better for a wash (albeit a rough one) came out of the sea. Both men looked disreputable with their impressive growth of stubble but a shave would have to wait. Renir looked at Shorn dressed in his shirt and trousers. A little too small for him, but Renir decided it was best not to laugh. He didn’t think anyone else would, either, as the scarred face and sword hilt looking over his shoulder were not the stuff of comedy. Shorn thanked him and the two sat in silence to eat a late breakfast of leftover stew, some pilfered eggs and brewed tea. 

Shorn’s wrists strayed a long way from the cuff when he drank the tea. Renir pretended not to notice. 

Drun came to late in the afternoon with damp smoke in his nostrils and clumps of sandy hair in his mouth. He twisted in his grainy bedding to see Renir and Shorn looking at him with concerned, ugly faces. He smiled, sighed with palpable relief, turned back into his blanket and returned instantly to sleep.

 

For the rest of the day the two men skirted the real issues and discussed the ambush. It was strange that the Draymar, straightforward and guileless, should try to attack them in an ambush, let alone hide the slain. They elected to leave the bodies of the Draymar where they were and mainly looked out to sea. The rain continued for the rest of the day and into the night. Neither complained but sat eating what they could find and drinking whatever was available. Renir was now the right side of drunk. Shorn was drinking in moderation, taking the mantle of responsibility for the night. There was no sense of danger in the air and both horses were calm and seemed happy to wander off periodically. When they came back to town and saw the men were still there they wandered off again. The horses seemed comfortable with each other’s company. Shorn wondered if horses spoke or entertained philosophical thoughts.

Renir burped and finally broached the subject.

“I have to know.”

“I know,” said Shorn. He had been waiting for him to bring it up all day. 

Dark was rising.

“We’ll begin the search tomorrow. Are you sure you want to…?”

“Find her? Of course I do.”

“I’m sure I can manage alone…maybe the old man will be able to help…”

“I appreciate you are trying to protect me from the worst, but I have already come to terms…I know I’ll not find her alive.”

“I’m sorry, Renir.” Shorn tried for tact and managed gruff. “You realise it could be…worse…than you imagine.”

“I’ve seen worse already.”

Shorn nodded. “Even so…she is you wife.”

“I never really loved her. I felt more…obliged…than anything else.”

Sometimes we lie to ourselves out of necessity, Shorn thought in error. He put a hand on Renir’s shoulder. Renir left it there and replied, “I know she was my wife. I know it will be harder than I imagine. My whole town gone. I had friends here. I have lived here, among these, my neighbours,” he indicated the whole town with a gesture, “for years. I know it will be hard…I have known loss before, Shorn, I am no stranger to bereavement. We live on. I’ve seen all the terrible possibilities in my head – I just hope my imagination is worse than the reality.”

“I hope so, too. I sincerely do. But the reality is seldom as we imagine it.”

“I know.”

Shorn fell to silence for a moment. The drink lent Renir some bravado – his words slurred occasionally – Shorn just hoped he could handle it. He knew just how vicious the Draymar could be. He knew because he had seen it. Renir had just heard tales. 

“Tomorrow, then.”

 

*

 




  


Chapter Forty-Four

 

He had been lucky.

Klan could feel excitement burbling under the surface of his harsh face. The Speculate, Jek Yrie (named for the body he was the leader of, as was the style on Lianthre), was conspicuously absent. In the reprieve he had used his time wisely. His master (though Jek called him brother Klan laboured under no illusions) would soon find him indispensable. There were definite benefits to ascension. 

He had found the Watcher. All three were now in the open. Jek would be angry that Klan had lost two of them, but Jek did not know the power the Watcher wielded. 

Klan lay on the hard cot he called a bed and stared at the ceiling, preparing himself to test his latest trick. It still pained him and was nearly uncontrollable but he had to try. When Jek returned and found that he had failed again…well, the torture would prove an inconvenience at this point. Time was too important. Another outstanding failure though it had been (especially for an ascendant) his successes were growing.

He knew where Shorn was going, even if no one else could see him. 

The records in his head would tell him more and where memory failed logic always remained.

Shorn was going to summon the seafarers. The Watcher may or may not know where the red wizard’s final resting place lay – Klan did not know. But he could tell from the records that the awakening of the red wizard (something only the three could achieve) was something that the Protectorate feared. Only he could stop the return.

The wizard, the Watcher, must be the Sard. They, too, were searching for the red wizard. The records were unclear as to the origins of the wizard, but he must be a being of legendary power for the Protectorate to fear him so.

The Sard, however, were well documented. They were at every portentous events. Meddling. Yes, they would know where the red wizard was. It was the only assumption he could make. The only way north was by portal – or by sea. The records mentioned Shorn. He had not come from Sturman shores. The mercenary could only have come from the sea or left by sea. There was no way he could have been in the north and in the south. Not on foot or horseback. Portal or sea. The humming sword. He would have it back in his grasp now. That spiteful sword with its piercing tune. Would a man who wields such power work with wizards? He was with a wizard, of the Sard, of that he had no doubt. 

Klan could not have comprehended that someone of such obvious talents could be anything but a wizard. 

But the sword. There was another sword. Powerful weapons were rare on Sturma. They had little talent for the making – such backward people. It was a wonder the Speculate didn’t just wipe them out by invading, instead of culling their numbers artificially first. 

The knowledge was there. 

There were too many coincidences for it to be otherwise. Shorn, the sword, the chronicles…

Calmed, in his dark room with only blades of light and his delegation for company, Klan Mard tortured his bones for knowledge. He had used his time wisely. His new-found power had allowed him to sear most of the Protectorate’s archives onto his very bones. 

He started by closing his eyes. He lay like this waiting for his power to build, his magic running through him, until blinding light glowed through from his chamber out the cracks in the old door. As the pressure built to breaking point the wood and stone themselves began to change. Younger Protocrats walking the halls scampered past the glow or wisely turned back. None of the scamperers made it. 

Deep red light shone through each hole in his murky robe, just as it had when he had first discovered the extent of his new power. His eyes turned into the back of his head and his sight shone free. Time slowed and Klan’s breathing became shallow. His chest barely moved but his heart still beat inside it…the thumping heart could be seen painted dark and caged within his breast against the fleshy contours of the ceiling as the light raced through his body. He saw his cells and looked closer to read what was writ there. Hovering slowly underneath his own cells next to his bones, black and red circlets roiling above and around and through the sight. He went deeper, until just the words reached his mind. 

He read while the walls buckled and the furniture crinkled and died a second death. He read the history of everything.

All three references were there. Deeper. The tiniest details. Like another man who wields a made sword. A sword with a name. The Cruor Bract.

Another mention, the other name, that was what he needed…perhaps?

A barren wasteland in the frozen north, a plate of ice only inhabitable by the insane. Twenty years ago – the timing was inaccurate. The ilm’yan scout wrote in jumbled streams of consciousness… One passage in the whole record, the date unsure… 

The passage read:

 

…Snow snow (this went on for some time) on hald mace shor two no longer men two Swords mist feeWar faer crua art rubi blane Bract slew aer (perhaps Faer? Klan could not tell from the text – he could only copy what there was, not turn back time. Nothing could) faceschaane the refewar adbom eyes in nation more turndraggle noses too pervail to meet again wen the swrods once more the suns aarrn thei child awak chuld wake…


 

Well, thought Klan, perhaps not that lucky.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Forty-Five

 

Renir and Shorn awoke, rested but with wounds still intact, to see Drun smiling in all his natural glory, hunched and brittle, over a new fire. A pot hung over the fire with some bubbling brew within, and a large bird on a makeshift spit spun invitingly. Delicious smells wafted across the men. 

To Shorn he said, “Who are you?”

“Don’t you remember? We met in the hills. You are Drun and I am Shorn.”

“I am glad you remember,” said the priest and bowed low, lifting Shorn's hand to his forehead. “You are the Second.”

Shorn blinked and was about to say ‘No I’m not’, but Drun turned his gaze to Renir and said, “Good morning, Renir.”

The day that greeted them was glorious and stunning. The rain had fallen back into the clouds above creating sworls of sullen grey in the sky. Here and there spears of sunshine lanced the earth and sea. Seabirds sought land. They waited on the ground and in the eves for the rain to return tumbling through the sun-pierced clouds. 

A bird hopped onto some dry wood next to Renir. 

Drun stood and bowed his head to each man in turn and before either could interject, said, “You have my gratitude for looking over me.”

“No thanks required. Thank you for saving us, that was amazing – I remember little but you saved us from the Draymar…”

“I don’t think it was I – I am not a warrior, Renir.”

“Nevertheless…how do you feel?” Renir’s neck cracked as he turned his head. 

“Thin. Let us eat and prepare for our journey.”

“Eh?” both men said as one.

“Our journey? Did I forget to mention it? We must go to Naeth. Only the Thane there can raise an army to save Sturma. And even now it may be too late. After that, Pulhuth, I believe? Is that not correct, Shorn?”

Renir saw Shorn's furrowed forehead and said, "He speaks for me."

"Does he now?" Drun looked over each man slowly before turning back to his cooking. Shorn and Renir stared at his back. Drun spoke without turning. "We have to leave here today. The men that came here, they will return. The wizard you felt – “ at this he looked at Shorn “ – will return. He will return for you because of who you are. Irrespective of what you’ve done until now, it is the now that is important. They will hunt you for who you are, not what you have done. To live, for the world to live, you must become something different.” He took the stew from the fire and put it down on the sand, nestling the pot into a depression to stop it from falling over, and stuck three wooden ladles in. “Renir, I do not know about you, but it seems contrite that Shorn’s enemies were waiting here – how would they know where you lived? Did you tell anyone at the camp?”

“Well, one person…Bourninund.”

Shorn shook his head. “If you are looking for some complicity here, wizard, you are looking to the wrong man. Bourninund is beyond reproach.”

Drun frowned. “Then there are other possibilities – you were followed, overheard, or it was pure chance…or perhaps it is you they were after?”

Before Renir had a chance to question this, Shorn interrupted. “Regardless, and my appreciation aside – you did save my life – but I’m not sure I’m going to run off with you.”

“I haven’t saved your life yet, Shorn.”

Shorn looked quizzically at Drun. “What do you mean?”

“You stray far from course Shorn. Or Pasmir, Calagon, Despirinne - oh!...shall I go on?"

Shorn spoke with quiet power. "How do you know me?" 

"Stay your hand, mercenary." Drun continued stirring his creation. Renir took the initiative. 

"Are you a wizard? When you came to me in my dream..."

"A wizard? No, no. Not at all. My power comes from elsewhere, it is merely a gift. A wizard as you would know it...they take their power. I am something that comes but once a generation." Drun stopped stirring. "Shorn is the same, too. He is something rare, Renir.” He turned pensive and said, “I have a tale to tell, if you will bear to hear it?"

Renir looked to Shorn who seemed to disapprove. The sword on his back suddenly seemed larger, the man coiled like a blade under weight. The air around the fire was fast becoming thick with a menace Renir could feel plucking at the hair on his neck. I should change the subject, he thought. Then the second after: still, I am curious. 

“I care not either way,” said Shorn. 

Renir feared what would happen if he let the conversation turn. Shorn was tense for some reason, angered by the wizard. He didn’t think it would escalate but thought better of taking chances. In the end he said, "Well, I am partial to a good tale."  

"Then a tale I shall tell. But first, let us eat. I am weak from my journey and there is much we will need strength for yet."

Shorn stubbornly cut in, "I'm not sure I want anything to do with you, wizard. Again, I thank you for saving my life in the hills..."

"I am NOT a wizard!" The shout reverberated back from the wooden walls of the uninspired dwellings. Shorn looked on with darkening eyes. "If you must call me anything, my name is Drun Sard. Do you not remember? I have told you my name once before." Renir felt like a child.

Drun fixed Shorn in his gaze and light burned bright around them lighting up the gloomy day. The horses whinnied and backed away from where they were grazing behind the house opposite Renir's shack. "I...I remember a warrior in shining armour...a tower built from the dead. You trained me to fight in my dream." 

The Watcher nodded. He signalled that the meal was ready. "It is good that you remember. I pulled you back from the abyss. I did this not for selfish reasons or out of philanthropic ideals. You are more important than you know. I even understand now why it is that I irritate you so.”

"Then why don't you stop with all your mullock and tell us what you are talking about?" Growled the fuming mercenary. "Enough of this rambling!"

"Why so angry Calagon?" Drun's voice stayed infuriatingly calm. Shorn's ire grew by the second. “Perhaps it is the guilt that weighs heavy on your mind?”

"Do not bait me. You know not who I am."

"That I know your names is not enough for you? Would you like me to recite them all? It is quite a list. As are your deeds. This latest atrocity is your last, mercenary. It is time to redress the balance."

Renir stopped them both before the mood could become more oppressive. "Please. I for one believe that you are here out of noble intent." He paused before adding, "even if you are annoyingly vague." 

Drun did not respond and emboldened, Renir continued. "Whatever it is that you have to do with Shorn I am sure it has nothing to do with me. I am not involved in all this. I did as you bid and gave your message to Shorn. I lost much here – I fear the worst for my wife; that she has paid the price for your quest, whatever that may be, and my friends; my village is now empty of life. If this is not enough, then I beg you both, please stop behaving like children and give me some of that food."

Drun ignored Renir and stared intently at Shorn. He said, "I see it even now. The darkness is in you, eating you. You feel the hatred rising up inside you. The hatred all the people you have slain gave to you in the moment of their dying. But no longer. You will learn the value of life, or you will bring about the end of Rythe." 

Shorn tried to calm himself to listen. Drun's eyes still glowed. The words went into Shorn's head and touched another memory. 

 

A kind-faced teacher, a warrior, clad in fantastic armour, unostentatious yet beautiful in its simple line...and the sheen that looked like pearl sometimes and slick spirits the next. Grinning deranged faces drooling and snarling at him. Drun oblivious. Making Shorn want to learn. Lessons. Endless lessons and piercing barbs from the teacher about his past. Letting his anger grow, then telling him of all the garbled souls Shorn's revenge on the world had left behind, turning the hate in on himself, telling him of the souls departed, finally turning the anger to pity. 

The poison was made from envy. The emotion taken from Nabren and turned into beasts could only be killed by pity. 

 

Shorn came back to himself with a start. Shorn, this time, looked at Drun in a different way. He was beginning to understand something. He realised what it was about the magic he had felt that night in the tent. The night his sword had sung. 

It had been a memory. Something he had tried to escape for all these years. And Drun had reminded him. 

The cloud broke. Drun's eyes returned to normal, just amazing, complete yellow. He nodded to Shorn. “Yes, Shorn, you remember them.” Out to sea a wall of rain began to fall. Drun took a deep breath to continue. Renir was engrossed in something at the bottom of his bowl and the moment passed him by. 

Shorn waved him on. He would not talk about it here. Drun sighed but nodded that he would leave that scar untouched for now. 

“Why Pulhuth? Naeth for the Thane…Pulhuth?”

“For the Seafarers, Shorn. We go into the North.”

“Why?”

“That is where your destiny lies. You are part of a key. Only the three can avert the end of the world.” Drun watched Shorn for his reaction. Shorn was not forthcoming.

“The end of the world, eh? Nonsense. And anyway, the North is impassable.”

“Not by sea.”

Shorn glared at him. “No.”

Drun straightened and cracked his back. “Well, yes.”

“Why the North?” Renir put in to stop this first meeting degenerating into a squabble. Renir didn’t even know what they were talking about.

“That is where salvation rests. That is where the key must be used. But does it matter anyway? You cannot stay here. We must move, before they find us.”

“I’ll not go north.”

“At least listen to what I have to say.” Shorn just glared. “So then, to it.” Drun squatted gingerly, sore knees encrusted with sand, and prodded his food. Looking at his audience of two, Drun began. 

“Rythe consists of more than just Sturma and Draymar. Long ago, people did not populate these shores, but fled another continent called Lianthre and settled here. A race called the Hierarchy lives there – although this is not their true name. They are a people characterised by the same features; dark, thick hair, sharp aquiline faces with high strong cheeks and pale skin like gauze stretched over their faces. Lianthrians are like us though they are ruled utterly by the Hierarchy. Imagine living in that world. There is no countryside that they do not own. The Hierarchs rule it thoroughly through a force known as the Protectorate. They have done so since people can remember. This is an enemy we face. They are a cold and hard enemy. This is something Shorn would know, Renir. And will know again.”

Renir was munching on meat from the bone. Drun puffed his cheeks out and carried on, rolling his eyes to himself. 

“Shorn, you are the Second, the Saviour. I am the Third, the Watcher. We are two of three. The First, also called the Sacrifice, is on Lianthre, under the protection of my Order. Together, we three form a key of sorts. We are fated to be used. In the north, the lock resides, waiting for our coming as it has through the ages. We alone can awaken a being of such power that even the Protectorate will cower before its might. It is known as the red wizard. But our enemies are great. The enemies of your youth, Shorn. The people that made you are what you are today. A thug.”

Shorn put his spoon in his bowl and spoke. “I remember what you did to me. I remember speaking to you in my mind…I don’t know if I thank you or kill you where you stand for tampering with what’s not yours to toy with…but I don’t know. I’m a not a rash man, so I will listen. But nor am I a different man for all your…wisdom. I am still the same man. I am no Saviour of worlds. Nor do I wish to be. I am a killer, old man, remember that.” As he said this he fingered the leather hilt of his sword, the wrapping dark and worn with sweat.

Drun chuckled. Renir didn’t understand why the old man was baiting Shorn and he was so tired he did not care. If they were to come to blows Renir would patch them up afterwards. For now all he wanted to do was lay still.

“There is no one else. You will find the same end whether you come with me or not, but you can stumble blindly on through your future if you wish. Whatever you decide, I tell you this: your fate will be the same.”

Shorn nodded him on, squinting suspiciously. 

“The Protectorate have powers unheard of on Sturma. You have hedge wizards here, and so few people that an already rare talent is scarce. The Draymar number more. They will bring with them wizards when they come in force…

“The wizards of the Protectorate could wipe out the entire nations of Sturma and the Draymar.”

Drun saw he had their attention. “Good. Now listen to me, because our lives depend on it. On Lianthre the true power of governance rests with the Protectorate and they do not confine their meanderings to Lianthre. Shorn knows this because he has met them before.” 

Renir looked perplexed. 

“They killed my family,” Shorn told him without looking round.

                                                        

*




  


Chapter Forty-Six

 

The suns would soon rise over the tall trees lining the old stone path to Arram’s doors. Even now, their light was fading from the moons over the complex. In the brightening air the sound of Jek’s cane beat the birdsong. He was stomping and bashing his way down the long path to the great white pillars of Arram’s front arch, on his way back from an outside appointment. A most unsatisfactory meeting. And still he had not heard from the Guryon. He was disappointed. They were usually faster. He did not like to feel fury. It was one emotion he did not revel in, one that made it hard to think. 

Anger expanded from him and the mood of the first three Brothers to pass him plummeted. Their faces sagged and they felt despair and anger rise in them. It was strictly forbidden, even for the Speculate, to use magic against other Protocrats, but this was outside and there was nothing Arram could do about it. 

Jek did not even notice. He strode on, coming closer, until the tap-tap of his cane began to echo back from the front wall. A quilted visitor was dashing from the halls now, looking extremely flustered. The Mithprail Tors representative, Jek seemed to remember. A cumbersome idiot, too.

 Hierarch representatives were fleeing the halls like fleas. She took one look at his expression and wisely decided not the tell him that Arram might soon be dust. The next person to come running from the halls was not so lucky. As Jek passed the Brother, controlling his breath with calm, said, “Speculate, forgive me, but there is an urgent matter – one of the ascendants, Klan Mard, is destroying the chambers! Master…forgive me.” 

Jek stood looking at the man for a moment. The Brother opened his mouth to talk but never got a sentence out. Jek’s muscular arm swung, his cane connected with the Brother’s neck and passed straight through. 

He growled at the corpse, “and you didn’t think to ask him to stop!”

The head rolled away and took no heed. Jek didn’t even stop to look but stormed into the front gates of Arram with his robe swirling behind him like a wave and his cane clacking against the stones. He felt better. He felt his rage slipping under his control. No one else thought to interrupt his stride. They knew the smile on his face must be glued on. The rictus of malice underneath was too difficult to hide.

As he approached Klan’s chamber Jek saw the Brother he killed may have had a point. 

The door to Klan’s quarters was petrified. The stone underfoot had melted and cooled in place. Jek knocked and calmed himself. He called, “Klan. If you would be so kind as to desist? You seem to be curdling the foundations,” disappointment in his voice.

The light fell back immediately. Klan came to the door and looked…thinner. He looked at the door and the floor and put his head in his hands. “Forgive me, brother – I was reading and seem to have forgotten to turn out the light.”

Jek tutted. “Now Klan, you know you can’t go scaring the locals.” 

Klan smiled back. He could not be punished for threatening Arram. Even an ascendant would have been unable to manage the feat. 

“I’ve been reading in your absence and found some fascinating…I’m sorry, are you interested in this?”

“Please don’t try my patience, Klan. The Ordanals can shed no light on the disappearance, it’s like the Shorn has vanished. Nothing. The Saviour roams free on Sturma. The Prognosticators read no future. Tirielle A’m Dralorn continues to prove bothersome. The only grace we have is that they are so far behind. And I’ve just had to cane one of the aspirants. I’m not sure my mood will hold.”

Klan pulled the door shut behind him and came out from his room. He pulled his hood up to shut out some of the light from his still glowing skin and put his hand out, palm down, in a conciliatory gesture. 

“I am ready for my punishment, Speculate. Then, I beg you, let me tell you a tale…I believe I know where Shorn is heading.”

“Klan, believe me when I say, it had better be a good tale.”

“Yes, Brother. I only hope I am also able to bring a certain something to the telling.” Klan bowed low.

I will bow to no one, he thought, quietly.

 

*




  


Chapter Forty-Seven

 

Garner and Turpy, two of the former prisoners, gave in to Tirielle only after a heated argument over a lunch of fried mushrooms and bulbs from the woods and cold meats from the caravan. Garner and Turpy, more able than the others, took the initiative from the rest of the prisoners and petitioned Tirielle while the Sard were absent. They tried in vain to persuade her that the group of prisoners were not equipped to survive the journey back; even if they did they would soon be picked up by the Protectorate, only to face the same trials again. But Tirielle would not, could not, be shifted. While she could empathise with their plight, even with the aid of the Sard there was no way they could also take responsibility for this group. They were so weak they would only prove an additional burden. Generations of subjugation to the Protectorate had diluted the magic in humans to such an extent that even the ones the Protectorate picked up seemed wane. 

Tirielle noticed how they all had peculiar eyes, with little white, or off-white where the colour of the iris seeped out beyond its borders. Quintal had explained the eyes to her, that it was a sign of potential, not necessarily power. She saw scant potential among the users here. She wished she could have given some explanation to ease the disappointment; she could see mistrust growing in the prisoners’ eyes while they watched her argue, and that hurt worse than anything else. Some understood why they had been taken – they had quietly been using varying talents for many years, although some were completely unaware of anything different about themselves. They were the hardest. Their imploring looks said ‘but what have I done wrong?’ People stripped of dignity everywhere, she thought. They seek to blame themselves first. 

Eventually she persuaded them that they could not come, but that she would speak with the Sard and give them all the assistance that she was able. They agreed, but petulantly, tainted by fear of the lonely road ahead. Tirielle wished she could tell them why her path was one too narrow for their company. She consoled herself with the thought that at least on their own they stood a chance. 

With the group calmed, if not satisfied, Tirielle returned to speak with the Sard, gathered around the girl in her tent. The seer somehow contrived to stare at the sky through her blindfold and canvas. 

The girl was still absent from her mind, and the Sard were at a loss as to what to do. 

Tirielle had made the decision that while the girl lived they would not abandon her. They would make for the library at Beheth, the largest repository of human knowledge on the continent of Lianthre, or anywhere known on Rythe (and there were many places upon Rythe Lianthrians were as yet unaware of), to look for answers among the scholars there. 

The Seer had to come first, or else why was she doing this? It’s not all about me, she had to tell herself for the tenth time that day.

Cenphalph, it turned out, was the most skilled in the healing arts among the Order. He insisted that neither he nor anyone else in his Order save one they called the Watcher would be able to do anything for such an unnatural malady as that suffered by the seer. Long examinations revealed no physical injury save that which the girl inflicted on herself, occasionally writhing and thrashing around, hitting whatever was near to hand. They had tried strapping her down but this only served to aggravate her more. Now they just kept anything hard out of her reach in case she hit herself against it. 

The stricken girl moaned indecipherably through the day, while Tirielle waited, missing Roth’s company, for evening to fall. The Sard had promised her an explanation. The girl’s strange condition had not eased, to the consternation of the Sard, for they could do nothing for her. Tirielle could feel their kind hearts go out to the girl at each cry. She gently stroked the Seer’s fair hair away from her burning forehead. 

Disconcerting light of an unnatural red hue sometimes bled out between the girl’s eyelids and through the blindfold to drift toward Tirielle’s hand. She always snapped her hand back. The glow receded into the Seer then and the moaning resumed. 

Tirielle resolved to find a way to cure the girl. The torment painted on the smooth young face demanded it.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Forty-Eight

 

Nobody spoke for a moment. The sound of the sea lapping against Sturma’s shores was the only sound.

“How old were you?” asked Renir, finally.

“Just a boy. I lived on an island to the north of their lands. My people travelled and traded and collected. We collected books, knowledge. The library was the greatest in the whole of the eastern world, far greater than anything you could imagine, Renir. Greater, even, than the library of Beheth, on the Protectorate’s home land. In that country war has never struck, and the people build. Where this land is covered by endless abandoned fields and monuments to forgotten ancestors, where the wild has grown to cover the ancient places, Lianthre, as their country is called, is overgrown with cities. It is an enormous place, far larger than Draymar, a thousand times larger than Sturma. I don’t know why, but they decided it was not enough. My people, the library, everything sucked into the Protectorate and swallowed whole.” He laughed a hollow laugh. “And some in pieces.”

“And they are here now?” Renir asked Drun.

Drun stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Shorn has already seen them and I am not mistaken – they move on Shorn already. They have been to most places on this world and perhaps some other places. My Order has fought them through the ages and in every land known to us. I do not know for sure but reason suggests there are here in Sturma, too.”

“Then it’s high time we got a move on.” 

“Soon, Renir. I doubt they could move fast enough to find us here already. But they won’t stop until we’re dead. It won’t be easy but we must find a way to meet the First, Tirielle A’m Dralorn. The three must be together when the end comes. We are something the Protectorate fear. Is that not a fate worth having, mercenary?"

Shorn listened thoughtfully all the way through his monologue but when Drun was finished talking he looked at the priest dubiously. "Perhaps it is. I can think of worse futures than that for a man like me. No offence though old man, but it's a bit flimsy."

"Isn't it? But, with the key that unlocks the answer to their designs..." Drun placed his plate slowly in the sand. “Sybremreyen, our home, remembers everything, Shorn. There is no mistake.”

“What? A home remembers?”

“Yes, it always has. The Sard leave through death and return to Sybremreyen as babies. All had a life before and none remember ever again. The Caretaker, Sybremreyen remembers for us. The history of the world is written there, the lore, the very first word…it begins at the dark and chronicles the rebirth of light. It ends with us, Shorn. The Protectorate know the future, too. No matter where you go they will hunt you. If you come with me their gaze cannot see you. There is the trade off; you will need me to live, Shorn.”

"You really believe all this?”

“Yes. Only together can we awaken the red wizard, a being of power unlike any seen in the age of man. He alone can oppose the Protectorate. They long for the return, the return of the lords of this world – and others. A pure race, undiluted as the hierarchs and the more powerful than you could imagine. They would rule the whole of Rythe. Man would be no more than slaves, if they were allowed to exist at all. The wizard, our only chance for salvation, is in Teryithyr. There is no other way for us. It is written, and you cannot change it.”

It was all too much for Shorn to take in. The mercenary was accustomed to solid reality. Fate for Shorn was merely death at the end of a blade. He had never contemplated another end.

“What do you think, Renir?"

Renir put down a bone, which was now clean. "How do you know their designs are bad? Who says the signs are a harbinger of evil?"

"The Protectorate are evil. Even were it not written in stone, their actions cannot be denied. That this is a future they desire bodes ill for all people. Shorn, you think your actions evil? I know you do. Then imagine the death on your hands when you reach the eternal plane."

“I understand you and Renir think I am evil…”

“Not evil, thoughtless. This war you are a part of will cost thousands of lives. And to what end? For you to line your pockets with coin? What do you fight for Shorn? Money is no goal.”

“A priest I am not. I make no excuses for my actions.”

“No, you will not. Excuses do not negate misdeeds, only action can do that. I never understood why the light wanted you on its side. But you will be, whether you like it or not. You know the Draymar will head across the Northern Passes into Naeth and beyond. The Thane will be destroyed. Sturma will be finished. But now, aside from destruction, you have a purpose.” 

Shorn threw his bowl down. “What makes you think I’ll do anything for you? What has any of this to do with me?”

“You do this not for me, or them, but for good. For Rythe. And you’ll come with me because you owe me.”

Shorn let out a breath as Drun said this. He looked furious. “My life? You think my life is worth that!”

“Your life is to be for good. Whether you like it or not.”

"Whoa! Hold on.” Renir took a chance and laid his hand on Shorn’s arm to stay him before he could attack the old man. “What's your definition of good then?" Renir remembered who he was talking to and winced inside. Old man who not two days ago had slaughtered a band of Draymar in his sleep. He added, "Sorry – if you don't mind."

"Don't be silly, Renir. I am no different to anyone here. I told you I’m not a wizard. Go on."

"Well, it all sounds like religion to me. You're asking us to believe yours is better than the Hierarchy you talk about, yet they've been ruling this place for eons and both them and the Lianthrians are still there so..." He tailed off.

"It is a fair point. It is true, but all life on Rythe exists only at the whim of the Protectorate. The Hierarchy are merely figureheads. The Protectorate, however, live on the life of this planet. The Lianthrians are cattle."

"Well, that doesn't answer the question. Why are you better than the other option, them?"

"Why are you worried about whether it's good?"

"Because...I don't know."

"Because, I think good exists as do you and I. I think you know why you would choose to fight for Rythe. The returning race are evil. They were driven out of this world once before. They hunger for it again. They have always hungered for it. Sybremreyen remembers. Shorn, you know that there are certain undeniable tenets on which our lives are based. Because we try to impose a sensible, logical order on the world and cannot. Because the dark comes from the chaos and serves nothing but an imploding abyss. The return would feed that chaos, and light would be but a memory. We strive for good, Renir, because good is. Chaos is not and yet it is the largest part. We hold back the tide."

"That's entirely circular. I could say exactly the opposite and it would be equally true."

Drun chuckled and sighed.

"That's exactly it."

Shorn stormed off slowly. “I think I’ve had enough company for one day.”

It wasn’t true. Renir found him rambling and pacing on his crutch. 

"So North then?” He didn’t seem especially thrilled at the prospect. Renir saw Shorn finger the scar through his nose for the first time. The scar had freckles. Funny, he thought, I’d forgotten all about it. “Through the Protectorate,” Shorn continued, “into the most inhospitable land I know. And we don't know where this wizard is…" 

“Why don’t you want to go to Pulhuth?” asked Renir when Shorn paused for breath. 

“Because there’s someone I don’t want to meet who stayed there. When I first came to these lands that is where I landed, and I vowed never to return. It is desolation ten-fold. On top of that you know what’s involved. There’s no crossing but by sea. The Seafarers do not do favours lightly, and few know where they are…”

Drun walked silent up behind Renir. “But you do, don’t you Shorn?” Drun watched Shorn’s face. The man looked troubled. He desperately wanted a way out of this. Renir looked around behind him. He noticed Drun left no footprints in the sand.

All Renir could offer was: “The chances of meeting someone that far north after all this time are next to none.”

 “See…” Shorn was pacing erratically, “That’s what people don’t get about chance. Do you think chance doesn’t have a sense of humour? Ask someone who has been a saint all their lives – when was the last time you heard of a saint living out their life in peace? Chance only works where good and bad are uninvolved. Then it gets all skewed.” He poked the ground to accentuate his point, the wood of his crutch bent. “Bad holds all the cards, Priest. Don’t you realise that? I thought you were ‘learn-ed’. And what’s all this about a caretaker telling prophesies about this woman and me? And you?”

Drun held back an answer and listened patiently while Shorn ranted against the idea of heading of north. Drun knew he would eventually convince himself to go and that whether he liked it or not they would hunt for the wizard in his frozen tomb. 

Shorn argued anyway. He didn’t want to be seen giving in too easily.

Renir got the impression he would have complained at this point about going south on general principle of it being a direction in its own right. He let him rant and drifted into thoughts he didn’t want to think. The argument slid into a background drone and his thoughts attacked him with all the vigour of a stellar purge. The banter went on, growing heated, until Renir, so lost in the world of his own thoughts, muttered absentmindedly, "This is stupid."

“…not necessarily ‘a saviour’, Shorn. We don’t know – that’s why we have to find the wiz…”

”All I know is I don’t want to go north!” 

“Well we have to!”

Shorn and Drun untangled their sentences to focus on Renir. Renir paled a little at the sudden attentions of the scarred man and the worn man, but added, "Well, it is."

Breakfast was finished. Renir stood suddenly. 

He already knew she was gone but he had say goodbye properly.  "Come on, let's get this over with. Shorn, you know you’re going to go anyway so stop arguing."

Renir went into his house, got his sand shovel and walked off into the rolling dunes.
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Chapter Forty-Nine

 

The campfire crackled back from the woods as the Sard sat down for the evening with Tirielle. They insisted even the Protectorate could not move fast enough to reach them tonight, but come morning they would pack up and leave, whether Roth had returned or not. Tirielle was arguing with Quintal. It did not cross her mind to think her words might be overheard among the former dissidents, sitting at their own campfires huddled to protect themselves from the nightmares that would surely come. 

“Give me some food and a horse and I will go south myself. If you cannot save the girl as you claim, saying you have no powers although I do not believe it – then I will not run off on some fool errant quest for you.”

j’ark sighed. They had explained much about her destiny already, but she was stubborn. Unknown to them, Drun was having much the same trouble across the sea.

“Lady, we have already explained. Our magic power is non-existent. All that is invested in the Third, the Watcher. It was his duty to watch and when the first threat rose to call on us. Our powers are not magical Tirielle, not the magic you understand.”

“I do not care,” she said stubbornly, standing up. “When Roth returns we will leave. The Protectorate rise and that, j’ark, is what I don’t understand. Now the world needs paladins to protect it from the dark you would journey to a land with no people, this Teryithyr, and leave them behind. Well, I will not. The people need you, and if you will not lend your…talents…then the people will have to settle for myself and Roth.”

Typraille puffed his cheeks and glanced slyly at Cenphalph. “Very well, where you go, we go. Perhaps along the way, if it should just so happens that we end up in Teryithyr, well, who can help that? Eh? And by the time the seer is cured you’ll owe us.”

“I do owe you, you saved my life. I am grateful, Typraille. All of us? To Beheth? You should take the prisoners, we should take the girl. Beheth is far too easy a place to be found in, you would be exposed – I would be exposed, the girl wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“Well, if you go without us, you’ll be dead inside a week. To ordinary eyes we are ablaze, but to those magical – the Protectorate’s eyes – you will be all but invisible. Without us…” Typraille shrugged, “you’ll be a turtle in the sand.”

Tirielle looked at him with annoyance but sat down. “What do you mean?”

Cenphalph interrupted. Typraille tended to confuse issues. “The Protectorate already hunt you, Tirielle, for what you know, what you have done, who you are – there are many reasons and none matter. What matters is that you are the First. They will hunt you down and kill you. Now they know there was a seer in the caravan and that she has disappeared – even were you not such a valuable prize, Tirielle, you would still be hunted for your association with her. Neither of you are safe. With us, despite our lack of magic there are some blessings we receive – you will be hidden. We will come with you, and help the seer. Then we will bring you to your fate. There is no other way.” 

Perhaps she was tired and could not think straight, but the more they talked the more Tirielle came to believe them. The Protectorate had greater designs than she had imagined. The conquest in these foreign lands, the hunt for the wizard, and herself a part of the key. Fate had played her a losing hand. 

She wished Roth was around. The Order of Sard were all kind and deferential to her, but she needed some support against these strangers. They seemed to have the girl’s interested at heart but their interest in her must be unhealthy. No one person could be that important.

But then, if what they said was true, how could she refuse their quest? Stand against the Protectorate as she had always wanted or save one girl…

“Whatever you decide, we can wait no longer than morning.”

“It will be here in the morning,” promised Tirielle.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Fifty

 

The air above the grave had already been fetid when he had found her. It did not take Drun long to find it. The old priest (a priest with no congregation though he might be) had pointed out her grave to him and left him alone at his request. Renir knelt, with his knees either side of her, and begun shovelling dirt with his hands. Someone had buried the dog on top of Hertha. Renir looked at her and tried to think of something to say. Eventually, through his tears he said, “Goodbye.”

As an afterthought he added, ‘Whiney old cow.” 

He took a tear on the end of one finger, kissed the finger, wiped sand away with the back of his knuckles, and placed the tear on Hertha's lips. She looked serene, if dirty, and almost beautiful. She looked in death at peace. 

He took the dog out of the grave. It felt like it had been stuffed. 

He covered Hertha over, using his hands. 

He walked back to where the other two were waiting and still felt like he was saying goodbye. The dog lay stiff like a headstone on top of the grave.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Fifty-One

 

He overheard them talking where they stood over a shallow grave and the body it contained. 

They had shovelled dirt away from the body of one of the villagers. Renir saw it was Wenel, a regular travelling tradesman. Shorn heard him approach. 

"The wounds – see here? This is something I have not seen before. And the ambush...they act nothing like Draymar. It was not the Draymar that did this, was it?"

"No, this is the work of the Protectorate. See the cuts are all of the same type as each other – the Draymar were arrayed with differing arms, were they not?"

"Yes. And the taint."

Drun was surprised. "You feel the taint?"

"I felt the same thing before." He pulled his sword. It sang a melancholy flush of notes strung together by a spider’s web. Drun closed his eyes and let his head sway in an unfelt breeze. His eyes opened and blazed. The song changed to a warm strip of air on cool skin. 

Shorn sheathed the weapon and the song faded out.               "Before I met you in the hills, I was in a mercenary camp. One night I felt a presence and my sword sang out." 

"I think the song likes him," Renir interrupted. "It was Drun's hand on your sword that saved us from the Draymar."

"I don’t know, Renir – perhaps it did that because it didn’t like me. What happened?"

"When you touched the sword a beautiful, amazing sonorous horn sounded and blew the Draymar away from me like boats in a wave. It was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. I could see the sound! I don’t know what it was. I’ve never seen or heard its like before."

"Well, it seems there is yet much even I do not understand. The sword is an artefact, of that I have no doubt. Does it have a name?"

“It may have,” said Shorn. “I’ve never asked it. Did you look at her?”

“Yes, I saw her. I’ve said my goodbyes. Just one more to go.”               

Renir stood in front of the smithy, his last goodbye. As an afterthought he picked up the axe, beautifully carved hardwood haft, a metal guard for the upper hand, and leather binding cunningly wound around the handle. The pommel was of polished silver, the curved double head created a wicked ellipse. He swung it as Shorn approached from behind.

The suns cut wide shadow across the interior, making Shorn squint to see inside.

Renir said, “I’m taking this.”

“I can see why you would say goodbye here. A strange place to find a master smith." Shorn scratched at his face and continued. "Are you sure you want to come with us? You’re not a fighter, Renir.”

“I’m not a coward either. I know what will happen to Sturma if the Draymar advance unchecked. The Thane may be impotent now – he needs a chance to raise some sort of army though. You know as well as I do they’ll raze everything from coast to coast. We’re not ready for a war and I’ll not let my ancestors die for nought.”

“I will fight the Draymar where I can but we do not know where they strike! Surely you understand just how large Draymar is?”

“Not really,” admitted Renir. “But, irrespective of our foe’s might, surely there are only a limited number of places they can strike at Sturma? The mountains are our allies in this…”

“True, there are few places a force could cross the mountains, but enough. Regardless, you are not a fighter.” Shorn said this patiently and gently pushed to lower the axe, which had risen before Renir’s face unbidden. “I get the feeling Drun will see me battle before I die, but I don’t think he has it in for you.”

