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   The story so far...
 
    
 
   The world of Rythe is rather vast, as are the stories set therein. Unwieldy, even for me, and I write it. With that in mind, I thought I'd take a moment to present to you, the reader, a short recap, in the form of a foreword and a few thoughts from me. Hopefully this will help set things in your mind as we embark upon this, the third instalment (yes, yes, overdue!) in the Rythe saga. 
 
                 In Rythe Awakes, the first book of the quadrilogy, we are introduced to Renir Esyn, a rather ordinary man with a harridan of a wife. Renir finds himself drawn into the battle for the fate of the world of Rythe, and at the behest of the powerful wizard Drun Sard, he saves the life of Shorn, a mercenary warrior with a dark past. 
 
                 Across this vast world, a woman (a politician, I suppose) called as Tirielle A'm Dralorn, is in a protracted battle of wills against an organisation known as the Protectorate. The Protectorate, inhuman overlords to the human denizens of her land (Lianthre), have a dark design for the future - they are working to bring about a fate that would mean the extinction of human life on Rythe - the return of the Sun Destroyers. 
 
                 Drun Sard, Shorn, Renir, Tirielle and her bodyguard, a beast named Roth, eventually join forces to oppose the Protectorate, once their design becomes clear. 
 
                 Only one, however, can truly defeat the Protectorate - a relic of an age past, a man they know only as 'The Red Wizard'. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   That is, by and large, the crux of Rythe Awakes. For those familiar with superhero tales, with fantasy and its somewhat flexible conventions...it is an origins story. It concerns the growth of Renir Esyn, a man of lacklustre ambitions, to a man to walk the mountains with (thanks, David Gemmell, for that phrase). 
 
                 In Book Two, Tides of Rythe, Renir Esyn, Shorn, Drun, have become friends. They are warring against the Protectorate's plans in the country called Sturma, while across Rythe's wide seas, Tirielle and Drun Sard's compatriots, the Order of Sard (a mystical group of warriors) battle the Protectorate there. 
 
                 During their adventures and their trials, Tirielle, Roth and the Sard discover a young girl with tremendous power, a seer. They save her, and eventually fight their way through a portal to a frozen wasteland known as Teryithyr, where the Red Wizard (named Caeus) is said to reside. 
 
                 Renir and his friends, too, find passage to the snow-bound wastes aboard a ship belonging to the Feewar, a seafaring people cursed to never know the feel of land beneath their feet. 
 
                 And in the finale, they find Caeus. He is their only hope in the battle against the Protectorate and, at a remove, the Sun Destroyers. 
 
                 Caeus, they discover, is a being more terrible than anything on Rythe. The Red Wizard is the last of the Sun Destroyers remaining on Rythe. 
 
                 And so, that takes us rather neatly to this, the third instalment of the Rythe saga...or does it? 
 
                 Please, allow me a moment for a small digression. There is no need to read this, but if you want a hint or two...read on. 
 
                 Caeus himself isn't, as some readers know by now, first introduced in Tides of Rythe. Caeus is older than these books - he is first introduced in The Outlaw King - book one of The Line of Kings Trilogy. As I said at the beginning of this little preamble, the world of Rythe is vast, as is the history of the world and its peoples. 
 
                 I try to add an enlightening short tale to each novel, too. The Martyr's Tale, The House of Broken Dreams, The Witch's Cauldron, The Unknown Warrior...there are more - you may or may not have read them, but they all concern the wider world of Rythe. 
 
                 The Line of Kings Trilogy and The Rythe Saga are intertwined. They are part of a large body of work that has taken, to date, ten years or more.  All books concern the Sun Destroyers, Caeus, and the Line of Kings. I'm not sure any reader is ever as invested in a world as the author, but this body of work is...kind of like knitting a jumper. 
 
                 Yes, a jumper.
 
                 In The Outlaw King, a seer named Jenin tries to discern all the threads of fate, and ultimately the fate of the Line of Kings. He could not. 
 
                 But then he wasn't very good at knitting. 
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   Dedication
 
    
 
   This book is, by and large, for me. But I do not write in a vacuum, and this book came about through the love of this series from fans. 
 
                 So I'd like to dedicate this story to Jami Hamilton and John C. Hoddy, for their fervent and belligerent belief that I not only should finish this series, but could. 
 
                 I write alone, but it is the belief of fans and friends and family that keep me going. 
 
                 Thank you.
 
    
 
   Craig


 
   
  
 




 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   The darkness of the void spreads between worlds and moons and stars. Not a true void, but close enough to the purest blackness that man could ever know. Light was there, yes, but distant. Like the black was a room, and the light was nothing more substantial than cobwebs high up in the corners. 
 
                 There was motion in the dark reaches of space, but on a scale of movement so slow that to a human it seemed eternal and utterly still. 
 
                 The sun and stars, the constellations, the world, all were turning. The moons Hren and Gern spun, too, about Rythe. The sight of the moons alone was more than a man could bear.
 
                 Carious, the largest of the twin suns; unimaginable. 
 
                 Even in the vast distances of space, the giant sun left the man who saw these sights breathless. But then, of course he was breathless. For here, looking out at the never-ending stars and down upon his world, there was no air. 
 
                 It should, perhaps, have been cold, or hot, or he should feel something...but Renir Esyn was not uncomfortable. At least not physically. He was aware of no sensation in his battered body. He had no wounds, nor bruising. A man should hurt, after fighting a creature such as the Revenant, a beast that he'd thought beyond imagining...a man should know some kind of suffering, surely, after fighting his way through countless battles, across a continent, through snow higher than a man. And what strange creatures he had seen...the revenant itself, and the hath'ku'atch, and even the white beasts of the frozen wastes. Such sights...
 
                 Surely a man should break from wonder, if not pain?
 
                 But Renir could not move, weep, yell. His breath stuck in his chest, his heart unbroken and unbreakable. Suspended in a single moment in time, perhaps, where there was nothing but thought and the sight of the suns, the world, the moons, the stars like markers against the dark that went on forever into the yawing black void of time and space and...
 
                 It is...nothing...
 
                 Llike drowning in black oil with your eyes open. 
 
                 Renir recognised that thought as his own. 
 
                 He forced himself to think. He might not be able to close his eyes, but he could still think, could he not? 
 
                 Renir remembered some of what passed before, though not all. But he did remember the thing they'd found within the beast at the heart of the volcano.               
 
                 Caeus.
 
                 A man should be able to weep, surely, after finding the Red Wizard? A man should hurt, shouldn't he?
 
                 But he was barely aware of his body at all. He felt no hunger, no need to breathe. Still he found that his heart was not stopped, because his heart urged him to cry. 
 
                 Should he even be able, here in this black vastness above the world, would his tears sit still on his face, unable to move from this...spell? 
 
                 Is this magic, or am I dead? 
 
                 He could not help but wonder. 
 
                 There are times in most men's lives that they wonder if they died. In war, to feel a mace on a helm and wake, head pounding and confused. For a moment, might not that man wonder if he crossed through Madal's Gate into the unknown? Might he not wonder if death itself was no more than a gateway to more pain? 
 
                 Sometimes, happiness, sadness, confusion...many things can make a man wonder if he died without even realising. 
 
                 Renir Esyn was not a complicated man, but he imagined Madal's Gates to be imposing, impressive...perhaps even difficult for a man to pass through. A man like him? With blood on his hands? Might be such a feat as passing the Gates would be impossible. 
 
                 Renir wondered these things while he hung, suspended, in the enormous blackness between the worlds. 
 
                 How long have I been here, floating in black air? 
 
                 Did it matter? 
 
                 Carious, gold, Dow, the red of sweet-maple in the autumn, their colour and beauty unhindered by the clouds and shimmering air of his native Sturma. 
 
                 I should burn to nothing before such glory, he thought. I should fry and smoke and char like a man on fire. My bones should roast, surely? My eyes should go blind...
 
                 But he did not look away.  
 
                 Soon, he could see nothing but the sun, do nothing but float, and dream. Like a dead man, suspended in a single, endless moment of pure glory.
 
                 All the while, a silent shadow waited behind him. A harbinger or a herald, none but the creature who made all this possible could ever know. In the darkness behind the King the Red Wizard stood, just as he had for two thousand years.
 
    
 
   *
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Sturma, the land of Renir's forefathers, was a whole ocean distant from the land that Reih Refren A’e Eril called home. 
 
                 Lianthre was a long, broad land. Long enough to know a different aspect of the suns. Far in the north of the Lianthrian continent (and now, far behind Reih) was the capital, and her home, the human symbol and seat of governance - the Kuh'taenium. Once, Reih had worn fine dresses and jewels and known power and strength and responsibility unrivalled. But her old home was a long way north, and many months behind. 
 
                 Distant, time, the road, the fates...things change. Reih, once, had understood this. Perhaps only when she had been a girl, playing. Time was different, then. The suns' light, dust on her knees and in her hair. Summers that seemed endless and short, wet winters when the dust on her knees and in her hair would be mud. 
 
                 Then she'd grown up, taken her birthright. Years inside, pale skin, the memory of the land all but forgotten and the suns a memory. Hours staring at scrawled messages upon parchment or fine paper. Cracking the wax seals of the wealthy or the important men and women of the world. She was Imperator of the Kuh'taenium...the most powerful woman in the land.
 
                 So she had thought. But power was fleeting. Power was...nothing.
 
                 She knew that now. All the while, they played at being lords and ladies. They feasted and drank wines and breathed the heady brews on the smoke wheels in beautifully ornamented rooms within the great building. They rode great horses that cost more than many villages. Ate meals of rare meats, while the people in those villages could have made a great horse last a season. 
 
                 All the words she read and spoke, her proclamations and the law over which she presided, the years of quiet deals made in the shady corners of the Kuh'taenium...it had been merely the illusion of power. Nothing more than a trick, a shiny thing dangled before a kitten to distract it, amuse it. 
 
                 The Protectorate were the power. They always had been. The Protectorate, creatures rather than men. All those hours of debates Reih had struggled through, long into the dark. Aching backbones and hips from standing in council, listening to fools blathering or the wise, it made no difference. The final argument would always be settled by the blade, and it was the Protectorate, not the humans, who held all the steel. 
 
                 And while she and her kind had been blind to the true danger to the land, the Kuh'taenium, a living building, invested with thoughts, memories...a soul...was dying. 
 
                 What she hadn't realised was that she had been dying right along with it. What can a councillor know of the land she serves if she never feels that land beneath her feet? Never feels the dirt of it under her nails? 
 
                 She knelt in the dirt now. Reih had plenty of dirt on her. In the wrinkled skin at her knuckles. Under her nails. In her hair. 
 
                 She wore trousers, now, rather than fine dresses. Carried a short knife rather than the sceptre of office. Had aching hips and back, yes, but it was a good ache. An honest one. The ache of miles on horseback and on foot. It felt, to her, like the ache of honest work. 
 
                 She looked up from the dirt on her skin and clothes and parted the bushes and long, sharp grasses that hid her from the road ahead. Carefully, slowly, she looked at the dusty road, and there, atop his heavy warhorse, her guardian, Perr. 
 
                 Perr did not shine, like a bauble made to distract kittens might. The man's armour was scuffed, scraped, dented. A simple message, conveying the kind of honesty that Reih was growing to enjoy more each day. 
 
                 She watched the road ahead and behind her guard for treachery, but could see only the three bandits blocking the road. Dirty, hungry men...but with mean and hard faces. 
 
                 Honest, too, she thought. Yes, those bandits, too, wore their intention right there in their clothes and weapons and faces. As she'd learned over the last few months, many people were honest. Many people were hungry, desperate. But sometimes, some people just needed killing and it wasn't pretty and it didn't sit nicely in a woman's guts, but there it was and there was no changing it. 
 
                 These three weren't going to move, and Perr's armour spoke his intent well enough, even if he uttered no word. 
 
                 If they didn't understand that, then there wasn't anything she could do to help them. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Perr understood what the outcome must be, just the same as Reih. 
 
                 Some men fight like water flowing. Some, like an avalanche, all bluster and crushing speed. 
 
                 There was a sense of the mountains about Perr. Rock, letting men tire on him. In a way, men fought Perr and broke themselves, just like trying to climb a tall peak in a wide mountain range. They'd be thinking they'd reached the top, tired, muscle-sore and panting, only to crest a tricky outcropping and see nothing but more mountain ahead. 
 
                 A thing that like took the fight right out of a man. 
 
                 Perr wasn't fast, or even particularly strong. He was just a big man with a strong arm encased in good steel. But more than that. He was a man who would never, ever, back down. 
 
                 And he'd made his horse stand for long enough. Gently, with his steel-boots, he nudged his horse to motion. 
 
                 'Whoa...hold on there, man-o'-steel. Three of us...'
 
                 The man talking was grinning. Across his lap he carried a long, heavy axe. An un-pretty thing, made for hitting men and making them dead. 
 
                 And a poor weapon for a horseman. 
 
                 The axe man, the talker, held his horse steady with his knees in the centre of the three robbers. He looked ready enough to take up the axe. 
 
                 Perr's big horse began to trot, and while Perr rode, he figured the encounter in his head. 
 
                 The man on the right side would break first. He had a bow, strung, already in his hands. Perr looked the man in the eye through the narrow slit in his helm. Bright eyes. Man was afraid, flexing his fingers. Might be good with a bow. Didn't matter. 
 
                 Few were good enough, and the closer Perr got, the less it mattered. 
 
                 Perr was riding slow, but closing. Fifty yards. 
 
                 The man on the left had a heavy wooden shield strapped on his left arm, and a short, workman's axe in his right fist. Probably took the shield from some grave, looked old. Nicked and scarred wood, battered steel rim. 
 
                 Probably took up the axe from his father, maybe. Old thing, too. Good for cutting wood and good enough for cutting men who weren't encased head-to-toe in steel. Wrong side, too. Shield wasn't going to do him much good. Axe would swing, probably. But Perr didn't worry about axes, overly, especially old wooden-hafted axes in the hands of untrained, unarmoured men.
 
                 'Don't want to talk, eh?' said the man in the centre. He spoke faster, now. Had too. Because Perr was closing faster. 'I can understand that. Hot as hells down here. 'Specially in steel. We'll go easy, you just...' 
 
                 Perr wasn't talking, nor did he need to. His drew his sword, rasping, loud even over the pounding of horse hooves on dirt.                
 
                 ''Bout now'd be good, Green,' said the talker, who didn't seem quite so confident now Perr's longsword was in hand. 
 
                 There was a sing-song twang of a taut string let free, a sharp ding of an arrow hitting steel and nothing else. Sudden thumping, then, Perr high in his stirrups, one hand on the reins, raised his sword to the sky. The talkative man brought his great, unwieldy axe to bear a little too late, then dropped it. A big, two-hander like that was only of use to a man with two hands. 
 
                 The talking man would soon realise he wasn't that man any longer. He stared, dumb, uncomprehending, as his left arm and his great axe fell to the floor. 
 
                 Perr ignored the speaker. He wasn't talking anymore. The man was done, or close enough. 
 
                 By the time the one-armed man managed to hurl out a scream, the man with the heavy old shield was in the dirt, unhorsed. The shield was sheared through. The man wasn't trying to get up. Instead of trying to live, he lay down and watched his own blood being sucked into the dry dirt. 
 
                 Perr could easily have let the bowman flee, but he didn't. 
 
                 Because mercy today would mean a traveller's death in a week or two, or a month, but the bowman wasn't a thinker or a worker. He was a thief, a killer, and Perr knew it. 
 
                 So did the bowman. His name was Green Othraine, and he was a good man with a bow. Could take down a rabbit or even a mir on the wing with a single shot. Didn't matter a damn, now. For a single moment, Green wished he had a sword. 
 
                 He tried to heel his horse into a run, but Perr's sword and arm were more than long enough to swing over the top of the talker's horse and slice a neat little chunk from the bowman's neck. 
 
                 As the bowman slid from his horse to the dirt, he wished, instead, that he'd stayed home, minded his sister. Wished he'd never seen bow or sword. But not for long.
 
                 
 
   *
 
    
 
   Later that day, Perr and his lady Reih rode on, two good horses underneath them, three poor horses tied in a line behind to trade at Fort Iron Hill.
 
                 Iron Hill.
 
                 A small settlement, a village, perhaps. The last place of people before the swamplands began. 
 
                 And in the swamps? 
 
                 The mystical home that had once housed the Order of the Sard. 
 
                 Sybremreyen, the temple was called. Sister-home to Reih's own Kuh'taenium. A place of power and mystery. And the last bastion, perhaps, in the war for Rythe itself.
 
                 A war, Reih knew, that had already begun.
 
    
 
   *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Perr would not hide who or what he was, even if he could. A big man covered in steel is a difficult man to hide. Reih had to, though. She'd learned that well enough, since leaving her role as Imperator behind her in the dust. The best disguise, she'd found, wasn't in wearing different clothes, or changing her hair. After all, she no longer dressed like a Lady, or a Councillor. Nor, she thought, did she even look as though she had particularly good breeding. 
 
                 The best disguise wasn't to look like a different person, but to be a different person. To live it. The way a woman acts, holds herself, the words she speaks.
 
                 Now, after months on the road, they looked more like mercenaries, or a hunter and a man for hire, perhaps adventurers. Not soft, but hard. Not bred, with learning and money, but like they'd been hatched from some dangerous beast's brood. Reih knew she looked rough enough to pass muster as a fighting woman herself. 
 
                 I've killed men, too, haven't I? 
 
                 She took a light cloak from her pack before she hit the settlement. Too hot for much else, but the cloak had a hood. She'd look a fool to put it up in this heat, but it was dirty and bright and distracting. 
 
                 Besides, people won't be looking at my face much, will they?
 
                 Perr didn't talk often anyway, and Reih was almost born to talk, so she did the selling. Iron Hill was mostly a trading settlement with little of interest. Just, really, a collection of rough houses in differing styles. Wood, mud and sticks, little stone to be had. Plenty of iron, in the mines that ate into the hills thereabouts, but not much good stone at all. 
 
                 Roofing was thatch, by and large. Reeds, from the waterways and swamplands further south. No roads but dirt tracks. People, too, mixed like the buildings. Southlanders, their hair dark and their skin tanned year round, but a fair few easterners, some in from nearer the coast. Miners with dirt ground into their skin. Trappers and skinners that smelled a little like animals, now, they'd been at their trade so long. 
 
                 People look different, different places, but to Reih their eyes weren't that strange. Hungry men and women, tired, wary. 
 
                 It wasn't a rowdy place. Too hot for rowdy, too poor for ale and wine. 
 
                 Just...bored. Like the whole settlement did their work, ate their food, got into their beds and dreamed about doing the whole thing all over again. 
 
                 Reih took three silver coins for the horses. She might have sold short, but blustering for more would've stood out - as would rolling over and taking less. So she haggled a little, but only to show willing. She was happy enough with three silver. 
 
                 Maybe Iron Hill had soldiers, once. But like so many other places they'd passed along the road, the fort atop the hill looking down on the settlement was bereft of soldiers. Once, she knew, the Protectorate's armsmen would have patrolled these dirt streets. Maybe taken people in the night, maybe a killing here or there...to keep people in line. 
 
                 But no more. 
 
                 The Protectorate were busy. An idiot could see it. They'd gone...gone from the land. Tidy, clean, leaving little but lingering nightmares in the night. 
 
                 Like their fort, empty, presiding over Iron Hill. Occasionally, Reih would see a settler glance up at the wooden palisade, at the tower. Wondering, perhaps, if it was some cruel joke. If the Protectorate would just come back on some moonless night and wipe them out on a whim. 
 
                 Fear lives on, even when the evil has passed. It echoes. 
 