“Why are you doing this then? You do not seem to owe him anything.”

“Of course I do, and he knows it. He saved my life just as you did. “

“I’m taking this,” Renir said stubbornly. The axe was no heavier in his hands than a stick and yet it felt reassuringly solid. “I’m going.”

“Is it named?”

“No, Gordir made it, I know that.”

“Fine, but take the armour, too.”

Renir looked at the assortment, all was too large. Shorn explained. “You’ll live longer.”

“But it’s not made for me. It’s too big.”

“I know. Wear what does fit, we'll sell the rest and buy you something better.”

“I feel bad taking it from a friend.”

“He was a friend, wasn't he?”

“...”

“Good. We will need money and work like that will fetch a tidy sum. See if there is anything there that will fit you.”

Renir hefted the axe thoughtfully. Sunlight cast the etchings into deeper relief. Against the dark interior of the smithy the blade looked hollowed through. “You think I should name the axe?”

“No, but if you do, name it nothing dark.”

While Renir paced around the smithy, holding finely crafted armour against himself, Shorn left then came back with a sheet, which he laid upon the ground. Renir kept a pair of steel reinforced bracers, the steel bars thin and strong, built for sturdier forearms than Renir’s but he pulled them tight and they were quite snug. Shorn approved. “What about a helm?” Renir tried out both that were in the smithy, but neither felt right and he declined. A pair of greaves hung well from his belt, which he tied down with leather straps around his knees. He walked up and down for a while. 

“Do I look stupid?” he asked. 

“No more than usual. You’ll look better stupid than with no legs, though.” 
              “Here, put them in here.” They piled up the armour as Drun came up the street, leading the two horses. 

He knocked at the entrance to the smithy. “Come, we should not stay here any longer.”

Shorn nodded as he tied the knots on two bundles of armour, then secured them on the horse. “We’ll walk until we can sell this. Maybe there will be enough for another horse.”

“No need for that. I will find my own horse.”

“You have your own horse?”

“No,” Drun said. “But I will have.”
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Chapter Fifty-Two

 

Klan, impatient as ever, pulled at a long earlobe. The torture the Speculate had meted out was severe enough to cause him concern. The pain had been intense and half of Klan’s power was controlling the pain, half concentrated on healing and holding together shattered scribbled-on bones. He grimaced as he told Jek of the encounter with the golden priest, mourning his new bone archive, of which Brother San had just destroyed the feet parts, or the Urn era, as foolhardy historians would call it.

“They can no longer see him. It is as if he has disappeared. The old man shields him somehow. None have been able to find him.”

“Indeed?”

“Yes, Brother. I, too, thought it a myth.”

“And you are sure?”

“As sure as I can be. Power like that...his power rivals our own.”

“Nevertheless, Klan, I am pleased. Your latest failure has been assuaged. If he truly is the Sard, there is only one.”

“If the stories are true...”

Jek walked thoughtfully along the long approach to the front entrance of Arram. Jek gave no indication he was aware of Klan’s pain and walked on at normal speed. Klan followed on broken feet. The pillared entrance to their back flickered with lantern light in the distance, the dark night breeze lend the backing to their conversation as the gigantic trees that lined the road swayed and creaked. Both men wore bare feet. 

“A prize indeed, Klan. To capture the Sard! The secrets that man must hold.”

“You think it is true that he is immortal?”

“No man is immortal.”

“Then how? The stories go back as far as our records do. Records from over 7,000 years ago mention him.”

“That long? I must confess I have not read the records yet.”

“I have, Brother. I spent my time well while I waited on your return.”

“Then tell me what you have learned.”

Klan's features paled as he remembered. His flame turned inward, eyes dimming. Jek stood beside him when he stopped, looking in wonder through his own red eyes at Klan's sharp, pale face become transparent, veins tiny and large alike stand out in relief against skeleton, then like cooling fire turn back to normal. Klan shuddered a little and a small trickle of blood ran down his long black hair to fall with a thud against his clear toenail. He breathed deeply, slowly, returning to himself. He spoke. “It is still...difficult to control.” He would not admit that his injuries were troubling him. The sensation was extremely distracting. He could not keep a straight face as a smile bubbled underneath. If such delights were the price of failure…it would not last forever though. The Protectorate did not bear failure lightly. His position was already tenuous.

“I have never seen that. What did you just do?”

“I could never read and remember our entire records in two days. I explored within this new magic and found a way.”

“A way to what?”

“Remember it all.”

“The magic remembers?”

“No. I think the magic is shifting...a membrane being pulled...it does not remember. I burned it into my skeleton. Every word. I can send my eyes…inward. It is...disturbing. To see so much of ones' self.”

Jek tapped a finger against his ring. His robe covered his head. He stood a full foot taller than Klan and was a powerful man, rare among the Protectorate. 

He walked with a gnarled black cane of ancient wood and did not limp.

“Please...tell me what you have gleaned from yourself.”

“It is strange. I feel there is more to this. Facets to this story we do not understand.”

Jek was uncharacteristically gracious. “Tirielle should have been killed when she was a child but we did not know then who she was to become. We only found her when she returned from exile. I have found more than even the Ordanals are aware of…”

“You did not tell Mermi anything important, I trust?”

“No, Brother, I had the records mostly to myself and did not see her while I was there, just the librarians. They must have thought it odd, especially the speed at which I read, but did not remark. Nevertheless, there have been reports from various sources, but under various names…the records are old and to learn all the old tongues will take me some time longer.”

“Well, that proves he is not immortal!” 

“Perhaps, but even so, despite those differences the stories bear remarkable similarities. A man of power; golden, butter, yellow, straw, sandy eyes; a hero to people in all the stories. This man – or men, granted – could be anything, otherworldly beast, a man who takes other men's face through the ages, or just remarkable coincidence. What a remarkable significance, though. 

“Thirty-seven definite examples of one man at portentous events throughout our history. Five thousand years ago Hirith Gorlan, Master Ordanal at the time, proposed the theory of an 'eternal saint'." Klan was deep in concentration again, inner glow hot against his skin. "Saint in our language of the time, interestingly, was 'daenmor'.”

“Opposer?”

“Yes. The old Hierarchs use it still.”

Klan looked out of the corner of his eye at Jek.

“He surmised that this eternal saint was one man, throughout the ages described as a meddler. The man would be there, fighting for good – but on each occasion the man would be fighting against the Protectorate. I can see the links, Brother. He or they fought against us. Accounts of human tales call him 'Vigilant', the Sturmen referred to him as 'The Eyes of the Sun,' the Archive contained reference to 'End Watcher'. An older account says he has the power to burn, use animals, fly even. There is a list...I will compile it for you to look over. Most are ridiculous and surely impossible even for us. But it sounds like there are humans with powers like our own.”

“What happened to Gorlan?”

“Hirith Gorlan was discredited, for two thousand years after his death called by historians 'Gorlan the Immortal Fool' in reference to his theory. No mention is made of the theory again. But – ” Klan held up a finger “ – during that time the Archive records, which we now have, mention him seventeen times in their part of the world. I think he fled these shores and worked on Sturma, and then came back here.”

“Good. Thank you for your report.” Jek was becoming more and more concerned that everything was transparent to Klan. “You understand as I do that for these two to live would mean the return might not take place. I believe it is time we called the Speculate for this. It is too early yet.”

Jek's cane rapped the stone road. He swung it in his hand as he turned to walk back. Klan followed him and continued. “I am sure with the power of the Speculate fully behind us we will find them, and the lock, the red wizard. The scrolls merely confirm what we already knew – he is in the frozen north on the continent of Sturma.”

“Well, that is good news.”

“Ah-hgam. There is more yet.”

“What is it?” Jek's hood cast his face into deep shadow.

“I think there is much more than one ‘Sard’. I don't think he is an immortal. I think the Order of Sard is not one man, but many that live in the same time. There are other reports, reports that no one has picked up on, of armoured swordsmen, who ride great steeds. They are the warriors of legend too, and in many incidents work against us also…” He stopped and looked Jek in the eye. “They, too, have yellow eyes.”

“Why have I never heard of this?”

Klan saw no deceit there, but how easy was it to fake for men like them? He may be favoured but it was still sensible to show caution when dealing with Jek. He saved the best for last, just to see the expression on Jek’s face.

“We have only looked to the mystical. We have ignored most other history. These warriors – if the two are somehow connected – have no magic, they are swordsmen. Great, no doubt, but nothing more than swordsmen. The Protectorate has long been focused on preventing an awareness of magic among the humans. We are more powerful than the Hierarchy, yet even we have overlooked the Sard and been beaten so many times…and perhaps once more… While you were away, the lady Tirielle A'm Dralorn has been taken from a caravan headed here. Several of the guards reported. They were tortured for their cowardice in running away, but we rewarded them for the message. They also claimed that the men who took them were armoured swordsmen...”

Jek began to walk with urgency. Klan smiled and followed.

“Wipe that smile off your face, Brother.” 

The smile disappeared as the sun set. Klan decided to keep the news of the swords, and more importantly the seer, to himself.
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Chapter Fifty-Three

 

In the cold black expanse of space light snuck through. Even the overpowering dark could not hold back the suns’ light. 

A million suns spoke at once. 

Messages contained in light travelled the wide empty seas between solar systems, between galaxies. The universe watched their passage with interest and read the fear there. 

It passed the messages on. Even a universe could die. 

The thread of fear clung to the words and grew with each new telling. Terror leapt from the dark abyss and clung to each letter as it travelled by. The darkness tried to bow the waves but they carried on, pulling the dark space behind it, unstoppable, dragging it. The light pushed through the black wide oceans between the inhabited spaces of the universe, outside time and cold with loneliness. The messages passed the birthplaces of their creators, the empty husks where once great thinkers were no longer present, the absence there greater for their having been. The stars mourned the death of their kin and spoke in hushed tones across the vast expanse. Empty playgrounds were all that remained, comets gliding listlessly, looking for a home.

In time that would seem eternal to mortal eyes a message of ten thousand years, passed from sun to sun, reached Carious. Carious told Dow, and both looked out on the world of their creation and knew why mortals fear. 

They passed the light on, giving it their blessing, adding in a question, to each corner of space. Asking when.

 The words, powered again, given new light, flew free and wrote bold in the darkest places: WE CAN HOLD THEM NO LONGER. THEY RETURN.

Carious and Dow added in their shame: (OUR CHILDREN RETURN. THE CYCLE IS COMPLETE) 

Hidden in the particles around the light another message came free: (THE CYCLE IS RENEWED.)

Carious and Dow turned their infinite eyes to Rythe. Its children were lost again. 

In light only Rythe could understand the suns cried out. 

Last of the abomination. Cursed child. Awake.


In every legend the Lianthrians imagined the dark was on the outside. 

It wasn’t. The dark permeated ever corner of the universe and they were stuck inside with it.  
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Chapter Fifty-Four

 

The sound of breaking branches and thrashing underbrush dispersed the huddled serenity of the Pale
Forest. The sounds hung in the moist air where nothing but drips of sunlight broke through; each crack of a brittle branch under Roth’s feet began sharp and clear then pulled up short like a spear through water, finally dragged to sleep on the ground with the other sounds resting there. 

The Pale
Forest, its ancient heart unmolested since creation, covered hundreds of miles from Arram in the south-east of Lianthre, creeping west where it eventually cleared into the long marshland and the coast beyond. 

Peace was only ever an illusion. The minute conquests of insects took place on every available field of battle. The trees cried out to birds and gave them nourishment. Beast clung to the knobbly trunks of trees, the girth of some of the oldest Pluan trees wider than the Ludfern’s grasp, the spiked and segmented parasites that fed off them and protected them from predators. Ludferns on larger trees dragged themselves round the bark too slowly to fend off the Ghuth…viscous fluid seeped through the bark from grotesque scars of livid open flesh wherever the Ludfern could not reach. 

The beasts’ chitterings quieted and stopped as the sounds of the rahken’s passage reached their assorted senses. 

Roth continued on its course, winning each collision and leaving a freshly broken path for its return. Torn branches and leaves poked out through its tangled matt of hair, though none were thick enough to pierce its hide. A whip-thin cut had marked the leathery skin above its eyes but did not bleed. 

Roth followed the path north where the lighter leaves that got more sun pointed, lighter in Roth’s eyes. It knew night was high in the hidden sky above. Tirielle and the Sard would not be pleased with its news but as hard as Roth had wished it could explain the need for this journey to Tirielle, it still needed permission. 

The journey would not be an easy one. That even Roth’s parents, waiting for them in its childhood home, might not have the answers was something it had no wish to burden Tirielle with. 

The warrior ran on as the light rose behind it.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Fifty-Five

 

She had kept her promise. Roth made it back for morning.

The new companions were preparing to break camp when Roth returned, breaking through the undergrowth with such force and suddenness it had almost got itself killed as both Cenphalph and Disper, standing closest, had their swords aimed at Roth before they realised who it was. 

“I made it in time…” Roth breathed when the swords were lowered, chest heaving from exertion and relief. 

Tirielle bolted across the camp, a grin on her face, as Cenphalph and Disper, smiling too, lowered their swords and welcomed the travelling warrior. 

 Tirielle hugged Roth as hard as she could – not very hard as her arms only reached half the way around it. 

“I’m so glad to see you! Where have you been?”

“I have been home, Tirielle. I regret to be the bearer of such news, but it is where we must go.”

“But we head south, to Beheth. Roth! There is so much to tell. We have found the seer.” Tirielle added sadly, “but she is suffering from a malady unlike any we have ever seen...” 

Roth sighed and laid a great hand on Tirielle’s shoulder. “It is good that you have found her. She must come, too. I have been instructed to take you all home with me for council. All of you.”

Cenphalph, waiting silently, spoke. “Roth, I do not think we can protect such a large group, wherever it is we travel.”

“It matters not,” replied Roth. “We must all go, for your plans – ” at this Roth fixed on Disper,  “ – and for mine. The rahkens have arts…secret arts…that may help.”

Quintal came and joined them. “Welcome back, Roth. It is good to see you.”

“It is good to see you, too. I was trying to explain that we must go to my home. It is but a few days from here and we must leave soon. You have stayed in this place for too long and it is no longer safe.”

Quintal nodded. “But Tirielle insists that we go south to Beheth. We search for a cure for the seer there.”

“My people have as much chance of curing the girl, if not more, than all of you searching the library for answers that may or may not be there. My home is on the way, and if you feel the need or my kin cannot be of assistance, then we can go on from there. It will be safe from the Protectorate hunters too, who will be out looking for us soon, if they are not already.”

Quintal looked questioningly to Tirielle, who asked, “What if your people cannot aid us?”

“Then we will continue on to the library and hope to find some answers there. Either way these people need sanctuary.”

“There are too many, and we haven’t the means to protect them,” said Quintal.

Roth explained slowly, “You have here an assembly of magicians unseen in this age – in most, it is likely the merest spark, in some it may be strong enough to nurture… The rahkens teach that all nature’s gifts should be nourished and allowed to become what they will. This is but my belief, but Tirielle, do you not seek answers to the Protectorate conundrum? Do you think when the time comes that answers will be enough to defeat them? You will need allies, and in these dishevelled lost souls allies you have. My family will teach them how to survive and use their skills for living. Besides, do you truly think if we leave these people here now they will live another year? They have been marked and the Protectorate do not make mistakes – this you know only too well, my Lady.”

Quintal nodded his agreement, and said to Tirielle, “Roth does make a persuasive case. Friends in the times ahead will be beyond value.”

Tirielle sighed. “I had hoped to avoid dragging more people into this…I thought perhaps they would go their own when we reached safety, but…”

“I think,” Cenphalph interrupted carefully, “People will be dragged into this whether we like it or not.”

Hair covered her face for a moment before Tirielle agreed. “You are both right, of course. We have to help even if it makes the going harder.” Tirielle rapped her knuckles against Cenphalph’s armour, eliciting a bony ting, and said, “Friends are indeed hard to come by,” before walking across camp to give the news to the waiting prisoners. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Fifty-Six

 

For two days the group walked and camped together. The leader of the Sard insisted they stay together. It was not safe in the Pale
Forest, according to him, but Turentil, one of the dissidents, had seen nothing untoward. The constant companionship was too much for her. She needed to feel the wind on her face, the bustle of the forest, without the taint of human words. 

She walked at the rear of group, dropping back to coo inanely at a helting mir hanging from one of the lower branches of a tree.

The rest of the group walked ahead in one column, with the marvellous and strange warriors at the outsides. For the past couple of nights Turentil had grown tired of the incessant hum that came from the only man she had never seen without his helm. He hummed his annoying tune all night long. 

Turentil dallied on the broken path behind the others and marvelled at the splendid variety that made up these forest depths. 

Here a beautiful tree with only long leaves where branches should be, a huge proboscis quietly sampling the moisture that dripped down from the canopy lolled sideways toward her; there against the bark of a larger tree a pulsing sparkling mass of fungi that shifted to let insects crawl through its mass, as though the insect was made of fire and it of flesh; to all sides, unseen behind the thickest leaves, the cries of the forest menagerie assailed her as the beast bristled and swooned and snattered their secret messages.

She was distracted by a strange cry that stood out from the others, a cry more human than beast. Her neck ached from looking up for so long. As she looked ahead she saw sparkles momentarily flitting in and out of darkening vision. Probably just weakness from the ordeals of the last week. She swayed slightly in the breeze and looked ahead to where the rest of the group should have been, but were not. 

Odd, she thought. I can’t have been here that long. Then, that cry again. Insistent, a cry for help, she thought. I should go help. 

She made to move her feet and was confused for a second when they did not move. She looked down to where her body had been. 

Slimy jaws engulfed her. Opaque sightless eyes stared through her. 

The cries were hers and hers alone.

 

*

 

Chapter Fifty-Seven

 

Quintal took a tally. Another two lost during the day. No matter how many times warned the dissidents to stay with the group, the Sard could not protect them all. Even the forest, it seemed, was against them. Frustration welled inside and had no place to go. 

Roth had said the journey would take no more than three days for a human, but it was two days in already and the group was making no better progress. They could no doubt make greater haste were the group smaller, but all told there were nine horses, one rahken, Tirielle, the Seer (pulled by two of the horses, which needed to travel abreast; this meant more time spent clearing a path for them) the nine members of the Order of the Sard and seventeen dissidents. They had lost five, and infuriatingly Quintal had no idea to what. He could fight a beast he could see, but this was something different entirely. Roth had not been much help either – according to Roth the rahkens did not wander into the woods. There were beasts here whose cunning would defeat brute force with ease. Roth’s advice had been to travel around the borders of the forest, but that would have meant a journey of at least two weeks out in the open with a band of prisoners who did not look able to take care of themselves. 

They were no mewling babies, though. Some, like Garner, took to hardship like they were born into it. He had taken the mantel of leadership among the group, asking for things that the Sard had not thought to provide or providing them himself. Quintal was grateful for the support. After initial teething problems (j’ark had been openly against the idea of taking so many wards on a jaunt through the dangerous woods), the Sard were getting along with the former prisoners, gradually drawing them out of their shock and into life again. They helped clear the ground for camp each night and had begun to take an interest in what was going on around them. Dark patches were still visible under most of their eyes, but even the fear that pervaded the forest could not dent their spirits. 

On the third day a dissident laughed. The forest shrank back for a moment. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Fifty-Eight

 

On the east coast of Sturma three new allies headed tentatively north to petition the Thane of Naeth for his support in the inevitable war against Draymar. Thud carried the armour, led by Renir. Only Shorn, under orders from Drun, rode, although the other two were probably in greater need of a saddle. Both hobbled. 

Shorn’s leg was healing fast. It was still weak and scarred but the bruising had paled significantly and the mercenary was no longer irritable with scratchiness. He was still irritable though, and Renir looked away whenever Shorn tentatively dismounted. He was obviously in pain but did not want to admit it to the others. He did not complain; he was just grouchy instead. His infirmity obviously bothered him. 

Renir wished he would complain like everybody else and get on with it. 

Apart from the accompanying pity, Shorn bore his pain well. It reminded Renir that the few aches he suffered would be counted as nothing more than a ‘light engagement’ by the mercenary. Shorn’s left arm was healing but muscle had been torn from the outside of his forearm making his grip almost entirely reliant on his right hand. Last night at camp was the first time Renir had seen him exercise the wasted arm, standing a way off from the camp to be alone and moving with exotic grace. Occasionally the fire would glint from the slow-moving sword. It looked troublingly like exercise to Renir. 

The three settled quickly into a rhythm. Shorn practised while Renir marvelled at the Watcher’s tales over the campfire. He began to wish he had had the opportunity to travel and learn as much. Then he realised he did have the opportunity and that he was doing it now. His clothes chafed, his horse rode unmounted, his feet bled, his sleep was…troubling…and, he ached constantly. The stories Drun told of great adventures and his long years of travel didn’t reflect reality. 

Renir could not wait until his aching muscles were back to their normal painless weakness.  

Neither of the other two, despite infirmity and injury, complained about their suffering. On some childish level this annoyed Renir. He felt churlish for the thought but savoured it quietly anyway. 

With no real thoughts of danger, Drun asserted that they were safe from all eyes while he was with them, magical or otherwise, they talked all day and passed the miles. In the evening Shorn asked Renir if he had thought of a name for his axe. Renir replied not yet, but that he would name it. 

“Be careful,” the mercenary told him. “You give a weapon a name, you give it a soul, a destiny…”

Both Drun and Renir skirted around the issue of Shorn’s scar until Renir’s curiosity got the better of him. 

No answer was forthcoming.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Fifty-Nine

 

The following morning the former prisoners were all looking forward to new meals and safe haven. The bright and earnest hope on each of the prisoners’ faces drew their grins wider as they speculated on the rahken camp and meeting more of the enormous beasts. Not one of the former prisoners had seen a rahken as close as they had to Roth and most had believed them to be mere animals. Roth had proved them gladly wrong. It was fast becoming an unexpected hero to them, with its calm wisdom and quiet caring for people it knew nothing of. 

Tirielle listened to their hushed conversations, acting as counterpoint to the helmed warrior’s constant hum, which she all but ignored now after three days. The only time he stopped was when he ate.

To her left walked Quintal and j’ark. She strained her ears to hear them. 

“Sometimes there is no need to kill, j’ark. I have taught you this lesson time and time again. It is something you seem to refuse to learn.”

“And I have, time and again, explained that sometimes force is the only language.”

“But when force becomes your language of choice the darkness seeps in. Of that I need you to be mindful.”

“Would you have had me battle the guards with fanciful words?”

“No,” Quintal replied sadly, “you did well and we are proud. But I know you did not need kill the first man.”

J’ark looked slightly uncomfortable with himself but only said, “I know that, too.”

He nodded to the leader of the Sard and walked to the back of the group. Tirielle watched him for a while, trying to catch his eye, but Quintal called her over. Before he could speak she said, “What was that about?”

“Nothing, Lady, nothing.”

“Don’t give me that,” she replied. “You may as well tell me, because I’ll not give up.”

Quintal laughed. “Well, that may prove a useful trait. Fair enough. We were arguing as always about how to fight our battles. He believes force is the only way to deal with force. I believe sometimes if you fight force in kind you only make it grow. Unfortunately we may both be right or wrong – in our world there is no way to test it.”

Tirielle pondered this for a moment. “Perhaps sometimes you have to offset the bad against the greater good.”

“But then we excuse evil, justify evil in the name of good.”

“But who’s to say murder is evil? Sometime it is unavoidable.”

“I have found that. But I wish with all my heart that it were not true.”

Both fell to silence until Tirielle spoke. “Does j’ark always fight alone?”

“No, but he is our…ambassador.” At this Quintal allowed himself a bemused chuckle.

“Seems silly to choose an ambassador if you are worried about his morals,” said Tirielle. ”Well, ambassador or not, maybe you should think about giving him a rest? If it is always his responsibility to be first into battle, did you not think it would change him, that the blood would sway him as it does others?”

Quintal pondered this for a moment. “It is a wise suggestion, Tirielle, and I thank you for it. Unfortunately, j’ark’s role is that of ambassador and ambassador he will stay.”

“But why? I mean, if he’s not very good at it?”

“Because it is the job he least wants to do.”

“That makes no sense.”

Quintal sighed. “One day it will.” She waited for him to explain but he just added, “But enough, I must go and talk with Roth. I hope we will emerge from these blasted woods soon.”

“I should go and talk with j’ark. He seems sad.”

Quintal looked surprised. “I don’t think that is the case. He is a strong man.”

Tirielle tutted and said, “For someone of such obvious learning you aren’t too bright are you? Doubt makes all of us sad.”

With that she went to the back of the line and walked beside j’ark. Quintal watched her go. Thinking, as always.

j’ark looked up from his feet and at Tirielle with his glorious kind eyes and said, “My apologies, Tirielle, I am not in much of a mood for conversation at the moment.”

“Deep in thought, eh? Perhaps some female company would raise your spirits?” She said with a cheeky glint.

“You are right, Lady, just not today.”

Tirielle resolved not to leave him to wallow. “Well, I’m not leaving, so you may as well tell me what the man with the helm is up to. I’ve been wondering ever since you rescued me – by the way, I believe I owe you my life.” She paused for a second, “Although I think Roth may have it first. Sorry, what about the man in the helm?”

“Do ladies always struggle with so many thoughts in their heads?”

“Have you never met a Lady before?” Tirielle prodded.

“No – perhaps – I do not know. My life before is a mystery to me. As it is for all of us. We are called to service and lose all that came before. I have not met a woman since travelling to Sybremreyen.”

“What is Sybremreyen?”

“It is our home and our teacher. It is the womb into which we are born, the grave where we leave our former lives behind. It is the reason we are here.”

“Well, what is it then?”

“Our temple. We train for war and learn like children until we are ready for our time in the world.”

“Do you come from Lianthre then? You do not have the look of a Lianthrian.” 

“No, I do not think so. Forgive me, I am not being coy, but I do not know where I come from – I come from Sybremreyen, as do we all. I will serve Sybremreyen until my death. Then another will take my place.”

Tirielle glanced around her and saw the group up ahead, the distance between them growing. She didn’t mind – it was good to have this man to herself. “Tell me more.”

He laughed. “You are inquisitive. That is a good thing.”

“But you are not.”

j’ark paused for a moment. “I understand what you mean, but it is not that. I am inquisitive about everything. But…my interest is tempered by the certain knowledge that I serve Sybremreyen and a purpose as great as Rythe herself. My past is no longer important – I do not worry overly about it. Should it have been that important I know that Sybremreyen would not have taken me from it.”

“What about me?” Tirielle hoped for the right answer.

He looked with sad longing into her shining dark eyes. “We must find the red wizard. He is the only one with the answers. That is my duty. I am sorry, Lady, but you are part of the duty also.” 

He looked into her eyes and saw nothing there. She had closed her soul to him immediately. Like she was used to warding off hurt. It saddened him more than the absence of love in his life ever would. 

“Then I am a creature of duty,” she said with a pout.

“Forgive me, you are offended.” He took her arm gently in an attempt to draw her back.

“No, no. I understand duty better than most.” Tirielle’s smile looked forced.  

“Perhaps we should change the subject?”

“Very well.” 

Conversation flowed more easily after a time. The group ahead had opened still more distance. Tirielle and j’ark wandered behind, falling back until they could only see the occasional hint of cloth through the brush and trees. They spoke quietly, listening to the forest melody in the spaces between their words. 

“So, Briskle hums through his helm to keep the animals at bay. Creatures can listen to him, and Yuthran talks for him…but how does it work?”

“It is like all our ‘powers’ – I guess you would describe them so – born of repetition. There is not always but often one among us who has no power of speech. The one is given Sorin’s Helm. The helm, as all our armour remembers each bearer. It grants them the power to speak where others cannot.”

“What is your special power then?”

j’ark laughed lightly. The woman before him was perceptive, a pleasant companion for the journey ahead. “I have no ‘special’ powers, nor do the rest of us…apart from the Third. We merely have knowledge and practice on our side.”

“The Watcher, the three – I understand you all think I am a creature of fate – but what does all that mean?”

“I’m sorry, it is not for me to say.”

Tirielle tried to hold her annoyance in check. “Nobody seems to want to tell me what is going on.”

“I am sorry, Tirielle, but this is not for me to tell. You have been told all that we know.”

“Grrnn. Nnn.”

j’ark laughed again. He looked at the woman before him, just a girl really, and estimated her age at around thirty. She was still smooth skinned and shined inside with a fantastic light he saw in the other members of his order. He could not see it in himself. The chaste light from above gave soft luscious shadows on her face a mischievous tone, her lips parted showing her ivory teeth and the flecks of pure white there. The jagged tooth at the top was sheered across. He took in the muscle in her neck curving like a vine down to the hollow in her throat, the smoothness of her skin and his breath caught.

He found he did not want to move. Something…peaceful…about being with her. His feet stopped moving. There was a softness to the forest, a gentle sussuration…the sound of the insects, maybe, the…

The moment was broken. 

Roth ran at them, shouting, “Run!” 

Briskle rode thumping behind the rahken, shielded behind a wall of sound originating somewhere behind his eyes, the hum shaken out and woven into a thin, unbreakable barrier. 

j’ark had a moment to admire the speed with which Roth travelled. He watched in awe for a second, then Roth was past them. More urgently, quietly this time, it said, “Run…”

Briskle stood tall in the saddle. The humming grew.

“Follow the others out, they are just ahead and my home is not far now,” Roth called over its shoulder. Briskle nodded to j’ark and geed his horse in front, facing the dull cracking sounds that the two could hear coming from behind them, where they had already walked. j’ark could hear Roth crashing through undergrowth, then come to a stop, behind them. Sounds like symbols, joining the singing (who was singing? Who could be singing in a place such as this?).

j’ark and Tirielle dumbly watched Briskle. He sat tall and proud in the saddle, a glorious tune coming from his helm. Tirielle imagined if she touched it the helm would make her finger numb for hours. 

The spell broke. 

Suddenly, j’ark and Tirielle could see the forest for what it was. Three limbless beasts from nightmares burst from the ground, thick as trees, and pulled themselves up to sway blindly in the air. 

They could see them now through the trees. In sound they were beguiling; in sight they were hideous to look at. Great blind eyes of beasts that burrowed through the ground roamed at the tip of the fat ugly worms were a head should have been. No mouth was visible, but atop (and it must be the top, reasoned Tirielle, for it was pointing up) the head tiny holes arrayed, still pumping sound into the air, but now Briskle had broken the spell on them they could hear it for what it truly was. The awful wailing of the hungry, mindless curden, monstrosities that emerged from underground burrows to lull their prey into senselessness with siren song. Tirielle and j’ark had been prey, just like the others who had not been so fortunate. 

Colour would not hold. The grey pallor of the curdens’ hides was heretical among the lush colours of the forest. 

The worms thumped against the dirt and they came forward. 

Claws came to bear as Roth said, “You’d better get back with the others. I will hold them here.”

“Well, it seems my sword is already drawn, Roth,” j’ark said with a smile.

A cacophony of sound blasted forth from the creatures. Tirielle saw Briskle’s face set, grimly, as he waited for it to hit. Tirielle screamed and held her ears. The helm began shaking unbelievable fast against Briskle’s helm. It knocked him from his horse. 

The worms smacked against the earth again and slid for them. Briskle bled inside his helm.

“Tirielle!” j’ark cried out. “Get back!” Briskle dusted himself off and ran forward, plain steel sword in hand, and hacked with all his might at a beast attacking Roth. 

j’ark pushed Tirielle onto the horse. “Go!” he shouted, slapping the horse’s rear.

He saw her go, letting his attention drift for just a moment to make sure, then joined the fray.

 

The beasts were obviously blind; their eyes looked like dead ocean pools. Blind or not they knew exactly where the three warriors stood. 

One’s head snapped forward, previously invisible jaws came into existence, opening wide enough to engulf a man. j’ark struck instantly causing the jaw to snap shut as his blade clove through the bottom jaw. A hideous wailing replaced what all those less fortunate before them had failed to hear…the soporific murmur that came from holes in the top of the beasts’ heads. The howls continued, not stopping even when j’ark pressed forward to strike again, but rising in tenor as heads whipped round to battle their food. j’ark drove his fine blade into an eye, hoping for the brain, but the beast merely shook its head and flung the warrior to the ground. He leaped to his feet. He stabbed again, and again. 

Roth slashed, Briskle hacked. Still the beasts came on.

He jumped out of range just as a giant head smacked into the ground where he had been. A torn head rose up and took aim again. 

j’ark glanced down to the crushed forest at his feet. Green blood lay there. 

“I think it’s time we left!” he cried, and turned and ran. The other two followed behind him.

They met Unthor, protecting the rear of the party in a few minutes. 

Roth sped past the stragglers, shouting, “Follow me!” as it went. Everyone broke into a run and the crashing sound of breaking wood almost covered the sound of earth and roots being pulled from the ground behind. Cenphalph and Unthor, both mounted, joined j’ark and Briskle at the rear. They watched the forest floor tear itself loose. 

“We can’t hurt them!” 

Briskle shrugged and hacked again, fighting on the backfoot all the time as he retreated.

 “Then we slice them to pieces!” shouted Unthor, sword sweeping down over his head and into the head of one beast as tall as him on his horse. “Come, fight back to the others!” He finished shouting as he was trying to pull his sword free from one of the slimy worms. Another butted Briskle and sent him flying.

j’ark and Cenphalph battled the creatures back, holding them until the creatures seemed to realise the easier prey was escaping and moved to flank them. They were thankfully slow. Briskle shook his head as if stunned as Unthor turned his horse and pulled the helmed warrior up behind him.

Cenphalph pulled j’ark up behind him and the laden horses galloped under already broken branches, calling out, “They’re coming!” as they retreated. They emerged ahead of the beasts to see the Sard standing at the edge of the wood, swords at the ready. 

Roth did not look up. It was kneeling and beating a round rock against the stone. There were other holes spotted around the rock clearing and ahead of them smooth nameless hills covered a horizon bereft of trees. Nothing grew on the rock, just cold greys and browns and potted holes.

Tremors grew and the beasts crashed from the shade and into the suns. Maws opened to show putrid flesh that covered the roofs of their mouths. They let out another cry, this time battered back by Briskle’s talent, then slid, faster now on rock, toward the group. The Sard advanced with studied steps. It was the first time Tirielle had seen any but j’ark with sword in hand. They all took the same stance, one foot behind the other, sword in both hands, although some held their swords high, some to the side, and some in front. 

Then, they charged.

Tirielle called to Roth, “Roth, help us!” but the rahken seemed lost in thought, beating out an arrhythmic tune on the stone drum by its knees. She put herself in front of the huddled group, mainly staring in wide-eyed, multi-coloured terror as the monsters pushed the battling Sard toward them. Cenphalph hacked at a fallen slug, his sword rising and falling and spraying thick algaeic blood in greener curves against the backdrop of trees. 

Quintal fought back two of the beasts, slashing with futile power at flesh that gave happily, slices evident on his foe but seemingly ineffective. j’ark fought with Unthor and Yuthran, each advancing and falling like waves fighting against the shore.

Now detached from ground the beasts’ full size was apparent – two thirds of their length held them fast against the ground, the body raised up, crashing its weight down like a weapon and making the Sard dive and roll to escape. The beasts were pushing into the midst of the Sard line now, bleeding but not one yet fallen. Pushing them back toward the unarmed men and women behind them. They would not hold them back for much longer.

Time dragged on as the creatures fought ever closer to their prey, all but ignoring the Sard now. Their horses, standing like sentinels around the prisoners, looked on, impatient to join the battle. Tirielle lost track of time. Each time a sword stroke fell she looked up and expected to see the suns move, but there was no change. They fought on. 

Then she felt pounding, rising up through her feet. Thud, thud, as it shook her teeth. She looked around, and there, the prisoners shaking, terror growing. 

A rumbling joined the clamour, slow and gentle at first, then grew, becoming insistent. A scrabbling sound fast approaching gradually drowned out the fight, and the other prisoners began exclaiming in fear. Some began to scream, “They are coming from under us! They’re under us!” and panic. Tirielle tried vainly to make them stand fast – to have them bolt now was surely to lose them all. The scrabbling grew louder. The sound was coming from the holes in the rock. Round holes, like the beast. 

“Get back from the holes!” she shouted, running around the former prisoners, screaming in their faces. “They are coming from the holes! Stay away from the holes!” 

Some ran blindly, thinking only of getting away. Two more of the prisoners were lost that day. One of the lucky prisoners ran blindly for the hills…straight over a hole in the rock and disappeared, only to reappear, legs unmoving, slowly. He fell out to one side looking down at his feet in sheer, gibbering terror.

Light came from the hole. A lump of pointed, light refracting, pink crystal pushed it out. A small cluster of crystal emerged. Tirielle cried out to Roth for help, but turned to see her friend and ally had joined the fight, where it was driving claw and fist and tooth into the thick slippery hides of the growing army of worms at the edge of the wood, seemingly oblivious to her. She bunched her fists and walked to the hole where the shining crystal was slowly rising. Then another hole began to shine, and another, until all around her, in each and every hole, crystals shone with internal light and grew out of the holes slowly. Then, massive crystal hands clawed at the smooth rock sides of each hole, looking for purchase. Tirielle ran to the nearest and punched at a hand, trying to make the thing fall back. She pulled her hand back from searing pain and looked at the flayed flesh on her knuckles. She backed away and the crystal grew. 

The thing’s crystal head fell back to look at her and she backed away in terror as she realised what they were. Huge gauntlets encrusted with crystalline formations grown in the depths of earth, razor sharp across a million tiny peaks, pushing at the ground. Golems of crystal. The light from the two suns sought out every facet as they became revealed making them glitter. The crystal warriors rose up, dragging themselves from the holes to stand huge before the screaming dissidents. They advanced – toward the worms.

The Sard saw the new threat and backed away, once more putting themselves between the threat and the innocent. The Golems seemed uncomfortable – managing to somehow convey meaning by merely standing. They stepped past the Sard, ignoring them, heading for the worms. The slimy beasts stopped for a second, sensing a new threat. Their heads shifted this way and that. Tirielle shielded her eyes as the light reflected in prisms became too bright for human eyes.

Roth battled on alone and unaware for a second, until it too caught sight of the Golems out of the corner of its eye and backed away. It stood back to see what would happen.

Then, faster than she would have expected, the crystal warriors fell upon a mutual enemy.  

Gauntlets swung at the worms with tremendous power. Each blow drew a thousand cuts. Huge fists smashed gaping holes where the Sard’s swords had only drawn blood. The golems punched and kicked, using their entire bodies as weapons, smashing and driving holes clear through flesh, chunks of worm and glutinous blood sliding off the crystal, finding no purchase despite the thousand chasms. For the few seconds that the battle lasted the Golems stood proud and shining as the ground gradually changed colour and the sound of agony passed into peaceful death. The worms battled mindlessly for a time, until the opponents with no faces wore them down. Even beasts know defeat. 

The survivor retreated, leaving a dark slick trail behind it.

When the battle was finished, the gigantic warriors waited before the travellers, each larger than even Roth. Human and horse alike stood with quiet joy at being alive, looking to each other and wondering what to do. The crystal warriors themselves stood stock-still and looked out through clear visors which could not be seen into. j’ark stepped forward and spoke. 

“We thank you for your aid. Do you speak the common tongue?” Then turned to Quintal and said, “How was that?”

Roth gave a guttural laugh and patted j’ark on his shoulder as he took the fore, making the warrior’s knees sag. “Do not fear them, j’ark.”

Everyone watched and held their breath as Roth walked to the head of the group. It bowed low in front of the warriors. One, the largest by far, stepped forward in front on the rest and reached up to take its head off. One of the prisoners fainted, thinking it was about to tear its own head from its shoulders. The rest backed away in fear. The head came up. It left not a gaping hole, but fur, and teeth, and shining white and brown mane that fell out and flowed outside of what Tirielle now realised was the most amazing armour she had ever seen. Only a rahken could bear such weight. The armour alone, made from the skin of a crystal golem or modelled after one, must weigh enough to crush a man. 

The crystal warrior dwarfed Roth. It put the helm under one arm and made the same symbol she had seen Typraille make before, that of a circle, with its fingers from under the hard backhand guard of its gauntlet. The Sard each smiled in relief, some returned the gesture, others bowed their heads. 

She spoke in a gruff harsh voice that rattled the very rock on which they stood. It echoed in their minds but soothingly and said, “You have brought them, child. Welcome, everyone, to our home.”