                 Reih understood those looked. She had her own fears. Her own echoes. 
 
                 But the looks the settlers gave that dark fort were mirrored across the land. All the way from the capital she'd fled, right down to here, in the southern reaches of her land...the Protectorate were gone. 
 
                 Utterly gone.  
 
                 Arram must be busting at the seams by now, thought Reih. 
 
                 Reih nodded to Perr, and the travellers ducked into a wide, low, wooden store. Once again, Reih doing the talking, they bought fresh supplies for the journey. Reih had never travelled a swamp, didn't know what they'd need. A guide, most likely, but they couldn't risk interaction. People talk. They were prone to it. They couldn't help it. 
 
                 Like the storekeeper. A garrulous man who she could have asked for help, for a guide, had she wanted the entire town, and the next few down the road, to know her business.
 
                 Fewer the better, though. Just the two of them, they couldn't be betrayed, could they? 
 
                 All through the dirt streets, in each store they tried, there was little in the way of supplies. There was a small market, barely three travelling merchants and a couple of farmers selling from the backs of carts. Ready to head off, back to farms, neighbouring villages and hamlets, homesteads. 
 
                 Everyone was hot and dusted and tired and miserable and thirsty and poor. 
 
                 It's as though...the place is winding down. 
 
                 No, she thought, a moment later. Not that. Like the whole country was winding down. Had the feel of the woods outside her capital before a heavy rain. Things fell still. The wind, the birds and the beasts and the insects, too. 
 
                 Felt like that to her. Not just Iron Hill...but everywhere.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Reih didn't look back. They left Iron Hill, dead fort and dying town both, in the dust at their back. The suns were still high when they rode on south. 
 
                 When they rode, it was with plenty of food, water, weapons, and more coin probably, than the entire village. 
 
                 No one remarked on Perr's armour. He would have said nothing, Reih imagined, just glowered them down through his slit-visor. A few people looked at Reih's face, thought they sharply looked away. They didn't remark on her countenance, either, she noted. 
 
                 Didn't matter to her. She'd been fine enough to look at, once, she imagined. 
 
                 Did it matter anymore? Did it ever? 
 
                 First month out she'd lost her right eye. The wound was still angry. 
 
                 In a way, even though the pain and the memory of it still woke her most nights, it was the best disguise she could have hoped for. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   That first month out of the capital, Reih had been proud and held her head high, like a woman born to the heights. And she was, after all, wasn't she? Clinging to her fine dresses, her gold. The lady, looking down on the little folk, splashing her money around like a fool. Being, in fact, a fool. 
 
                 Right up until the night she'd told Perr she didn't need him and it had turned out she had. 
 
                 
 
   *
 
    
 
   They'd rode pretty easily away from their old life, just the Imperator roughing it with a chest full of gold and her sworn man to protect her. Rode straight as they could to a town just north of Beheth, a good way south of Lianthre and the things she'd known. The only life, it turned out, that she'd known. 
 
                 Thought she was wise. 
 
                 Funny how you can be wise and stupid all at once, she remembered.
 
                 She took a room in the finest inn in the town. The Wayfarer's Star. She remembered that, if not the name of the town itself. Good cotton, soft bed, fine wine, hot food. A gold coin for the night, and she'd put another with the Innkeeper for the rest. Perr, dismissed for the night, went to scout ahead and Reih rested up. He'd protested, but he was her bodyguard and he followed her wishes, always had. He hadn't liked it. Of course he hadn't. But he didn't shout, or argue, he just turned and left the Inn, and left her feeling like a spoiled child, so she ate alone, thinking, and drank angrily, not thinking quite as much and not minding that at all. A lifetime of tiptoeing through the halls of power, where every glance and thought and word could mean someone's death. 
 
                 And then, a night alone in a good inn, drinking a thick, sweet wine. The night had been warm and she'd been flushed with a good solid drunk like she'd never in her life known, her mind almost entirely numb, but it had been bliss. Angry, yes, angry with Perr and the Protectorate and the fools, blind, who thought they served the people of Lianthre while they only served themselves. 
 
                 Angry, becoming maudlin as the evening wore along and she moved to a second bottle of wine, alone in a fine inn in a town south of Lianthre where no one knew her, nor wanted anything of her. 
 
                 A man slid onto the bench beside her. A fine-looking man, and two bottles of heavy wine into the evening, the clientele gradually drifted to their homes or their rented rooms. Reih couldn't remember the last time she'd had a fine man in her bed or anywhere else for that matter. 
 
                 Three bottles in, sharing, and gold passing to the innkeeper and the serving girls grinning at the loud, drunk rich woman taking a strange man to her bed...but it weren't none of their business, was it? 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The two rode south of Iron Hill, for the remainder of the day. As Carious' last light faded from the purpling sky they set their camp. Night fell swiftly in the south. For some reason, Dow seemed to chase Carious more quickly as they neared the swamp. These things were not written in the maps Reih had known. 
 
                 Reih knew her country well enough...on a map. On the road? Everything was different. Roads that looked short on a map took forever on horse, while winding roads turned out to be straight. Hills were mountains, valleys were rivers. Seemed map-makers only cared a damn about the roads and towns and cities of the north, near the capital. Elsewhere, it was slapdash - more guesswork. The further from the capital, the more the maps seemed a fancy guide than the honest truth. The plains south of Arram were a splodge on a map. It had taken them nearly a month to traverse, Reih's missing eye packed with weeds and mud and weeping the whole time. The tincture she drank all day, all night, made that month seem longer. The pain made it seem endless. 
 
                 Perhaps it was, she thought, as they lay down to take their rest. It was still missing, wasn't it?
 
                 Reih and Perr laid in their separate bedrolls under the spinning stars. Perr stripped his armour to sleep. The only time he ever did. 
 
                 'Sleep well,' she said. He grunted, rolled in his blankets, his sword near to hand as always. 
 
                 Reih kept her long knife close, too. She had since she'd woken in The Wayfarer's Star.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   She woke with her head pounding. Drunk as any man had ever been. She looked around and found the room dim, the candle burned low. Her thighs were wet, and she smelled of...man. 
 
                 Had she...had she really? 
 
                 Doubt flew away as she heard a sound in the darkness. The chest beneath her bed, dragging across the sanded floorboards of her fine room. 
 
                 She turned her head. The room swam, or she did, or the walls...
 
                 Drunk enough to take a man...and not remember a thing. 
 
                 She didn't feel ashamed, but stupid. She felt rather like an idiot. 
 
                 A roll in the bed with no memory of it, thudding head and vomit waiting somewhere in her future, possibly before Carious' first light...and the bastard was after taking her travelling gold?
 
                 'Stop,' she croaked. Even the effort taken to speak made her head pound and her guts roll. But even so, she managed to push herself to sitting. 
 
                 The room swayed, she swayed, and before she could rise properly the man hit her with the flat of his hand. She was so stunned for a moment the room ceased to lurch and everything boiled down to a bright hand-shaped swathe of pain across her cheek and temple. 
 
                 Reih had never in her life fought for anything. Truth be told, even the gold in the chest was given to her. All her life, anything she wanted could have been hers. She was fortunate. Coddled, even. Was standing in council with aching hips hard work? Maybe...
 
                 Not soldiering hard, though, or tilling a field hard. Not hard like giving birth or being broken-boned under a falling horse. 
 
                 The slap shocked her, and she didn't think she'd ever been as shocked in her life. 
 
                 The man turned from her like she was nothing to him but an obstacle. Without even thinking, more with a kind of indignation, she kicked the man before her in the crack of his arse and sent him tumbling across the room. His head bashed into a low cabinet and when he turned she saw a line of blood across his forehead. 
 
                 Not even that handsome, she thought. But he was angry. He was pulling a knife from his belt and she didn't know how to fight, wasn't armed, and she'd sent Perr away. 
 
                 I need you, Perr, she thought, stupidly. 
 
                 'Remember you being a sight more friendly earlier,' said the man. Angry, but grinning. 
 
                 'You're not taking that,' said Reih. 
 
                 'Well, I figure I'll take it, and we'll call it services rendered, right?'
 
                 'For what? A drunken roll in a bed I can't even remember? Couple of coppers worth? Get out, before I call...' 
 
                 But Reih wasn't a fighter and the man was. As she spoke, he figured she'd make a fuss, maybe make some noise, maybe quite a lot. He'd seen the colour of her gold in the bar, thought about it, made the most of the night and planned on climbing out the window, him the richer for it and her still alive. 
 
                 He was a fighter, but mostly he was a thief, and the first thing a person needs to know about thieving is the cardinal rule: Don't get caught. 
 
                 A thief's not much good dead and hanged. 
 
                 'Get out, before I call...' she said, but that was as far as she got, because she was already starting to make a noise and the man wouldn't be caught. 
 
                 She spoke, he stabbed her in the face. 
 
                 The man would've kept on stabbing, too, maybe lived to be a better thief, if not for Perr smashing through the door and putting his good long steel into the man's head. 
 
                 Reih was on the bed, half-blind, in shock, her eye already ruined. Perr picked her off the bed and slung her one-armed over his back. Crouched, took the chest and left everything else. 
 
                 Reih remembered little after that. Jouncing on Perr's rock-hard, steel-encased shoulder. Her blood and the remains of her dead eye pouring down his back. They fled, no time to heal or pack her wound, no time for explanations or the guard or even a moment's respite. 
 
                 They fled because murder and death preceded questions. Questions from the Protectorate. 
 
                 Back then there would have been questions. The Wayfarer's Star, a month out of Lianthre, when those things still mattered? The Protectorate hadn't been called back to Arram back then. They would have been arrested, questioned. Then, tortured before ultimately, Reih Refren A'e Eril and her bodyguard Perr would have simply...disappeared.
 
                 Now? The Protectorate were gone. The law was dead, the land was abandoned and murder was less than nothing.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Creation, life...it is not little thing. A creature like Caeus understood this. Living is a trick, but not the sole province of those with consciousness, nor the soul, but a happenstance repeated throughout the universe. Elethyn and Dragon, Hath'ku'atch and Jemandril, human and Rahken...worlds upon worlds spreading across the black tide of space, further than even the boundaries of imagination. Yet, once again, Caeus found himself drawn to Rythe. His attention, his focus, always turning toward that fair world. 
 
                 Renir and Caeus above, and below? His mutt-children, the Protectorate, swarming across the dirt and the plains, across deserts and seas and snow, all drawn back to their hive, this Arram, the place where they swarmed from once, so many years ago, and now they headed back. 
 
                 At the borders of the swamps in the south of Lianthre, the wetlands that had long hid Sybremreyen, two travellers lay down for the night. Caeus could see their future, a short, inconsequential thing to him, but he understood that such things were of great consequence to them. Soon, they will be alone no longer, he thought. In the parched void above Rythe Caeus shrugged. 
 
                 Giant or flea, all the creatures have a part to play in something greater.
 
                 Caeus watched over Renir and Rythe both for some time. Saw the ancient ones wake from their long slumber and the seas boil as the seafarer's cursed land was returned to them. In the freezing white wastes a volcano was cooling, a blackening mass in a white plain that could not have gone on forever, because past a line of mountains that men called Thaxamalan's Saw, and further south, and on, and on, the Draymen rode. 
 
                 The Draymen had forgotten the song of the sword, but not all. The Bladesingers would sing yet, before the end days. 
 
                 Caeus saw these things and more. Endless, chaotic, and above all possible. 
 
                 Everything was possible. He knew he was not alone in knowing this one, simple truth.
 
                 But it was certainly a rare thing. Maybe a handful of people saw things as he did, and even he, far above the world, with its dark earth and bright seas, with the white clouds coiling around like serpents, even he was nothing special, was he? 
 
                 He could feel the white-eyed one - the girl. The girl who could see everything.
 
                 He could feel the ancients, donning their terrible armour now that they woke. 
 
                 He could see the red light that was bleeding from the suns into everything upon the world that he loved. 
 
                 No, he was nothing remarkable. A creature out of time, perhaps...and there were plenty of those.
 
                 Caeus closed his eyes for a moment, there in the black, slippery nothing above the world.  
 
                 Perhaps he could salve Carious' burden, now that the red light was here. Perhaps he could save the people from oblivion, keep this world spinning around for a million years, a billion years. Perhaps there was a chance. 
 
                 And yet, confidence or insanity, pride or hubris, there was something still that rankled. He knew his facets, his strengths, his weakness...but there was a dark spot within the fates, like a splinter in his remarkable, blood-stained, blighted eyes. 
 
                 A splinter of black, a shard of blindness, down there, somewhere upon the whole of Rythe, there was a blind spot. 
 
                 I can see the ends of the universe, I can speak to the suns. I can hear a dragon hatch in a field of stars so far distant that the stars themselves have yet to be born...and yet I cannot see past this...
 
                 And that troubled him more greatly than the return of his kin.
 
                 Caeus was insane. He knew he was insane, because his kind killed suns and destroyed worlds on a whim...and yet he cared. 
 
                 Once, I lived in a gaol outside of time. I made a friend. A Lu, a keeper of the soul. Was he ever my friend? 
 
                 A thousand years, near enough, a prisoner once. And then a thousand years more, held inside the belly of a creature out of time. A thing that lived in the fire inside a volcano. The revenant. 
 
                 Am I mad, still? Has near on two thousand years, captive of one kind or another, send me tumbling from the edge of sanity?
 
                 But then, would a mad man worry so over a tiny blind spot? A simple, insignificant sliver of nothing.
 
                 Is it my undoing? The undoing of the world? The triumph of the Elethyn? 
 
                 Caeus found himself clenching his long, elegant fingers compulsively as he worried more and more about the one simple thing, and even though he was isolated from the harshness of the void above Rythe, he felt the cold keenly. 
 
                 He turned his gaze from everything that ever was, ever would be, to the man before him. Renir Esyn. The blood of kings, but...
 
                 ...diluted over a millennium. Was his blood no better than water, now? 
 
                 Caeus did not know. But though Esyn might not have a king's name, nor a king's crown...he would be King.
 
                 Whether he wished it or not. A man can't outrun fate. 
 
                 Can't outrun me, either, thought Caeus, and without gesture or word, but will alone, he brought them both hurtling through cloud and sky and stone to a city called Naeth, where once, history was made.
 
                 And where, perhaps, it might end. 
 
                 
 
   *
 
    
 
   Renir tried to open his eyes and found them gummy and reluctant. He groaned, but even his groan was lacklustre. It felt as though he had sand in his eyes, on his skin. His mouth was dry, his body tired and sore. His head thudded with dehydration.
 
                 He decided to give up on the whole opening of the eyes and just rest for a while longer while he tried to figure out what hurt the worst. But nothing, after a moment taken to inquire after his bodies wellbeing, seemed to be terminal.
 
                 He'd been dreaming, of course. Not of the revenant, but the black spaces between worlds. 
 
                 Just a dream, of course. He'd always been a good dreamer. 
 
                 Is that what the world feels like? Rolling around, waiting to turn toward glory each and every day? 
 
                 He managed to push himself from his sheets (not my sheets...these are far too fine. Where have I ended up? On my feet, for once?). With his fingers and no little effort he prised his stuck eyelids apart and yelled at the sight of a terrible alien face not a foot from his bed. The creature's skin was pale and taut. Hair hung askew, lank, across the thing's face. But it was the eyes that caused Renir to cry out in horror.
 
                 Those burning bloody eyes seemed to glow, to brighten the entire room.
 
                 He shouted out again, blathering something intelligible even to himself and not even mildly ashamed at his panic. His feet padded against the soft bedding and pushed him back, far away from the thing as he could get, like an ordinary man might have...
 
                 But I'm not ordinary, am I? No longer...I...
 
                 Renir's terror broke and a simple thought brought a spark of hope.
 
                 My axe...
 
                 Before Renir could finish thinking, or find some way to escape from the awful face of insanity before him, three warriors burst into the room. The door cracked and a hinge came free, leaving the door hanging and swaying. The three men wore armour so bright the glint of light from them hurt his eyes anew. White cloaks trailed down their backs and each man - golden haired, he saw - held straight, true blades like men who knew their business. 
 
                 Their business is war...
 
                 The terrible creature with blood for eyes waved them back, impatiently. 
 
                 I know...I've seen these men before...
 
                 They seemed reluctant...but far from stupid. They nodded (no bow? Renir's terrified mind somehow catalogued each and every moment as though they might be his last) and the last man (paladin?) closed the door behind himself. 
 
                 The door fell open again, at the bottom this time, when the warriors retreated. The creature at the foot of Renir's bed watched the door for a moment. While the creature with the bloodied eyes was turned, Renir's hand wandered toward his axe. 
 
                 'I know your blood, Renir Esyn,' said the awful thing. 
 
                 As suddenly as Renir found his trusted weapon in his hand, understanding and memory collided hard with one heavy thought. 
 
                 He is...the Red Wizard. 
 
                 The axe tumbled from Renir's hand. It hit the stones, blade to handle, with a loud crash that seemed to set Renir's memory racing. It ran on, Renir helplessly dragged along, like he was a rider with his foot caught in a stirrup. One moment he'd dreamed of the glory of the suns, the next, he flailed at his head. Pain, fear, terror - each dark and hurtful emotion buffeted Renir. He hit himself in the cheek, forehead, pounded at his ears and his eyes, as though trying to scrub at his own mind, or maybe even trying to die. Anything to stop the memories from bursting his head apart. 
 
                 He only succeeding in fattening his own lip and knocking himself from the bed to the floor. 
 
                 Renir groaned and moaned, insensible. He scrambled back from the Red Wizard once more, now on cold stone, his naked arse, back, elbows, all burning with friction.
 
                 A bolt of memory made him curl into a ball upon the flagstones. He clutched his pounding head again, screamed. 
 
                 The Red Wizard's birth - born from the carcass of the terrible beast, the Revenant, born in fire and blood and pain. The death of the hero Roth...his sacrifice. 
 
                 The stench of the Rahken's flesh as he burned. 
 
                 Renir's stomach was empty, but he heaved. 
 
                 His memory would not free him. Clawing at his face, his head through his hair, he knelt on the cold, cold stones of this borrowed room and tried to make his memories fit back inside his head. 
 
                 The Red Wizard pursed his tight, thin lips and watched the man's agony.
 
                 
 
   *
 
    
 
   He's breaking now, just with the memories of his own tiny life. What will he do when the Crown of Kings is on his head and he sees the history of this land in a moment? Will his head blow apart, showering me with skull and blood and hair? Will blood run from his ears? Will the first King in a thousand years be nothing more than a dribbling imbecile in a circlet of gold? 
 
                 Caeus watched Renir's agony and listened to his cries with no more expression than a rock. His was a stern face that fitted well on his sharp, long bones. Yet, for a creature of such ability, so long lived, he was not entirely unmoved. He could understand the man's pain, empathise, even...as far as one of his kind was able. 
 
                 He'd taught himself to do as much, long ago. 
 
                 But he was detached, too...almost as though he watched the man's agonies through a glass, stained with many colours, or at a remove, like the reflection of pain in nothing more than a grimy mirror. 
 
                 Caeus closed his eyes for one moment, thinking about the nature of pain, about the nature of mortals. He could hear the King-to-be growling in agony, but it was a mere trick of his will to make it...distant. A Jemandril's roar through river water, nothing more. He closed his ears against the man's torment and sat, patiently and purposely deaf to the mortal's cries. 
 
                 Perhaps the reason he didn't see or hear Renir's fist whistling through the air. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Renir's pain turned to fury, and he lashed out at the only thing he could - the wizard, sitting so  calmly...so...damn...calm. 
 
                 He damn near broke his fist on the thing's face. 
 