Roth turned to the humans, waiting with their mouths agape, and said with a flourish and a toothy grin, “Tirielle, Sard, everyone – permit me; my mother.”

 

*




  


Chapter Sixty

 

Klan Mard breathed calmly and let inner light flow, eyes open and staring at the ceiling of his spartan quarters in Arram. He found peace easier to attain now he had something to occupy him, his inner library, his bone archive, but it was not enough. He felt eager to move, to do something, but there was nothing to be done. 

Both the Sacrifice and the Saviour had vanished but his plans for a new division were proceeding apace. There was little to do at night though – most of his new division had already been chosen and he would have to wait a few days for Mermi to return anyway before it would be complete. In the meantime he would go mad from boredom, so instead of chaffing he looked to his friends on the ceiling and let the one thing that calmed the savage urges, whims and destructive rants that had followed his ascension bring peace. His friends, smiling down at him. 

The mosaic above him was a testament to their exquisite suffering. Almost every inch was adorned with souvenirs of his conquests. Draymar, Sturman, Lianthrian…even a hierarch. It was one of his favourites. As yet he did not have a protocrat. It would be a shame if it had to be hidden away when it came. Knowing it was there wouldn’t be the same as seeing it before him. It would be like the difference between correspondence and conversation. He could understand why – the rest of the delegation would be none too happy to share eternity with their tormentor. But then, he thought, none of them were particularly vindictive. After all, they still talked to him. Perhaps he was blessed, after all, to have such accepting friends.

Klan smiled up at his delegation. 

Each face stretched out in wide youthful grins. He would have no frowns in this, his haven from the silences in his head.

As Klan looked at the grinning visages on his ceiling he dreamed of Shorn’s death. The Protectorate might not be able to find him, but he would. When he had him, Klan would add Shorn’s face to his collection.

The mercenary was not easy to kill, though. 

Klan had struggled to get the poison into him. Then Klan had been confident that his beasts would finish the job. It seemed he was not infallible. To kill Shorn would apparently take more than a subtle poison or summoned hounds. To kill Shorn you had to be sure. You had to feel the knife inside. 

Klan carried a wise knife.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Sixty-One

 

Renir sat up and felt his crotch. The fire was just a soft orange glow in the starry night. He stared at the damp patch still growing on his trousers in the meagre light and let out a relieved sigh. In his dream he had thought the warm wetness there the weeping remnants of his manhood. 

Just a dream, he told himself, panting and damp. It took a while to let go.

The three travellers were arranged in a triangle around the fire. The remainders of the foraged firewood faded into a network of living orange roads running through a blackened wilderness. Shorn and Drun slept soundly beside Renir. They snored a rasping lullaby; Shorn’s born of the dry and cracked land, Drun’s born of the frigid seas. 

The horses slept standing. 

The image of the black-toothed harridan in his dreams slid slowly from consciousness, leaving a murky trail of fear behind. The old witch’s sullied cackle still echoed in Renir’s head. The image of her freshly blooded teeth took on a new life, bright in the centre of his mind. He shivered in the glow of the fire and looked behind.

Renir had always had a rich dream life, but rarely suffered such visitations. Outside visitors were not generally welcome – to invade a stranger’s dreams was just plain rude. While some dream travellers, like Drun, were polite, even that was an intrusion. 

Few dreamers recognised the outsiders as immigrants, but thought them conjurations of their own imagination. It was difficult to know who was one of your own and who was an outsider in this most hallowed, most private, of places. His grandmother had told him once – the dreams take on power, become a new plane of existence. Renir knew that sometimes the dreams themselves invited unwanted guests. The dream life Renir experienced was his own and one he guarded jealously. His grandmother has warned, ‘Be mindful of waking from such dreams – in dreams you are not safe’. He knew in dreams there was no safe haven. 

He pulled his blanket up to his neck and lay back, staring at the stars. There, the Gapusk, the Wendril, the towering constellation of urj’an-dril. The star patterns wavered in the thin smoke clouds that drifted across the night sky. He thought he saw a meteorite shooting through the Field of Castles, where Sturma’s forefathers had thought the sky met the night in eternal battle. The stars blinked at him. A soft breeze brought the smell of the dying fire.

Reassuring earthly odours eventually lulled him and he returned to sleep. This time he dreamt he was eating from a plate and sitting in the wash as the waves came up to his lap. 

In the morning they broke camp and set out once again. Their destination, the distant oasis of Port Naeth. Naeth sat upon a river, and serviced all manner of trade. There was even a castle there – it had only been built some scant five hundred years previously. The stone for the castle itself had been taken all those years ago from Pulhuth, one of the oldest cities of Sturma. 

Of all the regions, called Thanedoms since ancient times, only the Thane there retained enough power to raise a force capable of opposing the Draymar invaders. Even though Drun insisted that the north and the red wizard must be their ultimate goal, he refused to sit idly while Sturma was destroyed.

Shorn still rode. His leg and arm were clear of bandages now, the scars livid but free from infection, which was gratifying for Renir, after all the nights spent caring for the mercenary. 

The mercenary was ornery, though. Each night he would carry out his Shartrias; when he was with his sword Renir saw that his left hand came free sometimes, tiring fast, the grip unsure. Renir watched and tried to understand the movements, but he could not see himself moving as well. Shorn was more graceful than he would ever be, even now, without strength enough to bear his own weight. 

Renir, too, was changing. The walking had helped him take his mind off the things he didn’t want to think about. He walked for days, after the first few his feet grew bumps in the places that they were needed and then even his blisters just went away; they never burst. 

Drun refused to wear shoes, saying he wanted to feel the earth under his feet for as long as he could. ‘Winter will be long this time around’, he said.

All three had improved greatly in health and hair and Renir was fitter than he had ever been. They had yet to trim their beards and their hair had grown enough to give each man a different appearance. Renir had taken to carrying the axe with him and wore his armour everyday. He was getting stronger and complained not at all. 

He walked until the axe felt comfortable in his hand. He walked and let his feet think for him. All day he walked, reins in one hand, axe in the other, talking distantly with Shorn and Drun. 

The old man’s yellow eyes missed little though. He did not mention it, but something was amiss. Renir roamed like he was born to it and ran in tortured sleep. 

People often run to leave the past behind.

By the time they had reached Naeth they looked refreshed. Built in between two diverging estuaries, the town had struggled to breach the riverbanks, little escaping the clutch of the castle in the centre. Instead, the town had spread along the river, the poor already headed to the sea and the rich to the mountains. 

Renir walked without speaking the rest of the way, until a guard said, “Welcome.”

Renir favoured him with a wide grin and entered through front gates adorned with red iron spikes atop and armoured guards at the front. 

“He said welcome! It’s like a banquet!”

Shorn laughed. “First time in the big city then, Renir?”

“Yes, it’s glorious – like Turnmarket but bigger! And look at all the taverns!”

Drun could see the guard smirk under his helm as they passed into town. When they were out of earshot Drun heard one say, “No shortage of peasants today, eh?”

 Shorn continued grumbling to Drun (Renir wouldn’t listen, he was starring contentedly at everything they passed) as they passed through the gates and into the town. The horses’ clops bounced back at them from real stone walls.

Naeth had once been a ward against incursion from mountains. Smooth and ancient walkways stretched into the river but did not reach the other side. The constant flow of water and weather had crumbled the stone walkways and abutments. Five hundred men could still be held here, but the old barracks were now a market, and the only remaining sign of Sturma’s turbulent past were the crumbling relics that now formed part of new homes. Even the newer walls were in disrepair. 

A muddy swathe sneaking behind it was the Prume, fed by the River Frana. Many more miles to the south and east the river curled into the great ocean dividing two continents. The river was slowly darkening as the port grew. It pounded the stone of the town out of spite, but the town was growing faster than the river could hold it back. 

Fishing boats now patrolled the river instead of soldiers. Barges prowled the water like fat alligators.

Nothing in the town was new. The Thane of Naeth ruled from a castle in the centre of the port town, but it too failed to escape the encroachment of decay. The ‘castle’ itself was a dirty, cancerous brown. In time it would die, but for now pulverulent stone waited vainly and uselessly, piled high for repairs in no danger of completion. The town was fuel for the growing population. They lived off it and it took its life from them. 

Naeth reeked of life and death. 

Elsewhere, people were rebounding slowly from the old wars…more carefully. Perhaps people in the country remembered more readily what happened when they were too populous. War cut them back like wheat.

Renir loved the sounds. The noises of the city gave it character all of its own. He had never heard horse’s hooves on paved street, nor an echo from stone buildings. 

The hawkers, the milling, the rustling of a thousand dresses, the crashes and splashes from the hazier parts of the town, the parts that hid themselves in shame at the denizens they bred. From side streets came muffled slitherings of the town’s own taxationers, taking private taxes the Thane would never see. 

The poor lived closer to the edge. 

His ears and nose fought with his eyes, the images more than he had ever seen before. Garish canopies covered trading barges and people wandered around the edges of the river market. Suspicious meats wafted their aromas from the poor stalls, competing with the smell of waifs and scoundrels, the smells themselves competing with the fumes rising from cautious slurpers. Even the stew at the poor stalls looked dangerous. 

Today, the pennant of Sturma state hung still and heavy over the crest of the town. 

When Renir looked around the town he saw behind the flag’s colours for just a moment. 

Its people seemed the same in look and action, but their clothes cried out, bright as the canopies. They tried to bring their own colour to the town but it bleached out theirs instead. 

Closer inspection revealed small bobbing logs moored along the riverbank. The smell of human waste hung around the river and the town on still days like a wall. The whole wharf smelled of green stagnation. 

Guards wandered the embankment, bashing the occasional scamp across the face with iron mitts. They had tried to steal – probably to eat – and received a fist to the nose for their efforts. The waifs ran crying to show off their blood and bravery. The blood just created more romantic stories to urge larcenous companions into greater feats. One day the scamps would look back and think, ‘ah, but those were the days…’.  

Distracted by yet another new sensation, he blinked and the backlight was gone. All he could see now was the colours. The darkness underneath pulled back into an alley, comfortable in any place people were desperate enough to reach out to it. 

He gazed in wonder at all the sights and no one thought him odd. Strangers often passed through here. Their money was always welcome.

 

Drun thought he could smell corruption. He called the other two to him and pointed to the tavern on his right. 

Morry’s Gransald.

They pulled up. Drun motioned them closer with a backward nod of the head. 

“Renir, would you see how much you can sell this gear for? When you come back, we can use the money to petition to see the Thane. Try not to make an impression, won’t you? The Protectorate will hunt us everywhere. I can shield us from their magic but I cannot make them blind and they have eyes everywhere. I cannot afford to leave Shorn’s side.”

“You have to pay to see the Thane? Renir asked.

“Yes, that’s the impression I got.”

“How do you know all this, Drun?”

Drun tapped the side of his nose. Renir missed the point and said. “Well?”

“Because Shorn’s been there! I’ve been watching him. Honestly, Renir. Sometimes you can be dense.”

“Well how was I supposed to know that?”

Shorn sucked his teeth thoughtfully. “You know far too much about me,” he said to Drun.

“I know far too little,” replied the old man.

Shorn and Drun paused at the dark wood door. It was coated in creosote but they could tell it was dark wood from the splinters. A sign made of Gransald skin wavered on its tether above the door. A pipe from the kitchens filled it with hot fumes, holding it up. The pipe also carried the smells of hot food outside the door, the smells themselves more effective than a hawker. 

Most locals avoided the place – most of the visitors, too. When you took the smells away it was still a pit. The batten shutter was broken already, but gave a splintered yawn as a man flew through (the second today) and landed with a crash in the muddy forecourt. He did not get up. A moment later a small mousy man came out and removed a well-kept dudgeon from where it hid under the dead man’s armpit. The three looked on. 

Only Renir looked remotely shocked, but thought to himself how little it took to change his outlook on violence. He was ashamed at himself after he stopped being proud. 

Renir said his goodbyes, walking off with the laden Thud to the town’s armoury in the hope of a deal. After tethering Harlot and paying a bald and bent old man to watch the horse, Drun and Shorn entered.

“Interesting place you picked, Drun,” said Shorn, as he ducked under the door to allow his blade to pass. 

“Well,” Drun turned and closed the door behind him. “Morry’s Gransald, while not the safest place in Naeth, is the safest place for us.”

Drun took a seat in one of the many darker corners of the tavern while Shorn approached the bar. Gouges in the beams and rafters bore witness to the countless fights that had taken place below. The smoked wood leaked darkness like water throughout the tavern and its patrons sank into it. The darkness belied the sunny day outside. It was midday and the majority of the town’s populous wandered outside or worked in some capacity. The place was full of seedy, swarthy men; there were no women. 

Shorn spoke quietly – everyone here spoke quietly – to the barman and ordered ale and stew. He lent over the bar as he did so and passed some coin, then returned to the table and sat. The tip of his sword watched the other drinkers for him. He was not subtle but most drinkers here minded their business most days. Two or three cast glances their way. The broad sword slung across his back was incentive enough for them to look away. 

Drun had sat with his back to the bar. Shorn knew better. 

The two men ate their stew in silence. Shorn watched a man out the corner of his eye shovelling food into his mouth with a spoon. He always pushed it into his mouth and over to the left side. He wondered at it a while, until Drun said, “He does that because he has no tongue.” He did not look behind him. Shorn reassessed the man again, as he had many times in the short while they known each other.

It did not take long for company to find them. A dark shadow parted the smoky air and fell on the table. A barrelled man with odd sized arms thumped his leaden fists down and leaned over. He wore a knife in his boot that Drun did not see. The rest of his outfit was, to Shorn’s eye at least, inconsequential. 

The stranger’s voice matched his odd appearance. It was too high for his face. He looked at Drun as he said, “Outsiders are not welcome here.”

The man stood taller than Shorn and his shoulders were wider, although he looked as though he had borrowed someone else’s arms. Shorn thought it a possibility. A man who lived by brawn. And luck, thought Shorn, as he caught the hint of scar across the man’s throat in the muted light. Shorn did not look up but took a sip of his ale. He caught Drun’s eye and Drun understood: Let me work.

“We are just passing through. No trouble for a man such as you,” Shorn replied, unasked.

“Strangers are not welcome. Leave.” The man drew another knife, unseen, from the small of his back. The blade looked wicked. Worldly.

“Why’s that then?” asked Shorn.

“Because we’re supposed to be afraid.” Drun interjected into his ale.

The man looked down angrily at the back of Drun’s head. “Outsiders always think they’re better than us. Leave this place with life intact or…stay.”

Before Shorn could reply Drun spoke, loudly enough for the tavern to hear. 

“I would guess you have decided to look for a fight with someone strange, thinking them weak. Someone from out of town, perhaps. Just in case thoughts of retribution for a mugging or some such were to surface. In reality, you are at a disadvantage. While we are not your enemy, we know you better than you know yourself. And, you, my dim-witted friend, know nothing of us. It is because of this that you would lose.” 

Shorn kicked Drun under the table but Drun held up a palm. 

Calm yellow eyes turned and looked the man in the eye. Honeyed light was beginning to illuminate the room in places long unaccustomed to it. Few patrons showed any inclination to watch. 

The man rested the point of his dagger in the soft wood of the table. He spun the knife while he looked at Drun, ignoring Shorn, who watched and waited. Drun pushed himself up from the rudimentary stump that called itself a bench and faced the man.

“Do you see, you cowardly man?” Drun did not look angry. Shorn’s feet came from their perch atop a stool. In his experience calling bullies cowards was not a good idea. 

The change in the bigger man was almost instant (a little slow if anything, Shorn calculated). Drun did not seem bothered in the slightest and did not even rock as the man said, “Mock me not, stranger, I will take no more!”

Without further warning the man pulled back the dagger and thrust it toward Drun’s heart. Drun did not move. Shorn did.

His weight did not shift. He did not stand. In one movement, his sword came to hand and swept out in a perfect lazy arc. The heavier blade sheered the dagger’s steel clean from the handle and the stub tapped ineffectually against Drun’s beard. The broken blade clattered lightly against the table. 

The disarmed man was furious. In the next heartbeat his left fist came up to hit Drun in the face. Shorn’s sword came round in a whir and slapped the man on the cheekbone, knocking him away from his travelling companion, bloodied. Only the barman watched, his hand sneaking under the bar for the weapon that no doubt rested there. Drun still had not moved. 

The thug now sat on the floor, looking dazed. Shorn moved to finish him but Drun stopped him. He approached the man and spoke quietly. Shorn thought he heard him ask, ‘Now, do you see?’ 

The man slumped down and passed out before he could reply. Drun sat down calmly with his back to the stunned man. The barman shrugged. 

Shorn sat for a moment and looked at the priest as he waited for him to say something. Drun eventually realised that Shorn was waiting for a response of some sort. He rose and said. ‘Well, shall we have another drink then? I’ve missed this.” He held up his mug. 

After Drun had ordered two more mugs with Renir’s coin, the barman made his way around the bar and grumbled at the man on the floor until he got up and left. The mercenary helped, apologising with what little coin they had, and as the door closed, the barman’s demeanor lightened considerably. Shorn followed him back to the bar.

Midday turned into mid-afternoon and a third ale as the two waited. Shorn passed the time by asking the barman about the Thane. Apparently he was a mealy-hearted man, not prone to kindness. Not a ruthless man, not by any means – the people of Sturma were a proud people. They would not take to an excessively cruel ruler. He was a reasonably man. The Thane apparently charged an appearance fee, reasoning his time was rare enough to charge for.

They sat unmolested for the remainder of their wait, Drun still having his ongoing argument with Shorn about the journey north, the red wizard and the Protectorate. They careful avoid raising their voices but argued in fierce whispers until Renir returned. Drun periodically glanced at the door, slightly concerned that Renir had run into trouble. 

His fears proved founded as Renir burst in, twice. The hinges on the heavy front door bent and the door slammed in his face the first time. 

His shirt was ripped at one shoulder. He rushed over to them rubbing a wicked looking bump on his sweaty forehead where his hair was plastered. Drun rose immediately. 

Shorn looked into his ale. 

“What now?” he muttered under his breath. 

The drinkers were conditioned not to look, but despite their best judgement and disinclination to get involved in anything that didn’t already involve them, could not stop themselves turning as Renir said “psst!” far too loudly (and, at this juncture, pointlessly). He motioned to his companions as he did so. Both stayed were they were. 

Renir gave a disgruntled huff and approached, casting sidelong glances at the rest of the clientele. Fortunately for Renir they were all used to people eyeing them warily. The patrons of the Gransald went back to their drinks and the steady quiet returned. The barman didn’t even bother to look at the door, which now hung limp against the jam. He just sighed. It was a well-practised sigh. 

Shorn shook his head. “In much the same way as a mare cannot tell left from right, you seem to have tact and bluster all confused.”

“Well, it didn’t go quite as planned.” Renir began as he hitched up his trousers under his greaves. “I think it best if we were to leave now.”

“I would guess,” Drun tugged thoughtfully at his beard, “that you did not manage to sell our goods?”

“Not precisely, no. I’m afraid I may have put my foot in it. Nothing to worry about though.” As he said this Renir walked over to one of the broken windows and looked out from behind the rare slats. “It might be wise if we moved along though. You know, slowly. So as not to attract attention.”

Shorn sighed loudly at his beer. “What have you done? We’re here to meet the Thane!” 

“Nothing! Nothing! Really. Just a mild misunderstanding. Shall we? Perhaps we can find another way to meet him?” As Renir said this he sidled toward the door. 

“I feel obliged to point out, Renir; any attempt at stealth is largely useless.”

Renir said mischievously, in a low voice this time, “I’ve got a plan.”

“What happened to your shirt?” asked Drun, not wishing to hear the answer.

“Well…” Renir looked uncomfortable. “It turns out Gordir was more famous than I had expected. The armourer took one look at me, one look at the breastplate I showed him, and made to call the guard. He grabbed me but I, ah, I broke free.” Renir scratched at his beard, still glancing around. “I may also have knocked him out a bit.”

Drun said, “How do you knock someone out a bit?”

Shorn interrupted them, putting his beer down. “Come on then. If we’re to be bad thieves at the very least we can be free. I assume the guards don’t take kindly to your sort here.”

“What do you mean my sort! I didn’t steal anything!” Attention came their way again.

Shorn held up a hand to the barman, who was just, reluctantly, beginning to take an interest. “Come on, let’s go, before we get hung.”

“I was trying to help!” 

“Well. Don’t.”

“Fine.” Renir pushed Drun’s chair in. “I do have a plan, though.”

“Well, it had better be a good one. I feel my warnings about attracting attention failed to get through,” said Drun, opening the door and motioning them outside. 

They all said ‘thank you’ as they left.

Thud, still weighed down with armour, waited impatiently next to Harlot. The street was thankfully quiet here at the outskirts – most of the citizenry and visitors were gathered by the river market.  

Renir explained as they marched down the street three abreast, casting furtive glances behind him. Shorn wore a long-suffering look as he hobbled alongside them. “Renir, if you insist on a life of thievery, could you please stop looking so shifty? You may as well tattoo ‘delinquent’ on your forehead.”

“Ah. I forgot.” He started walking normally.

“Don’t mind that. If the guard are after us I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough. Now, what happened? You didn’t kill the armourer, did you?”

“No! I just bashed him in the head with the breastplate. Didn’t even make a dent. Not in the armour, leastways.” He glanced at Drun. “Sorry, Drun.”

Drun chuckled. “Nevermind that. It seems like it was the kindest option and we can’t afford to be arrested for criminals here. Besides, I’m no saint, Renir.”

Shorn looked askance at the Priest. “Interesting take on it. I’m not sure being knocked out counts as a kindness, even in my book.”

“Regardless,” said Renir, “we should really get out of town before anyone realises.” He paused for a moment. “The clientele in the Gransald won’t stay quiet for long.”

“Or at all,” said Shorn.

 “I think I made enough of a commotion that even the city guards could follow the trail. Now the patron’s of the Gransald think we’re thieves. They’re all thieves. The guard is the enemy, not us. They’ll keep quite and any guards should waste their time there asking questions the patrons won’t answer.”

 “I was beginning to think you were slow.”

“Ha! Never slow!” he laughed.

Shorn and Drun stopped and stared at Renir’s back.

Renir turned and looked at them. “What?” 

“Nothing, nothing.” Drun saw that Shorn had heard it too. 

Renir had been acting strangely since leaving his village. The night terrors. Both Shorn and Drun had heard him screaming in his sleep. But never this before.

A woman’s laugh entirely not his own. 

All three smiled widely as they approached the gate. The two guards, wearing armour better suited to battle than guard duty, looked at the three warily as they approached. They stood side on, turning their heads to look into the town and out to the road. 

A tattered cart approached from outside the gate, pulled by a mangy donkey.

“Hold there!” one of the guards cried.

Drun stepped forward, placing a hand on Shorn’s arm. Under his breath he said, “It’s alright, Shorn, let me deal with…” then stopped as he saw the donkey-drawn cart coming up to the guard post. The walls were far too high for them to climb, but they dare not try to escape the city through any other means. The guard, seeing anyone leaving the city by untraditional means would just be all the more suspicious. “What are you carrying?” called out one of the metal guards. Drun began to reply, “Hu…” to the guard, but was interrupted by a cry from the driver of the cart. 

“Wine. Wine for the market!”

“Approach!” Both guards turned away from the three toward the oncoming cart. The companions smiled at each other and their step got lighter. Renir even nodded at the guard as he walked past and said “Goodday.” The guard, preoccupied, just looked back and replied in kind. He then turned his attention back to a cursory search of the cart. 

Renir felt relieved. He turned to Shorn, who nodded back and said quietly, “That was a bit of luck…” 

Drun was not beside him. They both looked around at the same time. The old man was still ten yards behind them. 

He stood looking at the mule. 

“Oh, Brindle’s Goat!” cursed Renir. “The man’s crazy.”

They both stopped. The guards and driver did not seem overly bothered at the old man looking over the donkey. The donkey’s wide eyes looked imploringly at Drun. 

One of the guards said to Drun, “Move along, old man.”

Drun looked back at him and replied absentmindedly, “Yes, yes,” and walked toward Thud. Renir could feel the guards' eyes on him now and said to Drun in a harsh whisper; “What are you doing!? We’re all but away.”

“I know.” Drun laid his hand on the haft of Renir’s axe, strapped to Thud’s saddle. He pulled the axe free and turned back to the two guards. 

This time Shorn was worried. “Drun! Have you lost your mind?!” 

The guards were now definitely alert. 

“I won’t be a moment,” he said and continued to walk toward the two soldiers with the axe in hand. The cart driver was now craning his head around in his high seat to see what the commotion was. A skinny old man with an axe. The guards made to move forward but stopped as Drun, not looking threatening in the least, despite the presence of the wicked blade, held up a hand to them and said, “Don’t mind me, go about your business.” The guards threw confused looks to each other. 

One of them plucked up enough sense to question Drun. “Old man, I don’t know what your game is, but if you come any closer…”

Drun ignored him and drew the axe back over his head. Both men readied their weapons. Then Drun turned suddenly toward the cart and swung the axe down with all his might. The cart driver shouted and cringed back, falling into his wagon, where his weight pulled the canvas off his load and tumbled one of the barrels onto the cobbles, where it cracked and spilled its contents. Pungent spice spilled out and floated thick in the air. The axe came down on the binding holding the dray donkey to the cart, slicing clean through in one powerful stroke. The power came from the blade, not Drun. The guards were shocked enough to stay still for a moment, they could not have moved even if they wanted to. The donkey bucked and kicked the rest of the binding loose. Then it hopped sideways, turning at the same time, to where Drun was waiting. 

“I think you’ll find that is not wine.” 

The guards quickly came forward and smelled the powder floating around the cart driver. The cart driver began protesting his innocence as Drun said, “Goodday”, mounted the dray, and rode toward his dumbfounded companions. 

“Well,” he ordered under his breath as he rode toward them, “don’t just stand there gawping, get on Harlot and ride, before they change their minds!”

Renir and Shorn both jumped onto Harlot, and the three rode off at a fastening trot.

“What was that!? You could of gotten us killed! What happened to trying not to attract attention!” said Shorn indignantly. 

Drun smiled at him. “I found my horse. Now, perhaps we should pick up the pace some? I don’t think it would be wise for us to linger.” 

The three started a gallop. ”What about the Thane?” Renir asked.

“I found another way to get the message across, don’t you worry,” said Shorn. “I pushed a message into the guards pocket back there, and I told the barman to get out of town. I told him my name and that I’d seen the Draymar ride again on Sturman lands. The scar was enough to convince him. Trust me, the message will get to the Thane. Although I don’t know if even the Thane can get an army south in time to deter the incursion. Thankfully it’s only a handful of Draymar riding in.”

“If you’re so famous how come nobody recognises you without prodding?”

“Nobody looks at me,” shrugged Shorn. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Sixty-Two

 

Tirielle and the Sard were making the most of the respite from their travels. Fenore, Roth’s mother, assured them that the rahkens home was sanctuary, that the Protectorate could not follow them their. The other rahkens who called the underground caverns home had been apprised of the situation and had been most welcoming. Tirielle was glad to find any haven from the attentions of her pursuers. Fenore said they would be safe, and Tirielle was happy to believe her. She would stay as long as she was able.

She was walking with Fenore, taking an overdue tour of the caverns. She worried at her broken tooth with her tongue as she tried to concentrate on what Fenore was saying. She had thought Roth was interesting – Fenore was a story all by herself. She had been around for positively eons. 

She had been spending time with Fenore as Roth was training some of the stronghold’s adopted refugees, and to take her mind of the agony of waiting as three rahken healers worked mystic arts on the pitiful seer. They would not let even the Sard observe, whom the rahkens seem to treat more reverentially than the Sard themselves treated Tirielle. Tirelle was allowed in rarely, and even when she was the seer just drifted in and out of the world and cried out insistent, garbled messages. 

Tirielle could hardly bear to watch the girl suffer but still she sat with her when she was able.

Sometimes, when Tirielle went to see her, the girl seemed wan. 

Fenore brought her back to herself as her booming voice bounced from the cavernous walls. The walls were smooth with age and moisture, making the air itself taste pleasant as it seeped underground. She had expected the air to be stale and warm underground. Instead, the Rahken home was a marvel. Fenore was explaining how their home worked.

“It’s the water you see. Water always contains air. When it hits the heated rocks here, steam gets into the air – this makes it breathable. Underground, the air is released in bubbles, which keep the air moist, and therefore fresh. The lake’s freezing waters are pushed along here – providing a layer to cool the steam and keep our caverns warm or cool – more or less water is all it takes.”

“What happens if there is no rain above? Did you make the underground lake? Does it ever freeze?” 

Fenore’s laugh was deep and subtle. “Slow child, one thing at a time. The lake is not of our making. We chose this location in much the same way as your kind would chose a location – it has fresh water. The lake is also fed from above – through the mountains. It has not frozen yet, even during the deep of winter. When the heavy rains come every two years the lake floods and we guide the excess water out under the fields of the local farmers – we live in peace with our neighbours, as we have done for countless years.”

“Just how old are you? Roth said you were five hundred when you gave birth.”

Fenore patted her gently on the shoulder. “Now girl, Roth has told me much about you – he said you were a Lady in your world.”

“Yes…”

“Well, if that’s the case, you should know a lady never discusses her age.”

“Forgive me if I have offended you…”

“Not at all, not at all.”

 

They walked through one of the main passageways to where the unintentional dissidents were training. The Sard were eager to move on. They insisted they did not know how long Tirielle had to reach Teryithyr, but the former lady A’m Dralorn refused to leave while there remained a possibility of a cure for the seer. She did not tell them the other reason; that she was loath to enter the cat and mouse game with the Protectorate while she could avoid it. She knew she could not put off her quest forever, but she had time now. She was sure of it. It felt so safe here, with creatures that welcomed the travellers with open arms.

The freed prisoners had begun their training in the magical arts. It was too dangerous, the rahkens held, to allow untutored minds to practise magic. 

A few of the dissidents had left that first day, willing to risk recapture by the Protectorate or death by the numerous dangers within the forest, but there were still some fledgling mages listening raptly to Roth’s father in the centre of the great training hall. 

She could see the difference now between the rahken young and old – the young had less hair. She wondered if they ever entertained the thought of getting a hair cut. She hadn’t mentioned it to Roth’s mother though. And despite her best efforts, it was the only difference she could see – she had looked for organs, but given up when the rahkens had looked back at hers. Fenore caught her looking south once and laughed heartily for an age.

Aftter a week in the tunnels Tirielle could see where Roth’s statesmanship came from – his mother was a master. She twisted Tirielle in knots each time she approached a thorny subject and moved her artfully to some softer, safer conversation. No matter how she tried she had been unable to pry anything from Fenore that Fenore had not volunteered. 

Fenore told Tirielle that she had something important to say to them all before they left, but would not say more until that time. She did admit that time was short. Tirielle resolved to make the most of the respite from the rigours of her new life on the run from the Protectorate. The rahkens’ home seemed safe enough.

As Tirielle approached Roth and his father, Ludec, looked up from their lecture and smiled their alien smiles to her. She waved back across the hall. 

The pictures on the ceiling above told stories. 

All of the caves were topped with staggering pictures, high on the domed ceilings, far beyond the reach of even the tallest of the rahkens. Some of the caves were obviously natural; while they had been decorated and smoothed, they were still uneven. 

This one, in the great hall, had been made with tools. 

The stories were displayed in each mural with outstanding craft. The main relief depicted the two suns framing two figures on the horizon. Others showed wizards battling, but each time the picture was flat, vague. She wondered what they hid. The history that must be contained here…she wondered at it. 

Other pictures showed other parts of history, some recent, some ancient. She did not know enough to know what they meant, but she saw men in armour featured often – men like the Sard. 

In the great hall, though, there was a truly magnificent painting. It showed in different stages what must have been a snap shot of a planet pulling a moon into itself through millennia. It showed one man standing against the tide of enemies, side by side with the rahkens. It was the only one that she liked. The only one with life. 

The rahkens, for the most part entirely able to live without the air of gimmicks like the human races, were surprisingly adept at all manner of scientific skill. To create such grandeur out of rock with tools and brawn itself was impressive but the sheer detail of the roof mural was stunning. The scene depicted above was obviously of great import to the rahkens. They had no worship but revered history. They had elevated its study to an art, but without the aid of writing (none of the rahkens could read or write, which was strange, given their erudite nature). Instead they created magnificent scenes in detail that belied (or shed new light on? Tirielle wondered) their nature. Tirielle could hardly believe that such huge clawed hands, so readily turned to rending enemies’ flesh, could also contain such art, such exquisite detail. It took Tirielle’s breath away. 

Fenore had explained that the rahkens saw things differently to humans, too, and that additional detail in the colours of the materials created further images for them. Fenore regretted that Tirielle could not appreciate it like the rahkens could, but Tirielle knew the pictures were not designed for human eyes. She asked what the other, secret, colours depicted, but Fenore would not say, except to explain that the pictures were concealed for a reason. 

Tirielle could feel the secrecy on her skin. She wondered if the others could too. 

She had so many questions it was frustrating to have to leave half of them unanswered. She wished she could share some of her wonder and curiosity with j’ark. He looked like he wanted to talk with her, but each time they were in each other’s company some frustrating duty or interruption spoiled it every time. 

His face always lit up when he saw her. As did hers.

It did now as she saw him deep in conversation with Garner. Garner was turning out to be quite gifted. They had crafted swords out of wood and had been sparring every day for the best part of a week now. Garner sported a few bumps, while j’ark did not, but watching them practise made Tirielle think that would soon change. Garner moved more slowly, but there was something about him. A grace and uncanny speed that she had only ever seen in j’ark. The Sard’s ambassador obviously saw it, too. She could tell he was impressed by his smile.

Garner was not the only former prisoner with amazing talents, though. The change that had overcome them all was remarkable. 

Fenore chuckled in bass. She nudged Tirielle’s shoulder with a surprisingly soft elbow. “Fine looking man, that one, is he not?”

Tirielle caught herself staring at j’ark’s back as he showed Garner a lunge. His feet stayed parallel to the rock underfoot. She looked to Fenore and back again. She allowed herself a smile.

“He certainly is,” she said. “Fenore, would you mind if I asked you something?”

“Not at all, child.”

“Well, Roth has aided me for such a long time and, well, I don’t really understand why. Why will nobody tell me?”

“Perhaps we choose not to, Tirielle.” Seeing Tirielle’s scowl, she added, “There is a treaty, of sorts, with the Hierarchy – the Protectorate do no harm to us and us none to them. There are incidents, but the wider picture is that is why we do not fight them. In our way we serve the balance. Try to look at it like that.” 

It was, Tirielle realised, no answer at all.

We keep so many secrets nobody will even realise the world has ended, Tirielle thought sadly.

“And if I come up against a rahken in Golem armour – or a Golem, for that matter?”

“You would die,” replied Quintal, as he walked across the floor. He, as did all the other Sard, wore his silvery armour still. Roth and Ludec stood at the front of the class. Others were learning their own skills. Those gathered here were of the peaceful path. Some wore looks of boredom – the speaker was one, a man from Ekles' Orn in the south. They had known bad times. The people were harsh of mind because nothing had ever given them hope in all their years. The speaker was clearly of the peaceful field – Quintal had explained much of this to Tirielle in private earlier – his eyes were green, the colour of the earth, but a golden streak ran horizontal through each eye, giving them the look of wood grove sunsets. 

“Well then, what use is this power if I can still not defend myself!”

Ludec stopped Quintal and took over, “Golems live deeper down in the caves. You would never be able to live at their depth to meet them. We co-exist with them. We do so because we are by nature both peaceful creatures. We are born of the earth – see?” Ludec opened his eyes wide. Both were a pure brown. There was peace in there. He closed his eyes and blinked. When he opened them colour seeped out. The students all gasped, even the doubtful man.

“You see,” Ludec continued as the brown widened and grew to cover the room, “Once in a few hundred years the golems shed their outer layers and donate this as armour to the rahkens. Such armour is rare. Rarer still are those that can use it. The armour is a gift. Our colours are a gift. We have one gift…or some, like you – “ Ludec pointed to the man “ – Morhock, have more.” The students, Turpy among them, turned to look at the man from Ekles’ Orn. 

Ludec waited for a beat. “A gift, Morhock Tur (Ludec used the honourific), that can be used for many purposes, as each colour has many shades.” The brown light thickened and turned to a syrupy mass over the students. Ludec blinked. The cloud stood out alone.

“Something we should not seek to rule, but live in harmony with, as the golems and the rahkens do.”

The cloud shifted until it looked wooden. A door above their heads formed. Morhock reached up and tapped it.

The door opened. The door poured through itself and turned into a spear, which rested its tip on Morhock’s forehead.

“So, while your example is flawed, Morhock Tur, the point is valid. I believe you understand the answer?”

Morhock made to nod and thought better. He whispered, “Yes.”

“Good!” Ludec noticed each of them were watching the spear still. He walked over to Morhock and laid a hand on his shoulder. “There is more to this power than speech.” The spear shifted shape, began sliding, then rolling, then flapping under Ludec’s red haired forearm. A helting mir hung there for a moment, then disappeared. 

“A true gift, friends, does not cost anything but care. You were lost and we took you in. This is the way the rahkens live. It bears its own logic. Look to heal. Destruction only feeds itself.” 

Tirielle listened to Ludec half-heartedly as she worried about the seer. She worried at a lip and had drawn blood with her pointed tooth, plucking at the skin with each repetition.

Quintal had been observing, assessing her ever since they first met. She was strong, resilient, and a fast healer. She still wore rags she had taken that first night – washed since, but falling apart none the less. She had not asked for anything, only given. It did not seem to bother her in the slightest that she had fallen from wealth and power – in fact, she looked ready. She was as fit of mind and body as any of the others, and watching her rapt face as she in turn watched Roth’s mighty father introducing them to their gift. She was ready. The dissidents were settled. The seer was in safe hands. They could afford to daly no longer. They must make for Beheth, where their best chance of finding the red wizard’s final resting place lay. To stay still for too long was to invite disaster.

 Just at the moment Quintal decided, Typraille came dashing up the tunnel. When he finally arrived everyone had stopped and was looking at him – he was beaming. 

“She has spoken!” 

A gladden murmur arose all across the hall. Everyone here knew the girl’s story and felt for her. Tirielle’s face lit up and she stood. “Forgive me, Ludec, would you excuse me? I would like her to see a familiar face as soon as possible.”

“Of course, Tirielle, spend all the time with her you will.”

“Thank you.” She said and ran out after Typraille. Quintal excused himself and followed them. 

They pushed the woven hanging back from the door and made their way into the room. The seer lay on the bed, sitting up, which Tirielle hadn’t seen her do since forever. Her eyes, shifting with a whirlpool of colour, stared ahead, unseeing. 

“Seer! Can you see me? Hear me?” Tirielle sat on the edge of a bed the rahkens had made especially for her, and touched the seer’s hand, tendons rigid against the starved skin. There was no indication of response.

“What is wrong with her? Typraille? I thought you said she was awake?”

Typraille tished. “Well, she was when I left. Yurin? What happened?”

An unusually thin rahken, kneeling by the girl’s head, spoke. 

“I do not know. I think it may be some time before she is lucid again. She comes and goes. I’m sorry, Tirielle, the girl is far beyond my skills. Perhaps you will find help in Beheth,” she said solemnly.

“My skills could find this though.” Yurin placed a small spiked seed into Tirielle’s hand, who looked down at the tiny seed as if surprised to see her hand open before her. 

“This was put inside her. It is the cratyach seed. It grows in the broken rocks, the harshest climates on this world. Its barbs are so strong it breaks into the very rock. It will grow anywhere – they put it in this poor girl’s stomach.”

“Why?” Typraille asked, horrified.

Yurin shrugged. “Most likely to further their dark works, perhaps because crushed the dust of the seed heightens the senses – I do not know. I don’t know what to do. I have not been able to free her soul from the torment. I have stopped it fleeing though, but even now it is only tethered in orbit around the child to her pain. It may be some time before she is able to speak to us again.”

Quintal was about to say something when the girl’s eyes flew open and  she straightened. Her popping spine made Tirielle jump and drop the seed she had been holding carefully. 

Kaleidoscopic and insane, her eyes’ colours transformed the room instantly into a bedlam carnival. Typraille backed away, one hand guiding Tirielle to the door, should the seer prove a threat. Tirielle looked at the restraining hand irritably and told Typraille, “For goodness sake, Typraille, she’s not going to explode!” 