                 Caeus, he remembered...his name is Caeus.
 
                 The most powerful being on Rythe. 
 
                 I just punched him in the face. 
 
                 Renir glanced to his axe, the opposite side of the bed. Figured it wasn't the greatest idea. 
 
                 Caeus noted the glance, just as he'd noted the punch. Nothing more. 
 
                 The wizard only grinned. 
 
                 'Fight in you yet, young King! Good. Now, we eat.' 
 
                 Eat? How could a man eat when the world was ending?
 
                 Renir's fury was passing quick as it came, though thoughts were still flooding through his mind. Perhaps words might have soothed him, settled him, but when Caeus waved his hand a little, the wizard's magic did more than any words could. 
 
                 Between Renir and the wizard, a fine feast appeared. Instantly. No fanfare, or strange pops or bangs or pretty lights. 
 
                 One moment, cold stone. The next? 
 
                 Renir caught a line of drool that snaked its way through the beard on his chin, the drool, he guessed, his body's way of telling him it was hungry, despite his rage and confusion, the end of the world or the presence of such power. 
 
                 Hot meats dripping dark fat, ale with a dark foam atop, water crisp and clear. Fruit on the vine, cheeses that smelled, frankly, hideous, but had the vague sense of steam arising from the mouldy veins within that made him wonder at the age of it, wonder if he might not be younger than the cheese, if he might not experience it...
 
                 Warm bread from which steam rose, real steam. White, thick butter. 
 
                 The table they were set on looked like it might groan under the weight. Renir wondered if he might not join it. Together, him and table, labouring under the weight of food...delicious, pungent, warm...
 
                 Renir wiped his lips on his bare arm and tried to get a grip on himself.  
 
                 'Magic food?' Renir shook his head. 
 
                 Am I being stubborn or stupid or...
 
                 'No, Renir...not magic food. That would be most ridiculous. It is real food, brought here with magic.' 
 
                 Renir eyed the food, suspecting nothing more than an illusion. 
 
                 Does an illusion smell so good? 
 
                 'Eat. We'll talk. We've much to talk about, you and I.' 
 
                 Renir picked up a slice of dark, bloody meat, still suspicious, but he couldn't fight it. No more, his stomach said. 
 
                 To deny his grumbling, starving guts would have been a torture most insanely stupid. 
 
                 The meat stung his fingers with heat, but it smelled like perfection. Burned his lips, the roof of his mouth, but he groaned as he tasted it. 
 
                 'Good,' said Renir, nodding, finally, gratefully. 
 
                 Caeus, too, nodded. 'Take your time, young man. You have time, yet.' 
 
                 Renir ate a little more, looking around at Caeus, at the room, the bed, the food. At first, he took a small bite of something - a slice of cheese (fantastic), atop the hot bread. A sip of water (so fine). More meat. More...more of everything. 
 
                 In the end he looked at nothing but the mountain of food. He sliced and shovelled and stuffed food into his mouth, barely chewing sometimes, others, mouth almost slack with wonder at a surprising flavour. 
 
                 Finally, he belched and, food finished, water gone, took the ale from the table and took a seat further up the bed. If it was magic food, he thought, it was damn good magic. His guts were happy. Looked like a mountain now, sitting proud. A belly pregnant with food. 
 
                 'Talk?' he said. He felt he'd spent so long eating that speech would be impossible, forgotten. But his mouth still worked just fine, and Caeus nodded his assent.
 
                 'Where are we?' said Renir. The ale, too, was a thing of wonder, and when Caeus said, 'Your castle,' he felt a terrible remorse at the loss of so much of that fine beer spraying across the room. 
 
                 
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Reih woke with that stabbing pain bright and real in her missing eye, surprised to find she'd been sleeping. She thought she'd been there at the edge of the swamps' reach, under the stars and moons, merely remembering rather than dreaming it all over again. Memories and dreams were still vivid, it seemed. Still red. 
 
                 She sighed in the dim night's light, her breath frosting in the air. Chill, no matter the day's heat down here in the south. 
 
                 Perr was nothing more than a shapeless lump a few feet from her, soundly sleeping. She wondered if he ever had dreams, or if the lives he took were confined to waking. Try as she might, though, she could not imagine what a man like Perr would dream, if at all. 
 
                 May as well wonder what makes the stars, or the moons. Up there, she thought, turning onto her back and staring into the night sky. Do they, up above Rythe, worry about death, or life, or anything at all? 
 
                 If a man died, the stars still shone, did they not? The moons still raced the suns round the world. Hren was hidden, and a mere sliver of Gern showed in the sky. 
 
                 The suns and stars and moons and worlds...did they feel fear? 
 
                 Did they know that up there, among the constellations and the sheet of black that covered the night sky, something came? The Protectorate knew it. Called them down, perhaps, or perhaps they were always coming. The Sun Destroyers. 
 
                 Humans, even...they knew.
 
                 The stars and moons? Were they mere idiot, mute balls in the sky?
 
                 That damn itch right in the back of her empty socket sent her hand fluttering toward her face, but she forced herself to bear it. An itch, a dead eye, a thousand or a million dead, what did it matter? 
 
                 Their struggles were futile. 
 
                 Then why bother trying? 
 
                 She still had no answer. Perhaps hope was their folly, or perhaps hope was what kept people alive. Hope, curiosity? 
 
                 Truth was, once she'd been surrounded by wonder. Still was, maybe. 
 
                 Only seeing half of it now, though, she thought bitterly as she rolled tighter in her bedding and tried to close her eye, to stop her worry. But she could not. 
 
                 The Sun Destroyers were coming to kill the world. Pretty good reason to worry, but...why?
 
                 Am I half-blind now, or half-seeing? 
 
                 Did it make a difference? Either way...the picture was too broad. She didn't understand, couldn't feel the size or shape of it. Her, Perr...even the Builders who had sent her to find Sybremreyen and some scant hope of salvation...did anyone in the whole world hope to actually survive this coming battle? 
 
                 Fool. The battle is already begun. 
 
                 Gods, her eye-socket itched. 
 
                 Perr grunted in his sleep, like he could hear her thoughts within his dreams. Something howled, out there in the dark night. She jumped at the sound, a little, and Perr's hand was on his sword, even in his sleep. 
 
                 He's a good man. Only one I trust in the whole of Lianthre. 
 
                 The thought made Reih sad and tired. She tried to quiet herself. No sense in waking him - at least he could sleep. 
 
                 She turned her head away from Perr and toward the dark, strange land to find that a small child sat just behind her head, watching. 
 
                 Reih screamed. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   In the space of her scream and her next drawn breath, Perr was before her with his sword in hand. The small child looked up without the slightest sense that she was startled, merely peering from Perr, to Reih, and back again with her sightless white eyes. 
 
                 Even in the scant moonlight, Reih could see the child must be blind - she had no colour in her eyes but white, like pools of milk. And yet she got the sense that the child was seeing. 
 
                 'Tell your man to put his sword up,' said the child. 
 
                 Reih shook her head, as though trying to shake loose a fly from her ear. The child...the child could speak like the Kuh'taenium? Into her...mind?
 
                 'I can. Only way I can. He,' said the child, 'will not listen to me. You must.' 
 
                 'Who...what...?'
 
                 The girl inclined her head a little, not giving much away as to what she felt. Just a child, a young one at that. 
 
                 But there's power there, thought Reih, carefully. Unsure if the child could see the thoughts in her mind just like she was talking without moving her lips. All the while those pure white eyes watched. 
 
                 Reih thought that maybe the girl was just the opposite of blind. Not sighted, but a child who saw more than mere mortals might. 
 
                 'My...allies are...impatient. Tell him quick before blood is shed. We need to speak. We are friends, Reih Refren A'e Eril, Imperator of the Kuh'taenium. Friends on the road, and we come to show the way.' 
 
                 Reih thought for a mere second longer. 'Perr, sheath your sword. She is an ally.' 
 
                 'I did not mean to startle you. I tried to be...considerate. I see much, but who can see which way a person will jump in the moment of violence? Gods, I think. Not I.'
 
                 'Well, it was a shock,' said Reih, obviously speaking for herself. Perr, it seemed, was unmoved. 
 
                 'Please, I apologise. But will you listen?'
 
                 Reih nodded. There was no guile, no harm in the child. Any fool could see that. 
 
                 'I am going to lift the veils from you. My...allies are many. My allies are yours, and we will speak, but first, you must see...you must...see as I do.'
 
                 'Perr, the child says...'
 
                 'I hear her well enough,' said Perr. 'She speaks in my head as yours.'
 
                 The child nodded. 
 
                 'A friend of yours called me Sia. It will serve. I will show you what I see now, so that  you understand, and then we will travel, for there is not time for more questions. Do not fear,' said the white-eyed girl child as the light flowed from her eyes and turned the night into day and they saw what she saw. 
 
                 They understood what she understood, and that she did not lie. There was no more time.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   At first, the light was pristine. A perfect white that shone into the night and took away all the darkness. 
 
                 Reih gasped, like a child in awe at a sight of wonder. 
 
                 Then, her flesh turned cold and the light began to change. 
 
                 No...the light does not change. 
 
                 The night and the land were not white, or black. No more. Everything was bathed in red.
 
                 She is showing me what truly is...
 
                 'Do you understand, Reih? Do you?'
 
                 'This...this blood-light...is this a sign?' 
 
                 Sia shook her head. So sad...terribly sad, for just a child, gifted or not.
 
                 'This is not a vision, Reih. This is the truth, this is what is.' 
 
                 'What is it?'
 
                 'This light? This bloody redness on the very air that none can see? It is no sign or portent. They are here. Already...they are here. They are in the light. The Sun Destroyers are not coming in a month, or a year...they are in the very air of this world already and all is as it should be, because this is now...this is the future even the great could not see. Red wizards and the wise men of the Order of the Sard, witches in their black castles and even the Protectorate. They think we can stop their return, but it is ordained. We cannot stop it. We cannot flee. They are nothing but light and for the last three nights now the light grows across the world.'
 
                 'Then...we lost? Rythe is dead?'
 
                 The seer shook her head. 
 
                 'I say it is as it is meant to be...I do not lie. We cannot fight light, Reih. We cannot fight fate herself. We cannot shape this moment. Millennia have brought us here, to this time, the turning of the world around the suns, the moons around the world, the people and their petty squabbles...for this. Not to flee, or die. To fight. To fight a last battle with the Elethyn as they are named in the light of the sun, and to send them into darkness forever.'
 
                 'How? How!?'
 
                 Sia nodded, rose from her seat in the dirt. She blinked and closed her eyes and when she opened them again, spread her arms wide. 
 
                 Now, in the light of the Sun Destroyers, in that awful bloody glow that made the eye ache, Reih and Perr could both see the Sia had not come alone. 
 
                 Beside her, hidden by some sly illusion, two golden-haired warriors stood, arms crossed on their shining breastplates. One, helmed, only his long beard showing. The other nodded, politely enough. 
 
                 Behind them? Thousands upon thousands of huge, haired beasts. Fierce eyed and gentle, large and small, claws, teeth bared, or grinning in what could pass for smiles. More than thousands. Across the swamp, huge beasts of every shape, spreading as far as the eye could see. 
 
                 'Rythe is not just home to the races of man, or the Elethyn's children,' said Sia.
 
                 'No, it is not,' said a grizzled rahken, stepping forward. Her voice was like the rumbling of rock-fall. 'The Rahken Nations will fight, too.'
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Who would have thought there so many arselickers in the whole of Sturma? 
 
                 It seemed there were legions of them, and Renir had bad luck enough to have met every single one. He hadn't entertained the notion that a Sturman was even capable of such fawning, and yet if his arse got any cleaner he'd be sliding out of bed every night on his shiny backside. 
 
                 Little kids dream, he thought, of being King. 
 
                 Kids were idiots. It was a miracle they grew to any age at all. 
 
                 Disper Lohtrus cut Renir's words off before the would-be king could complain again. He did so quite effectively, by cinching the buckle about Renir's new breastplate too tight for him to breathe. 
 
                 'Uh...' Renir managed. 
 
                 'Too tight?' said Disper, frowning. 
 
                 'Uh.'
 
                 The Sard swordsman shook his head and loosed the buckle a notch. With his gold hair and gold moustaches, Disper looked more foreign to Renir than a thousand Draymen. No wonder people whispered their distrust of the Sard along the halls of the Castle of Naeth. Common folk distrusted anything too shiny, and the Sard fair glowed under suns and stars both. 
 
                 Renir knew well enough what common folk trusted and mistrusted. He was common folk. He'd grown up in a fishing village, damn it. He knew common, and it was him. So what, they said he had King's blood? So what he had his own wife's ghost in his head? 
 
                 So what? 
 
                 Disper was busying himself pulling on Renir's new pauldrons and didn't see the look on Renir's face. If he had, the swordsman might have been a little more gentle.
 
                 Probably not, though. 
 
                 The Sard were not Renir's people. He didn't understand them, the Sturmen and women within and without the castle didn't understand the golden warriors, either. They were in awe, yes. But accepted? Not at all. 
 
                 Nor did the men of the Order help themselves. So pretty in their shining steel, they could not help but seem aloof and alien. Sturma was a country of dirt and mud and cold. A country of soft colours and dull, unimaginative people. The only time people saw red was in autumn and battle. Gold? Gold was for coins, not for hair. People didn't understand, and Renir didn't, either, for all the time he'd spent in the castle with the Sard. 
 
                 His castle, he supposed. 
 
                 But he wore no crown, had no coronation, had no court. 
 
                 Plenty of arselickers, though, he mused, but not happily. 
 
                 'Disper, I can't breathe. It's too damn tight. I can't lift my shoulders, either.' 
 
                 'Another hole in the strap, then.' 
 
                 'I was comfortable in my armour.' 
 
                 'Didn't befit a king.' 
 
                 'But it did fit, Disper. It was comfortable, and I trusted it.' 
 
                 Renir sighed as best he could with his chest under such strain and rapped his knuckles on the new breastplate. It was ornate and he could see Disper's face in the sheen when he looked down. 
 
                 'This? This is fit for looking pretty. Someone hits me in this I'll shit myself over the cost of repair.' 
 
                 'A king does not trouble about such things.' 
 
                 'What? The waste of coin on a pretty plate of steel? This thing cost more than most families see in a year.' 
 
                 Disper looked like he was about to pull on his moustaches, but instead he shook his head. 'I understand, Renir. I do. You want to look like your countrymen. You want to be like Shorn, or Bourninund. Grizzled and...barbaric. Like your people. But a king is different. A king is set above.' 
 
                 Renir, in turn, shook his head. Disper might think he understood...but he did not. 
 
                 Yet there was no point in arguing with the paladins of the Sard. Their ways were not his ways, and his people were not theirs. He understood them no more now than he ever had. 
 
                 He would speak to Drun. Maybe Drun would understand, or at least pretend to...though of late the priest had been distracted with his own concerns. 
 
                 Shorn? 
 
                 No. He couldn't talk to Shorn. His mercenary friend would laugh his head clean off. Shorn, Bourninund and Wen Gossar wouldn't even stay in the castle. Renir wished they would. What fun, sleeping sober in a soft bed? 
 
                 He'd had more fun drunk in the dirt. 
 
                 Is that true? 
 
                 He wondered for a moment. The fear, the discomfort, the pain...seemed distant now. He'd been sleeping comfortable a long damn time. Too long. Did he actually miss the terror of battle? The sore head from ale in the mornings? The tired legs from riding or walking or running? 
 
                 He smiled, while Disper fussed about his nethers, straightening the mail coat he wore beneath his armour, no doubt intended to save his manhood from a wayward strike. 
 
                 It was true, he realised. He might not remember the terror, the pain...but he remembered the road fondly. He'd happily give up this cold, windy castle, all the arselicking and fancy armour, just to be on the road again with friends. He wished he was wearing his own damn armour and could breathe without his skin pinching at his sides and his ribs cracking. 
 
                 'Done,' said Disper, but Renir was deep in reminiscences and barely acknowledged the man's endeavours. 
 
                 No sense in speaking to the Sard, Drun, his friends...and definitely no sense in trying to sway Caeus. 
 
                 Especially as it was because of Caeus and his mad orders that Renir was little better than a prisoner in this, his castle. King of nothing, wearing shiny, uncomfortable armour. 
 
                 'At least my arse is good and clean,' he muttered to himself as Disper lead the way from his room, and as he did so, Renir felt more wretched than he ever remembered feeling before. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   There was one thing that Renir refused to give up; his weapon. 
 
                 Once, he'd been nothing more than a fisherman, and a lazy one at that. A fisherman wouldn't go fishing without net or rod. A warrior wouldn't go to battle without his blade. 
 
                 The Sard tried to persuade him to give up his axe. 
 
                 A sword, your highness...a far better weapon...
 
                 Might be he was uncomfortable, here in the courtyard, in his ridiculous armour. Might be that his feet hurt in the steel-shod boots he wore. 
 
                 But Haertjuge felt right in his hands. It was the only damn thing that did. 
 
                 'Begin!'
 
                 Quintal, as the rest of his brothers of the Order of Sard, wore full armour and a pure white cloak that never muddied. 
 
                 Renir's booted feet kicked up mud as he twisted to the side of Quintal's lightning fast blade, which already turned back toward Renir, almost as though Quintal was merely being dragged by the will of the sword. 
 
                 Renir's axe met the blade, steel against steel, and he drove the Sard back, weapons locked. Renir had power now. Not the speed or finesse of the Order's paladins, but he was strengthening. 
 
                 Beneath his armour Renir felt the plates on his shoulders pinch as he pushed up and over, driving Quintal back across the mud. 
 
                 Man was still spotless, grinning, and didn't seem like he'd exerted himself at all. 
 
                 But then, Renir wasn't the man he once was. 
 
                 With a roar, he leapt into the air and brought the axe down for Quintal's head. A lesser man, Renir knew, would have split in two beneath the blow. 
 
                 But Renir knew Quintal wouldn't be there when the blade came down, just as he knew that the Sard's sword would pierce him through his breastplate, had it been a real battle. 
 
                 But it was not. Renir had fought for real, as had Quintal. But training is not the same as a battle. Blows are held back, speed checked - especially with real weapons. 
 
                 But did you have to follow the rules? 
 
                 No. 
 
                 Renir let go Haertjuge at the top of the arc. Quintal already moved aside. The golden paladin's sword already plunged toward Renir's chest. 
 
                 But Renir wasn't playing today. 
 
                 One boot kicked aside Quintal's blade. The other, with Renir's momentum behind it, drove the Sard onto his back and into the mud. 
 
                 For a moment Renir stood panting, shocked he'd knocked the master down. His shock must have showed, and thankfully covered the fact that he'd struck in anger and frustration. 
 
                 Quintal pushed himself to his feet, grinning. 
 
                 'Good work,' said the man, and clapped Renir on the shoulder. 'You learn well, my friend.' 
 
                 'Thought you'd be sore. Threw my weapon away.' 
 
                 'Not at all, Renir. Your weapon is important, yes. But a man should be able to fight without his weapon, no?' 
 
                 Renir nodded. 
 
                 'Take the day. Tomorrow, again.'
 
                 Renir took his axe from the mud and said his thanks. But his heart was still sore, and he was still a prisoner in his own castle. 
 
                 As he left the courtyard he happened to look up. The lady that came with the Sard, who lost her rahken friend to the Revenant - Tirielle A'm Dralorn. A lady, without doubt, her. She watched him from a window, but when he raised his hand to wave she ducked inside. 
 
                 He shook his head. No matter how often or well he tried to speak with her, on the rare occasions she left her rooms, she was distant. Polite. Unerringly polite. But of the few people he could share his thoughts with, Shorn, the lady, Drun...he hardly ever saw them. 
 