She shrugged his hand off and watched as the colour blew the dust from the ceiling and danced between the fibres of the tiny girl’s sickbed sheets. Yurin waited transfixed by the cascade racing into the air from the girl’s irises, unlike any magic she had ever seen. At least they were no longer pure red.

Colours and shades that did not exist on Rythe bonded with other colours to make entirely new ones. Tirielle caught Yurin’s expression, and Quintal and Typraille both looked equally amazed. This was something that just did not happen.

She understood. The Sard were so wary of the seer because she was something they did not understand. How alien she must seem to them. 

Tirielle approached the seer and touched her arm gently as she made soothing noises. The instant they touched, the seer sucked in the colours, swirling and disappearing into her mouth, yawning wide. Her teeth looked like madly stained glass until finally the last colour was sucked from the room and all turned a dismal shade of grey. The room spun for a second and was righted afterward with a tremendous clap. She blinked. The girl moaned in private agony as her spine curved and righted itself, now quiet on the bed.

Her eyes snapped open. 

The seer looked at the hand on her arm, then up to its owner. She looked inquisitively to Tirielle, not seeing the others in the room, and said, “Tirielle! The crossroad people, are they here yet?”

Tirielle looked around the room. She had no idea what the girl was talking about, and was still too shocked at the sudden, long awaited, words to think. Her confusion was wasted on the seer. The girl saw nothing but that which was in front of her. She looked up at her closest visitor, clear eyed, then to the ceiling above. 

The seer put a finger to her lips. With her other hand she pointed up.

“Shh…” she said, pulled the blanket over her head like a giant eyelid and hid. 

 

*




  


Chapter Sixty-Three

 

The day felt considerably brighter for all three travellers as they headed north west on Sturma, even though drizzle had snuck out of the clear air and surrounded them. The surface of the river to their right looked like black sand, roughened by the soft rain and dark and fast current below. They had yet to find a means to cross the river that didn’t involve going back to Naeth, now hours behind them. 

Drun’s dray seemed quite happy underneath him as the three trotted along. Drun was sitting proud in the saddle, a full two feet shorter than Shorn and Renir. He was explaining the nature of magic to Renir, who was curious as always. They were heading up river to find a place away from the city to cross, then on to the foot of the northern pass. From there they would make north east for Pulhuth, and hopefully, after that, their final destination, Teryithyr. Should all go well on Lianthre, they would meet the first of the three there. Drun, however, had not been in contact with any of his order for some time and did not know how they fared. All he knew, from senses honed throughout the years, was that Tirielle still lived. 

“They can’t find me because my magic is different to theirs. They have a hold though, and would find one such as me if they got close enough. Magic, after all, is just colour.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, on Lianthre, across the sea, magic is banned. Magic, like mine, is the gravest of offence. The colour of the oppressor’s magic is red and black and grey. Some humankind have magic too – their colours are more diverse. Mine is yellow.” Drun picked at a tick on his donkey’s back. “The magic could save us, Renir, all our people. It is for the people that we work, and against evil wherever we go. “

“And you are always here?”

“Yes. When we fall others take our place. The Caretaker watches over us and finds a replacement. There was always a replacement, but perhaps we will be the last, now that the end of our age is here. We have always worked to remember the past and protect mankind along the way. There is no magic there. I am not immortal.”

“Is it hard, remembering the past?” asked Renir.

Drun laughed. “I do not remember the history of the world, Renir. Tablets written in stone are kept under the watchful eye of the caretaker. They are shown to each member when they arrive at our temple. We watch, protect and wait for this moment. Some terrible future awaits us – this much is evident. The Protectorate seek that future, of that I am sure. It has been so since the first dark winter, and ever since. Battles have been fought through the ages to save the world, for this coming, for this age. But, the future cannot be written in stone, only the past. I can’t know everything,” Drun added reasonably.

“No,” said Renir, “I don’t suppose you can.”

A day later they woke and did their morning chores. Camped on the south of the river Shorn sat around the morning fire waiting for a breakfast of Gurnin and river grasses, worriedly glancing at Renir’s back as his plain companion – friend? – washed his face in the cooling river waters. The temperature of the water dropped as they neared the distant hills and Shorn could see Renir shiver. The Culthorn range petered out further to the north, but where they headed the mountains still stood proud.

“I am concerned. He’s been screaming in the night since we left his wife behind. Do you think he is sound?” Shorn asked Drun while Renir was out of earshot.

“I don’t know, Shorn. As you know first hand, fixing bodies is vastly different to fixing minds. It may be simply the shock, the sadness that he doesn’t let out.”

“But he never really seemed that attached to her.”

Drun shook his head softly. Renir was coming back. “It may have seemed that way but they shared a bond nevertheless.”

Renir plopped himself down beside them. The rains of the last few days had made the grass luscious. The riverbanks were a glorious thick green, the river clearing as it ran over pebbles not mud. 

Shorn made to speak but saw Drun shake his head at him again. He changed tact midthought and said instead, “Well, we should be able to cross the river today. What do you say Renir?”

“That sounds fine,” was all he would say. Shorn tried to involve him in conversation but eventually Renir stopped him. “Sorry, I’m tired today. I’d just like to be quiet for a while. Bad dreams last night.”

Later that day Renir had worsened – he often spoke to his horse to the exclusion of his companions – and Drun and Shorn were at odds. Drun was implacable, but Shorn was prone to bouts of surliness…Drun was telling him things he did not wish to hear.

“I had a teacher once and have no desire for one again, Drun.”

“Perhaps he was not right for you anymore?”

“Don’t be coy, Priest. I know you’ve been in my head. Please don’t pretend you know not of whom I speak.”

“But I do not. When I was in your head I did not pry Shorn, that would not have been fair.”

This made Shorn pause. “Then you do not know all of me?”

“Far from it. I know of the man you speak, for I have been watching you some of the time. But I do not know your story, not the early part, leastways. I only found you when you came to Sturma. It wasn’t difficult then. People were talking about you from North to South. I know why you have had so many names. The burden of your misdeeds haunt you still.”

“That they do.”

“Well, I can help. I am not trying to master you, but to help you.”

“That is perhaps the problem, Drun. I fear I need a master more than a teacher. It is my rage that I cannot control. Maybe the answer is a master to keep me in check.”

“That is the beauty of the right teacher. With the right teaching you will need no master; you will be able to master yourself.”

Renir had been riding off ahead, but turned now and waved at them. 

“Well, it seems Renir has woken up at last. He’s been all but asleep in the saddle.”

“Something troubles him,” said Shorn.

“Renir is his own man. I cannot claim to understand him in the slightest, for all the powers I have. Come, let’s see what it is. We can get back to our conversation later.”

“I’ll look forward to it eagerly,” replied Shorn, mustering considerable sarcasm.

Ahead, Renir had stopped on the crest of a grassy hillock and was waving frantically. Thud stood beside him on the hump. Shorn rose as best he could in the saddle to see what the fuss was. 

A crossing! Finally! And what was that?

Next to it were people heading their way, on a caravan let by two Durmas, fat beasts ordinarily used for milk and skin. It was odd to see them called to service as beasts of burden. They were ill suited to it. 

The family riding on the cart looked as though they had fallen on hard times. All wore too many clothes in lieu of coats, lending them the appearance of creatures of more form. As they drew closer Shorn could see that they were just humans, and humans who had lived through bad luck from the look of it. The wagon they rode upon was torn of canvas and scarred of wood. As they came closer Shorn noticed the scars of war even on the children’s faces. 

“Ho there!” called a weary-faced man – the father.

 “Good day. You look in need of assistance. Can I help alleviate your burden?” Renir cried back in his friendliest voice.

Shorn shook his head. Renir still didn’t think like a man carrying an axe and wearing mismatched armour. The weeks of travel and rough living had given Renir more hair, now dirty and sticking out at odd angles. His beard, full if a little weak on his jowls, meant all that could be seen on his face was his eyes. Renir didn’t think of himself as scary, but Shorn thought he would do the job. Especially as his recent aberrant sleep had turned his eyes sunken and pooled. 

Evidently, the caravaner thought so too. He pulled a wooden bow from beneath the seat with a smooth practised motion and quickly notched an arrow, which he pointed pointedly at Renir. He shouted, swinging the arrow back and forth to aim at all three.

“You’ll take nothing from me, Brigands! The first of you to come closer I’ll take through the heart!” The arrow point was quivering slightly from fear, but Shorn could tell he’d be close enough for discomfort should the arrow fly. The children – he could see there were three now (one held a baby) bunched together behind their father. He wished it didn’t always come to this.

Renir looked confused for a moment, then realised what he had said. He laughed insanely, which didn’t help, then said, “No! No! I am sorry, friend, I only wished to see if we could help. You seem to have fallen on hard times.”

The man seemed to think for a second. Shorn and Drun waited silently behind Renir. “You look like brigands! We have nothing of worth for you! Let us pass.”

Renir looked shocked for a moment. He looked down at himself, confused to see the body that looked back at him. He felt his face then, and realised he could be mistaken for a Draymar from this distance. He looked at his companions. Both raised their eyebrows knowingly. 

“Ah,” he said.

“You have our apologies. If we leave our arms here, perhaps you would allow us to approach? We are not raider, sir, just travellers looking to help and hear any news you could spare. We will gladly share what little food we have for news. What say you?”

The man stood, bow still aimed in their direction, and bent his ear to a child who must have been his eldest son. “Leave all your gear there. Approach shirtless – I’ve no mood on me to trust in strangers today.”

Renir looked at Drun and Shorn. Drun had already taken his shirt off. He looked to the other two. “Well, come on.”

“What if he decides to try and rob us?” asked Shorn.

“Don’t be daft,” said Drun. He walked past the two men with his arms held to one side. His donkey stayed where it was. 

Renir shrugged and took off his top. Shorn shook his head and took off his sheath.

They camped by the crossroads, the man eventually persuaded to let them bring their gear closer, while they spoke of the west. He had been reluctant initially but was warming to them. Now he seemed glad of the adult company.

“What happened then, friend?” asked Shorn. Renir was making fast friends with the children. He ran around happily, throwing the second youngest in the air to her delight.

“The Draymar are on the war path again. The border guard came and warned us to leave our homes. They said we could stay at the palisade at Runtor, just below the northern pass. Said we would be safe there. My wife and our three children left everything behind.”

Drun said kindly, “But your wife is not here.”

The man looked sadly at his children. “No. We were not safe. The first night in the fort we, and around forty of our neighbours, were attacked. The garrison was all but wiped out. My wife was killed by a stray arrow in the first assault.” He wiped his eye matter-of-factly, even though there was no tear there. “I told the children she had gone away. Only Taye, the eldest, asked. He’s a good boy. He waited until the other two were out of earshot.”

Shorn bowed his head. “Then the Draymar come. So you escaped?”

“Yes. The garrison told us to run when morn broke. They told us to take the country roads and head for Naeth. The Draymar are on the march. Word must reach Naeth.” He paused for a moment. “Unless…unless you would take it? I fear my family can take little more.”

Drun looked at him kindly but said. “I am sorry for your loss and hardship, I truly am. But if the garrison is under siege then it is there that we must go.”

“What!” exclaimed Shorn. “That’s madness. How do you think we will be able to hold back the Draymar with just us three?”

“Of course not, the garrison will be there. Anyway, I’m sure it’s not all of them. We will go.” Drun spoke in a tone that allowed no argument.

If the father thought it odd that the old man could tell this fearsome scarred warrior and have him listen…he reassessed his situation. He was no longer sure which of the three was more frightening. Regardless, he said, “Well, there were around fifty soldiers at the fort, around forty caravans at the start. Many died the first night, and they would have been assaulted again today. It is at least ten miles toward the mountain.” He indicated the northern mountains, hazy in the distance. “I do not know what you think you can do, but if anyone now is in need of brave men it is the Sturmen stranded there.”

Drun rose. Shorn shook his head and rose, complaining. As he did so he asked the caravaner, “Can you estimate how many Draymar there are?”

“Roughly a hundred.” The man rose too and put a hand on Shorn’s arm. Shorn let it stay there. He continued: “but that is a guess. Not many were killed that first night. I fear you will be killed if you go.”

“So do I,” said Renir, approaching with the young child in his arms, who seemed perfectly content to rest there.

Drun finished. “But go we must.” 

 

They rode hard for a time after they said their goodbyes. Haste was paramount. Thud, the heaviest, rode behind. The borrowed armour bashed against Renir’s knees unnoticed as he rode on. He was holding a fully-fledged conversation with his horse. 

Away from the father they spoke freely. They gave him a message to give to the Thane, too, and a pair of gauntlets that had been intended for the Lord of Renir’s region, the Spar, to use to petition the Thane of Naeth, should their previous messages have failed to get through. 

Shorn tried to ignore his friend’s ramblings as Drun explained to Shorn, going back to their earlier argument. “It is part of your teaching…”

“I told you, Drun, I want no teaching. I have no need.”

Drun ignored him and carried on. “Part of your teaching, Shorn, is that a good man is responsible for his own actions. There is a price for everything. This is yours.”

“What price?”

“The Draymar are raiding these lands because of your actions. Do you see that?”

“Yes, but, what, atonement? Would you have me atone for every heinous deed in my life?”

“No, I would not. But you must learn to take responsibility, Shorn. You must learn the consequence, not just the actions. This is part of the path to masterhood. Without learning this you will never surpass the need for a teacher or a master for you will not be the master of yourself.”

Shorn thought for a moment. “Then if to battle it is, I’ll not be found wanting.”

Drun sighed in consternation. “Not battle this time, redemption in parts.”

Shorn shrugged. “You say redemption, I say battle.”

Drun looked confused for the first time. “Do you even know what redemption means?”

“Better than you, it seems.”

Now it was Drun’s turn to seek. “I don’t understand.”

Shorn laughed. “At last!” 

Renir spoke from behind them. They had forgotten he was there. He said to his horse. “We know what he means, don’t we Thud? He means…some actions…redemption comes in many forms. All take action, as does battle. One cannot battle without action. One cannot be redeemed without action. To sit and die and say I am sorry does not save the soul. Only to go forth and act…”

His voice came out at an odd pitch. It sounded like a girl’s. Drun and Shorn looked to each other. Something was definitely odd with Renir. Renir saw them looking at him and said, “What? What did I say?”

This time he sounded like a man with a beard.

Ahead, smoke laid stark against the darkening night sky.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Sixty-Four

 

The Speculate, Jek Yrie, had no need of splendour. He avoided the finely crafted furniture and distant homes that seemed to call out and trap others with their beauty. Sometimes, he despised his brethren for their constant puling. They held such power and still they hankered after inconsequence and trinkets. Not for nothing were they called trappings.

He was more inclined toward austerity, from his clothes to his room.  The robes he wore were always plain and unadorned by any badge of office. His hair was a starkly cut and his face was narrow and sharp, too narrow to express a wide range of emotions; even his face was arrantly unadorned. Only his room showed any sign of his personality; his cluttered desk took one whole wall of the room. A mountain of papers, maps and tools obscured the gouged, worn surface. The shutter above the desk was eternally closed. Nothing useful was ever kept in the murky midden of old papers. This was the only face his visitors got to see – one that Jek had invented. 

The decor within the room did not suffer from lack of light; it too was plain and unadorned, designed solely for warmth in the winter and cool in the summer. His room also bore a bed and two comfortable looking chairs of wood that lured the sitter into uncomfortable positions as they struggled for purchase. The wielder of the might of the Protectorate could not afford to be off his guard, and comfort made him slack. In Arram, comfortable could get you killed. He practised pain nightly and carried his wounds silently. The pain he bore through his waking hours made him remember how he reached the level of Speculate – with great care. 

Jek sat with his back to the ancient black oak desk looking across at his guest. As the most powerful Protocrat on Rythe (perhaps the most powerful Hierarch, too, although he had no wish to test his theories. He was too important to die playing childish games) Jek could have almost anything he wanted. 

Almost. To his acute chagrin he was still unable to find the thorn in his side. He even seemed to be picking up more as he went along. Tirielle A’m Dralorn, the first to escape his snare, fleeing with the Sard. The second, Shorn, together with the Watcher. As powerful as Klan was he could not find them. As powerful as Jek was he could not find them. Their plans for Sturma continued apace with the Draymar rising. Tun, Jek’s subordinate, was weakening the Kuh’taenium – the ancient heart of the human race. The building, invested with the sum of all their knowledge by the Builders of old, would still fall. The timetable was set and they were too far along the timeline to fail now…

And yet they failed at every pass. 

The Order of Sard with Tirielle, the Watcher with Shorn…it was past time for the Protectorate to awake. The Hierarchy need not know. None need know. 

Drastic times called for drastic measures.

The chances of anyone finding out were miniscule. He sighed inwardly – to be at the top meant risking everything sometimes. The hiring of an assassin in itself could have meant the end of him. It was forbidden. 

Speculates did not retire. There was only one end for him should he fail. As an aspirant to the Protectorate’s highest mantle he had fast learned that death lurked around every corner. One thing Jek learned faster than the others was that you could avoid death…if you knew where it was. 

Which was why he sat looking at it. 

The Guryon, the planes’ assassin, shifted unsettlingly before him. Jek could never tell if they were looking at him.  Jek closed his eyes and listened to the senses of the other places while he twirled an ornate crossbow bolt between finger and thumb. This was the price. Start high and the Guryon will end the bargain with your soul. Jek didn’t have a soul, but there was still the principle of the thing – no man’s death was worth the weapon.

Sibilance broke the air before the words, giving Jek ample time to attune his ears. The Guryon spoke all common tongues, but at once, mixed with others no mortal or immortal had ever heard. Hisses and barks and all manner of noise hung in the air, lost, until Jek found a language he understood.  

“Whyfyc..cakkll…Yiu..Yon?” The question was dissected by sounds Jek could not place. Jek played with the quarrel. The light caught on each of the fiery insects crawling there. The Guryon’s eyes were drawn to the glittering projectile. The Guryon’s colour changed to encompass all colours, even colours that did not exist on Rythe. It shifted between the worlds and Jek looked away. He pushed down his desire. He longed to see all the worlds. Just not all at once. The shifting sight of the alien – and familiar – landscapes that peered into the room through the transparent and somehow solid Guryon made even Jek feel nauseous. These sights were not meant for mortal eyes. 

“I have need of someone – outside – to carry out some work for me,” he began.

“Who…Guryon…take?” Filtering the ideas that made up words took most of Jek’s power, even though he was ascendant. 

“No, no, not take, not this time. Find. I want you to find someone for me. I cannot see her.”

“The Lady?”

“Yes, Guryon. The lady. You know her scent. She smells of one you found before.”

“Guryon dislike finding.”

“But it is part of your skill, is it not?”

“Yes.” The Guryon hesitated. “But Guryon find. Nothing to take back.” It looked pitifully sad at that moment. Jek’s cold heart almost forgot itself…almost forgot why it wanted to take one back. Caution was needed when negotiating a crossroads.

“Do I not pay you in companions? Always?”

“True.”

“Then find her for me. When you go back, I will reward you in kind.” He bowed his head slightly to indicate that the meeting was over. Through his eyebrows he noticed the Guryon looking at the bolt he held in his hand. He looked up, as if surprised.

“Is there something else?”

The Guryon shifted to the right. Then the left. Finally it asked. “The weapon?”

“Oh!” Jek feigned surprise. “The weapon! I am so foolish… here I hold one of the five bolts and I forgot completely about it!” Guryon’s eyes (he thought they were eyes) shifted and Jek thought he had played it too far. 

The Guryon only said however, “When I find the lady, I will have the weapon?” 

“Of course, of course. That was the deal. That is why I have brought one of the bolts. For you to have. Good faith.”

Guryon shimmied in the air of the room and all heat went. Jek realised it was laughing. ‘Good faith indeed,’ it said.

Only “Guryon thank you” came out as words.

Jek threw the bolt underhand at the Guryon. It disappeared straight through. 

He was prepared to pay. The service was outstanding. But, he thought to himself again as the Guryon bowed and imploded from the mortal realm, ‘keep the first price small, always small’.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Sixty-Five

 

Fenore had called Tirielle and the Sard together. They waited expectantly for Roth’s mother to speak. Tirielle fidgeted. Fenore began.

“It is time I told you what I know. I feel you will need knowledge where you go.”

Tirielle and the Sard sat cross-legged on the stone floor of the vast chamber. Tirielle was eager to see behind the veil. She listened raptly to the giant rahken. 

“Now the seer is awake it is time for you to leave. I know the path you must take, and the girl is a part of your future. The rahkens have prophesies, unlike the Protectorate and the Sard, who only deal in legend.”

Tirielle sat forward. As much as she did not want to leave, she knew she could put it off for no longer. Her belly quaked at the thought of facing her fears again, but, she told herself sternly, I am the daughter of Dran A’m Dralorn. I will face my fears.

She was, she understood, still afraid. The fear would not stop her though. With Roth and the Sard by her side, she would stand tall.

Fenore smiled at her, as if the giant rahken could somehow understand her anxiety.

“The road ahead will be hard, but with true companions, you can prevail. Now, to what you must know before you leave. That the three must come together to awake the wizard, you all know. Only the red wizard can stop the return. But for the wizard to awake, the time must be right. The rahkens know this because of an ancient alliance with the red wizard. Our pictures do not remember the returning race’s true name, but we call them the Sun Destroyers. They are an evil race. They are the Hierarch’s forebearers. They are to be feared.”

All present listened intently. 

“This is why I bade you to come before me. I must tell you when. When the rahkens see a change in the suns, the wizard shall awake. The suns already show their fear. The time is soon. You must take Roth with you. It will know when the time is right. But we know not where the red wizard slumbers. Perhaps in Beheth you can find the answers. But I do know you do not have much time. You do not have the time to take passage by sea. Time will be measured in months, not years.

“Tirielle, keep Roth by your side, always. I see that you must do this. My friends, Order of the Sard, I see that all of you will not accompany Tirielle on her journey. But however many of you remain behind, you must keep the seer alive. She is essential to those who would fight the Protectorate. Heed my words well, all of you. This we have seen.”

Tirielle looked around at the nine members of the Sard gathered around the rahken. They all looked grave. Tirielle pushed her fear to one side. The time to fight the Protectorate was at hand. She was ready. 

She caught Fenore’s eye, and the old rahken nodded to her, kindly.

“Now, I have spoken for long enough. You must dally here no longer. It is not safe for you. I fear on your journey there will be no safe haven. Be wary always. The Protectorate has many eyes. Prepare yourselves. You must leave tomorrow.”

The Sard rose as one. Tirielle stayed behind. She was eager. She would not sleep tonight.

 

*




  


Chapter Sixty-Six

 

Renir, Shorn and Drun arrived outside the pallisade at Runtor, below the northern pass of the Culthorn mountains. They were greeted by the sight of vines of smoke creeping up into the sky. The coming night air solidified the vines and the wind pushed them into bending tendrils. Ash butterflies flew high on the warm air and fell back to earth tired, to die on the hard packed dirt underfoot. The light from the fires around the fort glowed orange, and with no cloud to hold it down it floated off, diminishing into space among the twinkling stars. The night would be chill. 

All was silent until they got closer, when the lonely archer atop a tower announced their arrival to his captain (after a few shaky moments on his part). The horse’s hooves clopped against the trampled earth. 

This was too much. This had not been part of his training. Shorn took in the results of his labour, his accusation – no doubt Drun would think of this sight as catharsis for Shorn’s soul. This wasn’t his fault though. Shorn had not started this. It was too big. 

Shorn looked at the extent of the battle and the scope of the carnage. This was no skirmish. It looked like a prelude. 

The defenders had been hit hard. Bodies still littered the floor around the wooden fort and small fires persisted all about. Palisade walls were bent back against their own pilings in some places, listing dangerously inward where the weight of the Draymar attackers had pushed it in. The wall had held. Some of the bodies of the dead still bowed to it. 

The majority of the attackers looked like Draymar, the mismatched armour and variety of arms an easy giveaway. Shorn did not need to see faces to know their race. He had trained the Draymar, but from looking at those faces which were turned up and still intact he knew these were not any raiding party that he had seen. He was glad they were not the Draymar he had trained. 

He took in the layout of the fort and the death all around it. They still stood a chance. The defenders may even have fought too well, he though, despondent. The Draymar, for all their purported logic, loved a challenge. The attackers had come for a slaughter and found a game opponent. They would be back. 

“Do we have time for this, Drun?” asked Shorn.

“We will make time for it. Time is not as important to your journey as preparation.” 

Shorn scowled. This looked like a lot of preparation.

They took their horses into a courtyard wide enough for a hundred horses. The fort was defensible, or it would have been, thought Shorn, as he entered through the open front gates, but there were too few men to hold it; barely half a garrison remained and all the defenders looked sooted and soiled and above all tired. He looked around and felt sad for the refugees inside, the women and the children…he feared they would all meet death early tomorrow. 

The captain was walking toward them. As they drew closer they saw the wrinkles of the sun had yet to reach the captain’s eyes. He was but a boy.

“Welcome, travellers. I fear we cannot offer our usual sup today,” called the captain in a smoked voice.

“We are aware of your plight, Captain,” called Drun, coming closer. “Please allow us to offer our assistance. I am a skilled healer, my companion,” he pointed to Shorn, “here has some knowledge of both warfare and of the Draymar, if he can be of use. His name is,” Shorn held his breath – he never knew if Drun was about to drop him into trouble, “Shorn. My other companion is Renir, who despite his fearsome appearance is unlikely to be of much use in a fight.”

“Hey!” Renir looked hurt for a moment, then shrugged at the Captain. “Well, it is true. But I’m willing to lend a hand where I can.”

“Well, friends are welcome. I believe we may need more in the days ahead. I am called Jermin. But I fear your timing may be fatal. This was no raiding party.” The Captain looked bitter and tired beyond belief.

Shorn dismounted. “Well, they’ll not attack again today. It is not their way.” 

“Strange bunch, then. They could wipe us out if they did. Still, plenty of time for that tomorrow, then.”

“When it comes to the Draymar always think logic, Captain – well, almost always – and you’ll begin to understand.” Shorn brought out his crutch, causing the captain’s eyes to rise, and led Harlot into the fort. The others followed and walked their horses alongside the Captain. 

Heavy logs had been cut into spikes to make the walls. Shorn worked out how high they were – the ground was lower outside, dug down. The barrier was too high for a man to scale, and he had never seen the Draymar use a ladder. If they saw no use for something they would not use it. It didn’t mean that they would not change their minds. 

Shorn and Drun both looked at each other – the fort a shambles and the men were resting when they should have been preparing for tomorrow. The Captain seemed very wet behind the ears.

Shorn continued. “They won’t come in the dark because it’s too difficult for them to see to loot. If they didn’t kill you all it would be a waste of death as they assume you would strip the bodies before them. They do not come in force because they are unsure. They will grow bolder and they fight for things. Nothing more.”

The archer’s tower was on the wrong side of the fort, before the gates facing to the east. It was effectively useless – the Draymar would come down from the mountains to the west. He wondered if the architect was also responsible for the rubble grave at Naeth. 

There must have been only fifty men to hold the walls that surrounded a barracks, toilet, armoury and a mess. It was a strange place to put an armoury, but Shorn thought it could prove useful. The refugees that remained cooked their own food with fires in the central clearing, effectively blocking the thoroughfare for any soldiers needed to leave their posts and reinforce another wall. The camp was roughly square, and the corner to the southwest still burned. Shorn sighed. So this is the price I must pay.

“What was that?” the Captain looked at Shorn.

“Nothing captain. I was thinking aloud. If I may make a suggestion?” 

“Of course.” 

“We should move those people to one side of the fort, to allow the archers to cross. And put the fires out, apart from the one in the middle. Braziers are fine for guards on post tonight but not tomorrow. The Draymar will not burn us, no sense in doing it ourselves.”

The Captain eyed Shorn thoughtfully. “How do you know that? They burned us before.”

“They burned areas that would not spread – look, Captain – there, there…easy to put out. No, I suspect the fires were merely a distraction, another means to make your men panic. They may even want to take the fort for themselves.”

“You sound well versed in the art of war. The fires will be out soon – I have a team working to bring water from the well but the well is a long way off.”

“Who built this place! Did they not think to build it on the well!?”

“Well, as you say, it is indefensible but it was build in times of peace by builders, not warriors. We have known peace for so long.” 

“And war for longer before that. Regardless, while the men are gathering water we should gather a team to heap earth on those fires.  Forgive me for saying so, Captain, but any fighter would have done that already. And you should really value the water more – we may need that to drink if we become trapped for days. “

The captain looked set to take offence but Drun intervened, “Forgive my friend, Captain. He can be blunt. I take it you are not a fighting man?”

The captain sighed and rubbed his sooty face. “No, he is right. The Captain of the Guard was killed. It is a stupid situation, but the army rules that the next highest ranking officer takes command in such situations – I am not a captain of men but of things. I am just the logistics officer, the bursar. I know how many pies we have and how many flagons of ale but I’ve not killed a man in anger...” He drew a hand over his weary eyes. “At least, not until today. I fear the army has killed us all – I don’t know what’s best to do.” 

Drun patted the brave man on the shoulder kindly. “I am sure that you are doing your best, Captain. I would not like to interfere, but to avoid breaking the rules, perhaps you could take Shorn on as an adviser? I understand that the hiring of mercenaries is not unheard of in the Sturman army?”

“No, in times of war we will take any assistance we can get. If you would?” He looked at Shorn hopefully. 

“There will be a small fee,” Shorn said, adding, “one that you could accept, Drun,” before Drun could say anything.

“Very well then, I take you on as my adviser.” The captain led Shorn into the camp. “Forgive me for asking, but are you and your companions Sturman?”

Shorn admired the captain’s tact; he had not even looked at Shorn’s scar. 

“Well, shall we say we’re one third Sturman?”

“Oh. Oh..?” said the captain.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Sixty-Seven

 

The air of Arram’s bowels was not still, but thick with floating dust. The books buried there slowly breaking apart, the skin that fell from the readers; the library had been so long the dust was part of the reading. It played with the words as they drifted from the books. 

Klan watched the readers. There were many skilled readers. His was not here. Klan could read. He could keep the whole of the Protectorate archive stored in his very bones. But he was not a reader. 

Still Shorn and the girl, Tirielle, eluded them. He put it to one side. His growing power was useless in the search. The Sacrifice and the Saviour were invisible. He had busied himself instead. 

Instead of worry he occupied his time by building the Anamnesors. Klan had planned for this a long time. It had begun before he even joined the ranks of the Protectorate. The bastard child, hierarch blood mixed with that part which was protocrat. They said he would never reach the Speculate. 

He had always known he would. Their snide remarks would turn to pitiful pleas soon enough. His finished force would rival the best. 

Now for the final touch. He had to choose the last. 

He wanted the seer but could not have her. As a man he enjoyed the wanting. All hierarchs enjoyed the wanting. They found it luxuriant. Klan, only part protocrat, full ascendant, was something else. Want was fast becoming personal preference and it just was not the same thing. 

Klan’s Anamnesors were strong and proud. He was well pleased with his growth as both a wizard and a leader in the Speculate. He was amazed at just how easily he had overcome any resistance from the other Speculate members. Murder between members was forbidden but this did not mean the hiring or persuading of assassins did not take place. Klan had not hired an assassin and would not. He wouldn’t pay to have someone else kill for him. He got all that he wanted with his wits and trade alone, sometimes he made use of the knowledge within his bone archive (which he found he could not always recall, but had to replenish from time to time with increasingly easy journeys inside) and sometimes he made use of his powers. The only bloodshed was of those who came against him. 

Klan’s division was making an impression. He had a team of three hundred men and women under his command, each painstakingly picked. Each was a master in their field. The other leaders all worked on criteria, never seeing personally those under their command. The process was too unwieldy. Klan had found a better way. By picking each member himself, he knew his division was worth ten of the other leaders divisions. Some tried to hide their best away. Some like Mermi. It never worked.

He left the balcony overlooking the library. The man he looked for was not among the readers. He closed his eyes and listened with his body to the turning of the leaves, dry coughs, the blinking of rheumy eyes. There, underneath the library – well, he was surprised. His growing talents were showing him new things every day. The old man was hidden away under the library. Such length they would go to. 

Under the library, Fernip Unger, a sickly, wizened protocrat, read by candlelight and guesswork. Klan watched him through the floor. When Klan had been in his Protectorate infancy, the ancient reader (old even then) had been there. He had known of him ever since working in Arram. He was always in the Library. When he had been burning the archives onto his soul the old man had been there. 

This was a man with a quest for knowledge. He would be perfect. Mermi could not refuse to let him go – the deal was set. 

Klan blinked.

He appeared in the little underground room (actually, thought Klan, the library was underground, too – half of Arram was) behind the reader. 

He could see the trapdoor leading up from under here. This was where the forbidden knowledge was kept – it must be – he could see the outline of a badly concealed door and feel the dark and the draft coming from it. The Island Archive. All those secrets in there, secrets that never told... 

When he had time he would add this to his reservoir but for now he had to complete his team.

“Can I help you?” Fernip Unger spoke without turning. His voice was dusty.

The protocrat was stooped over a small desk. Klan moved round to see his eyes. They still shone. Nearly white they created their own light. Klan could see the words on the page dance out to meet his eyes. The pages of the worn book he was reading through were turning by themselves. 

“I can help you, Master Reader Fernip. I have come to hire you. I have struck a bargain with Mermi. You will serve me.”

“Forgive me, master,” Fernip read on, “but I have read here for my whole life. I intend to do so until that day comes.”

“As may be, but you will work for me. I can make this happen whether you cede to my wishes or not.”

Fernip laughed. His eyes were so bright, despite a lifetime of living in the dark. “I will die soon enough, Anamnesor Mard – yes, of course I know of you. There is nothing that you can threaten me with.”

 “I understand you have a lifetime in this – but I can offer you something better.”

“Hmm.” He coughed something up and swallowed it. He turned to face Klan. His face was pale. “No attempt to bully? I knew you were dangerous…”

“Dangerous or not, I can give you what you want.”

“And what would that be?”

“This. I can give you this.” Klan swept his arm round the room. 

“I already have this, Anamnesor.”

“But would you like it for longer?”

“Are you trying to woo me?”

Klan laughed this time. “You are everything I thought you would be Master Fernip. I intend no such thing. We both know I could have you tortured in eternity – I could probably do it myself but if that were my wish I would not be here now. “

“Then my death avails you nothing. So, if it is not my death which you desire, it must be my knowledge – I can think of nothing else I have to offer.”

“You are right. I would like you to head a project for me. One that will take quite some time and that no other would be better suited to.”

“I understand you have been building an army to rival most others in skill if not size – I take it you are the thinking General?”

“More so than most,” smiled Klan. “Will you head my project?”

“How long for?”

“For the rest of your days.”

“Then I fear you have chosen the wrong man for the job, Master. I have lung rot and will not last out the year.” He hacked to prove his point.

“That, Master Reader, I can do something about. I can extend your life beyond that which is normal. I cannot bring your body back to youth, but I can halt your descent.” Klan shrugged. “It may not be perfect…”

“You know as do I nothing is ever given…what is the price you ask?”

“I ask no price of you, just the use of your years and your insight. Intelligence in such a place as this is hard to come by and by all accounts yours is an…unusual…intellect.”

“No price, eh?”

“No, no price. Just agree that you will serve me in my demands, and I will stop your ageing now…”

The protocrat thought for a while. “Very well, then. If I can continue to read, then so be it.” He bowed his head and said to his feet, “You know, I have no need of my youth back – all it gave me was trunk for women I did not want. I always wished I had longer. There is so much to know.” He sighed and looked wearily at Klan from under huge bushes eyebrows grown around his deep-set eyes. “My death comes soon anyway, so I fear not if you really bear me ill will. I have nothing to lose.”

Klan smiled broadly. “Then, Master Reader, I thank you. Now, to your prize.” Klan took one step forward and took the man’s head between both hands. In Klan’s mind the process took an age but he had stepped through time of sorts and while he laboured hard within the man’s every cell Fernip Unger had time to take a breath. 

Klan returned and smiled at the man. 

“And the price.”

The master reader wept for the longest time afterward, long into the night. Through the night his hair grew thicker and his nails turned slightly less white. The blue veins on his hands stood thick like chains through his skin. He wept all night, his wrists pushed against his eyelids to keep out the dreadful sight of his new body. He wept against his knee. He wept against his shoulder. It did not matter where he tried. 

He found no pulse.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Sixty-Eight

 

A team of soldiers had finished dousing any remaining embers by the time a team returned with water. Shorn was impressed in his own way by the young captain, thrust into the fire of his first battle with little training and one day’s experience. He was eager and bright and would improve…if they lived. 

“You’ve done a remarkable job for someone with no battle training, and hampered as you are,” said Shorn.

“My talent is counting things, Shorn, not fighting. I have no talent for battle strategy.” 

“True or not, you have a talent that any army needs. Now, how much food do we have? How much water? Weapons? Armour? How many Draymar?”

“Well, we have enough water for us for the next two weeks. There is enough food to last a week, but hunting parties can be formed – “

“Split the water – they will go for the water wagon the first chance they get. And ration the food – we do not know if we will be able to get out of the fort to hunt. Carry on.”

“Then, we have forty-three men. Seven archers – they went for the archers on their first attack, this was when the captain fell – the rest are swordsmen. We have a cook and a doctor and an armourer. We made a pile of all the bodies we could find. All of us are armed. There are fifteen refugees from the mountain settlement. Fortunately, they arrived before the Draymar with warning, otherwise we would have been wiped out. Seven men among them, four women and four children. They have their own food and cook for themselves. I could not count the Draymar accurately. There were too many – I estimate three hundred.”

Shorn blanched secretly. Three hundred! 

They were all but dead. He kept his face straight though. No need to cause panic – these men had already fought against the Draymar and survived. They deserved respect. They all looked tired and scared but he noticed the ember of pride burning in the eyes of all those he looked at. He looked across the camp to where Renir was making friends with the children, trying to keep them giggling by talking. The parents seemed grateful for someone to take the little one’s minds off their predicament. The young were resilient. The older children already looked like they might be of use. Now he wondered about the adults. He noticed that all the men and women had the look of people used to a hard life of toiling for their food. 

The two moons were full, giving sufficient light for an attack. He didn’t mention this to the captain – if the Draymar decided against form to attack before daybreak they would all be slaughtered anyway.

Dawn would come too soon.

Shorn began. ”First, appoint two men as your aids. One should be master at arms, one with a talent for leadership. You will need two deputies in case either of us falls. Each of those men should also have two deputies. Men will fall tomorrow, Captain Jermin. We must be prepared for other men to take the slack with no prompting.”

Captain Jermin nodded that he understood. He called over two men and explained to them that they would listen to Shorn. They paid attention and seemed bright enough. 

“Next, I want all men split into three teams. That includes the men and women. We will find out what skills the caravaners have – we cannot afford to squander resources. You have two archers in that tower there, facing the wrong way. Leave one man atop, with pitch if you have it – “

“A little – “

“Then we’ll find a better use for it. One work party will go to the pile of bodies you have and lay them in a line in front of the main gates. If the Draymar horsemen circle from the back a wall of bodies is too easy for them to jump – lay them at irregular points, to make the horse’s stumble. That is all the defence the rear should need – but that’s a guess. I will hold the back. How many bows have you, captain?”

“Not many, this was a backwater fort – it is woefully undersupplied.” If the captain thought it strange that a man on a crutch would hold the rear of the pallisade he said nothing.

“Have you any means of purchasing additional equipment?”

“From were? We have gold but no one to buy from.”

“Then you will buy from us. We have armour enough between us, high quality armour, that the caravaners and women and those men of yours without can use.”

“Very well, what would you like in return?” 

“I would like you to outfit my friend Renir with what you can. I would also like to trade directly with your armourer. From the look of the men’s equipment I’m guessing he is good.”

“He is. A genius, poor man’s been stuck on military pay through lack of ambition.” He smiled. “Aren’t we all? But with your services that may be more than we can bear.”

“My services, friend, are the price of a few hours of work from your smithy and nothing more. You can thank Drun for that.” He said this last with a smile. If he resented being dragged into this war it didn’t show – his face looked truly alive for the first time since he had left Nabren’s camp so long ago. 