                 And they could come and go as they pleased. You'd think Shorn, even, would have come to share an ale, or even punch him in the face. But no. 
 
                 Renir stood for a second longer, staring up at the now empty window, and had never felt so alone in all his life. Angrily, he strode along dark halls barely acknowledging the bows and the congratulations as he headed back to his rooms. To more boredom. To more tuition. To learn the business of being a king. To learn all the things he did not wish to. 
 
                 'I'd rather fight the bloody Draymen than this,' he said to himself when he reached his room. And to his surprise, he found that he spoke true. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Tirielle A'm Dralorn was far from aloof. If anything, though she did not know Renir's loneliness, she was the sadder of the two. She tried to stay alone simply for fear that her crushing despair would engulf any who came near her. To be next to her would be akin to standing beneath a landslide. 
 
                 While the barbarian king was, perhaps, a glorified captive, Tirielle was her own prisoner. She kept her council, kept to her room. A room no more lavish than Renir's own, and one in which she rarely invited visitors. Her meals and drinks she had brought to her. What else could she need? Light? Air? Company? 
 
                 She'd had her fill of them all.                
 
                 Quintal came daily, as did Cenphalph, or Disper, or Typraille...each paladin had their own salve for her ails, but none were right. They thought her broken for the loss of j'ark. It hurt, true. She had fallen for the man, and he had died...but it was not what caused her so much pain. She was no stranger to loss, was she?
 
                 She'd lost her friend, Roth, to a great beast known as the Revenant...but was she heartbroken? No. She'd lost friends and family, father to an assassin, her mother dead, her servants and lands gone. Her once vaunted position and all her power; lost to the Protectorate.
 
                 Tirielle hugged herself, staring at the map of Rythe she'd made on her bed. Hangings on the wall kept the cold at bay - the castle servants were murmuring about winter, about this being a mild autumn. Felt cold enough for winter already, to Tirielle, but she wasn't aching with chills. 
 
                 Was she afraid? Not of death, certainly. No more did that hold any terror for her. She'd been captive, once, of the very Protectorate that took everything from her. Afraid for her life, then, and Roth, who wore chains beside her. But she lived...Roth was dead. 
 
                 Bonds broken, bonds made. Once, she'd taken sanctuary with Roth's kind, the Rahken, and received their great gifts, twofold. The daggers she wore inside her long sleeves, and their friendship and promise of alliance. 
 
                 Friends she'd lost, friends she'd gained. The Rahken, The Sard, Sia, these barbarian who would fight their own war in this land Sturma. All were staunch and solid and dependable. The barbarian king himself...Renir...he'd fight. His friends, the mercenaries and the black-skinned man whose deep, dull eyes frightened her - the one they called Wen. 
 
                 Loss and gain...but then, it was war, was it not? Men died. Children were caught up in the widening circle of destruction, women slain in battle or grieving for their loves...
 
                 Tirielle was no soft maiden, no mother. She had no husband nor child to lose to war. Her family were dead, her friends gone. The man who'd taken her heart for but a short time was dead.
 
                 There was almost nothing left for her to part with. 
 
                 But to lose your mind? 
 
                 That, she could not bear. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   She did not sleep on the bed any longer. Truthfully, she barely slept at all. 
 
                 Spread over the thick quilt on her bed were pieces of hard cheese, some grapes, a few hunks of bread, a piece of fat from some meat she didn't remember eating. A salt pot, two knives, a fork. 
 
                 From the foot of the bed, the left was Sturma. The edge of the bed, unknown, was the Drayman lands, the pillows at the top Teryithyr. The middle was the ocean, with a small hump in the middle the rumoured new land of the seafaring nations. To the right, Lianthre. Above Lianthre, nothing, below, a land she'd come to know of as Ascalain, the warrior Wen's distant homeland.
 
                 The salt pot was placed where she imagined Naeth was, somewhere in this foreign land she found herself in. Knives and forks were Sybremreyen, the Kuh'taenium, and Arram. 
 
                 Grapes people, fat the Protectorate, cheese Rahken, and bread seafarers. 
 
                 She'd worried, for a time, that the bread would be too absorbent, for the sea. Obsessed, even, while she built this great map to chart the coming war. But it was just a bed, not the world. Rythe was more complex than a mere collection of rotten food.
 
                 'Wake up, my love...wake up...'
 
                 Tirielle sniffed, ignored the voice and shifted a grape from the Lianthran side of the bed to the hump in the middle.
 
                 The wizard's ship, moving. Hope and aid from Lianthre, the wizards trained by the rahken, coming fast as the sea would move beneath their boat, fast as the winds in their sails.
 
                 'Time has caught us...' 
 
                 It was a woman's voice she heard. She imagined, if she were to go mad, that she might hear the echoes of her murdered father, or her friend Roth, or j'ark, the lover she was perhaps never meant to have. 
 
                 But always a woman's voice. Deep and powerful. 
 
                 Could anyone else hear it? She thought not. 
 
                 'Time is on us, love. Wake...' 
 
                 Often, the same thing. Sometimes, other words, but never the sense that the owner of the voice was speaking to anyone but the sleeper. Conversational, sometimes, sometimes chiding, but always this one-sided conversation and little else beside. 
 
                 Tirielle moved another grape closer to a silver fork, tarnished from use a few days ago. The Seer, and her companions...she picked up a piece of cheese for the Rahken...moving to Sybremreyen. 
 
                 How did she know this? The wizard ship, Sia and her companions? She knew because it seemed that not only could Tirielle hear the mysterious voice of the woman in her mind, but from time to time she caught thoughts and words from the Seer, too. 
 
                 Once, connected, it seemed that connection could not be broken. 
 
                 But you're not insane, Tirielle, are you? Not really.
 
                 She couldn't be entirely sure, but she thought not. Desperately, perhaps, no more than hoping this to be true, because there was something in Sia's thoughts that she picked up on, and from the other woman's thoughts, too. The other woman she merely thought of as The Waker, though she knew the woman must be more to project her words to Tirielle. 
 
                 There was a sense, in both these stolen missives, that Sia and the woman both knew more than Drun and Caeus and perhaps the rest of Rythe together. A sense that time had not just caught The Sleeper, but caught them all.
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   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   'There are fast ways...all across the land,' the old Rahken said. She had not lied. 
 
                 The suns had barely moved since Reih and Perr and their new companion had set out across the swamplands for the temple Sybremreyen. Their horses seemed tireless, the Rahken loping easily alongside, behind, ahead. The Rahken were almost as many as the sly, sharp grasses of the swamps, or the heavy fronds that grew, it seemed, on the murky water itself. 
 
                 The two shining paladins who accompanied the seer rode beautiful horses that seemed bred for war, rather than speed, but they kept pace just as easily as the Rahken. The girl-child, Sia, rode with the paladin named Yuthran, side-saddle across the man's lap. The other warrior, face hidden deep in the shadow of his helm, rode alone. That one never spoke, but Yuthran was nearly garrulous...though compared to Perr a dead man would have seemed talkative. 
 
                 Through the swamp for what seemed like hours they rode hard and fast, did not tire or hunger. 
 
                 'How long have we been riding?' she asked of the Rahken beside her mount at one point. 
 
                 'Minutes, only,' said the beast. But it seemed like hours to her. 
 
                 Magic pathways, strange creatures, plants and trees and beast-song that was all alien to her, knowing only the north. No sense of great speed, but a hint of something otherworldly. Almost as though there was a constant buzz in her ear, like an insect spoke to her in a tiny voice she could not understand. 
 
                  It could be that they had only been riding minutes, as the Rahken told her, though her mind was convinced it should now be late in the day, near the first sun's setting. She looked for the suns, but both were still high and seemed not to move. Time, outside this path, standing still? 
 
                 She didn't know. Nor could she gain any sense of their direction. If the fabled Sybremreyen was hidden, as it was rumoured, in the deepest part of the southern lands, then it was deep in the swamp indeed. Far as the southern-most coast, maybe. 
 
                 The maps would have Reih believe that the swamps of the south bled their rot into the sea where it reached the end of Lianthran lands. But Reih was learning that you could not trust maps. Maps lied. Cartographers made mistakes - deliberate or accidental, it didn't matter. The fact was, should they be abandoned on this odd path that took them unhindered through the murk of the swamp, she and Perr would most likely breathe their last here. No one would ever find them. 
 
                 The thought gave Reih a moment's pause, but as she glanced around at the swamp, her companions (hardly needing to steer her horse at all - she let the mare have her head and the mare was happy enough to run), then, up to the sky, she realised that the suns were...dim. 
 
                 Not because of foliage - trees here tended to be short things, it seemed - but because they were...setting? 
 
                 A younger Rahken noted her skyward glance, and nodded to her. Seemed the creature grinned, though it was so full of teeth and fur, you couldn't really call it a grin or a smile, even. 
 
                 'Yes,' said the Rahken, in answer to her unspoken question, 'the suns are setting. A day passed. Close your eyes if you wish - your mount will not tire, nor can she stray. The pathways hold us, still and true.' 
 
                 'A day?' 
 
                 The Rahken nodded. 
 
                 Reih shook her head. How could anyone be expected to fall asleep on a galloping horse? 
 
                 She should be hungry, or tired, or even perhaps a little scared...but she was not. 
 
                 So thinking, she rode on as the skies darkened and somehow, she knew not how, opened her eyes but a moment later to see bright light yet again, to find her behind sore and chaffed from riding, and herself atop her horse. Perr was beside her, holding her horse's reins in one hand, his helm on the pommel of his saddle. He grinned. She could tell a grin on his face, if not a Rahken's. 
 
                 'Seems we're here,' he said. 'Sleep well?' 
 
                 She slid, uncomfortably, from the saddle. 'Oddly, I did,' she told him.
 
                 'Leave the horses, the packs. Not like they can go anywhere, right?' 
 