“Now, when the men move the bodies of the dead, make sure that they take any usable weapons. I doubt they have any bows although they might have swords that the archers can take – they will need to be able to fight in close should the Draymar breach the walls. Have the women equipped with any spare bows. You can see well enough by this light so if you find any unbroken arrows collect those, too. The children will have to pass the arrows to the archers – this will increase their fire rate. The archers and reloaders should all take position in the middle of the fort. I want all caravans stripped of canvas – we may need to use it for bandaging – and turned on their sides outside of the walls, with the wheels facing out – I want the line of the wall to be ragged – it throws out the enemy advancing line. The centre needs to be clear as the archers will form a separate, mobile team, able to go to any wall as they are needed.”

“Then, I will have you dig periodic holes on this side of the walls. Fill the ditch outside the wall, directly opposite, with the dirt. Let’s entice them, Captain. If they leap over the walls and breach us then they will break their necks on the other side – we’ll not make it easy for them. “

Jermin explained all the orders to his men and then accompanied Shorn to ask for the refugee’s assistance. All looked grateful for something to do.  Anything was preferable to the sleepless wait.

Shorn left the captain to work. He went directly to the armoury. Time to wake the armourer. Shorn could only hope there was enough time. 

It was seven hours until dawn.

 

*




  


Chapter Sixty-Nine

 

Tirielle paced underground and waited for the interminably long night to pass across the sea, but the suns seemed to have forgotten all about Lianthre. Their gaze was firmly fixed on Sturma. Carious and Dow would not fail in their vigilance again, as they had once long ago over the forgotten city of Urlain. The fate of a nation lay in the balance, and this time they would be there, watching, come what may. 

Rythe turned more slowly, the suns dallied over Sturma, and the longest day of Renir’s life began.

He awoke as the first rays of sun hit the fort. He rose, scratching his beard, blinked and looked across the fire burning in the heart of the camp. For the first night in an age, his dreams had been of sleep. 

He stretched. His bracers clashed and woke the men next to him. He apologised and greeted them. The chill of the night had not touched him, and he felt warm after falling asleep from exhaustion in front of the fire permanently burning in the fort’s centre. Others around the camp were bedding down, finished in their night duties. Renir guessed, rightly, that most of the camp had been too tired to worry over any trifling noises in the night. Sunlight came ragged across the wooden spikes like blood from a hound’s teeth. The men around him looked scared of death. 

Renir felt surprisingly chipper.

Strangely, he was not afraid of the Draymar. He felt no anger toward them, either. It would be a relief when they came. He walked across the fort to where Drun sat. So, he thought, I will get my second taste of battle. 

“Good morning, Drun. Did you sleep?”

“No. I have been wrestling with my conscience, to aid or leave alone.”

“You will not use your magic then?”

“No, I do not think I will. My order would only use their gifts to fight evil and I believe I must also.” 

Renir leaned against the wall next to Drun and looked out to the river, where the still-clear water ran from the trees covering the lower reaches of the hills, and further up, from the mountains. 

He turned his gaze back to Drun. The Watcher looked old than usual today, haggard, even. The old man’s hair was lank, his face filling on the bones but still weary. Renir’s own beard would look like Drun’s soon if he didn’t have a shave. 

Renir wondered when the Draymar would come.

“I will aid the Doctor where I can,” said Drun. “But there are some rules I cannot break, for the Draymar are not truly evil. This is their way and nature’s way. It is a part of…evolution. I cannot get involved. This is outside my sphere.” 

Renir looked out again and said to Drun, “Well then, they’ll probably have to do it without both of us. I’m sure Shorn will try to stop me from fighting.”

“I believe Shorn’s intentions in this matter will not change the outcome. You will find blood today, Renir. We all will.” Drun grimaced. “I see no chance for us to escape unharmed.”

Renir took a deep breath through his nose and placed the head of his axe against the point of the wall. “I’ll not die a coward, at least.”

“I think there are greater plans in place than would allow you to die for Shorn, Renir. Shorn and I, it seems, are not the only ones with power.”

“Ha! I have no powers and I can hardly even hold this axe!”

“That, I think, will change. Dream much?” Drun asked quietly.

 

The camp was up and there was still no sign of the Draymar. Shorn walked in the courtyard, speaking with a burly man. There was a maker’s mark upon the man’s leather apron. 

Shorn looked happy and grateful at the same time. He gave a rare smile to the man who had worked with him all night and thanked him heartily. The mercenary’s scar smiled too.

It wasn’t very endearing. 

The man next to Shorn turned to ask a question. “You stay, though you realise reinforcements won’t be on the way for at least another day, you require no payment for your services, although you work as a mercenary – still you stay?”

Shorn’s sword was on his back. Weeks of nightly practise had brought him back to some semblance of health and his eyes sparkled with vigour. Renir watched the mercenary pace and realised what was wrong. He limped a fair bit, but seemed able to stand and walk thanks to a new brace outside of his breeches. It was of shining steel, attached with heavy leather straps and buckles. The brace fared out at the knee and was then held in place by straps attached to his back scabbard. His left hand also sported something new; a steel gauntlet, curved inside to hold his sword. This also fared out to cover his entire forearm like a second blade. He saw Renir and called up.

“Renir! Drun! Good morning!”

Drun turned. “I see you are joyous for the coming battle.”

“Ah, Priest, do not spoil my good mood – that is not the reason for my mood – but this!” He brandished his gauntlet and brace. “Not only can I walk again, but thanks to this man I will be protected now I am slower of foot and hand.” He introduced the man standing next to him. “Roge Rephan, Master Armourer. He knew of Gordir’s work and agreed to take it for the fort’s Captain…Renir, he has made something for you, too!”

He turned to Roge and said, “This is why I stay, Roge. Because I have debts to pay. To them and to you all.”

Roge thumped Shorn on the shoulder. “Don’t forget, don’t get cocky. It will take some getting used too, and you will tire and chaff until you get some padding.”

“No time for that. Good luck and my heartfelt thanks, Master Armourer.”

The armourer led Renir into a small forge. Roge told Renir to help himself. 

After some deliberation, Renir equipped himself in a fine breastplate that the armourer agreed to give as part of the exchange for Gordir’s armour. It was loose across the chest, but the straps had some give in them. Shorn apologized that he had not had time to get Renir something properly fitted. Renir didn’t mind at all. Any additional protection would be welcome. 

In the armoury Renir took his time trying out all the spare armour. He tried on various helmets but decided he did not want one. When he emerged he wore steel backed gloves, the steel attached to the hand by rings and a bracelet, and his new breastplate, waves in the metal curving away from a raised point just below his sternum, designed to take away a thrusting blade.  

The Armourer had also agreed to fashion Renir a sheath of sorts for his axe, which he had worked on with Shorn’s assistance. Shorn had stolen Renir’s axe from beside the sleeping man, snoring gently and mumbling something in his sleep about blessed quiet. 

The sheath was of thick Satmir grine and two steel bands ran along each half on the inside, protecting the hide from the axe’s touch. He could slide the axe in or out, if he got it in blade first and then turned it so the handle was facing down. After a few minutes he managed to get the blade in one handed. His shoulder ached early. 

The day became steadily brighter. Shorn could see the Draymar waiting at the tree line. 

Legs did not waiver. The gates were barred and they were ready. The sky turned to clear bright blue, the clouds pearled low and the underside glowed red. They ate as Dow broke the horizon. 

The Draymar came streaming from the trees before they could get to the fruit. 

Renir heard the horn and ran to get his axe. When he couldn’t find it Drun pointed to it hang down from the scabbard. He grinned wryly, then joined Shorn.

Shorn looked over the picket fence, out to the advancing horses. A couple of miles distant…the horsemen would be here in a few minutes. He squinted and counted a rough hundred pounding across the long grass. He called everyone to him. 

The soldiers looked ready. The caravaners were afraid but refused to run; Jermin could no longer spare an escort and to run had become at least as dangerous as staying. A couple of the farmers were former soldiers and were proficient enough in the bow. They would prove useful and, Shorn thought, we could use all assistance offered today. In the distance they could hear the Draymar battle cries as they neared the fort. 

At the west wall Shorn stood tall and turned his back on the Draymar. The air was warm now, alive with small noises. A lull in the cries came and they could hear the flitting of insects. The fort’s protectors looked up at Shorn, tall and proud. He stood tall now he wasn’t crouched over his crutch. He looked strange in his fine new brace and armoured hand mixed with the rags he still wore. Renir watched him. “I really should have a word with him about his image.” The girl’s voice again.

“Renir?”

Renir snapped back. “Sorry. I drifted off. What?”

“Are you well?” Drun asked with concern.

“I’m fine, Drun, thank you. I’ll play my part today.”

“I know you will, Renir.” Drun looked at him thoughtfully. “I know you will.”

On the raised wooden walkway around the palisade, Shorn drew his sword and rested both hands on the pommel in front of him. His voice carried well. His face still drew awe. His hair and beard were fierce.

Renir thought between the two of them they looked like Drun’s disciples. 

“I’m no good at speeches and there’s no time,” began Shorn. “Fight bravely and we may see the day out.

“Turn and run once and all will be lost,” he added as an afterthought.

The Captain mounted the platform and stood by Shorn’s side. “So I’ll just say this one last time…any questions?”

Everyone remained silent.

“Then you know what to do. Be proud.” He raised his sword in salute to the defenders.

“Pick you plot,” muttered Renir under his breath. He was beginning to feel somewhat unsure about his future. He hoped he would not have to read it in his own entrails.

The thunder of hooves bore down on them as Shorn came down from the platform and spoke to Renir. 

“I want you to go in the tower and tell me where the Draymar are attacking.”

“Why don’t you go?”

“Because. I’ll stay at the gate and defend here. I am not strong enough to climb ladders and I’m no archer. I’ll be fine on the flat ground.”

“An archer can do the same work and it would be a waste of men.”

“I’d rather you stayed safe, Renir. You do not know how to fight.”

“I will learn as I go.”

“You’ll not change your mind?”

“No. I’ll not stand by uselessly when good people are dying.”

Shorn looked at his friend. “Then fight by me. Have you given that axe a name yet?”

“Not yet. I think I should soon. I’m beginning to feel like it’s mine.”

“Well, if you live through today, I think you’ll earn it.”

The battle cries of the Draymar rose to fever pitch. 

“Archers?” Shorn shouted to the lookout in the tower. The muscles on Shorn’s right hand corded and twisted on the hilt of his sword. 

“No! Pikes and swords, mainly.”

“Then fire when you can archers!” he yelled at the archers in the camp.

Archers were the only upper hand he had. A second later the first thuwa-d! sounded.

Shorn ran to the wall. “This takes too long. I need to see first hand.”

“Calm yourself,” counselled Renir. “They listened well. You must trust them.”

“You sound like Drun.”

“Brindle’s Horns, Sir! North and South!” cried the lookout. 

Arrows flew and Shorn could now see the heads of the first Draymar attackers briefly. Too few fell. Those on foot would be at the walls soon. Those Draymar with mounts were circling the fort already. 

He hoped the young captain’s memory and heart served him well at the walls. 

The archer, Shorn’s eyes above, went silent as he began firing. 

Shorn and Renir turned to the gate as the first hook came sailing over.

Thirty or so horsemen and women had broken round the sides of the fort and each was pulling at a rope which ended in a vicious hook. The raiders were clad like Renir – all their armour was piecemeal. Renir’s fitted at least. The Draymar liked helms, though. This was good. A helmed warrior was slower, more cautious, because they couldn’t see. 

The Draymar horsemen urged their horses on, desperate to break the gates before their runners came and had to attack the walls. Shorn and Renir ran forward and hacked at the ropes. Some sheared through when Renir hit but some stayed, too, and his axe kept twisting in his hands. 

“Change your grip! Wrists in line when hitting, in a ‘v’ when blocking or pulling it back.” Shorn had to shout to be heard over the growing clamour. “Like you’re wringing it!” 

The gates began to tilt outward. An archer took a flaming arrow and waited. The ropes kept coming. The gates buckled and snapped in places, then…

“Fire!” Shorn yelled and the archer shot the arrow, trailing smoke behind it, over the gates. 

A second later, gases from the bloated stomachs of the dead, primed with pitch and dried grass, exploded. Small popping noises could be heard on the wind. 

The horses at the gate panicked and ran. The gates came down as they did. 

Renir turned to say, “So this is my first battle, then?” but Shorn was gone. He was running at the horsemen stranded in the fire.

For a moment the riders were in too much of a mess to do anything. Shorn moved slowly still on his wounded leg. It would probably never be the same but his movements were becoming more assured. He moved and knew exactly where each rider was. He moved only when he had to. All other times he used his sword, holding the centre of the clearing. He slashed at the legs of a horse, taking it down. Still no one swung at him. The smoke drifted across Renir’s sight and Shorn disappeared. Then he was to Renir’s right and a man hit the floor. A helmet flew in the air when the Draymar’s head cracked against the packed dirt. Renir saw that Shorn only used his right hand on his sword at first, but seemed to tire remarkably fast. The poison and his wounds had robbed him of far more than he let on yet still he fought. Another man fell before the attackers realised that Shorn was not a demon but a man.

And suddenly hard blows were raining down on him. He used his gauntlet and sword in a shield overhead and lashed out whenever he was able. Each time he struck with deadly accuracy. 

Renir was rooted to the spot for what was only few seconds but it felt stretched, with him far at the edge. He only broke into a run when an arrow flew overhead and smacked into a hitching post at the front of the camp. His eyes followed it to where the archers were shooting. One of the Draymar footmen had reached the walls. He must have climbed over out of sight. Renir thought grand, just the one. Before he could advance his attacker fell with a heavy arrow protruding from his mailshirt.

Renir started running to Shorn. He clearly heard a high scream coming from behind him. 


The high screams are the death screams, the old warrior had told him once. He had drunk a beer with his good hand and said, “I didn’t make that sound, boy. I made no sound when it went. It was too fast. When the doctor burned it, mind, I screamed then. A deep, growling scream. That’s a scream you can live with.”

“Should you be so frank with the boy?”

“He asked if I screamed, woman. No child should grow into this life not knowing what their parents know from the outset. Speak plain and teach them your mistakes and triumphs. Maybe that way they’ll grow into better men.”

Renir remembered his mother, serving at the bar. They talked, the man and his mother. He and Renir spoke often, too. Renir listening to his tales, the big man laughing at Renir’s thick hands and feet. Always such a clumsy child. He remembered now. Listening to tales while waiting to go home and not wanting to go.

He remembered his mother then, coming across to bar to hug the man. “You’re well enough a man, Ulan.” She had said. He had a tear in his eye.

 A sword strike passed unnoticed to his left. Shorn yelled and Renir came back to himself. He flinched back at a horse’s tail that brushed his face. He felt so weak and the breastplate felt heavy after only thirty yards. A horse with no rider bolted forward into the camp, forcing Renir to jump aside. 

Then he was among them.

Shouts and clanging metal and weapons, a spear breaking. Wet steam from a horse’s nostrils blasted his face. His legs shook and he felt like the axe would slip from his hands. Smoke burned the back of his throat. He was sure the axe would slip but instead he swung and it bit deep into a leg. As he pulled back it stuck. His hands came off the haft and he hit himself in the face with his gauntlets. 

A sword came down at that instant and glanced of Renir’s bracer. Shorn’s steel fist lashed out and caught another sword underneath as it sliced toward Renir’s neck, pushing it up and over Renir’s head. He turned and thrust upward into an attack, slicing through the unprotected belly above. Shorn blocked another blow over Renir’s head as Renir flinched. He shoved Renir toward his axe. 

“Always pull it out with the defensive grip!” he roared over the cries of the man he just gutted. “And never aim anything at your own head, you great plud!”

Renir dove forward under a glancing blow that came off his backplate. As he ran through the melee he managed to knock one blow aside with his bracer, then saw the leg right in front of him. He took hold of his axe’s haft and wrenched it from the leg of the screaming man. He pulled as Shorn had said. It came free. 

And a sword pierced the back of his leg. He registered an arrow stop in the flank of a horse bucking beside him before the pain hit. He swung to see what had stabbed him and if he would live. As he swung he felt burning fire, the sword was wrenched free from the attacker’s hand. Sabre, he thought. Good, a clean blade. He changed his grip mid-swing so blade was in line with his attacker’s head. His body arched and the axe fell.

It sank deep. Blood rained down.

The defenders had fought all morning. Captain Jermin wiped away the sweat. The heat out here was unbearable. The chills would set in soon enough. For now the sweat still coated his skin. 

The flies from the river banks flourishing in the heat and putrification quieted and stopped their incessant buzzing. The chatter from the camp rose but the captain could hear none of it. Iron and steel still rang in his ears.

His sword was bloodied and crusted in his hand. He could not let go and his knuckles were still white on the handle. 

The Draymar had been repelled. He looked at them waiting at the treeline. Fires were burning as they cooked their lunch. Five of his men killed. Fifty-two Draymar, from what he could tell. And yet he was supposed to be thankful it had not been more. That was what galled.

Shorn struggled up the stairs toward him. All the defenders wanted to talk to this man, Jermin thought. It would be so easy for him to take that adoration, turn it to something else. Yet he asks for nothing but talks with all, although he kept the conversation short with each. Thanks to this man we are alive, Jermin thought. And his friend. He had made a difference, that was sure. 

“Well, Captain. We are alive.” 

Shorn handed the captain a bowl of vegetables with horse stew. They saved their preserves. The captain took it, but did not let go of the sword. 

“I hear you fought valiantly, Jermin.” Shorn had asked the soldiers how the captain had acquitted himself. They all seemed surprised to realise; the young man had fought with valour and led them well. “There is no need to eat your meal with the sword though. Look. I have brought a spoon.”

“So many dead.” Jermin said, finally breaking the bond with his sword. The crusted blood cracked as the seal was broken. Jermin’s hand would not straighten.

 “Fifty-seven.” 

Shorn sat beside him. “Five of those ours. They all fought bravely this morning. Later, more will die.” He began eating.

Jermin ate too. “I never wanted to do this. I am no leader. Not like you. You fight like a demon and kept us alive.”

Shorn wiped some of the stew from his beard. “I held one wall and led a friend. You held three walls against many more and won this day. You are a leader, Jermin, whether you like it or not.”

Jermin sat heavily with his back against the wall. A light breeze crept through and massaged the captain’s back with cool air. The change in temperature flaked some of the dried blood of his iron armour. Some of the tension drained from his face. “The next attack will be worse, yes?”

Shorn nodded. “Oh, much worse. That was just a prod. They know our strength now. They’ll not muck about next time.” 

Jermin was quiet for a while and looked out over the camp. The medical tent was full at the moment. Fewer would die, thanks largely to Shorn’s friend Drun, who seemed to have a remarkable understanding for the body. If he was not adept with surgical implements, he could still guide their doctor to the source of the bleeding. “Your friend will be alright? He fought well.”

Shorn shrugged. “I hope so, but the sword ran deep. Drun will tell him what he can and can’t do.”

“Is he your leader?”

“Hpf. I suppose he is. We always seem to do what he wants.”

“I can hear that, Shorn.”

“I know you can, old man. That is why I said it.” Drun let the flap of the medical tent close behind him and approached the two men.

“I say what is for the best. Forgive him, Captain. He is bitter because he feels Renir is his responsibility. Which he is. But the wound will heal. Renir insists he will be able to fight tomorrow. I have strapped it heavily. The two of you will need some help tomorrow.”

“Are you offering?” asked Shorn. 

“No. But I think Renir is learning fast. I would not take away his pride in the achievements of today. I cannot help, but the archers can.”

“Yes, they could. We will use their spears against them, give them to the wall defenders to throw and release half of the archers to defend us.”

“I don’t think you and Renir really need it. You don’t realise what you did. Still, insists on saying he is a weakling. It will help Renir’s mind, Shorn. He has been strange and this exhaustion may, oddly, give him some peace from his dreams.”

Renir emerged from the medical tent and the men stopped talking. 

Drun called to him. “Get back and rest or you’ll open it!”

Renir’s upper body was still armoured under the blanket wrapped round his shoulders but his right leg was naked from the waist, save for the thick bandage covering his wound. He called back. “Fine, you better come in here, though. I have an idea…”

“You should be sleeping, you need rest if you are to fight tomorrow. Do you not remember the aches you suffered before?” Drun pushed himself up, sighing.

“But it’s a good idea. Quick, before I forget.”

Drun walked back wearily to the medical tent. “Alright, alright, what is it?”

Renir lent nonchalantly against the doorpost. “Well, don’t take this the wrong way, but I’ll need some grease…”

The lookout’s cry came just as Carious broke over mountains still shrouded by mist. It would be a few hours yet till the dark brown earth turned to dust. When it did the temperature would be soaring.

 The air was still before the cry. It was the same after the cry. No one ran to the walls. They were too tired. 

Each expected respite. The defenders would get none.  

A defender came out of the medical tent (the second time – a rare occurrence) as the warning cry became more insistent.  Occasionally, a whimper slipped from the tent. Renir didn’t remember all that the one-handed man had told him in his youth, but he was sure he probably had a rule for the noises the dying made. Renir tried to imagine himself making such a noise. He spoke to himself at the tent’s entrance; and the dying whimper… 

There was no one there to hear him.

In a battle such as this only the seriously wounded made it to the medical tent. If you could bear the pain and still swing you didn’t warrant attention. Not when other men were missing limbs and being carried to the tent by fighters struggling to carry a screaming man (high screams…) and hold the slippery mass of intestines that fell out, annoyingly, whenever they could. All of the guts pushed back in by the doctor had been dragged through the dirt at some point. The heat was not helping either. Wounds would fester quickly even though Drun and the Doctor were careful of infection. Unfortunately, Drun’s knowledge of salves and balms was next to useless when none of the ingredients could be obtained. That any were alive at all was a testament to Drun and the doctor’s skills. 

Still, they patched me up pretty well, thought Renir. He patted his bandaged leg carefully.

The door flaps shut heavily against each other behind him, the metal bars that held the flap closed clashing dull and heavy against each other. Renir stepped out stretched high in the air, his arms way above his head, and yawned widely. He wore his armour but now one leg of his trouser was missing, exposing the bandage on his leg. He hobbled over to where he saw Shorn, waiting at the hastily repaired gates. There would be no time for fear. 

Renir took his axe from its sheath. He had slept for an hour or so with the axe digging into his kidneys and as he took stock of his injuries he thought he might have been punched in the back. As he limped to the broken gate, past his splintery inventions (an integral part of his earlier idea), he pulled up his shirt and tried to crane his neck far enough to examine himself. He couldn’t see a bruise. He figured even if his back was purpled he could still move. The other aches and pains drifted like clouds past the sun and did not trouble him. The doctor was a genius. 

Drun had tried to talk Renir out of fighting again. After watching Renir sleep he wanted him in his sight all day and deep concern was evident in his furrowed brow. Renir would have none of it though. His leg did not pain him. 

He picked the axe up from where it rested against his thigh and tested a few swings into the air. 

A soldier picked himself up off the ground behind him and resumed course, granting Renir a filthy look as he passed. 

There was none of the forced camaraderie of earlier; everyone had seen the true nature of war. And it was a war. A small one at that but Shorn could imagine its body hidden undersea, like the iceflows that came past the northern boats. The tail would be massive. This was just a tooth. 

Shorn hoped they knew their jobs. Without all the others he and Renir would die where they stood, and this battlesong would never be sung. Not by Sturmen, anyways. By the Draymar. He thought he might get a better reputation in their stories – how the Draymar had slain the six headed beast of Sturma or some such. He would not give them the satisfaction of turning him to their own legends. Fight or die, it wouldn’t be for the sake of a story. 

The mercenary had earned his price. To be able to fight again. He laughed at himself. What a price. The defenders had worked long and hard while Renir slept to make the killing ground. The courtyard was now lined with vicious splintered and sharpened rolls of wood. The barracks sat invitingly at the end of the spiked road, waiting for the attackers to destroy. They had made their target. They even went as far as to stand unused armour and weapons outside on racks. Rope attached to the far side of the fort ran to harnesses on eight horses. The horse would pull and each wooden shape would roll/fall over to the centre of the camp, crushing and impaling as many Draymar as they could lure to the centre. The defenders, the bait, would likely all be killed, but they and the Draymar would pass Madal’s gates together.

Two throwing platforms made from caravans lay either side of the trap. The archers could no longer run across the centre…if they were needed elsewhere – well, they would be in trouble. The Draymar could not see into the camp though, so Shorn was hoping this would work for long enough. Renir had suggested this. He was none too sure. 

Men that died in the tent were carried out by Drun and the doctor. They would not make the soldiers carry out their own brethren. Each body was dumped unceremoniously outside the fort’s gates to rot in the air. The bodies lay outside, haphazardly strewn across the entrance to make the advancing soldiers clamber over – the wall was now high enough to prove an obstacle. Thankfully, the charred bodies that would be the most noxious for the next few days were at the bottom of the pile.

Today the Draymar would fight their way in. The Sturmen would take the enemy in their arms and squeeze the life out of them.

Renir finished swinging his axe and staring dreamily into the sky. He took his position next to Shorn. His own sigh sounded like it went on forever. He did it again. He quite enjoyed the sound. There, ‘aaaaaahhhhh’. 

Renir was still aahing and swaying now with each syllable. Shorn put his right hand on Renir’s shoulder to steady him. He noticed Renir blinking furiously at the early sun. Renir grinned back his thanks mid-ah. 

They both stood without thought and smelled the air. 

Shorn knew they would strike here. They would go for the strongest. (Renir didn’t think so, but he had killed almost as many men as Shorn earlier, and fought on until his blood drained and he weakened. The south wall team had relieved him after the first hour when they had driven the attackers to the gate. In an hour, adding his blood to that of the slain, Renir must have killed ten men. The riders surged and ran on through thick smoke and blackened reeking flesh to attack and again and again while Renir’s axe rose and fell.).

Dow was high as the Draymar ran straight past the walls to the back gates. For this, they were prepared.

The first Draymar raider ran round the corner. They had learned – they came in a line. 

He fell with an arrow through his skull.

“Why won’t you put a helm on, Renir?”

Another attacker fell as he ran round the corner. There were four archers in tower now. Shorn was glad of any help.

“I don’t like any. I can’t see through them. Also, if I wear armour and no head gear everyone will go for my head. Then I only have to protect one part.” He paused for thought. “And, if the odd blow happens to get through elsewhere, well, hey! I’ve got armour on!”

 “You’re perky.”

Renir says, “I know. The doctor gave me moulje.” He laughed. “I can see through my axe.”

 Hooks sailed over the gates again. The Draymar, through a hail of arrows, heaved again, and the gates, already weakened, fell. 

An attacker rounded the corner. Two arrows appeared, flights clear and yellow, in the trampled ground…behind, and he was on them. Shorn’s sword came from his scabbard and Renir hefted his axe. It was strange, Renir thought to himself. 

I remember that first fight outside my home. I was in so much pain after that. And I didn’t really do much. This time I got a sword stuck in my leg and yet fought. I feel stronger. 

He stepped forward, past Shorn, as he knew the warrior was going to feint under his blow and drive up for his head with the short sword he held. Renir blinked slowly and lunged forward and to his right as Shorn’s swinging sword passed overhead and upwards into the ducking warrior’s face. His face came up and Shorn’s backswing took the top part of his head off. 

Then, they were upon them.

Two more men joined Renir and Shorn. The Draymar were piled high, but still they came on. Men breeched the walls rarely, jumping and leaping over the fort’s walls from horse’s backs. They were acrobatic but where there was platform the defenders quickly struck them down. Where there was none, they fell and broke bones in the pits. Some made it over, but were shortly cut down. Outside the walls, Draymar acted as long range attackers, and were effective. They hurled wooden spears over the walls. Occasionally, they struck a defender. 

Shorn and Renir, together with two other men, fought their way back into the camp, bringing the surge of defenders with them, desperate to get within after all the men they had lost. 

As the defenders fell back some hundred and fifty men charged at the walls. They wanted this fort so badly they would not burn it now. The challenge was something that Shorn thought it best the captain not know about. The challenge the Draymar secretly enjoyed, for all their talk about need. 

“Inside! Fall back!” Shorn cried. A spinning scimitar emblazened with a hammer span past and knocked the Sturman border guard beside him dead on his back.

Renir’s heart felt like it was stuck on his ribs and he gulped for air. He knew he felt strong. He could also see the blood pouring through the bandage covering his leg. He needed to stop that bleeding. 

“Can you hold?” Renir shouted to Shorn. A Draymar warrior attacked him with a wild swing of a spear. His axe came up and the spearhead fell harmlessly to earth. The strength of the swing carried his attacker round. The man flicked matted hair back over his shoulder, switched his grip and swung the haft underhand, aiming between Renir’s legs. It rapped against Renir’s gauntlet…with his other hand Renir clove his axe into the man’s chest. The man fell to the dirt, wrenching the axe free. Renir stooped and wiped the blood away on the man’s split jerkin. 

Two replacements drove forward through the narrow opening. 

“Go!” Shorn shouted. “Send more men back!” Shorn blocked a blow with his sword, turning the blade away and into a second warrior, bringing his blade up and through hide armour. Both attackers fell, the first still moaning. Shorn thrust his sword down through the man’s neck. 

Another two defenders came to their aid. The walls held and the five men now at the gates were still being pushed back. The price for the Draymar was heavy.

The men fought with steeled hearts against the pouring Draymar, fighting slowly back, ever back. Renir took one look at the swelling ranks and fell back to the tent. Five men now stood alongside Shorn and Renir could tell from the sounds of battle coming from the walls that they could hardly spare them. The Draymar would fight their way into the fort today and Renir could lend no aid. He felt weak. Ashamed.

To the sounds of death Renir limped to the medical tent. The exertion had pulled his stitches free. Blood ran down his naked calf and pooled in his boot. He was sick outside before he went in to meet Drun. 

Inside the tent the wounded cried and moped and waited for release through death or Drun. The doctor was working miracles but ceded each decision to the older man. The hardest decisions always came toward the end – leave the man to die or send him on his way. 

Drun was busy with guiding the doctor’s hands inside a wounded man so Renir sat on the floor, waited, and passed out unobserved.

Shorn slashed aside another blow. It had been so long and now he felt the cry of blood in his pounding heart all the sound drained from around him. Everything seemed further away. He let his rage build and flow – slow, turn – a sword flashed past – unleash!duck – a defender to his right fell with a spear through his chest and died the instant a Draymar fell, bilious flesh visible through the sword slash. No one ran to take the defender’s place. 

All around Shorn, out of earshot (this was why he could never be a general) came the cries of men trying to drive back the Draymar from the walls, each of the attackers using footholds to climb the wagons, while others climbed at corners or leapt from their horse’s backs. The fort stood but the shouts of men locked in battles to the death came. Whimpers, curses and screams. Shorn’s sword came crashing down against a helmed head, turning it aside and into the rising blow of another defender. He slid his left foot back and let his right follow it.

Timing now, timing. Come, follow me. 

He slashed another blow aside, his arms tiring, the new gauntlet a boon but unable to grip the now-slick hilt. Blood flicked from the tip of his sword as he swung again. The Draymar sensed a prize in him. “Their leader fights here! On the gates!” they cried, and the pressure on the walls finally lessened. Shorn heard nothing but realised Renir’s plan was working when through his heightened senses he felt time return to normal. He was still faster than the others but now there were so many of them. Being fast no longer helped. Now he needed skill and failing strength.

The Draymar gradually pushed into the fort. The front ranks could now see the wooden spikes…but not the rope hidden underneath.

 

*




  


Chapter Seventy

 

High above the rock caves where the Sard and Tirielle broke their fast after an unusually long, sleepless night, the Guryon stamped in frustration. They shifted into each realm and fizzled at the ground as they tried to enter the caves. Each time they tried to pass through the rock that formed the caves’ massive domed rooms, they jumped back as though stung. The best they could manage was worrying its edges. To an observer it looked like the Guryon was testing freezing water with a toe, preparatory to an unwanted dip. They tried to appear in the caves, they tried to steal a body (and what strange bodies!). They had tried everything, to no avail. They could smell Tirielle down there. But something else, too. Something Jek would like but would not get.

They did not need to enter the caves. It was just a matter of pride. 

Defeat tasted…sullen. As they prepared to leave a sound made them crane their necks to look down at the ground. Quizzically, they listened. Ululating cries of power, like the bands of light from one of the planes’ demons, or the angels – light trapped in a cage. The Guryon would like a song like that. Something to keep them company. That would be a companion worth having. From the sound of it Jek was bargaining short. 

The Guryon transferred themselves through the nexus between worlds in a flurry of spastic jitters. Greed assailed them as they travelled and split into each individual part that made its whole. 

Jek could have the girl. The Guryon would have the weapon and the future song. Desire burned in its myriad souls as it stepped into Jek’s room. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Seventy-One

 

Renir awoke from his seat (with the fading memory of dreams of youth and a wise man’s words in his head. He remembered a woman, too, a witch, staring at his body as he stared down at himself, naked and face down on a bench as she probed the gash in the back of his leg. She pulled the muscles apart and spoke. As she let each layer fall into place it closed and snakelike veins retracted and hid under the skin) and wandered out to return to the battle. 

The late sun, Dow, was finally passing over the horizon. 

The battle was over, for now. Bodies were strewn across the floor, impaled on broken spikes of wood, pierced through every conceivable place. The remainder of the defenders – too few – sat with their own thoughts, each guided by the sight of blood pooled in the centre. The dirt floor was black with spilled blood. Darker spots were flies. They would feast tonight. 

All Renir remembered from when he passed out was dreams. He did not know what the doctor had given him this time but the dreams of his childhood stood vivid in his mind, overlaying the horror about the camp. 

He joined a battle-weary Shorn, seated with his back against the fort walls and his booted feet propped against a sword tent. Jermin sat next to him, sipping brandy from a flagon. Drun was still in the medical tent where he and the Doctor were trying against the odds to save a man with a broken sword crammed through his chest. They would fail.

Renir plopped himself down next to the two tired warriors. Both men were coated in blood. Renir could not tell if they were injured. Jermin looked up and without moving passed Renir the bottle of brandy. 

“It is good to see you still live. I’ve never seen a man bleed so much and walk under his own power from battle.”

Renir passed the bottle over to Shorn. 

“Well, Drun must work wonders. I came to and the bleeding had stopped…he could have changed the bandages, though.” The bandages were crusted and blood coated Renir’s lower leg. 

“Well, I take it we won?”

Jermin laughed. “If this counts as winning. I think it may just be procrastination. Your plan worked astoundingly well but tomorrow they will come again. Tomorrow we will die.”

Shorn nodded his head, in agreement with the assessment. “There will be nothing we can do to hold them back tomorrow. Seek peace tonight, Renir. We will not see another sunset.”

“Aren’t you cheerful tonight? In that case we may as well have a proper drink.” Renir held up the bottle to the light. It was only half full. “Any more where this came from?”

“Yes, plenty. The former Captain was a drunk. He kept a few bottles in his quarters.”

“Well, then,” began Shorn, “if you’ve no objections, I suggest we hand it out around.”

Renir agreed. “I’ll die sober but a hangover will do for second best.”

 

Jermin stood, slightly tipsy already, and spoke. His voice was loud enough that it bounced back from the wood and in turn gathered strength. He shouted out first, and checked everyone had a drink.

“Men! And those whose assistance we could not have lived without,” he began. “Tomorrow we will see the battle of our lives. I cannot promise that you will live but I can promise that you will be brave. We have fought alongside one another. I have seen bravery beyond belief. Bravery the army does not pay for but that which lives in each man’s soul. If we die here, we die proud and take that with us.” He raised the bottle to the listening survivors. “I am proud to serve with each of you. I am proud to know each soul living, and dead, here today. Let us drink to the fallen. Let us drink to life!”

A cheer came from the weary. Each took a swig and passed bottles to others gathered there. Jermin sat back down.

“Good, you’re getting better at this as the day goes by,” remarked Shorn.

“Well, it’s a short learning curve.” 

Renir said, “So then, what happened?”

“I myself whipped the horses.” Jermin settled himself and stared up at the stars. “They pulled and the spike barrels rolled into the crowded Draymar. They died like a shrike feast. It was awful, Renir. Finishing them off in the confusion was too easy and the thought of it makes me sick to my stomach still. With the rest of the Draymar attackers bottled up behind, unable to advance or retreat, we mounted the platforms and rained down the greased spear on their heads to great effect. They panicked and tried to throw the spears back. The attackers that tried to pick them up to throw back got grease on their hands as soon as they did – they were all in desperation. When their hands were greasy and slick, as you had said they would be, we counter-attacked round the walls. Thirty men in all was all it took – a huge gamble to allow our men outside the walls, cut off, but they too found the going surprisingly easy. The speed of our counter-attack alone took many of the back rank and we crushed them in panic between us. It was a dark day for them and us. But we live.

“Then they broke. We did not break them, a horn sounded and they retreated in a shambles. Most made it back to the trees.” He looked at Shorn. “We slaughtered over a hundred today. I fear there may be more tomorrow – when they left a dispatch rider ran past. We tried to catch him in time. I don’t know what it said, I only hope he was running from our reinforcements. That is our only chance of survival.”

The three all took another drink. The defenders all drank. Today, one of the children had fallen – a Draymar spear, arching over the walls, had taken him cleanly. They fell into contemplative silence. There was sobbing coming, quiet among the growing noise of drunken men but it was mostly a quiet, still evening. The sobbing was beginning to grate Shorn’s nerves. He spoke to fill the silence. 

“You know,” he said, pulling the sword from his scabbard and laying it before Renir and Jermin. “This sword is the one keepsake I have. There is nothing left of the past for me but this. I know little of my parents and have nothing from them.” He paused and looked to the east. “I had a home once. Yet my legacy to my children will this sword. I ask myself why.”

“Well, why?” said Renir.

“That’s the point. I don’t know. But, this is an heirloom.” He stroked the blade with a fingertip. The sword hummed to him despite it being laid flat against the boards.

“It reacts to magic. I don’t know why. It is a one of a pair. People will kill for this sword – they have already, as have I – even though they do not know what it does. People will kill for anything they want. It is us at our most basic.” 

Jermin moved his feet in for warm and said, “Forgive me, I don’t understand.”

“The sword sings when magic is near.”

“Has it no name?”

“It is a strange tale. But one for another night. It seems I have enough destiny to contend with, without my sword getting in the way – remember, destiny is a strange thing and sometimes names carry their own. Anyway, what of your axe? Have you named it yet?”

“Well, I still want to name it. It has been a friend. If I live I’m sure it will be again. I was thinking Blood Leaf…because, you know…well, it seemed appropriate – it’s vaguely leaf-shaped, and…”

Shorn spat viciously. “Pick another name. That name has too dark a history.”

“What do you mean? It’s not your blade’s name?”

“No. Pick another name – that one is taken.”

Drun came out of the tent and passed Shorn and Renir on their way to do some exercises – and eat. When he arrived at Captain Jermin’s feet he was out of breath.

“Captain Jermin, I am sorry, I have helped all I can but I lost seventeen men, women and a child. I came to tell you, three are not yet dead, but they will be by the morning.”

Jermin nodded. “It is sad, Drun, but then you have worked miracles, too. Men who would have died live because of you.”

“But still, I wish I could have done more.”

“You saved Renir today, didn’t you?”

“Renir? No. I never saw him.”

“He was bleeding to death, so he went to see you. He said you must have stopped the bleeding and that he felt fine.”

Drun looked honestly troubled. “Now that is strange, Captain.” 

But then, perhaps not, he thought – Shorn, it seems, is not the only one to wage internal war upon himself. The captain obviously thought as much, too.

“He seems strangely troubled…I have heard him talking to himself.”

“I have heard him, too, Captain. I know not what it is. I will not help until he asks…I can delve, meddle, help – but I can’t fight people’s battles for them – I am a guardian, an observer. It is not my place to fight battles…”

“Then I hope this is one he can win himself. I owe him – all of you.”

Drun favoured him with a kind smile as he pulled at his greasy beard – washing was something it seemed his excessive hair was missing. 

“Believe me, Captain, there may be a debt owed, but it is not yours to pay.”

 

*

 




  


Chapter Seventy-Two

 

Under the Guryon’s ethereal feet Tirielle paced up and down. The conversation was going nowhere and she itched to leave as soon as possible. Time enough had been spent under the hospitality of the rahkens, and she was sure the night had been uncommonly long. Perhaps it was just that she had not slept, but it seemed to go on forever. Now, with morning here (she only had the rahkens word for that – the rocks glowed with a strange inner light but no sunlight reached these depths) she knew it was time to move. 

She spoke to Quintal, and whispered in his ear so as not to disturb the Ludec, currently holding forth on magical matters for Garner’s benefit. The other dissidents had removed to the great hall, but Ludec had found time for Garner alone. 

Ludec seemed to teach with every word he uttered. Tirielle wished he would shut up and allow them to leave, although she knew the thought was uncharitable.

Garner’s education was proving a massive task. All the gifted here had noted his potential but he consistently failed to achieve even the most basic of skills.

“Quintal, this is all fascinating, but it really is time for us to leave.” Tirielle shifted impatiently.

“In a moment, Tirielle. Time is high, but he has a point. It would do you well to hear this, too.”

“Fine,” Tirielle said huffily. “Don’t blame me if the Protectorate have surrounded us while you dither…”

“Unlikely as it is, my Lady, I promise no blame will attach to you. The seer sees the future, not the present. There will be time.”

“Hmmpf,” was all Tirielle could muster. She flicked her hair at Quintal and returned her attention to the lecture.

Ludec continued his explanation about the seer’s ailment, unmindful of Tirielle and Quintal’s whispered conversation. “They tried to torture her into submission, to release her potential but the Protectorate only broke her boundaries. She sometimes sees into people’s heads – she gets lost in time and thoughts.” He scratched at the thick skin covering most of his long face. “Imagine if magic were colour.” 

Garner nodded. “You said that before.”

“Yes, now imagine thoughts were colours. Imagine you could see those colours – but not just the thoughts of the living, of all living things. Imagine the chaos that colour would bring. Now imagine being able to see all that.”

Garner sat quietly while he digested this. “So she sees everything at once?”

“Something like that, yes.”

“Is that why she is so difficult to reach?”

“Yes.” The whole class was looking at Ludec. Tirielle sat curling her hair through her fingers, drifting in thought. “Have you ever seen the sun reflected on the surface of a pond?”

Garner shrugged. “Yes…”

“Well, you see a line of light, the reflection of the sun – but you only see the light that comes toward you. Do you understand?”

“Well, I understand what your words mean but not your meaning, no.”

“Well, you see that light that comes toward you, yes?” 

The student nodded.

“Well, where do you think the rest of that light goes. Is it not there?”

Garner looked stumped. “I’m sorry, I don’t know.”

Ludec laughed kindly “I know you don’t know. The Sard know. Look at their armour. They understand the nature of light – of colour. Reflection. All life is just a facet of light. Without it there would be no life. Without it there would be no colour. Without it,” here he paused for effect, “there would be no magic. If you don’t understand the nature of light, you’ll never understand magic, Garner. That’s all magic is – perspective. We see the light in different ways – the colour of our eyes just dictates what you can see. The better your sight, the better your magic. The light that does not reach your eyes is still there. We just understand what we see, where the light goes, better than others. When you improve, Garner Tur – I have no doubt that you will – you will be able to see the light that does not reach your eyes. As you become better, you will be able to find someplace in between seeing all and seeing nothing…” Ludec stopped sharply mid-sentence. 

Can you hear me?

Garner was staring at him. 

NO?

“That is all for today. Before you all go, we will…goodbye to…”

The Myridium. The crossroad of all knowledge. Some passes through, too powerful even for the Myridium, but some stays. Another knows you are here. You must leave now. Leave now!

Tirielle and Quintal were staring at Ludec, too. He coughed and apologized. “Our friends are leaving. With luck we will see them again. Tirielle?”

“Thank you. I have learned much in my time here. When – if – the time comes, I hope you will all stand with me against our common foe…”

Leave now!

“Ahhch!” The cry came from Tirielle. 

“You heard her too?” asked Ludec.

“You heard her?” replied Tirielle. She turned to Quintal and said with urgency, “I thought you said she sees the future! Every second that passes is the future! We must leave! Now!”

 

*

 




  


Chapter Seventy-Three

 

They seemed to be waiting. The ranks of the Draymar in ragged armour were still swelling as the defenders watched from the wall. Armour didn’t matter though, thought Renir, testing his leg (a little drunk, too, which might have explained the swaying). If you have enough bodies around you, that was all the armour you would need. As the light from Dow faded, Renir joined Shorn and they both stretched and moved, loosing themselves in grim silence. Neither man thought of death.

The whole camp was eating, each man and woman, perhaps even the children – although Drun said children had a better method of coping with fear than adults – he said their minds refused to think about it after a while. Renir wasn’t so sure though. He thought perhaps the child’s mind didn’t shut down so much as save it for later. 

“I wish they’d come,” said Shorn. “This is the only part about being a fighter I never got used to…the waiting.”

“All of life is waiting, my friend. It has its bonuses. While we wait we get to live.”

Shorn looked at Renir thoughtfully. “This was not all my doing, Renir. I don’t care what you think about it, either. I did not bring this.”

“I know. I think you were a pawn in something bigger.” Expectation hung in the air and made all words heavy. The army was growing wider. 

Renir caught a bright movement from the corner of his eye. He glanced up at reddish glint moving across the plain to the south. He looked down at his meal and then up again. Some stew dribbled into his beard as his mouth hung open. Clumsily he nudged Shorn’s elbow, “Look, look!”

There, moving across the plain was a great swathe of soldiers. Dow’s last light hit their armour and helms so it looked like a great shield was moving across the plain toward them. 

Shorn stood and called out, “Captain!”

The captain, sitting with his men in the centre of the camp, looked up from his food and came over to stand with the men. Before he could get there the look out atop the tower cried out.

“Reinforcements!”

A great cheer went up. The two men walked over to the captain. Wordlessly, looking out past the ruined gates, Jermin took Shorn’s hand, then Renir’s. “We are saved!”

Shorn climbed carefully to the top of the look-out tower and looked to the west where the Draymar warriors were camped. Their fires were not burning, and he could see a wave pass through their ranks as the enemy saw the marching in from the east. There looked to be roughly a thousand, he estimated. He didn’t know and didn’t care how many Draymar were amassed in the hills and woods leading up to the mountains. A force of around a thousand would be enough, surely. 

Unheard, Drun came up behind him. “It will have to be enough. It is time for us to leave.”

Shorn nodded in agreement. “Yes, yes it is.”

Drun put his hand on Shorn’s shoulder. From up here they could see everything. “You did a fine thing here. You and Renir. Unlike your other names, perhaps you will make one that you are proud to keep this time around.”

Shorn turned to say something then saw no malice in Drun’s eyes. He was beginning to make some sense to Shorn. 

“Perhaps, wizard,” he said with a smile. “Perhaps.”

The day was near its end. Hearts were lightened at the sight of their saviours approaching. The defenders, ragged, had made their peace and now they were facing a reprieve. It was a chance few got. 

Drun, Shorn and Renir took their mounts from the centre of the fort and led them to the gate. They would not stay the night. It was time to leave.

Jermin was waiting at the gate for them, watching the army of Sturmen, the largest seen for a generation, approach.

“Captain Jermin, it has been an honour. I’m sure you’ll go far,” said Shorn.

“I hope not, Shorn. I’ve had more than enough of fighting. I’d much rather go back to counting.” 

Drun took the captain’s proferred hand. “Then perhaps you will be the best Captain of the Guard Sturma has ever seen.”

“Although, I think your title may need changing,” said Renir. “Perhaps to Captain at War, or something.  You’re not going to be counting much when we leave.”

“Ah, but the cost of the mercenaries in your place.” He referred to the vast majority of reinforcements. “Sent to try me.” 

“Come, Captain, are we such a bad lot?” Shorn inquired.

Jermin took Renir’s proffered hand. “Well, for mercenaries…”

“I’m not a mercenary!” Renir protested.

Jermin smiled. “Perhaps not like the men outside the walls, but you fought for armour.”

“No,” Renir replied thoughtfully, “I fought for friends.”

They said farewell and led their mounts out through the battered gates, passing the mercenaries on their way north again. The reinforcements were all an unsavoury bunch, scarred and dirty. Then Renir caught himself. He thought the same thing of Shorn. Shorn was scarred and dirty on the inside but still he had fought. He put his life in danger for little more than guilt. There was much Renir did not understand. I should not write him off as a mere mercenary. He fought for money, but more than that. The money was just a cover.

He looked at the mercenaries come to risk their lives for pay. It could not be all there was. There had to be a deeper meaning. All seemed eager for the battle. The reinforcements came from Naeth – it took so long for reinforcements to arrive because the garrison was weak there and they had to call mercenaries in from Burnon Munth to bolster the army, vicious buggers by all accounts. 

Renir was gratified to hear a few whispers about them as they passed, the sort of whispers a man did not mind hearing, even if the source of admiration was a multiple murderer.

“Was the redemption worth the price, old man?” asked Shorn.

“You can never truly balance scales, if that were the case the world would end.” Shorn just looked at him. “No Shorn, the price is not yet paid.”

A shout came from behind them.

“Wait!”

They turned as one to see an old man running toward them, hunched over. As he neared Shorn realised the old man was not so old. He was still quite spry and he was Bourninund.

“Bourninund!” called back Shorn. “It’s no surprise to see you here!”

“Well met! I hear you’ve been writing ballads about yourselves in blood!” He looked at Renir. “And well met, Renir. It is good to see you again.”

Renir was looking at Bourninund with open disappointment. The wiry man (of indiscernable age) looked at Renir. “I see you’ve been bloodied this time…”

“Come to gloat over your handiwork?”

Bourninund chuckled and winked at Drun, despite the fact they had never met. It must be some old man code, thought Renir. “Don’t look at me like that, boy. I told you before, and it may seem trite to you now, but you’ll get it soon enough.”

“But how can you fight this! You made this war!”

“Partly, but it would have come sooner or later. Would you have me fight with them?”

Renir shrugged. “I care not.”

Bourninund laughed at him, showing surprisingly white teeth. When he saw Renir looking annoyed at him he said, “Renir, you are even picking up his speech…that is why I laugh at you. Do not be so sore.”

“Well, shall we stay here and have a drink?”

Drun introduced himself to the old mercenary. “Regretfully, Bourninund, we cannot. We have spent too much time here already and must head on.”

“Well, there’s only three of you, and if I know Shorn there’s a fight somewhere ahead. I don’t want to die old…and, well, I have no great stake in this battle. If you could use another sword…”

Shorn looked at Drun. The meaning didn’t escape Bourninund, who looked at Drun carefully this time. Anyone leading Shorn was someone to be wary of.

“Why would you leave now after coming all this way for a fight?” asked Drun politely.

Bourninund thumped Renir. “I think it was this man here, he woke me up. I realised what would happen – I called on the Thane. It took a while but somehow he managed to get this rabble together. Better than nothing, I suppose.”

“Well, I think in the days to come – ” Drun began, “We’ll need all the swords we can get. We head for Pulhuth.” 

“Ah, Pulhuth. I know a lady there that…”

Drun put his head down as if deep in contemplation while Shorn and Bourninund prattled. Renir looked at Drun and mounted Thud. Back on the road. Renir ached but Bourninund’s tales would do him no harm. 

They passed from the encampment to clear plains, a starlit night ahead of them and the first battle of Sturma behind. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Seventy-Four

 

Jek sat with his back to the door. It made no difference – no one would be able to get through anyway. He leaned back in his chair and waited. They would be here soon he knew – he could feel the spaces between things and they were shaking. For a moment, before they came through, Jek looked up at the ceiling and sniffed noisily. A smell, something like avarice... 

And it came, heralded by the pungent odour of abyssal greed. The Guryon shifted uncomfortably through sight as Jek, forewarned, turned to face them. A fierce jarring of this unreal-reality and, “Payment?” inquired all of the plane’s assassins without introduction.

“Location?” Jek asked.

The Guryon told him and then repeated itself. “Payment.” 

With a beleaguered sigh Jek threw the second shining bolt through the hole. 

“Weapon?” 

Jek shook his head slowly. “Lore, Guryon. Only when we have her. If that fails, I may have you kill her for me – that would be acceptable, yes?”

“Yes. Important?” The Guryon asked in their gargled languages, as the point was unarguable.

“Hmm?” Jek gathered his power. The Guryon waited. They looked to Jek like they were mulling something over. He hoped they would come to the right conclusion. He did not want to test himself against them. Not yet. They could not afford to know how important the lady was.

“She is with the rahkens.”

“My thanks, Guryon.”

Nothing more came. They shrugged, shifted and were gone. Jek sighed in relief and bit into a milky purple fruit. 

It tasted bitter. 

He returned his room to Arram and left through the door like ordinary men would. They had found the woman, at least, but at what cost? Perhaps it would be free. He convened the Speculate and began making the preparations. The mercenary still roamed but with the girl there would be no mistakes.

 

*

 

 




  


Chapter Seventy-Five

 

Finally, thought Tirielle. They were almost ready to leave. Dow had just broken the horizon, joining Carious who was already gazing down on the world. 

No one but her seemed to be taking the seer’s warning seriously. Everyone just said the seer saw the future, not the present. How far into the future the seer saw was what Tirielle was worried about. The warning had seemed dire enough to her.

She could not rush them, though. She needed them. And, it seemed, she needed the girl.

She kicked the ground in frustration. It seemed she was the only one who felt any sense of urgency. She might have been loath to leave before, but now she knew (although she did not know how she knew – perhaps she had an enhanced sense of self-preservation) that the Sard were wrong. Something dreadful was going to happen today, and nobody but her was afraid. It was something she had not experienced since coming to the rahkens’ home.

The seer’s hair had been washed and plaited. Tirielle had found it gave her something to do while she waited for everyone to ready their packs and steeds. Over the weeks since leaving the shelter of the mission on the outskirts of Lianthre, the girl’s hair had grown long and, Tirielle found, curled when it was washed. She had placed both plaits against the seer’s chest. 

Unthor tied her to his and Typraille’s horses. 

They all stood in the great antechamber, saying goodbye. Tirielle had tried to impress upon Quintal the urgency of the seer’s warning. To her frustration he would have none of it, but she tried again anyway. 

“I wish you would listen to me. We must leave. We should have already left.”

“The leaving ceremony is ritual, Tirielle, and it is there for a reason. You must know this, as a councillor?”

“Yes, Quintal. I know this. But I also know we are in grave danger here. It was not on some girlish whim that the seer spoke to me. I do not know how she did it, but if she somehow managed to break the hold on her for even a moment to warn us that something is coming, then something is coming. I’ve no doubt we do not want to find out what it is.” As Tirielle spoke she fidgeted, impatient to leave.

“Irrespective of the urgency the farewell must be passed, Tirielle. Take it with grace – allies are hard to come by.” In front of them the rahken settlement was arrayed in a semi-circle. Thick manes, thick skinned faces and thick bodies lined up before her, eager in their interest. They had come to see the group off, in the usual rahken fashion. Some held gifts.

Quintal nudged her forward. “Go on! Fenore is waiting for you.”

Tirielle staggered forward at the unexpected push from Quintal, toward Fenore. Fenore held her arms wide – as wide as a man is tall – and called out in a booming voice for all to hear.

“Lady Tirielle A’m Dralorn. For our new found friendship, and for the love you have shown my child, allow me to give you this parting gift. May they act as a shield or sword as your need arises – Beheth is an unforgiving city and hidden friends are sometimes needed…”

Fenore unwrapped and presented Tirielle two daggers sheathed in supple leather. Held in such a hand Tirielle’s mouth dropped open, urgency suddenly forgotten. She stepped forward to Fenore were she stood beaming down at her. That such seemingly unwieldy hands could hold such things without crushing them, let alone make them, was astounding. 

The leather of some faintly stripped creature had been fashioned into two thin wrist scabbards, but, she thought, taking one in each hand from Fenore’s hand, how light and thin! She strapped them onto her forearm one at a time. Reaching both she drew the blades and they whispered into her hands. The blades were etched with strange markings and the handles themselves were made from horn. They were feather-light and sharp enough to cut bone. 

“Forgive me, Tirielle, we are unaccustomed to making weapons…I hope they are suitable.”

Tirielle looked up in amazement, all urgency forgotten. The murals on the roofs she could have imagined them making – but these…they were unlike anything she had ever seen. She did not even know if the artisans of Lianthre could even copy such skill. 

“Thank you,” she said with real meaning. “They are unbelievable. Thank you.” She stepped forward and hugged Fenore. When she stepped back she said, “Fenore, thank you for your hospitality all your help. I know we will meet again…and…I have really appreciated the time we spend together. It has been an education.”

Both women looked choked and even Fenore’s eyes were misting. “I’ll miss our talks,” she told her.

Roth watched impassively as Disper said to it, “Women, eh?”

“I would not know, Disper. I really wouldn’t,” replied Roth.              

As they walked along the tunnel to the wide entrance to the world Tirielle looked down at herself. 

j’ark caught her admiring herself in a new long dress and playing with the blades under the sleeves. The pleasure on her face made him feel desire. It was an unpleasant sensation. Something he did not understand, troubling in its intensity. He would have to calm himself for the journey ahead. Such distractions a warrior could ill afford.

She saw him looking at her through his golden hair and laughed. 

“You must think me silly, j’ark, so pleased at the gift of these trinkets.”

j’ark took a second before replying, putting his strange, unknown feelings away. “Not at all. I saw you with nothing, remember, and you were a shining star then. You are a special person, Tirielle. The things you own do not change you.”

“Perhaps that is because I have been accustomed to having nothing…” As soon as she said it her j’ark had to reach out a hand and steady her. She crumpled bonelessly into his arms and whimpered. He lifted her eyelids and saw her soul was absent. 

“Ludec! Fenore! Come quickly – magic!” he shouted down the hall, laid her on the floor and knelt beside her… 

 

They made me cry, Tirielle, they made me gag. They put that thing in my gullet. It made me cry and gag, but they would not stop. They waited to see what would happen but they would not stop. Then they watched me scream as the seed took hold. It held onto me with its spikes and I screamed and my consciousness soared and they drank it in like it was juice.

I show the roads, you take one.

Or make your own.

Roads? The crossroad is opening. 

Stay out of the tunnels. Stay in the light. 

 

Too late

 

Before he could lay his sword at his feet, before his cry could elicit a response, Tirielle cried out and clutched her head. j’ark reached out and held her arm. “What’s wrong? Fenore! Ludec, something…”

“No, no.” Tirielle looked around before standing up. If she thought it odd that she was laid out on the floor she said nothing. She just stood and fixed j’ark in her stare, with new, bright determination in her eyes. “I’ve just been reminded what I’m here for,” she said. “There are some things you need to hear from time to time.”

She shook her head. “When this is done, j’ark…when this is done I will raise an army and burn Arram to the ground. For now she gave a warning – ”

“The seer?”

“Yes – stay from the tunnels – there is great danger in the tunnels.”

“From what?”

“She did not stay to tell me.” Tirielle replied whimsically, rubbing her head, as Fenore, Ludec and Roth dashed toward her from the cavern’s depths. 

“I’m fine!” called Tirielle and they slowed. The Sard followed, leading their horses behind them. 

“But, as we’re all here, perhaps it is time we left?” she said pointedly as Quintal came to the front of the Sard.

He smiled back at her. “Yes, my Lady. I know you itch to be off…”

Tirielle, catching Fenore’s disapproving glance, said hastily, “No, no! Fenore, Ludec. As much as I have enjoyed your hospitality, Quintal is correct. It really is time we left. Such warnings are not to be taken lightly…”

Fenore nodded sadly. “I agree. She may see through time differently to others with more…mortal…vision, but I feel it, too. It is time. Roth, before you go…?”

“Mother…” Roth turned to her. Ludec joined them. They hugged their goodbyes at the point were the shadows of the cave broke clean against the suns’ light. 

Fenore whispered to it, “There is something I must tell you now…” She took his head in her hands and held her cheek against her only child’s, closing her eyes. They broke and Roth turned to Tirielle. It nodded, blinking long thick eyelashes over its dark brown moist eyes.

“Well, what did she say?” asked Tirielle as it walked to her with a pensive look – a sort of squint with its bushy eyebrows that she had come to recognise. 

“Nothing. I know nothing, Tirielle. She alludes to some promise, and some…I cannot tell you more.”

“It does not seem like good news, Roth?”

“Maybe it was. Only time will tell. I cannot say more than this on the subject, Tirielle, please leave it. Even rahkens are kept in the dark – only once a warrior joins the elders is it told of the ancient promise.”

“What promise?”

“I don’t know. I’m not an elder yet. Come, let’s go.”

Tirielle looked around at her companions. “Very well,” she said. She was glad of them – there were few in the world that she would have entrusted her life to until she had met these people – and beasts. Her faith reaffirmed, she too was ready. “Then, my thanks, Ludec, Fenore, to you and your people. It has been an honour.”

“May that one day we meet again, Tirielle. We wish you luck in your quest.” Ludec looked down at the seer, strapped again to a sled on the back of two horses. The rahkens did not like to duck in their own homes and mounted men could easily pass along the tunnels to the caverns below. 

None of the Sard were mounted as yet – it was discourteous to ride into someone else’s home.

“Then – ” Tirielle patted the knives gifted to her. “ – thank you for the gifts.  Until we next meet.” 

Tirielle led them out into the light. 

She was the first to see the black robed wizard squinting down at her. The wizard smiled wickedly as he spoke.

“Well, well, Citizen A’m Dralorn. Well met.”

Damn, thought Tirielle. Too late, indeed.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Seventy-Six

 

“You are to be congratulated, Tun, you have excelled.”

“Congratulated, perhaps, but the downfall of these pettifoggers is scant challenge for ascendants such as us. I still fail to understand, Speculate, why we waste our time on these pathetic children. They are no threat to us, and yet we leave the Hierarchy unmolested. The hierarch’s may yet oppose us. The hierarch’s themselves will have ascendants among them when the time nears.”

Jek sighed. For all his power, all his cunning, Tun was held back from true greatness by a trick of the mind. It would not change. It seemed ascendancy only accentuated natural traits – it could not make a leader of a jackal. 

He was in ill humour after his meeting with the Guryon. Tun had accosted him on the way back from the Speculate, where he had ordered the Tenthers to the rahkens home. 

He chided himself. Never let your mood affect your work. He breathed in and steadied himself. The first battle for Lianthre was already underway.

“Tun, both are the threat. When the battle for Rythe truly begins, we must be outside of the conflict. This is the way we have worked until now – and for good reason. When the veil is finally removed we will see just what direction the human’s ire takes. They will tear the Hierarchy to pieces for us.”

“You think they can?”

“Have you any idea how many humans there are on this continent, Tun? Regardless of your impatience, it must fall, and it must fall quietly. The Kuh’taenium must fall. We originally intended it to be a distraction, a solid image that the people could hold onto, but it has evolved. Some of these humans’ sense of justice must have seeped into it. The law is sick and we must kill it.”

“They are just stupid. They know nothing of the law.”

“But still…” Jek paused. “The law knows of them and the humans are a threat. They breed. Had you not noticed? They are also the Hierarchy’s pets, and we must not prod them. Not yet.”

 “Then they are a threat? You do not think them so happy, playing with their Lianthrian mice, that they no longer have any idea why we are here, no idea of our purpose?”

“The Hierarchy may have fooled the humans, but are we so blind? You truly think the Hierarchy impotent, too? Not so brother, your confidence betrays your vision. Both have teeth. The Hierarchy simply do not care. Should we wake them from their pastimes, Brother, we could wake a giant. I council that we take caution – if a rising among the humans is brought about and we are found to be at blame, the Hierarch may take their side.”

“But they were once as we!”

“Yes! And now they have lost their powers. They have slaves and playthings to torture for their amusement. They have no need of the skills that make us great, but do you think they have become so lax in all these years to lose all power? I think not. Again, I council caution.”

“It will be as you say, Brother.” Tun bowed at this but his eyes glowed with power. Tun was sly enough not to let his anger get the better of him here. “Council is waiting on your orders, Speculate. They watch the battle in the great hall. Everyone is amazed that you found her.” 

“I am Speculate for a reason, Tun. Give me a while longer. I must ponder recent events. Alone.”

“Very well, Brother. We await. We will convene again on your word.”

“No, wait in the hall…things may move quickly now, Tun. You underestimate yourself. The Kuh’taenium is more important than the First or the Second. The future can still hold with them intact but the Kuh’taenium standing when the return comes could spell disaster.” 

Jek didn’t think it was the case, but it would not do to have the second ascendant jealous of Klan’s high duty – or his own. He dismissed Tun with a flick of his hand and turned back to the shuttered window. He closed his eyes and looked through the hardened wood to watch the battle begin.
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Chapter Seventy-Seven

 

“Most inconsiderate of you, Lady. I have been waiting some time.”

“Well, in that case – ” Tirielle drew both knives to make her point, “ – you have my apologies. But I’m here now…”

“Indeed.”

Behind her the Sard were emerging from the darkness. Roth came and stood at the back of Tirielle. They did not blink at the sun or the wizard, as though the presence of the Protocrat was no more unexpected than the sudden brightness. Dow bowed respectfully to its servants as they emerged. Its light reflected back at it from their armour. 

The other rahkens still stood behind, unaware anything was happening and too far back to hear as only three could fit through the entrance to their caves at once and Tirielle was blocking it.

She looked around. She could see nothing out of the ordinary. She did not for one minute believe the wizard had come to this place alone. The trees were too far back for assistance to arrive in time should she decide to attack. Nonchalantly, she turned around to indicate the Sard behind her – she checked to make sure that the seer had not been brought out. Typraille led his unencumbered horse out into the light and winked at her. She turned back to the wizard.

“This time it is you who are outnumbered.”

“Yes, yes, shush now. You would have been arrested and tried but this time I’m afraid to say I care not. I am tired of chasing around after you.”

“My Lady has sanctuary here. You shall not pass.” Roth stepped up and loomed next to its mistress. 

“The treaty? Rahken, your lady is a murderer.”

“Your words or laws have no weight here.”

“Then I say to hell with the treaty.” 

“Then you will break the treaty.”

“Oh,” the wizard pursed his lips into a long line, “alright then.”

Tirielle twirled the blades as she stared into the wizard’s eyes. 

j’ark stepped up. “We’re leaving and you, limp, are in the way.” 

 “That didn’t sound very diplomatic…” said Tirielle through the side of her mouth.

j’ark shrugged and pulled his sword around to the front, sweeping his cloak back. “Diplomacy is just war without steel. I think I’ll get what I want either way, so why waste words?”

“And what is it you want?”

“Him dead.” 

j’ark’s sword dipped toward the waiting wizard. “Well?”

Tirielle indicated her emerging allies expansively, “Shall we see just how powerful you are now?”

The wizard seemed to consider this, too. “Why not? I seem to be at a loose end anyway.”

Quintal spoke to him from over Tirielle’s shoulder. His voice was relaxed and friendly. “It must be dull for you, so far from home.”

“It is that. Still, you fellows look like good sport. Perhaps things’ll liven up yet…”

The words came from his mouth but never emerged. The mouth itself disappeared as Quintal’s sword ripped up and through from the hip to the crown of the wizard’s head. It met no resistance. Blinking, Tirielle looked around her. An illusion, undoubtedly, but she still could not see anything out of place around her. The Sard were warily surveying the landscape, too, and even with their heightened vision they could see nothing. Just the trees standing away over the rock in front of them and more rock behind them. 

Tirielle overheard Typraille say to Quintal, “j’ark said we must not fall back into the tunnels.”

“Interesting armour you have.” 

The voice came out of nowhere, startling Tirielle. She has not realised how quiet the plateau was – there were no sounds. The wind stood and only the breathing of the horses behind her broke the still. 

Briskle pointed. Stock and solid next to him Yuthran nodded and spoke to Cenphalph, who drew and began walking calming to where Briskle had indicated. Tirielle watched him walking out to the fan of rock, in the middle. 

He stopped when the voice came again. 

“That’s a good trick. I shall have to remember that.” The wizard laughed, the voice moving away from where Briskle had pointed. Cenphalph stood crouched, sword swerving in front of him. 

“There!” Yuthran called out.

“Interesting eyes, too. Still, if you won’t play, I’ll become bored very quickly.”

The wizard was still hidden but Cenphalph turned to look at Briskle for a second anyway. Briskle raised his eyes, unseen under the helm, and pointed in exasperation at yet another plain patch of basalt-hued rock. Cenphalph stared but could not even see a disturbance.

“But questions can wait. I tire of this already.” 

Crackling cyan fire spread like sheet lighting across the rock, burning it. An invisible wall broke apart and disappeared into the air with a great whomp, the only sense that something had been there the deafening residue of magic spent. The wizard flickered into life at the centre of it solid as the rock. 

He wore no hood today but his thick black hair framed his face with the same effect. His thin nose looked almost like a sword, Cenphalph though, standing way out in front of the others. Then he swallowed. A small sword, admittedly, but one backed up with an army. 

Behind the wizard (raising his head up, smiling, hair falling back from his face as he did so) stood the Tenthers. Behind them stood huge men armed with Bayers, holding them tethered at the end of lances that fit under the armpit.  Behind them a rank of Hirdinaers, behind them mounted men with great heavy axes.

Behind them clones of the wizard, six of them all dressed in black.

Tirielle’s grip felt weak on the perfect handles of her daggers, the bone suddenly heavy and clumsy. She could feel the blood pounding in her limbs. The Sard could feel it too. All nine swords were now drawn. 

All apart from Typraille looked grim – he had a glint in his eye. 

Nothing to worry about, she told herself, and crossed her blades. Just the trees in the distance. And hundreds of Protectorate warriors lined up between the cave and them. 

Trapped again.

“I think you’ll find we have all the exits covered. By all means, run back into the caves and seek refuge there. I’d like that very much.”

“So is it war you want, Protocrat?” enquired Roth. 

“War? For her? I wasn’t aware the Treaty extended to criminals, rahken. But, as you raise the issue, yes. I will happily break it. I am quite sure my masters would merely consider it an unfortunate accident.”

“I doubt the rahken nation will feel the same way…”

The wizard bit his lip in a parody of concern. “Really? What a dreadful shame. Now, Lady, I gave you a chance to come quietly, would you like to play that charade once more today, or shall we get to it, hmm?”

Tirielle turned to Fenore and said quietly, “This is my battle, Fenore. The rahkens need not get involved. I would not bring such an enemy to your home.”

“Regardless, child. The rahkens are already involved. This has long been our battle – we have just avoided it for a time. “

j’ark saw her look to him. “You need not ask, Tirielle. We stand together.”

Fenore nodded. “Then today it begins, we stand divided no longer.”

“Well?” enquired the wizard.

The nine knights merely stood straighter and faced the forces arrayed before them, unwavering swords their reply. 

“I see,” he said, eyeing the Sard. “Whenever you’re ready then…”

With a flick of his hand, the Protectorate’s forces advanced.

Tirielle, ordered in no uncertain terms to wait behind, stood twenty feet back. Knives sheathed now, she watched the battle beside Fenore, who was nervously dragging a claw through her mane. She saw Roth drop to its knees as a flaming hirdinaer passed over head and into another attacker. His polished breastplate caught light when it hit him. Cenphalph thrust his sword through the man’s throat and kicked him back.

The Sard fought together in threes, holding each corner of a shifting triangle at the entrance. Typraille, Unthor and Cenphalph fought to Tirielle’s right. Disper, Yuthran and Briskle to the left, and Quintal, j’ark and Carth at the centre. The Rahkens were pouring from the caves behind Tirielle but there would not be enough to douse this forest fire charging at them.

Typraille crashed his sword double-handed into a Tenther. Protectorate soldiers from most divisions stood tall in the background, waiting to be called on. He swung again, a barbaric grin breaking a stream of blood running under his helm. Cenphalph, fighting to hold the entrance to the cave beside him, struck backhanded through a man’s wrist, severing the tendons. 

“Ha! You always were a gawkler, Cenphalph!” Typraille grunted with effort as he blocked a fierce blow aimed at his hip. 

“I’m not showing off! I’m out of practice – I meant to take his hand off!” 

Unthor called out to him. “There’s so many! I don’t know where to begin!” 

“Anywhere you like!” Unthor cried back. “It all ends the same way!” 

Roth pushed passed them into the advancing soldiers ahead of them, smashing its fist into one man’s face and breaking the nose of a slow swordsman behind with the back of the man’s head. 

“Gentlemen, I’m trying to concentrate. Keep the chatter down.”

The rahkens fought bravely beside the Sard. It was history. More of them poured forth from the entrance to the caves and the Protectorate were pushed back as the triangle filled with rahkens. They slashed their claws across faces, tearing through bone and gristle. They fought an ugly war. While the soldiers that fell to the Sard were still recognisable, the rahkens slain could not be told from each other. They broke the Protectorate ranks swiftly, driving them back. 

All rahkens might not be warriors, she thought, but none were shy of a fight.

Then the six wizards came forward and a torrent of driving words began to fall on the front of the rahken ranks. There was such a frenzy on the rahkens that they failed to hear the danger buzzing toward them on the air. They still crashed their fists into armour or raked claws into face, but as suddenly as the triangle has expanded, it began to contract. The Sard fought toward falling allies as the hum of anarchic litanies caught the rahkens in chains and dragged them to earth. 

There were instant results for the Protectorate. Tirielle watched in dumb horror as despite her cries of warning the rahken’s normally fluid movements slowed. Some stopped altogether and rose no more. Their coats that protected them in most places from bladed thrusts worked against them as they fell unmoving to the ground to be doused in flame. 

The Tenthers fought with ferocity and verve as they pushed the weakening giants and the Sard at their corner back to the tunnel entrance. The elite Protectorate stabbed and thrust at the unprotected bellies and backs of the fallen giants, slashed and hacked at the Sard. In a crashing tidal wave the rear ranks joined the battle and the triangle, punctured, deflated. Outside its shrinking lines flames and smoke were blown on a growing wind of poisoned words. 

Tirielle looked anxiously behind her. Fenore had assured them all early in their stay that there were many other ways out of the complex but she knew of none other than this. 

Fenore, meanwhile, looked out in sadness at the scene before her. The cries of the dead and dying were all the more poignant for her – she had family out there. 

Tirielle saw her concern and reached out to her. “Roth is an astounding fighter, Fenore. I know it will be alright.”

“I hope so. Already I see we have fallen. I’m sorry. I can bear the wait no longer. I have to see Ludec… If they use magic against us then perhaps he can counter it.” Fenore’s face was set in a grimace as she looked over the battle raging before her. 

“Can no one else?” Tirielle asked, tearing her face away to look at Fenore. The smell of the dead was blowing their way.

“No Tirielle, we are more like humans in that respect than the protocrats. All among us are talented to a certain degree, but few are as powerful as Ludec. And only he among us has experience of this. He has fought them before.”

“Really?”

“Long ago. Wait here – I’ll be back shortly.” 

Fenore turned and started running. Then she was gone and Tirielle alone bore witness to the battle. She could see the wizard who had taunted her at the far end of the field, removed to a palisade made from some mesh steel. She was sure it had been the same wizard who had taken her captive outside Lianthre. With him stood a row of chanting wizards. 

The rahkens were falling heavily now. At a distance from the wizards the rahkens were unaffected, but it was only a matter of time before they realised this and advanced. She would have to do something. She let her mind loose and waited for the answer to come. The girl’s voice came to her instead.

 

Talk to it.

 

The power knocked her to her knees. If the girl insists on talking to me like that my brains are going to spill.

Talk to it…she had said. 

She looked for Roth.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Seventy-Eight

 

Jek broke his own rules about flaunting power and materialised back in front of the waiting Protocrats. There was no need for a roof over the Speculate today. The suns were bright. 

“Yes, yes.” He shrugged off the amazed gazes of the on-looking Speculate. ”More rules to break, I’m afraid,” he told the waiting council. 

“I need ten Incantors, now. Sent one division of Particlates also, they will need sustenance. We are winning the day, as I am sure you have all had your own Prognosticators tell you. Soon we will have a prize – and, perhaps, a mystery.”

He turned to Klan before the rest left. “You have my orders. You will take five Tens and yourself – I assume you do not wish for assistance?”

Nobody dare interrupt, but whispers grew among the other Speculate, waiting to exit hall. 

Klan said nothing and looked at Jek. No, he thought. Now is not the time. Let Jek keep his secrets. There was one here who employed an assassin. How else had the Speculate found Tirielle? Could he smell through rock and rahken magic? 

“I will suffice.”

“Good.” Jek favoured Klan with a smile as the whispers stopped. It wouldn’t pay to have him get too good at this.  “Go to Teryithyr. Set up our base there. It has begun and we must make our move soon. The scouts wait on the coast by the ice floes. When the mercenary Shorn comes we will have him. Now we take the girl. Klan, your services in this are not needed. We will have the girl and the man eventually. They are still far behind us. I do not know if they are even aware of the wizard’s location for all their rambling. We make time for ourselves while everyone is looking the other way.”

There was no dissent from the gathering.

Jek waved them away. “Then I dissolve this session. If the wizards cannot take this woman and a few beasts perhaps she is meant to live.” 

“And the treaty with rahkens, are we to fight them as well, come the return?” Paenth Dorn D’tha asked. The Head of the Prognosticators was brave to speak out after such a spectacular failure, but the question was on the mind of all present.

“They are inconsequential. Now go to it.” 

Jek blinked out of existence. A reminder of the power of an ascendant would not hurt. He was dismissive, but he too was beginning to worry. The rahkens, few though they might be, the girl, Shorn heading north. 

None of that would matter if Klan continued his ascent. 

 

*




  


Chapter Seventy-Nine

 

Fenore and Ludec came back faster than Tirielle would have imagined possible had she not had such an education in Roth. Ludec nodded to her as he ran outside. He clambered over the cavern’s mouth to stand on an arch created by wind and no little endeavour by the rahken clan. From where he stood he could clearly see the vicious symbols spilling out into the air over his burning family. Natural looking, like they were grown from the air. He could not see what they were doing, though. The symbols were there. But what were they doing?

While he stood and thought, Ludec called down to Tirielle and Fenore. “I cannot see how it works!”

Tirielle called back. “Then Fenore and I have a plan! Can you call Roth? Fenore says you can speak within minds – we need Roth’s help!”

“I will pass it on, I can see Roth there – to the right.” He pointed, pride evident in the set of his face and a small upturning of his grin. Tirielle tried to look over the battle but was too short.

They told him their plan.

As the rahkens and the Sard fell back tighter and tighter, coming closer to Tirielle’s and Fenore’s small oasis, Ludec saw some of the fallen still lived. Soon now, all the ranks of the Protocrats would come. His warriors would grant him time. 

The Tenthers were fully committed, he realised. 

When the drumming, unheard in the clamour, ended, seven warriors clad in golem armour poured from the holes in the ground. In seconds the Protocrats were in disarray. The muscular beastlords strained to hold the leashes on the bayers as they growled and pulled toward the huge golems. The rain of words, directed over their heads, did not affect them – nor did the Bayers. Their teeth smashed against the crystal. The crystal shredded their jaws and paws. 

The golem warriors smashed a huge hole through the Protectorate’s idle forces while the rest, more advanced on the battle field, could do nothing to halt them. But the wizards could. The rain hit.

Ludec had hoped they would last longer. He saw the golem warriors slow as the hail of words drew closer to the wizards and fell on them. He had until the Protocrats figured out how to kill them to untangle chains he could not see. 

While he was thinking, a hole opened in reality, and more wizards poured into the steel ring. Wizards in red robes came behind them and knelt, and a black swarm sucked in the air from around them. The foliage behind them blossomed into flame. 

The red robes inhaled life from around them, feeding it to the black robed wizards who joined the chant. As each new protocrat joined more rahkens fell. 

Ludec calmed himself as he felt the power of the words grow. His hackles rose. 

He saw a gap.

 

Now.


 

He called and Roth heard him.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Eighty

 

The wizard, Tirielle’s bane, stood in front of the other chanters watching the battle unfold. The Speculate would be pleased. The rahkens were effectively useless. Soon he would move his men forward. 

He let himself slip into the rhythm of the chant, still itching to have her head. One rahken warrior stood on an outcropping, overlooking the battle. He wondered if he was a leader, like him. He had failed before but this time he would succeed. Instead of one torture there would be others. Behind him the trees had already wilted and died. The Particlates were sucking the life from their surroundings, feeding it to the chanters to sustain them – and the chant. The chant was the only way to win the battle. 

The rahkens would feel like lead had entered their veins. Looking at their fallen burn wouldn’t help morale either and they truly were being crushed. Soon, soon. He hated waiting. Soon they would be in the tunnels. Then they would be completely and utterly destroyed. The Speculate had entrusted him with the spell. Taught it to him, and he would not let him down, not again. The blackened trees behind him caught on a wind, a passing breeze, and ash floated past on the air. He looked around, certain something was waiting there. Nothing. Just dead trees waiting to return to the earth. He walked slowly round to the back of the chanters and watched. The golems all stood still – he hadn’t expected the chant to work on golems but he did not mind unexpected fortune.

He didn’t know how Jek had known where the traitorous bitch A’m Dralorn was either, but then that was why Jek was Speculate.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Eighty-One

 

“Rally on me!” cried Quintal at the fore, with j’ark and Carth by his side.

And Roth looked up to see its chance. 

It dashed through the line along the high sheer rocks at the edge of the plateau’s arc and into the trees. In the haze of battle no one saw it go. 

While Roth ran, Ludec let the colour of his eyes spread out into cloud and brown rain fell forth on the centre of the battle. 

Ludec was unable to break the hold the words had, but the sudden downpour doused the burning dead and wounded. It did not matter that he could not break the chanting wizard’s hold on his people – only that Roth got through. 

If he had to sacrifice his child for this, then so be it.

The rahkens saw the unnatural rain falling all around them and felt something invigorating them. They fought with renewed strength, battling forward against the Tenthers and the Hirdinaers behind them. Blades glanced from their thick fur or were pulled up short of important organs. Most of the rahkens were bleeding, mostly the younger warriors, but none badly enough to warrant retreat. Those rahkens that were able rendered a route through their enemy to their fallen.

Roth powered its great legs into greater speed and flew through the hills off to the trees while everything else on the battlefield was distracted by the brown rain. When it reached the trees Roth circled round. It ran, dodging the strained trunks and protruding roots, until ahead it saw the lush forest gradually breaking into varying stages of decay. Past crisp dry trees and eventually on to black. His shoulder brushed one as it dodged through them, when the ground began to even out and become softer under foot. It smashed one with sideswipe as it passed. Ash flew. 

It hit trees and discovered they had all turned to ash. 

It ran straight. Faster but not fast enough. Ash clogged its nostrils. The red robes’ magic was spreading faster than it could run. Roth’s claws began to retract, turning inward through the sticky blood that matted its fur, picking up more cinder as it went. It could feel the blood in its veins slowing, becoming heavy. The energy was no longer there, but more than its life was at stake. If it fell now all would be lost. Tirielle would fall. If it was meant to die, then at least its death would mean something. But not here. It would not die here. 

It wanted to sleep, to lay down with the ash and let itself be blown away too. Still it pushed on, its feet slowing to a blur as the chants gained power with proximity. It ran out from the ashened trees into the clear to see the wizards, backs turned toward it. 

The wizards stood in ranks of ten with the steel meshing held together in a clever interlocking fashion. Tall enough to stop a man jumping over, perhaps, but Roth could still manage it. It leapt. 

Fur tore away from its back as Roth tumbled over. It tried to push itself up but had not the strength. 

Roth looked up and there was the wizard, standing over it. He looked down at the rahken through petty eyes. 

“You always seem to fall short, friend. 

“You are interesting, though,” he remarked to himself as he scratched his long nose. He knelt beside the broken warrior and whispered, conspiratorially, into its ear. It had to be more of a shout to get over the chanting but Roth heard him through its slowing brain. 

“I’ve never had the chance to see the effect of our – side effects – on a rahken. I never realised your skin was so light underneath either. And all these different colours on your kin. Very interesting indeed.” He stabbed at Roth’s bald back with a sharp fingernail, drawing blood on the blackening hide. “It seems your kind warrant more study.”

Roth managed to make its mouth speak. “More study?”

“Yes, see what you’re made of, eh?”

“Anything you learn from me…” Roth pushed itself up with a tremendous effort. Blood seeped as its skin dried under the onslaught. “Will be the shortest lesson of your life.” 

Roth bucked like a bull, the back of its head colliding with the crouched wizard’s chin, propelling him off his feet and into the air. It reached out with both hands and grabbed the wizard by the jaw before he could fall backward. 

Ignoring the blood dribbling from its nostrils, Roth looked into the Protocrat’s eyes and saw nothing there worth dying for. 

With a great wrench it tore the head from the wizard’s neck.

Blood spurted over the chanters and they faltered. The unlucky ones turned to see a rahken before them, standing despite the onslaught of their words. Roth tossed the head at them. 

“I beg your pardon. I was about to educate your friend here but it seems the lesson was cut short. I think he wanted to learn. I’m happy to teach. I am a rahken…a warrior…”

A quick witted wizard with a youthful face began chanting again, aiming at the dogged looking Rahken. A brown raindrop splashed on his forehead, making him pause and stare into the sky. Roth’s claws came to bear as the blood began coursing again. Rage pushed it on even further. Roth drew itself to full height, sizzling as the muddy rain cooled the burned flesh. 

“Let me elaborate…” it said, and faster than lightening, the youth’s throat yawned wide. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Eighty-Two

 

Jek’s desk shattered. The view disappeared. The girl was free and lost again. “What do I have to do!?” 

There was no way he could risk the Guryon. They had both broken free. There was too much attention. 

One or the other, Jek thought, that’s all we have to kill. One or the other. And we can’t even manage that.

The translucent pond where Jek had watched the battle was now a splintered hole. There was nothing left to do now but wait. A knock echoed through the spacial plane and arrived at his door. He ignored it. The Speculate waited his pleasure, not the other way around.

Tirielle, Shorn, the First and the Second. It didn’t matter. 

Teryithyr was ready; cold, dead, awaiting the Protectorate’s embrace. It had long been prepared. The Prognosticators, the readers – the view of the future was clear from every vantage point. It was the wizard that truly mattered. 

It wasn’t a job for Tun. He was too meaty a blade to open the frozen north of the backward continent. Klan should go. The precocious rising star. Klan was undoubtedly the best suited for the job. He was cold enough. And far too dangerous to leave to his own devices, with all that Arram had to offer. His power was already unnatural and, Jek worried, far outweighed his own. He allowed himself a smile. He would kill two birds with one stone. 

He opened the door and allowed himself a moment to breath in the blackness, then stepped through the threshold into Arram. 

He did not look fazed. The rest of the play no longer mattered. Foolish Sard. He couldn’t believe their stupidity. 

It was inelegant, but, well, if they could not break the key, they would have to destroy the lock instead. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Eighty-Three

 

The Tenthers had fought to the last man. With the wizards dead by Roth’s gargantuan hands, the Protectorate ranks had begun to fall. The toll the rahkens took had still been heavy, though. The bodies of their dead lay across the plateau.

Anyone foolish enough to believe the Tenthers toothless without their wizards chanting their insane chants behind them deserved subservience, if they were lucky enough to be given the choice. The Tenthers took no prisoners. They expected the same. The rahkens and the Sard had obliged – grudgingly. 

The Sard’s triangle had collapsed around the last of the Tenthers, falling into them viciously. j’ark had asked just once. But there was no give in the Tenthers. They were as rigid as their swords. 

The last of the Tenthers had fallen with screaming hatred still etched on his face. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Eighty-Four

 

j’ark had explained the triangle formation to Tirielle as they waited in the fading light and the aftermath of the battle, the warmth draining from the air nothing to do with the weather.  

‘It’s solid,’ the ambassador had said, ‘but it’s not the entire answer. Sometimes you want solidity – the triangle formation gives that to you, but it is missing something without the last of our order, the Watcher. The triangle, solid, comprises of three points. Only when the last joins does it become fluid. Only with Drun is it whole.’ 

Tirielle wished to meet this Drun. It was intriguing to her that Quintal was their leader but so many hopes were pinned on the one of their number who would carry no sword. But then, perhaps it was not that odd. These men seemed willing to follow her to death and back again. Tirielle thought it sad – all these lost men (and she did think of them as men – even though they were not her kin, she thought they must still have loves at home who would never know their fate). j’ark, waiting beside her for the others to emerge, said he thought nothing of it. Tirielle tried but could see no hint if this was the truth behind his eyes. They glowed so brightly when he spoke that sometimes she felt she could see nothing of the man behind them.

She would not budge, no matter how hard he tried. The Sard, it seemed to her, thought the world rested on her going with them to be a sacrifice. She had decided long ago, when she had lost her father and she had been but a child, that sacrifices were for martyrs. It was nothing but a lazy kind of aid. More could be achieved in one life than with a thousand willing deaths.

“It will be a long journey. I am not sure it is safe. Beheth is their stronghold, Tirielle. You should not go yourself.” j’ark was certainly persistent.

Tirielle looked at the man beside her. No matter how many times she had tried to persuade him she could not be swayed from her course, he stoically refused to give in. Chivalry was not for her. Not that she didn’t appreciate it. 

“I have vowed, j’ark. A man such as you must understand this…”

“But the perils we have already faced – you do too much. This is not your fate, Tirielle. You must know this by now.”

“Yes, I know of the fate you have drawn out for me, but I also know what I feel. Fate is fickle. My feelings are not. Would you have me abandon the girl? To hunt this wizard, even though you know not where he rests, if he lives, what he is – you know so little. Give myself as sacrifice and let the girl die uncared for? No, j’ark. The future is shifting. This girl is solid. I will stand by her.”

“Perhaps your sacrifice will be less than a death, Tirielle. There is more to sacrifice than life.”

“That is what I am afraid of. But I do not deny my destiny – who could? But it can wait. The girl has greater need of me than you. I will come with you, but only after I have seen to the girl. Besides, you need to go to Beheth, too. Perhaps there you will find the answers you seek.”

J’ark nodded as though this was the right answer, seemingly pleased, even though he obviously wanted her to leave the girl behind (he is the ambassador, she remembered – perhaps I judge him too harshly, and it is what the Sard want?). 

“We will stand by you until the death, regardless. We will always go with you…I, we, just wish you would reconsider. The road will be hard enough without taking other responsibilities to heart,” he said. Whatever his wishes.

“And what of the wizard?”

j’ark smiled sweetly at her. “As you say. We know not if he is dead or alive. If the fates truly expect us to find him, I’m sure we will anyway.”

“And I am not so sure I want to find him if it means my death, but I believe you, j’ark. I believe you now.”

They fell into silence.

And if I am to gain my freedom, Tirielle thought, I must fulfil my duties. There will be no freedom for me or my people while we wait and hope for life to sort itself out. I must make this happen. She squared her shoulders and made herself stare unblinking into the depths of the carnage before them, where the white-boned icicles were thawing. So much blood. It would seep into the stone itself. The battle had been terrible, her first (and last? She wondered), and the price had been high for the Protectorate, slaughtered to a man, but higher still for the rahkens. She felt for them, too. Soon, they would be drinking water in their underground cave flavoured with the burnt blood of their own dead.

If this is the alternative, she thought, there is no recourse but to fight. I will run no longer. If I am fated to die a sacrifice it will not be on my heels.

 Fenore laid one massive hand against her tense shoulder and she jumped. Tirielle turned to see them all aligned behind her, her friends, the seer and Roth, and her protectors. Her paladins. 

“It has been a terrible day, Tirielle, but you can stay no longer. They will return. While they cannot enter our caves, I fear what they would do to get you out.” She favoured Tirielle with a kind look. Looking into Tirielle’s brown and black eyes, Fenore spoke for the rahken nations.

“We know something of the future, too, Tirielle A’m Dralorn, but only that reflected from the past. You will leave here, and when the time comes, you will ask for our aid. I know this. We know this. When the time comes, child, the Rahken Nation will stand with you.”

She had never seen fury in a rahken’s face but with the detritus of war reflected in Fenore’s eyes Tirielle could imagine what it would look like.

“I am also called the Sacrifice, Fenore. I feel time pressing on me – I fear your offer will be past my time.” 

“Not all sacrifices are for death, Tirielle.” Roth told her, dipping its head to catch her eye. 

“The future is shifting. I know my destiny now. If I live,” she looked into Fenore’s eyes, “I will return.”

 “Life finds a way, Tirielle. We will meet again.” 

Fenore smiled a last sad smile to her child. All words to her child she had already spoken. She put her hand gently against Roth’s charred face instead. 

“Then,” Typraille said as he mounted his horse, “Beheth!”

Finally, Fenore thought, as she watched them leave. A human worthy of our geas. 

 

*



  


Chapter Eighty-Five
 

Klan wondered where the mercenary was as he looked out over the endless white expanse of Teryithyr, only broken here and there with slightly less-white crevasses where the ice had cracked and formed and cracked again over thousands of years. Some gigantic cliffs towered higher that even the tallest of the Hierarch minarets in Lianthre. The suns, low on the horizon, were none the less throwing their light viciously from the icy mirror of the ground. The leaping light blinded his soldiers. Klan merely adjusted his eyes. 

None had ever seen the Teryithyr. Klan would gladly use his own ranks to their deaths but not if he had no idea what he was up against. While his own division was now over three hundred strong (the ranks taken from only the most powerful of protocrats) he would not use them for this. This was donkey work. 

He had brought the tenthers.

The Pernant was waiting. Klan had let him wait a long time now. The Pernant was trying not to shiver. Klan did so enjoy these little tortures. 

“Establish the perimeter. We will see about setting camp. I want my tent here, overlooking this dip, with that cliff behind me.”

“Your will, Anamnesor Mard.” The Pernant bowed crisply, and, pulling his white cloak tightly around him against the piercing cold, returned to bark orders at his ten. 

Klan toned out as the noise of soldiers working reached his ears. Soon they would have the base established. He loathed these lowly protocrats, those who had no more ambition than to wield a sword, but they were disciplined. Now, the scouts he liked. They were more like him. He had sent them out to find him something to eat. Something large, preferably. His force needed food and he was getting hungry, as well.

When they returned he was not disappointed. The beast they had captured was indeed magnificent. It must weight the same as four soldiers – in armour. Thick off-white fur covered most of it, but he noticed how the inner parts of its body were covered instead in thick leathery skin, lightly muddy coloured. They were supposed to be intelligent, but he could not imagine what manner of intelligent beast would choose to live in this wilderness with nothing at all to look at. He curled snow between his toes as the scouts bearing the beast dragged it closer. It took six to move the trussed monster even on the hard packed snow. Its powerful chest heaved against the ropes that bound it.

The scouts stopped in the centre of the camp, where they left the Teryithyrian (named for the land that spawned the creatures). 

“Master, how would you like it done?” said the camp’s cook.

“Hmm?” Klan stared absentmindedly into the thing’s eyes. Imploring him. Yes, there was definitely intellect there. 

The cook took a chance. “May I suggest basted in its own juices, Master?”

“Yes, I’d like mine tender.” Klan turned back to his tent.

As he walked he wondered if intellect added flavour. Something else worried at him, a feeling, like someone talking over his shoulder in sign. He put it down to excitement as he shut the flap behind him and waited for his supper. 

The cook brought Klan’s meat to him later on that evening. Klan dismissed him without looking up. 

Outside, a wall of white rose suddenly against the darker night, blotting it and the landscape behind from view.

The Teryithyr did not take kindly to the slaughter of one of their brethren. 

The clamour of battle dragged Klan from his meat. He emerged from his tent with the remains of his meal (if intelligence added anything to the flavour he would never know – the Teryithyr he ate must have been stupid) still on his plate. The Pernant he had spoken to early ran up the small incline to where Klan waited in front of his tent. The dark didn’t affect Klan’s eyes – he could see the Teryithyr perfectly well. They were destroying the elite. They slew the Tenthers so fast Klan could barely believe his eyes. 

Still, he could spare a few grunts in the name of education. 

He watched the men being torn to pieces. The Teryithyr would have been powerful allies – it was a shame that they could not speak. The Protectorate would not accept any allies that were so obviously of lower intelligence than even the humans. Perhaps they could be harnessed. But for now, damage limitation. 

“Anamnesor! We are being driven back by these monsters! They came from nowhere – I fear we have not enough men to hold.”

“Yes, well, Pernant, what did you expect? We have just eaten one of their number for supper.”

“Sir?”

Perhaps it was time to do something about the rout he was witnessing, thought Klan, ignoring the Pernant for a moment.

“Nevermind, Pernant. Stand back, would you?”

Klan indicated a spot behind him. “You might want to cover your eyes.” As soon as he said it, Klan, all in black against the white canopy of his tent behind him, spread his arms and fingers wide like a dead tree. The Pernant did not have time to cover his eyes. 

“This may hurt,” Klan said. 

He opened his mouth and out poured a bright red light, a blinding flash, like an explosion. The Pernant next to him fell to his knees. They cracked against the ice, then began to sink as the snow melted in a huge arc stretching out before Klan. The cries of battle ceased almost as soon as the roar had begun. 

The night was still again. 

Klan looked out at the scene before him. So, the Teryithyr were not such a challenging foe after all.

Klan walked to the edge of his lake of the dead and admired it. It was almost artistically peaceful. The tenthers were just collateral. He could bear their loss. He was glad he had not brought soldiers from his own division. Klan searched his soul for some compassion for the dead and found it empty.

It was such a nice setting, he would not spoil it with base emotions, like pity. 

Klan sated himself on the pain of all the dead and left his supper behind. As he passed through the lake of carnage that lay across the snow-covered vista he laid a marker for his Incantors. There would be some cleaning up to do first but the Anamnesors would make short work of it. He could do it himself, he supposed, if he set his will to it, but, well…why have a dog and bark yourself?

Teryithyr lay open before the will of the Protectorate. Endless, frightful, ice, blanketed the land for as far as Klan could imagine (some mention was made in the archive that the continent actually extended so far into the north as to join Lianthre to it with ice). As he stood, barefoot in the snow, the first of his Incantors laid the path from Arram to the wastes.

Stepping from the whirring words that split the air, the Anamnesors stepped into the white. The invasion of Teryithyr had been short. While Tirielle and Shorn (and the Watcher) remained free, they could do nothing if the red wizard was destroyed before they could reach him. Let them have their petty triumphs, thought Klan. It will do them no good. Already the end game draws near.

The hunt for the last wizard had begun, and nobody but the Protectorate heard the baying. 

 

*

 




  


Chapter Eighty-Six

 

The night after the first battle for Sturma, Renir was low again. Slowing down. Somehow he had managed to take the fight to the Draymar, take a sword in the leg and still carry on. He had seemed resourceful then. 

The horses wandered freely again tonight. The small band of travellers (Drun, Bourninund, Shorn and Renir) were bone-weary from the battle (well, apart from Bourninund, but he had his obviously advanced years to deal with), but, Renir thought, the weariness was nothing like that first time. He was, he slowly came to realise, immune to harm. He was beginning to think he was infected. 

Still, tonight he would sleep, dreams or no. He was so tired. It was nice to be relaxed for a change, anyway. They had men at their backs and knew the road had been cleared. Tonight he would relax. Tonight, for the first time…since…he tried to remember the last time he had slept without fear of his night terrors. He coped with them better now, but they were still there…and yet, since then, he had taken a sword in the leg and not just lived but healed. It was amazing. He thought Drun might have had something to do with it but when he was truly honest with himself he realised he didn’t really ache either. Physically, he just felt slightly tired. 

He knew his companions looked at him strangely sometimes. He didn’t think he was particularly odd. But he had overheard Drun saying to Bourninund earlier, “Don’t mention it!”

He looked at Drun from the corner of his eye, sitting across the fire from Shorn. The old man knew something. Renir just wasn’t sure how to go about asking what it was. It seemed embarrassing to have to ask if your friend thought you mad.

Drun, too, was looking around the gathered faces.

He was thinking. His thoughts closely mirrored everyone else’s there: tonight, we are safe. Renir, Drun thought without looking at him, had been moping since the fight in his old village. He wondered if he was upset about Hertha and just keeping it in. Renir had certainly seemed sound of mind before then. Drun imagined he would feel bad because he wasn’t there to save her, angry with the life left him. Renir seemed that kind of man. 

He just hoped the woman’s voice was a symptom and not an entirely separate malady. 

Renir did feel guilty about Hertha, but he was questioning his own sanity. He must be crazy, he thought, because he was beginning to think the apparition that haunted his dreams was Hertha. He lay awake long into the night, long after the others had fallen asleep. Every night. Each night he lay awake waiting till he could wake no more and he dreamed of the witch. His dreams were hazy now, hidden from him on waking. They were no longer terrifying, less haranguing, even. More…chiding.

Something was familiar about the tone of the witch talking to him in dreams. It was becoming clearer with each dream. Renir knew he had been talking to his horse again earlier on the trail. That didn’t bother him as much as the stares from his companions. Each time he caught them staring at him he had an uncanny sense that something had happened before – he had just not been present to witness it. 

So? He told himself. I’ve started talking to my horse? As my ailments go, it’s the least.

“Eat something, Renir.” Shorn thumped him on the shoulder and passed an apple to him. No one had felt much like hunting today so they ate old apples and a couple of fish Bourninund had caught in river. The river was, at last, to the south of them. 

The food sounded good. Sumptuous plops were coming from the brew on the fire. Drun had mashed some of the fruit together and was, for reasons Renir couldn’t figure out, simmering the mixture over the fire. Renir had never had hot fruit before but Drun had not steered him wrong on his culinary journey yet. Drun stirred it skillfully while the others talked. 

“Come on, Renir. You’ve been staring into space all night.”

“Sorry, I’ve been thinking.”

“Well, mind yourself, boy. Thinking gets in the way of food.” Bourninund took a proffered cup of the hot juice from Drun. “What is it?” he asked after taking a sip. It was thick. 

“A remedy for tense muscles. It’s the pith from old retaff fruits – it’s like a pint of brandy. Drink it. It will take away the stresses of the day.”

“Fruit brandy, eh?” Bourninund downed it all in one dry-lipped gulp. “Shorn, when we get to Pulhuth will we be able to leave straight away?”

The companions had told Bourninund that they intended to travel on from Pulhuth, but not yet where.

Renir tossed his apple core onto the fire and took a drink from Drun.  

“We could, perhaps, but I’m sure we could all use a night’s rest away from the gaze of the stars.”

“I know I could. I was glad you said that. I’d hate to miss a chance to wet my blade.”

“I’d be inclined to agree,” said Shorn, looking pointedly at Drun. “Where we’re going it’s liable to snap off.”

“Where are we going?” Despite being slightly drunk already Bourninund was not slow.

“The Frozen North, my friend,” said Renir.

“Teryithyr? I’ve never been.” Bourninund did not seem fazed in the slightest.

“I know someone who has.”

“Really?” said Shorn.

“Well, come to think of it, I know someone who’s met someone who has,” said Renir.

“You shouldn’t believe every tale you hear,” chuckled Bourninund. “No one’s been that far north.”

“He has,” said Drun, pointing to Shorn.

“Really?”

“Ha!” said Shorn, “You should take your own advice.”

“Humpf.” Bourninund replied and, after exploring a new horizontal realm more fully, added, “Well, Renir, I can think of nothing else to do, and you owe me a tale.”

“For what?”

“It’s his thing. A tale for a tale.”

“Well, surely you’ve got more interesting tales than me, Shorn.” 

Shorn snuffed and pulled out his bed roll. “Perhaps, but it’s you he told the tale to. Pay your own debts, Renir.”

“That’s very apt, Shorn,” said Drun.

Shorn ignored him. 

Renir began speaking. “Very well. Once, my grandmother told me a tale. There was a man once, long ago, she said, who fought in Draymar. Long before Gek’s battle or any battle we have ever heard of.”

Shorn sat back to listen more attentively. He was too tired today for stories but guessed, correctly, that Renir wanted the noise of words for company tonight, if only to drown out his own thoughts. No reason why Shorn actually had to listen, though. He found if you sounded like you were listening, people generally assumed you were. 

“I can’t remember the man’s name from the tale – she told it in my youth – “

“You’re still a youth!”

“I know, Bourninund, we cannot all be as venerable as yourself.” Renir rolled his eyes at him. “Anyway, this man – Poorfate the Warrior, his name might have been – ”

“Well, that’s a daft name. Now we know how the tale ends!”

“Are you going to let me finish? Yes? Right…anyway, Poorfate took up his sword to vanquish the Draymar might. Back then, grand monoliths still stood, our ancestor’s stone and earthen follies reached for the heavens and the hells and fey creatures roamed the land. The Draymar were legion and Sturmen were strong and proud. The great halls still stood and our – ” he looked around “ – and my Thanes were swift of sword, their breastplates and horse’s backs straight and true.

“Poorfate was happy in his home. He was so sure – war would never come to his home. His taxes ensured it. Everyday he left his home and worked the land. He tilled his fields and harvested his crops and slept fat at night in the bossom of his beloved wife. Well, war knocks on every door. He returned from the fields one day to find his wife killed and his house burning brightly.

“In a god-like rage he bellowed onto the fire and turned his scythe into a great shining sword…”

Bourninund was seeing double.

“That’s a pretty good story.”

Renir looked at Bourninund and down at his cup. He put it down while he continued. “It’s not finished yet. So, he left the ruins of his life and went to fight for his revenge. Many Draymar were slain with his great sword, the other warriors held him high in his victory. Joyful with the blood high he raised his sword to the heavens…and was hit by lighting.”

Bourninund laughed. Renir laughed at him. “It’s not supposed to be a funny story. Anyway, then he tried to protect himself in battle with a shield – ” 

“So he’s not dead then?”

“Damn it, Bourninund, pipe down would you!” Bourninund’s constant interruptions were spoiling Shorn rest. 

“No, he’s not dead yet. But thanks for ruining my story…”

“It’s alright, Renir,” Drun added this time. “I think we all know how the story ends anyway. You insisted on calling the hero ‘Poorfate’.”

“Fine then, I won’t tell it.” Renir sat back huffily.

“No! No! Go on, go on. We all want to hear it, don’t we?” said Drun, trying to draw him out. 

“Not especially,” mumbled Shorn and Bourninund together, making themselves laugh. 

“Oh, go on, Renir, tell us the story, please?” Bourninund chuckled to himself inanely.

“Perhaps you should have given them the drink after the story?” Renir said to Drun.

“Perhaps you should have told me you intended to tell a story first?” retorted Drun.

“Fine, fine.” Renir settled himself and carried on. 

“Anyway,” he continued. “He fought, and still the horde came.”

“I thought he got hit by lighting?”

“Shut up, man!” cried Drun in exasperation.

“Huuuuu. Yes, he was hit by lighting. He lived. The next day he fought again. Is that alright?”

“Yes, yes, that makes sense.” Bourninund’s eyes slipped shut.

“The Draymar covered the field like a plague, and his sword was not enough. Angrier now because they would not die, and had so many more swords than his countrymen, he forged a might shield from the hands of the dead, to clutch the invader’s swords. He fought them back over the mountains until he won the day. His great sword dripped blood, his shield bristled with pillaged weapons and his vanquished foes were strewn before him, bowed to the victor. To cry to all the lands of his glory that day Poorfate stood atop a giant mountain, high up in the sky. Standing on the top of the mountain he was struck a second time.”

“Old Poorfate was none too bright from the sound of it.”

“Yes, well, there is that. On the third day, in polished armour made from the boots of the dead to borrow their speed, Poorfate stood before the Draymar once again. This time neither lightning nor sword would harm him. He saw his vengeance before him and took it. He fought like the wind with all the passion of the grieved and when all the horde lay like autumn wheat he stood alone on the battlefield, surrounded by the dead on all sides. The storm fell from above and with his borrowed speed he ran across the field to his home, the only man left standing. None can outrun the lightning. On the battlefield, untouched by the enemy’s swords, he was the last to die.”

They waited for more.

“That’s it,” said Renir.

Drun shook himself and then his head. “An interesting tale. Your grandmother sounds like a wise woman.”

“But it doesn’t mean anything!” Bourninund turned over to go to sleep. “Bah! That’s not a tale. The heroes aren’t supposed to die at the end.” 

“That’s not true, Bourninund. It means many things. It’s just a tool for thought, grandmother always used to tell me. I started thinking, since Hertha died, that perhaps the story means ‘what’s the use in going on?’”

Shorn looked across at Renir and caught his eye. “Maybe it means that hiding from your destiny doesn’t help – death will find you wherever you go.” 

Drun shrugged. “It could mean either. It is a good tale. Maybe it means that even though he knew he was fighting death he held it off till the last, or just that farmers are exceptionally unlucky.”

 “Maybe it means even stupid people can be heroes.” Bourninund mumbled as he drifted off.

Renir lay down with a pleasant fugue slipping over him like a blanket. At times like this, listening to Bourninund’s gentle snoring and Shorn fidgeting in his bedroll, he missed Hertha’s nagging. It always gave him something else to think about. 

As they lay down for the night on the hard cold ground, Drun spoke softly to Shorn. “I will dream of danger tonight. I would lie to you if I said the road ahead will be easy.”

“How do you know what you’ll dream?”

“I know, Shorn, because I dream it every night.” He looked straight at Renir as he said, “The same thing every night.”

 

*

              




  


Chapter Eighty-Seven

 

Already far from the first great battle of the last age on Lianthre, Tirielle awoke early from a troubled sleep. She noticed she was awake before any one but Carth, who stood watch silently. The seer had not made a sound all night, but Tirielle was not concerned. In Beheth they would find a cure for her strange condition. Then they would travel on. For the former Lady A’m Dralorn now knew that she could not escape her destiny. 

While the camp slept peacefully around her, Tirielle thought how far she had come. Would that her father had been there to see her journey. The Protectorate had finally shown their hand and Tirielle, her father’s daughter, had stood proud against them – just as her father had done before her. He had paid with his life. 

No more would she pine for her father though. She had become a woman on this journey. Her childhood was baggage she could not afford to bring.

She had lost so much along the way. Her childhood home, her friends, her seat in the Kuh’taenium. She had no choice but to let it go. It was the price of true success. Now she was on the path. To oppose the Protectorate and all their evil wherever she encountered it. She had allies in the battle. Roth, her right hand, and the might of the Order of Sard – Paladins who had fought the Protectorate through the ages, and survived. She had thrown her lot in with powerful friends.

And now it seemed it was her destiny to fight her sworn enemies. She would find a cure for the seer – honour demanded it – but it seemed her fate was intertwinned with the Sard and their quest for the red wizard. She did not know what form her future would take, but she knew she must see the Protectorate fall. Anything less, after all she had seen, all she had learned, would be a failure.

These men, the Sard, seemed so sure of what fate had in store for her. She wondered what it meant to be a sacrifice. She spared a thought for the other two of three, whom she had never met, fighting their way to the same future, even though they were a whole ocean away. She wondered what they were like. If they were honourable, like she hoped she was.

Time would tell. Her path was long, though. To Beheth, then if she survived that, to an alien land, Teryithyr. The journey would be long indeed. There would be many more friends – and enemies – to meet along the way. 

It was a lonely road, though. No matter how many allies she had for the coming battle, she would ultimately face her fate alone. This she felt in her heart. It pained her. She longed for someone to share her fear with. That was what really troubled her. She spent so much energy trying to be strong. Just once she wanted someone to hold her in their arms and lend her some of their strength. 

She looked around the sleeping camp. She was even alone tonight.

Sometimes, she thought, I miss my father.

Alone with her thoughts, Tirielle arose. She had to prepare. Her journey had only just begun.  

Tonight there would be enough time to dream, of the road ahead, and gods willing, the war that would follow.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Eighty-Eight

 

Stories of the sun reach everywhere on Rythe, even underground. There are legends that are true. 

Some begin with dark or end with light, some start with light and fall to the shade, but together…

They revolve. 

Under Teryithyr, miniscule particles of light, small enough to pass unnoticed by the most vigilant of observers, bounced from snowflake to snowflake. The particles spread when they hit the frozen, random prisms and went their own ways. Deeper, where new snow turned to ice, the light got lost. It covered the snow, working its way through like tumbling rock through a cavern and the graceful fall of the sparrowhawk through air in the same moment. The light spun and rebounded here, careened and parried iceshards there. The message was unstoppable.

LAST CHILD. ABOMINATION. THE TIME IS NEAR. 

AWAKE!

Deep underground, catacombed in blind, deaf, life, the revenant stirred.

Syzergy can never exist in legends. The weight of time ensures it.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Eighty-Nine

 

Four horses mounted with marred men waited before Pulhuth’s massive gates. 

The city spread for miles to the left and right. The gates were incongruous – there were no walls. The town’s defence was the town. Houses made a wall themselves. The outer streets all ended in more houses – while the inhabitants could enter their homes and look out onto the marshes that surrounded Pulhuth they could not enter from the outside. Tiny windows faced outward from the stone buildings, strong enough to withstand siege from ordinary weapons. Shorn knew this town had never been assailed by magic – but then, in the years since the last Draymar wars, there had been no wizards. 

The wealthy lived with their outside views in their comfortable stone town houses. The poor took their revenge inside.

Nobody had thought to widen the roads. Each house on the inside was made of wood and there seemed to be no central authority here to make people respect other’s rights of way – afterthoughts jutted at odd angles from many of the houses, giving the appearance of a child’s bedroom, or a beaver’s dam. What they were trying to keep out Shorn could only imagine – strangers, he guessed, from the glares of some of the older home owners. They came out of their ramshackle houses for no other purpose, it seemed, than to contrive to make the roads even narrower. The rich seemed to breed well enough for the stone houses surrounding the town – the poor seemed to breed more readily (or perhaps the breeding made them poor? Just look at all those hungry mouths…) and as a result they were crammed into every available space.

As they rode past old women in diaphanous circling skirts and fat men on ponies Renir constantly turned this way and that, excusing himself to each and every person he and Thud caught with a knee or a flank. Few took exception with him though – for some reason each time he spoke he said ‘excuse us’, for him and his horse, which seemed to confuse people enough for him to get by. 

Renir turned back to Shorn and continued his tale.

“Anyways, as I was saying (excuse us)…”

Shorn saw him momentarily distracted again and continued for him.

“Bones bleached, grass growing through them?”

“Yes, that was it. Anyway, after the battle the whole of Sturma was in disarray. Unlike the other lands that you have spoken of, we have no king. To get the whole of Sturma to fight in itself would be a miracle. Back then Gek Fathand brought the people together out of fear. Today, there is no one I know of who has that kind of power. I don’t think you can be a leader at war unless you have fat hands.” Renir looked at Shorn’s hands. “No, I didn’t think so.” 

Shorn looked down at his own hands, right one resting on his thigh, close to the hilt of his sword, which hung down at the back by his right hip. He looked back up to Renir. “That’s your theory, eh?”

“Maybe. Either that, or some other outstanding feature. You know, like flaming red hair, or an arm brace…yes, that might do.”

“What, Shorn of the Bracers? Or Shorn the Cripple?”

“No, no!” said Renir hastily. “That’s not what I meant at all! I just mean I think you have to have some kind of defining feature to be a war hero, or a king. You know, it’s never Renir Esyn, King, it would be, I don’t know, Renir the Weak Axe…”

“It’s not the axe that’s weak.”

“Yes, well, thank you. Anyway, that’s all I was saying.”

The central market spread out in front of them. The reek distracted them all from the deafening noise of impatiently haggling and sharp arguments. 

They had thankfully avoided the worst of the Draymar invasion on the way in, but the crazed hubbub of shoppers reminded Renir what battle had felt like. For a moment he felt strangely nostalgic. Bourninund broke him from his thoughts.

“We should find somewhere to stay before we do anything else.”

Shorn looked at Drun, who was regarding him with a raised eyebrow. Shorn nodded his understanding. “Bourninund, we need somewhere with space. Somewhere private that won’t ask questions. We may be a while, and there may be the occasional swordfight…I think it’s time for Renir to learn how to use that monstrosity he carries around on his back. 

“Hey! I thought I did pretty well!”

“Yes, you did…” as Shorn said this, his fist lashed out and caught Renir on the temple. Renir fell with a smack into the mud on the floor. “But not well enough. If you’re to travel any further with you must be able to pull your own weight.” 

Renir pushed himself up and dusted himself off, suspiciously sniffing something on his elbow. “Can you never just make a point, man!”

“That was my point,” replied Shorn.

“And well made, I thought.” Bourninund added airily.

“I think we should get off the street – it seems we’ve already made enough of a spectacle.” Drun looked around him at the faces all staring. “Perhaps it would be best if we didn’t draw any more attention to ourselves? I do not know how far our enemies reach but I fear nowhere is safe for us.”

“Then out of the way it is.” Bourninund tutted his horse around. “This way. There’s a tavern on the southern outskirts. I know the barmaid.” The old man looked misty. “She’s the heart of discretion. For the right price.”

“That’s what I’ll call it,” said Renir, wistfully.

“Eh?”

“My axe. Haertjuge. The Heart of Discretion.”

Shorn nodded approvingly. “It is a good name.”
 

*

 




  


Chapter Ninety

 

The man was amazing. He was quite old, according to Shorn, but here they were – their second stop since arriving – and Bourninund was in a whore house.  Renir called it a whore house, Bourninund said it was no sin; the women provided a valuable service, which was why they were handsomely paid for it. Be polite, he told him – if it were a crime then the person who paid should be punished and called names.

Ordinary men watch the puppets, he told him. Clever men watch the strings.

The enlightened watch the puppeteer.

Renir sat with his foot tapping impatiently as the old man performed, until he got tired with the company (some young lady, undoubtedly pretty in a country sort of way – what else am I used to, thought Renir). Initially he had been flattered that the girl had come to keep him company while he waited for Bourninund (gods, the man took an age!) until he realised the girl was just after some work. Renir had no qualms about paying but hadn’t brought any money with him. And the girl was just so phenomenally dull.

Drun and Shorn waited in the tavern, where they had taken a room and the whole barn. The barmaid, as Bourninund had said, was more than accommodating. The woman was older than Renir had imagined from Bourninund’s description and sported a beautiful gap-toothed grin peeking out from large rosy cheeks. The old woman (old, laughed Renir, the woman was probably no more than fifty. She’d just aged badly from the look of her) was delightful though. Renir thought she would jiggle herself to death when she had seen Bourninund. 

Renir got up and bashed on a few doors, calling for his new companion. And charge, it seemed tonight. After several gruff replies and a couple of death threats Renir got the reply he was waiting for.

“Renir? Damn it, man, I’m busy!”

“What are you doing? You’ve been ages!”

“Ploughing a furrow! What do you think I’m doing, you dolt?!”

“Well, hurry up! No field takes that long to plough.”

“Maybe not if you’re planting sprouts! Get lost!”

He had time to return to his seat and tap his feet a couple of times before the door crashed open down the hall and an extremely dissatisfied lady emerged, buttoning a rather large blouse. Bourninund emerged a moment later, buckling his two short swords. 

“Thank your lucky stars I finished, boy.” Bourninund told him as he approached. 

“I understand fully,” chuckled Renir as the old mercenary walked toward him. “That field,” he said at the slowly departing back of the woman, “must’ve taken ages to seed.”

Bourninund scowled. “You youngsters know nothing. If you knew how long it takes a man my age to rouse an interest you’d not go interrupting lightly. Anyway,” he added, giving a forlorn sigh as he watched the departing behemoth, “nothing wrong with a big lass.”

“Well, you got your money’s worth.”

“That I did,” nodded Bourninund as they made for the door.

“In more ways than one,” Renir finished, quietly.

“Come on, let’s get the others. I know Shorn will enjoy the little delights I have planned for this evening.” 

Gods, the man had stamina. Renir hadn’t even performed and all he wanted to do was go to bed.

 

*

 




  


Chapter Ninety-One

 

The four men did not look out of place wearing their best torn shirts in the warm night, late dusk unseen behind a wall of houses. The town lamps burned early on Rampton Street, the sporadic lights giving the streets a hilly aspect.

A bald and massive man put out a fist in greeting at the door to the establishment. “Weapons.”


Shorn lent forward, into the man’s face. “Really?”

The big man, a fat-lipped grin on his huge face, knocked on the door. It opened and there was a door-sized mongrel, limp hair hanging over its immortal hide. On two hind legs it sat. Magic whirred between two yellowed nodes on its breast. It had been headless from birth. 

“Yes, really,” the doorman replied with a smirk.

Bourninund, Shorn, and Renir left their weapons at the door as bid, and entered Rean’s Player Emporium.

The smoke hit them as soon as they entered.  Bourninund fingered a thick scar on his cheek and looked around the room, taking in the patrons, the atmosphere, and some of the thick smoke. The town outside, prim and intrusive with its stares and strange faces, was held back at the door. In the face of the unnatural scrutiny the whole of the foreign population seemed to have been pushed underground and out of sight. The citizen’s worst fears would come true were they ever to wander into this side street.


The tavern had been Bourninund’s idea.

Drun left them at their corner table, by a back door, and ordered. Bourninund supposed he should make some attempt at conversation. 

“So, Renir, when did you first decide to become a mercenary?”

“I haven’t become a mercenary, I think I’m more sort of tagging along. Anyway, I have an aversion to work.”

“Sounds painful.”

“It is. Very,” agreed Renir.

“Well, if you’re not a mercenary then, when did you start to fight for money?”

Shorn hunffed.

“What?” 

“Nothing, nothing.” He pulled out a bench and sat. Bottom shaped grooves were worn into the wood.

“I don’t fight for money.” Renir looked worried. “I suppose I should really. But who’d pay me?” 

Bourninund sat beside Shorn, Renir opposite. “So when did you decide to fight for money?” asked Renir.

“When I was younger. How else do you eat?” 

Drun returned and caught the tail-end of the conversation. Mercenaries were often held in disdain because they fought for money – not for reasons of the soul. But, a necessary evil perhaps? Bourninund caught Drun examining him.

“Why are you looking at me like that? What’s wrong with fighting for money? Anyway, how else would you get money if you don’t work for it?”

“I don’t know. Work is wrong. And perhaps the reasons you fight for are wrong. Perhaps because it’s all slavery. Being so low robs you of your humanity, robs you of your compassion. You worry more about having no work – whatever that may be – or having no money, than about those people around you. It robs you of your soul.” 

Shorn shrugged. “So?”

“Yeah, but everyone needs to eat. Everyone needs money,” said Bourninund.

“So you’re working for money? Have you never thought to ask who money is?” Drun sat down.

 “Maybe the sin belongs to the one who pays, Drun, not Bourninund.” Renir winked at Bourninund.

‘The person who pays never pays’, Bourninund nodded to Renir, smiling.


“Don’t make yourself too comfortable, Drun. It’s your turn,” said Shorn. 

“My turn?! But I’ve just been!”

“That’s beside the point. Oldest buys first.”

Drun appraised Bourninund suspiciously but decided to leave it. “Fine, fine. Lend me some more money, then.”

Shorn saw his chance while Drun was passing round four mugs of smoking beer. Fumes drifted heavily around the group. Patrons smoked and drank, chattered inanely, danced and caressed in dark alcoves. 

“Bourninund, would you do me a favour? I have to go away. These two won’t understand. Promise me you’ll take Renir in hand and continue his training. Drun will try to find me but you must dissuade him…”

“What? What are you talking about?” Bourninund spoke loudly over some repetitive strings playing on a raised section of flooring in the centre, with the bar between the instruments and patrons surrounding the player like a last stand. Smart move, thought Bourninund. Nevertheless, by the time the patrons had reached the bar they tended to forget thoughts of throttling the player. Bourninund had been here many times before. He knew the vapours would have an effect long before the urge to strangle the musician grew irresistible. By the time the vapours were gone he would be swaying just like the others. 

The player flicked a wave of sound with his head as his dance grew. Each time the rhythm reacted, a new instrument merged with the sounds and what had begun as an insistent murmur became a rippling eddy of chest-thumping majesty in the fore. Strings faded behind it in hushed awe and his shoulders began to move in time with the player’s left hand. 

The player moved as the vapours and smokes swirled around his dancing body, each movement coaxing shy and harsh rhythms into time with each other.

Shorn nudged him, hard. “Not yet! Come on, focus for a minute.” Drun and Renir were slack-jawed and swaying, too. A young woman passed and Renir’s head followed her pendulantly as she went.

“I need you to look after Renir while I’m gone.”

“You’re going?” Bourninund took a sip of his drink, the vapours now gone, savouring the bittersweet Orman mead, then wiping the bubbling froth away with a worn, filthy, hand. 

“Yes!”

“What?”

Shorn gave up. They would cope without him. Drun would no longer hide him from the Protectorate’s gaze when he left, but his sword would protect him, as it always had. 

He shook his head to himself and joined them, inhaling deeply through his nose just as the player finished his turn and returned to his seat. Another patron rose to take his go. The pre-play influx of new patrons came in – the doors were closed when a player entered the square. 

It looked to the casual observer as if all the patrons were magical – anyone who stayed long enough and was straight enough in all the fumes would quickly realise it was the square that was enchanted – it played the players’ moves. The players tended to be languid, the music soothing and surreal. The smoke blew into the centre square. The square became heavier with smoke the later the evening progressed. And so the music slowed.

While they waited for Bourninund to return with some smoke wheels and drinks Renir looked around. He was nodding his head in agreement with Drun as the old man carried on explaining some perceived theory. At every word he was sure of the next, sure he had heard it before.

“Going back to the looking beyond, perceiving everything…how many times have you seen someone try to open a door the wrong way? All it would take is a look at the door jamb, yet…”

He was able to see through his eyelids. Ladies’ perfume and the sweet array of aromas all around him were confusing him.

“When you improve, you will learn to look behind, Renir. It’s all a matter of perception.”

He felt some sense of Shorn staring at him as he heard himself reply. “Behind?”

“Yes, the past. Only then will you understand.” 

The bar was different to what Renir was used to. All manner of entertainments were available – nubile women upstairs (or men), drinks and vapours and smoke. They all took mead, but there was no escaping the mixtures of colours and breezes layered in the dark light. The smoke filled the gaps and snaked through the weave on the wall hangings (they did little to keep out the evening chill coming fast through the crack in the stone walls), but even the harsh slicing drafts felt good and clean against the skin. 

The smoke blew away from Shorn and he breathed out loudly. He thought he carried on, but began speaking. “He was my master – we had a – falling out. It was my first scar, my first real battle. He left me for dead. I didn’t know what to do with it. I pulled out the broken bone shards and stitched it back together myself.” 

Renir stopped his musings and all of his altered senses focused on Shorn, each pore, his odour, the rough skin. A light, too, surrounding him. He looked at the other patrons – they all had it. He laughed at himself as he looked at Shorn, forcing himself to focus as the man spoke. Drun waved a hand in the air at nothing in particular.

Shorn’s wore a faraway look. That was the first time he’d bled in anger. Since that moment he had forgotten everything the old master had taught him. Were his teachings so wrong that he could justify running away from the light for his whole life? He looked over at Drun, sipping his mead. Drun, in turn, looked over the tavern. Smoke from a pipe at the table behind was making him heady. His eyes were sticky and he blinked. He nodded to Bourninund. Bourninund nodded back and placed new distractions on the table.

“What?” said Renir.

“You asked me where I got the scar.”

Renir looked like a tired man – tar pit eyes. He still cried out in his sleep, but when he awoke, he would always struggle through exercises, working himself every morning. Shorn always trained late, Renir always in the morning. It seemed to help focus Renir’s mind in the waking world. He put his mug down and lent his head against both arms on the table.

“Wen,” he muttered to his mug. “That’s where I got the scar.”

“He gave you the scar?”

“Wen Gossar. He gave me a sword and a scar, nothing more.”

“He gave you the scar?” said Renir again. Drun nudged him.

“Yes, we parted in anger and he tried to kill me.”

“Why?” asked Drun.

“Because he forbade me to fight for money.”

Drun widened his eyes as he tried to focus on the unexpected conversation.

“Did he?” He stalled for time.

“Yes. Said he’d unleashed enough weapons of war in his life and would not make the greatest mistake of his life by letting me live. I refused to back down. It think it broke his heart – he saw me as some kind of redemption for some evil of his own. I think he wanted to make me like him but without the dark inside. When he failed it broke him.”

“And you fought?”

“Yes.” Shorn was getting morbid.

“And?”

“He gave me this scar and left me for dead; I was his student for most of my growing life and he took his sword and pushed it into my face.”

Renir took a sip of his drink and shrugged. He returned his full attention to everything in the bar. Conversation wouldn’t stay in his head and he couldn’t separate Shorn’s words from the music of people that played when the player’s square was silent.

“Tell me the story…” Drun managed.

Shorn focused on him after some misdirected effort. “After my family and my people were slaughtered I alone escaped. I was seven at the time, precocious, I suppose.” He shrugged and sighed slowly, stretching his face as he spoke. His jawed clicked. “I got out alive but no one else did. I saw them. The wizards. They came at Dow’s first light. I remember standing in and upstairs hill. No, wait…that’s not right. Standing in an upstairs room. My mother was beside me. The sunlight did not hit them. They stood in shadow. Yes, they stood in shadow. Shadow-ow…ow.” 

Drun lent across the table and dug a nail into Shorn’s hand as he sat saying ‘auoo…auoo’ over and over. 

Shorn stopped. “Sorry. Yes. Wen. He gave me the scar.”

Drun pinched him again. “Who is Wen?”

“Wen. He taught me how to fight. On the boat.” 

The priest sighed and looked round at the stage. This conversation was far too much effort. 

“What?” Renir said, turning back.

“That’s where I met the Seafarers.”

“What?”

“Wen and I were on the boat.”

“Who’s Wen?” asked Renir as Bourninund opened his eyes.

“Shorn’s master.”

“Oh,” said Renir. He waved hair from his eyes that wasn’t there. 

“Shorn’s off to see the seafarers. I’m going to train you,” said Bourninund.

Shorn sighed and put his hands over his eyes. “That was suppose to be a secret…” he said at no one in particular. Nobody heard.

Renir just exclaimed, “The next player is on!”

The next player came on and all thoughts of speech were forgotten. 

Shorn watched over his mug. He took a gulp and wiped a satisfied grin free of froth. They would get on. He hoped they would. He couldn’t tell them now. He would explain when he came back. They would understand. He downed his beer and joined them in their rapture listening to the music. In the back of his mind darker thoughts would not leave him.

I know he’ll be there and this time I’ll have to kill him.

Renir, Bourninund and Drun drank and smoked until all three got up together to play. It was their turn. Shorn declined to join them. Lounging back against a thick comfortable blanket protecting his overly-sensitive skin from the cold wood (he stroked it periodically though, enjoying the sensation of soft and hard at the same time, minute grains still detectable under his fingers) he watched the determined (if slightly sideways) walk of the three men as they approached the centre. The other patrons watching them move, too. He was not the only one. The others with senses heightened out of preference, rather than dulled, could see it too. Something special about this trio. A circle around them. Whole, almost, even without their fourth. 

Shorn fancied he could hear their banter as they readied themselves. The two old men and one young, shabbily clothed, held the attention of the whole bar now. Playing with three was unheard of – two could keep time, if they were well-attuned to each other – twins and couples were sometimes famous players, some extra perception connecting them in thought, which came across in the music. 

Three were never attuned well enough to play together yet no one tried to stop them. 

They entered the square.

Drun began, testing, moving only his right hand gently, describing tiny circles with each finger. A chord sprang into life and slunk through the haze. Another, and another. 

Renir motioned with a friendly smile to Bourninund. Bourninund bowed – a symbol. A nod of the head – yes! A show! – from Renir – some of the crowd laughing now as another symbol crashed over the string’s – the timing was out but as Renir shook his head in exaggerated disdain at the old mercenary; a beat came in time with his head. He sank into the time of it and his beat joined Drun’s. 

Bourninund reached over the bar and took some brew from one of the bar staff, showboating while the crowd tapped and swayed to the other two. He walked back to stand in between them. Unmoving, he pursed his lipped, then bit at the bottom lip, as if deep in thought. Drun’s foot slid back and forth across the wooden floor and a sliding wind instrument hummed into a swoon. Still Bourninund stood looking puzzled. For the benefit of the enthralled audience he shook his head – a drum sounded three times, dundun-dun – then went back to the bar to take more drink, this time winking cheekily at a toothless young girl – she looked no more than ten but had grey hair – this time taking his ale in one gulp. He smiled, as if hitting upon the meaning of life, and returned to where the instruments were waiting. 

Renir was gently tapping a thigh and a soft sound like a wet-rag being rhythmically slapped against smooth tin trickled through the assorted sighs of the people around Shorn. 

Then, Bourninund stumbled, slowly. Umm-umm as he rocked.  He continued. Lurching drunkenly, Bourninund made the song complete. The patrons and the bar staff stopped as one and became silent as the most perfect tune of the night made joy and filled all the soundless spaces.

Shorn listened to the melody until he finished his drink. 

On the way out he picked up the only friend he could bring and left the song echoing behind. His sword could hear it, too. The Seafarers would only come for Shorn. He would have to beg his old friends to take the new with him. Past Thaxamalan’s Saw and into the frozen north, where his real journey would begin. Shorn would meet his fate there. First, though, there was something he would have to do alone. Shorn old hoped his teacher was no longer there. His old teacher would never let him live long enough to find out if the wizard really did exist.

Shorn embarked on a new journey, alone, as he had always been. The song followed him down the street. 

 Faerblane sang back, and its song was beautiful.

 

*

 




  

Epilogue 

 

The Draymar rose from their long slumber and travelled in force across the mountains. Their masses swelled in each corner of a land that dwarfed its neighbour in both size and population. When the Draymar moved the land shuddered from their passing.

Their initial forays into their trusting neighbourland were short and painful for the Sturmen. So long had the peace reigned few Sturmen could even lift their swords. The mercenaries came in force. Coffers were bled quickly dry. Old men who remembered tales of war and lessons from long ago rallied bravely along the borderlands and the Thanes began to raise their armies. 

By the time they realised the extent of the problem, Gern’s Crest, the Spar and the Fresh Woods had fallen. Of the south, only the Lare Bog remained unsullied by the invaders. The Draymar, entrenched, could not be pushed back by the forces that the disparate Sturmans could raise. The Draymar amassed, an endless migration into Sturma. The summer heat was rising. Soon they would be ready. On hoof or foot they marched across the hills until Sturma could not contain them.

In the north, they came across the northern pass. Among their number walked an indigent man, clothed simply in uneasy hides and teeth. An outsider in all lands but the fourth, the Draymar would not challenge him, for they knew his blade. 

His feet were hardened with ancient skin. Dirt had seeped into blood, skin had grown over scars and dirt. From one camp to the next he walked, asking for word. He poured his heart into a new discipline. He took his heart and made it a weapon and a shield, moulded it until he was a curse on men. Revenge came to him a thousand times and each changed him further from the man who was once able to love. 

Age had no hold on him; unhindered by compassion his cells renewed and grew themselves. The scars on and through his body remained by his will alone, a physical manifestation, a permanent reminder, of the pain he bore inside. 

Countless lessons he had learned on this wide continent – stealth, disappearing, mirroring – and none had brought him any closer to the one true goal. Lost to him for months now, as though disappeared, he could feel the student once again. The gods of wrath must love, too. 

He had killed a thousand in practise and now the last was in sight. Pasmir, Calagon, Mandolen. On his journey he had slain many killers. Warriors from schools new and old, some who had learned their arts from masters themselves, some just gifted naturals. All murderers. All killed by his hand. 

The whole of the Protectorate could not find Shorn, but patience was the teacher’s talent. Patience in all things.


For twenty-three years he had followed Shorn’s erratic path. He had seen the aftermath of his passing – always from afar, one step behind. Twenty-more years, waiting for the student to come into sight again. A chance to break the bond and finally set his feet down. A chance for the murderer to look into his eyes.

 Wen turned his head. Across the endless plain, the sky glowed, bleaching the horizon. He set his feet in motion. 

 

*


  





 

 

 

Thank you.

 

The following is a gift. My thanks to you. 

Take a peek. Go on. Go on, just flip the page. Go ahead…

 

However.

 

That would be entirely unfitting, don’t you think?

 

Some gifts are a double-edged sword. Like Faerblane. 

 

Do you really want to see the future?

 

Very well.

 

For your delectation: The Island Archive.

 

Read it at your peril.


  

Part the Last

 






  



Morry’s Gransald

 

Welcome, weary traveller. Rest a while. Put up your boots. Here, take a draught. I hear the roads are treacherous today. Travellers such as yourself are eager for news. Hmm? Well, we all see the truth as we see it, eh? Come now, tell me…

 

Will you not share what you have learned? Here, stranger. Lean at the bar. Allow me to buy you a drink…

 

Dark? Dark you say? Trouble yourself not, friend. It is but a trick of the light. Here, take another sup. Refreshing, is it not?

 

Yes, I’m sure it is. Still…no, don’t mind the cup…yes, yes. Darker now. I know. The clientelle prefer it this way…

 


  

Morry

 


  



Cast – Major 

 

Drun Sard – (Note: Origin ‘Sadhu’; holy man/aesthetic). Member of the Order of Sard. The Watcher, the third of three humans destined to change Rythe forever. Serves no power but Carious. Ladened with magic, Drun was forced into exile for many years (excusing many of his innumerable habits, but not the flemming) to hide from the Protectorate.

 

He also talks to animals. Called the Binding, as it is his duty to bring together the three. Only uses magic against true evil. Drun is sixty-seven. He looks younger than they say he does.

 

Klan Mard
– The bearer of the Bone Archive, chronicles from the beginning of time, which are seared onto his skeleton. He likes faces, long walks on the beach and bloody screaming death, although only with Worcestershire sauce.

Protocrat, leader of the Anamnesors, and twenty-first member of the Speculate.

 

Renir Esyn – Not brave and unamusing. Sociable fellow. Niave, has a good nature. Mother and cousin Serig in hometown. Ex. Womanly-wise, oddly. Heroically lazy.

 

Roth – Actually over (this part is smudged and unreadable. Fate is fickle today. Perhaps, if you close the book, thenopenitagainquick! …nope.)

 

Roth takes a subservient role with Tirielle. For what purpose we know not why…(God damn it! Oriliothros! Give that back!) 

 

Very smart, eloquent, follows purpose set out by the red wizard’s geas (the wizard also known, mistakenly, as ‘the Revenant’). Hard bastard.

 

Shorn – (Also Calagon, Despirinne, Pasmir, Mandolan) Ugly. Mercenary. Decreed by fate to serve the role of Saviour. The second of three mortals destined to change the face of Rythe forever. Trained by Wen Gossar. Motto: ‘doesn’t matter how you do it, so long as it gets done’. 

 

Monoglot.

 

Tirielle
A’m Dralorn – Council member and seat of the Kuh’taenium, now deposed. Daughter of Dran A’m Dralorn. The First, or the Sacrifice. Nickname ‘Tiri’. Nice person. Happy to use violence. Speaks posh. Broken tooth, black hair.

 

Wen Gossar – Lives in seclusion. Taught Shorn. Knows Shorn as the Archivist. Wen came from a distant land (the fourth continent) where swordplay is an art. Weapons Master. He wants to die. Beloved of the Primate's Lady. Primate found out, attacked Wen for he was mighty jealous. Wen had to scarper. Killed his love. Depressive, suicidal. Taciturn. Could say more, but…hey! What are you doing up!?

 

PS. Wielder of the Cruor Bract, Faerblane’s sister-sword. 

 

PPS. Morbid. Likes porridge.

 


  

Minor

 

Bourninund
Maltern Raylor – Mercenary. Friend to Shorn, slope-shouldered, wiry arms. Smells of turps.

Briskle - Sings to animals. Tenor. Member of the Sard.

Brother San – Torturer (Trials and Appeals). Protocrat.

Captain Jermin – Bean-counting captain full of the exuberance of youth.

Caravaner – Father of Taye.

Caretaker – Temple. See: 'Sybremreyen'. 

Carious/Wurfen/Heridh/Htlo
– The larger sun. 

Carnadin – Mercenary.

Carth
– Quiet member of the Sard.

Cenphalph H’y Casdiem – Sard. 

Dargirre
– Mercenary, from Nabren’s camp. 

Delvin
– Renir’s friend in Turnmarket. Trader.

Disper Lohrtrus – Sard. Long moustache.

Dow/Rhow/Gier/Urlw – The smaller Sun.

Draken – Mercenary.

Dran A’m Dralorn – Tirielle's father.
Activist. Council member. Spoke out against the Protectorate at Kolthad. Kolthad allowed enslavery of criminals (an individual act of one of the more pyschotic members of the Protectorate, it turned out). Her father had called it a trial for all peoples and inhumans.

D’taso
– Prison caravan guard. Missing an arm and a head but still loved. Will pay reward for his return, his Mam.

Fenore – Roth’s mother.

Garner – Refugee from the wooden tower. A magically gifted dissident.

Gek Fathand – Historical leader of the Sturmen in the last battle with the Draymar. Dead.

Gordir – Blacksmith. Former. Forged Haertjuge.

Gurt
– Tirielle’s captain of guard. Takes Wey in. See ‘Tides of Rythe’ for further details. Lives north of Lianthre.

Guy – Soon to be dead Councillor. Killed by Tun. Don’t fret. You won’t miss him.

Gy – Doctor at mercenary camp. So’s we don’t get confused.

Haraman – Tirielle's servant.

Harlot
– From Nabren. Shorn's Mare. Swears at it.

Hirith Gorlan – Historian/Preceptor.

Hertha – Renir's missus. Dead.

Hren and Gern – The moons. Alright, I know. I’m making a point…

j’ark
– Tirielle’s love to come – in which case he should die (See ‘I love you I love you’ scene)? Very good fighter and sacrifices himself to save them. Never really her type, mind. 

Jek Yrie – Leader of Protectorate. Leader of Speculate. *For further discourse on Psuedo-Hierarchical Structures within the Protectorate, see Hirith Gorlan’s excellent ‘Socaetse’. Klan's boss.

Jugun – Man who grassed up Renir for his doings behind the Bull Catcher. Kuh’taenium – Council building for humans, in Lianthre. Remembers and sees. Is dying.

Lord Fridel
– Was a member of the Speculate. 

Ludec – Roth’s father, well respected among the rahkens. Ludec is the Master Trainer in the magic of Peace.

Magret – Innkeeper at Sharma's Inn (Turnmarket).  

Master Reader Fernip Unger – Master Reader. Deceased.

Morhock – Main refugee from the wooden tower. Powerful magic. 

Nabren de Sonbren (Raven) – Legendary mercenary, evil. Stole Shorn’s sword. Set Klan and spineys on Shorn. 

Orag – Hath’ku’atch.

Perr – Reih’s bodyguard. No, wait, that’s not in here…

Porith – Bourninund’s first battle-partner.

Primate Maarinen – Wen's paramour's cuckold. 

Quintal
– Leader of the Sard. Wide eyes set deep yellow, grey hair worn short with creased skin around the eyes. The oldest of the Sard.

Raven – See ‘Nabren de Sonbren’.

Reih
– Councillor. (Note: See ‘Tides of Rythe’.)

Roge Rephan – A chance meeting with this fine smithy proved a great boon to our heroes.

Rondal Lohfi
– Head of Mercenaries. Killed by Nabren.


Salisse – Wen’s love. A necessarily small cameo owning to our lady’s demise at the hands of…hmm? Tea, you say?

Serig
– Renir’s cousin. Exuent. I don’t know, either.

Shall Kim – Mercenary.

Sverthan – Leader of the Builders. Built the Kuh’taenium. See ‘Tides of Rythe’.

Sybremreyen – Designed to remember. Magic of repetition. Over the ages the tiniest echo began and grew until eventually it took on a personality. The temple is the keeper of the record. The echo believes the truth as it has seen it. It has intellect. Doesn’t realise that the stone tablets in houses were not a direct promise from the Sun, but put there by...

Taye – The eldest son of the caravaner. 

Thane of Naeth – A surly man by all accounts.

The Guryon
– Exist in the same place across all worlds. They like things they can hold as they have no true form. They are always shifting. Hunts down and finds Tirielle. (Note: Also see ‘Socaetse’, Hirith Gorlan.)

The Red Wizard – The goal for the three. Hidden in Teryithyr. A being of immense power.

The Seer – Tirielle’s secret ally. 

Thud – Renir's Stallion. Treat as a friend. Thud is nice to him. Lovely deamnor. Bloody typos.

Trangerth – Beastiality's best, boys. Smithy from Renir's home town.

Turentil – Anti-social girl.

Turpy – Main refugee from the wooden tower.

Turror
– Scout with the Protectorate.

Tygrove – Trader/north.

Typraile Gar Manson - Sard member. Kindly. Enjoys a good rumble.

Tyrinne/Gyprainne
– Leader of the Draymar.

Ulan – Old warrior.

Unthor Ren Un Gor - Sard.

Wenel – Salesman. Dead.

Wey – Tirielle's horse. When she is abducted, Wey (Mare) goes back to Tirielle's estate. When it is sold off, Gurt finds out and takes Wey to the North with him.

Yurin –
Rahken healer. She who art thin of face.

Yuthran – The helmed warriors’ keeper. Sard.

 

 


  



The Island Archaev 

(Much Covetde Arcadium ob Thowt)

 

Socaetse

Hirith Gorlan. Urn Era.

 

Archivists – Lived in an ancient library on an island, an extinct volcano. Travelled to find books, scrolls, maps; anything written, for their records. Sworn to protect against the dark. The texts were magical, a repository of all the secrets of magic and history. For good or ill – copies were given away freely to all who swore to keep back the dark. The Protectorate killed them all, but missed Shorn. 

 

Rahkens – No sexes early in life. Have a council of elders, those over one thousand years of age. Can only reproduce when they reach their season. They do not serve humans once they have reached one hundred. The Red Wizard’s reasoning for not giving the rahkens the ability to read or write is that it is devisive, impersonal – if he had given them that ability they would have drifted apart.

 

Fourth continent
– Strong, healthy and for the large part content, but ruled by an upper echelon of the magic aware. A mean, selfish people. 

 

Lianthrians – More advanced than the Sturmen, ruled by the Hierarchy, law enforced by Protectorate, Lianthrians cover all of the continent, but will not venture into rahken lands. 

 

Teryithyr
– Sort of a cross between a yeti and a buffalo, communicates elaborate concepts with body language and facial expressions. Understand the ancient signs the Sard use.

 

The Draymar – Warrior tribe, came down to raid before the battle at Draymar steppes, when Gek Fathand took the Sturmen to Draymar land. From the steppes, killers, not nomadic. Live in huts and have few weapons (take whatever they can from their foes – make nothing themselves). Pragmatists. No fear of death. A violent society where warriors are reverred. Some have spread as far north as the Teryithyr lands. Draymar have no spiritual beliefs. Some wear their hair up, braided in the middle. 

 

The Hierarchy – Characterised by high pale features, otherworldy. In reality they are deceivers.

 

The Naum
– The underland people.


 

The Order of Sard
– One is always left to train the new comers in the way and the lore. It is always the Caretaker, Sybremreyen. They live in the far south and their religion is that of the original race of Rythe. Their religion is the sun. The suns calls people to the Order, gives them yellow eyes and with it the power of the sun. They are drawn to Sybremreyen. Fight for good. They only worship Carious. The Protectorate have known of them, but cannot find them. 

 

The Protectorate
– The Protectorate enforce the Heirarchy’s law. Same race as the Hierarchy. Sado-masochists, their magic feeds off pain and suffering. The Protectorate uphold Oan’s Interdictum, banning magic among humans. The Speculate is their ruling body.

 

21 divisions (Speculate), inc>:

 

                   Anamnesors – Klan Mard (formerly March Division, under Lord Fridel)


                   Beastiars – Mun Wile 


                   Incantors – Xanzor Lupril


                   Inquisitors 


                   Ordanals – Mermi Fros 


                   Particlates 


                   Preceptors (Trainers)


                   Prognosticators – Paenth Dorn D’tha


                   Reliquars – Oriliothros Soth 


                   Search Division – Tun 


                   Speculate – Head of other twenty divisions – Jek Yrie 


                   Tenthers – Elite – inc. Hirdinaers. Pernant – leader of a ten.


                   Trials and Appeals – Haran Irulius. Also Brother San.


                   Tours – Oril Poulgian


 

The Seafarers/Feewar – Live on immense boats that can sail for years without stopping. Seafarers use only wooden weapons. Wood cannot withstand metal but is hard enough to pierce flesh (they do not use metal as a/ they don’t have any, b/ it is too heavy for swimming). Are reasonable fighters, but avoid confrontation. Are nice to all nice people because they think their continent sank as punishment for their sins. 

 

The Sisters of Illi’uit – The mission, healers. Lianthrians.

 

The Sturmen – A fairly loose society, once brought together by Gek to fight the Draymar, years ago. Pact with the Draymar after Gek brought all the people of Sturma together and took them to Draymar to end years of raiding and atrocities by the Draymar. Gek, a warleader, brought a sense of unity to the people of Sturma. Also instigated the rule of 'area' warlords, or Thanes, charged with enforcing law, and raising armies for defence.

 


  



Constellations

 

Field of Castles 

The Gapusk, 

The Wendril, 

The urj’an-dril

 

Constellations aer maed ob light ad maek picachur…

 

“Go on! Get out of here! Bloody urchins…Oi! Me crayons!”

 


  



Places

 

Arram – Protectorate complex.

Beheth – Public seat of learning in Lianthre.

Calcorn Road – Runs alongside Lianthre.

City of Urlain – Blighted.

Culthorn Mountains – Between Sturma and Draymar.

Draymar/Draymar – Warrior tribe, came down to raid before the battle at Draymar, when Gek took the Sturmen to Draymar lands.

Fourth continent – Reasonable wealth, vast, lush lands, unexplored areas almost covering the rest of the world. Wen's old home. 

Green Hall – Dead.


Guardian Post – Small post that guards against incursion from the hills.

Gurt's Place – Haven’t the foggiest, old bean.

Kolthad – Where Tirielle's father was killed.

Lianthre – (Lianthre/Lianthrian). Takes up the whole continent, apart from the rahken enclaves.

Morander – Small peninsula.


  

Morry’s Gransald – Mind, now. Mind yourself, you hear?

Naeth – Crumbling relic of a not-so-distant past.


  

Pale Forest – East and south of Lianthre.

Pulhuth – Northern Town. Home to Rean’s Player Emporium. 

Rean’s Player Emporium – Musical toots.

Renir's village – Also known as ‘the village’.

River Frana – In Sturma, from Culthorn mountains to the coast.

River Prume – Fed by the Frana.

River Tir – In Lianthre.

Seas – Plenty of them. 

Sharma's Inn – Turnmarket Eatery, Inn, and Drinking House of Great Repute.

Sturma – Sturma bordered on the south and east by the sea, to the west and north by mountains.

Sybremreyen – The Caretaker. See Minor Characters.

Teryithyr – Cold. Big. Turn left at Thaxamalan’s Saw.


Thaxamalan’s Saw – Mountain cutting Sturma from Teryithyr.

The Bull Catcher – The first drinking establishment of Green Hall.

The Illi'uit Mission – The last ceonobetical order.

The Island Archive – A reasonable-sized island, the Archive sat in a depressed volcano.

Tirielle's Mansion – Big house. Pretty flowers.

Turnmarket – Near Renir's town and base of Culthorn pass.


  

 

Minor

 

Awar – Salt Plains


Burnon Munth – City of cutthroats


Cabran – Olm-ay in Draymar

Fresh wood – Region in Sturma

Gern’s Crest – Region in Sturma

Lare Bor – Region in Sturma

Mithprail Tors – Group of hill-islands – south coast of Lianthre

olm-ays – Regions in Draymar

The Spar – Region in Sturma

Yotman – Olm-ay in Draymar

 


  

Materials 

 

Rubies – Oft of blooded hue.

 

Satmir grine – Thick leather, woven from plant fiber and animal skin. Makes nice handbags.

 


  

Magic and science

 

No whites of eyes show for innate magic users:

 

Draymar – Few magic users, brown or golden green


Drun – Yellow, as are the Sard.

Feewar – Mainly blue. Had bred with Sturmen, also variations.


Rahkens – Pure brown, earth magic

Hierarchy – Grey or mottled grey, depending on how evil.

Klan – Pure red, blooded eyes, diseased.

Protectorate – Mottled grey. Diseased magic. Red when ascendant.

Sturma – Few magic users, but the blue of the Fewar, also the Red of the fourth continent.

Teryithyr – White, pure white.

 

Rage (evil), pain etc, travels in circles. More confused and more difficult to control, but powerful. Harnessed by the Protectorate.

 

Ascended no longer need to chant for magic. The Sard do not chant.

 


  

Gramatical Point(s) of Interest

 

Leaders and Members are named for the body they serve. Therefore, the ruling body of the Protectorate, the head of the ruling body, and its members, are all referred to as ‘Speculate’. ‘Lianthrian’ is the only exception.

 

Further note: Carious and Dow are named differently on all continents, although for ease of translation Carious and Dow have been used throughout.

 

Tur: Honourific nomeclature for students. 

 

Curses: Brindle’s Goat. Callous Groat. Dour Mud. 

(Note: Brindle’s Horns is a military term, used solely by the Sturmen)

 

Mythology: Madal’s Gate. 

 

Bean – Soldier.

 


  



Oriliothros Soth’s Aencaent ad Reliquary 

 

Cruor Bract – A fascinating piece of architecture, the Cruor Bract is so named for the large red armrests it upon the sides where those seated place their arms for respite. Which resembles a leaf. No, wait..? Eh?

 

Myridium – An interesting study. One I shall have to look into. I am unsure. Can a person be a relic? Must they first be dead? Or in parts? Note to self. Warrants more research.

 

Faerblane – One of two. A relatively new discovery. A singing sword, apparently. A singing sword indeed. Whoever heard such nonsense?

 

Haertjuge – A mere baby. The Prognosticators do not lie, however. Already it makes waves on the aether. Actually, there was this one time Mermi Fros… 


  



Mun Wile’s Carnivael ob Intreste an Beests

 

Come! Sea Beests Wilde ad Magicael! For Yer Delight!

 

Marvel at the headless hound! Howl in horror at the dastardly creature of the night! See the Orag’s lightning heart AND YE SHALL KNOW HORROR!

 

…

 

Come, Madam, tuppence for the little ones…

 

…

 

…I’m sorry? Madam? I don’t catch your drift. You don’t get them back.

 


  



Beastiary

 

People-shaped-beasts

 

Hierarchs 

Humans

Naum

Protocrats

 


  

Slightly-bigger-not-necessarily-people-shaped-beasts

 

Curden – Huge burrowing creatures that use siren song to dull their prey’s senses.

Rahkens – None over a century serves in human lands. Their magic develops when they reach mating age. They do not kill each other. Ever. 

Hath’ku’atch – Feeds on the lightning in all things. Sees by the lightning in all things.

Horse – Used for transport, rather bulky. Many variations. Draymar use 'D'augejk’.

Hran – Too like hrun? (North) Great arms, can run up land for a little way and survive, but most go bad. Vicious teeth but only around knee height, and not fast, but they swarm and are many. (Larger version of the hrun – distant relative.)

The Teryithyr – Giant hairy beasts, related distantly to the Rahken, who came down to Teryithyr across the land bridge. The Teryithyr talk with gestures. 

 


  

Slightly-smaller-not-necessarily-people-shaped-beasts (that can swim) 

 

Gransald
– Large fish, spears prey with sharp snout, sucks blood. Largely transparent until full of blood. Slowly digests blood, following warm currents to east. Need warmth and aren't many left, becoming extinct becase the water is too cold. They hunt alone. (lucky, eh?). 


  

Marsh Grouts – Not chatty.

 

Slightly-smaller-not-necessarily-people-shaped-beasts (that can not swim)

 

Bayers - War
beasts, illegal in towns but acceptable for outlands where they were used, tied up, of course, to keep other beasts away from inanimate objects (they couldn't be left near anything living).

Beavers – Dirty blighters. Flat tails, webbed feet. Give birth to eggs.

Hrun – Like a bird.

Carmillon – Animal of the plant genus.

Cratyach seed – Grows in any terrain.

Crystal Golems – Large. 

Ghuth – Woodland grouch.


  

Gurnin – Animal of the plant genus.

Helting Mirs – Birds which hang.

Ludfern – Tree guardian.

Mirs – Right-way-up birds.


Mrith worm – Juicy.

Mud-brags – No reason.

Sentinels – Yeah, now, the thing is…well, I had your money…no! Really…justthwupsplush…

Spineys – Creatures of pitiful magic made real by Klan Mard.

 


  

The (Arbalest…Arbitress…Arboraceous…) Arboretum

 

Pluan – Tree.

Oak – Tree.

 

Bugger.

 




  


Dedication

 

To Mum and Dad

 

For bringing me into this world and for keeping me in theirs.

 

Dear Reader, 

 

Thank you for making it to the end. Please visit my Amazon page for more of my work, or consider leaving a review on this, hate it or love it or someplace in between. 

 

Craig

 

About the Author:
 

 
 

Craig Saunders lives in Norfolk, England, with his wife and three children, who he pretends to listen to while making up stories in his head.
 

 
 

He has published more than two dozen short stories, and is the author of many novels including Rain (Twisted Library Press), Spiggot (Grand Mal Press), The Love of the Dead (Evil Jester Press)[Forthcoming] and A Stranger's Grave (Grand Mal Press).
 

 
 

He blogs at www.petrifiedtank.blogspot.com.
 

 
 

For an exclusive preview of Book Two in the Rythe Trilogy...read on...
 




  


Tides of Rythe

Craig Saunders

 

Prologue

 

Foaming white spume flecked the air like the distant gulls. The craggy cliffs were white and grey where the gulls nested. They flew out to sea flapping madly against the harsh wind until they were caught in its snare and snatched high into the air, only to plummet into the surf below and struggle up with fish. The long grass – no tree was brave enough to grow here – was blown flat against the rocky earth from which it sprouted, the top of the cliff windswept and uninhabitable by man. Rocks gave in to the elements and crashed below, splashes obscured by the smashing waves and endless wind. The ocean vented its frustration at the land. Eventually, the sea would win. 

Elsewhere, high summer was beginning to make itself felt. The lush fields to the south would be parched and cracked. The distant north, where they were eventually headed, Teryithyr, would be unaffected. 

The high summer heat held no sway here. Bitter cold taunted bones and the sharp, dry wind stung flesh. If the cold or the sea took you out here there would be no witness. No rescue. Nobody knew this place – why would they? There was nothing here for men. Just solace. Perhaps repentance. Few would choose to make such a place their home. 

As each season passed the north slumbered as it always had. Thaxamalan waited, its baleful eyes shut and crusted with ice, while Rythe held him in frozen sleep for eternity and Carious and Dow shunned him with their warmth. 

Here, there was nothing. No smells, sounds, feelings but those made by the sea.

Shorn stood staring out across his home, the home of his heart and the home of youth, and watched, as he watched each day, waiting for the Seafarers to answer his call. A month’s ride to this place was distant for him. He knew it to be much greater for the Feewar. 

He scanned the horizon each day for as long as he could bear, waiting for the Feewar. While he waited for the vessel he prepared. Hardening his heart for the meeting he knew would come soon. He was waiting for the Feewar, but he had also come to ready his soul. The barren outcropping seemed a fitting place. His sword, honed to undying sharpness, was clutched in his white-knuckled fist, his hand frozen onto it. 

The suns’ rays had tanned him, even though their heat was only blown away. He was leaner by far – there was little sustenance to be had from the land.  Each day he came at first light. Each night he left, climbing down to his camp and the waiting Harlot. Before he ate and slept he had trained. He had made himself a pair of soft hide, trousers and a bracer of thicker leather for his right arm. His shirt was still in tatters, providing little protection against the steel bracer that supported his crippled left hand. Some days he would take the bracer off his leg. It grew stronger ever day. His left hand, though, would still not clench. The scar on his forearm had turned red and healed in thick hard flesh, curving in toward the bone. The muscles there would never heal. He knew because they were absent. 

Instead, he trained his leg back to health and practised using his arm as a balance for the sword, using the flaring blade along the top of his left forearm to block and slash, his whole arm another blade, support and flexibility gained where his left arm faltered. To an outsider it looked as though a master practised. To Shorn it felt clumsy and slow. He knew he was faster, improving in this odd new style. It would not be enough when Wen came for him. The man would look into Shorn’s eyes and see the death his weapon had wrought. He would finally put his student down. 

Shorn was beginning to see the man’s point. The time he had spent alone on this cliff had given him new insight. Drun was right. Only people are truly worth fighting for. Today, suns high above him, he would meet Wen again. Then he would find out if all the honing had been for nothing.

 

When Blood-Leaf is shorn of rubies will the last child wake.

 

Shorn’s sword had a name, too. Once, long, long ago, when Carious first birthed a sun and an ancient enemy was defeated, Cruor Bract met her twin. 

 

*

 

End
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