                 She turned full-circle, then back to Perr. For what might be as wide as two or three miles around them were long, lush grasslands. A high, ancient wall enclosed them against the ravages of the swamp, though she could see the swamp's attempts to scale the walls, like some invading army. Vines broke the walls in places, and in some the walls had been speared by the roots of some hardy trees. As she looked across the grass, she noted pools, trees. Heard birdsong and other, stranger noises, like groaning, but on a small scale. 
 
                 Walls around, grass within. A world within a world, almost. 
 
                 And far in the distance from them, at the centre of this strange enclave, was Sybremreyen herself. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   As she came closer to Sybremreyen, Reih began to understand why the builder, descendant of the temple's creators whom she knew only as Sventhan, had described this temple as the Kuh'taenium's sister-building. The similarities were obvious, like giant children made by the same architects mad imagination. The place was large - overly so, considering only eleven men had called it home. It was far from grand. More...disquieting, truth be told. Almost alien, like a building created before the mind of man even dreamed of making homes from sticks and mud. 
 
                 Ancient, undoubtedly. Yet not scored by weather, not pocked, like many old stone buildings Reih new. Even the Hierarchy's long-dormant minarets showed the marks and passage of time and weather. But Sybremreyen was pristine, the stone smooth and dark. No handholds, no way to climb up to the loftiest reaches. 
 
                 In scale, perhaps as large as a castle, but in design, more akin to the shell of some giant rock-beast. A clam, perhaps, with its widest reaches far off the ground and casting a long shadow across the grassland surrounding the anachronism. A timeless place, or a place entirely outside the remit of time itself. None of the ravages of the damp south had touched it. Unlike the walls surrounding the Sard's homeland, their temple haven, the walls of Sybremreyen herself sported no sign of moss or lichen. Not encroaching trees or vines upon the surface. Yet as Reih, Perr silent at her side, drew closer to the structure, she noted the walls were not entirely unmarked, as she'd first thought. Symbols were carved over the entirety of its outer shell.
 
                 Though the day remained bright outside, as she walked underneath the temple and into the shadow, everything took on a gloomy cast. Perr's armour was dull, her own hands (looking down) pale where moments before she'd been tanned. 
 
                 Like the shadow of the place had weight enough to affect things on a deeper level than merely the visual. As though the shadow of Sybremreyen could reach out and change things, should it want to. 
 
                 It's a living building, she reminded herself. And not my first. Show respect, take care. 
 
                 Ahead of her, the two paladins of the Sard and the Seer had already entered the building, taking the smooth stone steps up to the broad entrance. The rahken did not enter, but waited to either side of her path like an honour guard. 
 
                 At the foot of those long, broad steps stood a man. Reih thought she'd never in her life seen a man who seemed so lonely. He was stout, stocky, even. He had a full head of grey hair and just the shortest of stubble on his cheeks and chin, like he'd shaved maybe a day or two before. His bearing was proud, and a shield covered his back. Simple armour that Reih recognised well enough - northern style. 
 
                 'Reih Refren A'e Eril?' said the man with a grim expression as she reached him. 
 
                 'Should I know you?' she asked, and realised that she should. The man looked familiar to her. To her side she felt Perr's nod, as though in greeting. The old man nodded back. Two warriors who knew each other, for sure, if only by reputation. 
 
                 'My lady,' said the man. 'I was Captain of Tirielle A'm Dralorn's household guard...I am...'
 
                 'Gurt?' she said, shocked, and for some unaccountable reason suddenly conscious of the patch covering her barren eye socket.
 
                 At last, the old man pushed out a tired smile. 'My lady. It is an honour.' 
 
                 'Please...Gurt...it is truly a pleasure...but you are far from home..?'
 
                 'I serve Lady A'm Dralorn still,' he said. 
 
                 'A good man. Hard to find.' 
 
                 'Perr's a good man,' he said, with a nod. Perr didn't reply, but as he often did, let Reih speak for the two of them. 
 
                 'He is invaluable. Best I've known, I am coming to think.' She'd never said as much to Perr, but if he was surprised he didn't shift a single muscle. 
 
                 'You should go in,' said Gurt. 'We'll talk more after. Perr will have to wait here with me. The way's warded, Sard reckon. You'll pass. Sventhan of the Builders is inside. The two paladins, of course, and the girl-seer. Won't let me through, nor Perr, I think.' 
 
                 'Wait here?' she told Perr. 
 
                 'Did that before,' he said. 
 
                 She understood. He spoke rarely. Perhaps even more rarely since the night she'd lost her eye. As a result of, perhaps, both things, now she tended to listen. 
 
                 'Not my doing, Perr. Wait, I'll come back. Don't think we've a choice in this.' 
 
                 Perr looked her in the eye, then, and she looked back. She patted him on the arm, though she knew he wouldn't feel it. 
 
                 'I'll come back.' 
 
                 He nodded, then simply strode to stand beside the old warrior at the foot of the stairs. 
 
                 She felt their eyes on her back as she climbed, and then, went inside. 
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   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   'Bugger this weather,' said Cenphalph pulling his cloak tighter about his shoulders on the long walk outside Castle Naeth's walls, high above the stinking city. 
 
                 'Keeps the smell down, I suppose,' said Disper.
 
                 'Thought it was cold in the north of Lianthre,' said Cenphalph. 'Turns out cold's just as foreign as trees or people, eh?'
 
                 'Apparently, this is nothing. This is just autumn. Winter brings snow and ice and frozen rivers. They keep their livestock in barns just to keep them alive.' 
 
                 'I confess, Disper, I don't understand these people. They're a hard people. Nothing pretty about the land. Mud and rain, wind and cold. Drab faces and farming and endless wars.' 
 
                 Disper paused in his walk, and Cenphalph was forced to stop walking if he wanted to continue to complain, which he did. 
 
                 'Renir's a good man.'
 
                 'I don't deny it, Brother,' said Cenphalph. 'But why are we here? What do we do here? Act as honour guard to a would-be king while the Return draws nearer with each day? We are soldiers! Not guards, nor teachers.'
 
                 Disper looked up at the walls. Kept on looking. They went a long way, almost straight  up. 
 
                 'These people, too...they are warriors, Cenphalph. Renir no more wishes to be coddled in our bosom that we wish him within our arms. He is a fighter. His people, too. They chafe to be in battle, I think. Look - this castle? This is what they build. They know battle. Hardship. This weather? You and I think it harsh, but these people have lost family in the coldest of the winters, to the ice and snows. We come to teach war to a nation of warriors.'
 
                 Cenphalph, too, looked up at the great walls of Castle Naeth. 
 
                 'It's big, alright.' 
 
                 'They do things differently, yes...but I think perhaps...we might learn a thing from them as they could from us. No?'
 
                 Cenphalph's shoulders dropped, but his hand remained clasped about his cloak. 
 
                 'Well said, Brother,' conceded Cenphalph, eventually.
 
                 Disper nodded, satisfied enough. 'I think Drun understands,' he said. 'Caeus...this red wizard? Maybe not. But perhaps Drun can talk sense to him. Perhaps. Renir needs to be among his people. As do we. The longer we sit in this castle, looking down on the Sturmen, the harder it will be to fight by their side.'
 
                 Cenphalph clapped a firm hand on his brother paladin's shoulder. 'Tomorrow, we will speak to the Watcher.' 
 
                 Suddenly, the chill lessened for a moment and the night, gloomy and thick, lightened with a golden glow. The paladin's turned and smiled at the warmth of Drun's image, throwing off welcome heat as it appeared behind them. Not entirely solid, but not transparent, either, Drun's soul-form smiled back at them in greeting. 
 
                 'There is no need,' said the projection, with Drun's voice. His voice was weaker than they were used to, even in this form, but they thought little of it. 
 
                 'Watcher,' they said as one, and bowed their heads. Quintal might be the leader of the Sard, but Drun was their heart and soul. When he spoke, they listened.
 
                 'I agree with you both. We remain aloof from the people of Sturma, and Renir little better than a caged man. It is time we spread, learned of the people and the land. Become less the mystery...but, I fear...Caeus will not see it thus. He is...old. In body and mind and his ways and thoughts. But I will speak to him.'
 
                 Cenphalph and Disper spoke as one. 'We are as one mind on this matter, Watcher.'
 
                 Drun's apparition bowed his head. 'Brothers, soon, we commune in sorrow, too. This was why I came, but the dead should not outweigh concern for the living.'
 
                 Cenphalph's own head bowed, and Disper merely shook his head. 
 
                 'I felt it...Drun Sard...Briskle? Yuthran?' 
 
                 'Time for sorrow, soon. Even sorrow must wait its turn.' 
 
                 'As you say, Drun...but...' 
 
                 'I feel your anguish, Cenphalph. Our brotherhood weakens with each death...but it is stronger, too. Our souls are one.' 
 
                 'Our souls are one,' said Cenphalph and Disper together, as did all those of their order who still lived, feeling the deaths of their brothers keenly.
 
                 Then, Drun was gone, and without him the cold hit the two paladins hard once more. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   In his room, high up within the castle, Drun opened his eyes and his golden light retreated from the night into his pupils. His room shone for just a moment, then all was dark. Gifted by his God, he held the power of the light, of the sun, for his God was the sun itself, Carious, the greater body in the sky. Drun could send his soul forth, like an apparition, heal wounds better than many, see into the distance...granted by his god. Each of his brothers held their own talents. Mostly, their tenacity as warriors...it was possible that his brother paladins were the greatest swordsmen of this age. 
 
                 j'ark had been the finest among them, but he was gone. Brother Unthor, too...dead. And now, distant and alone, Yuthran and Briskle's death-knell came to him from such a remove that he could not even understand the manner of their deaths.
 
                 They were diminished and soon would be lessened yet again, for Drun Sard, the Watcher of the Order of Sard, was dying.
 
                 When Drun's power returned to him, the room fell back to the darkness of the night. But the dark was fine. Drun Sard was not concerned about the darkness, knowing that in the dark his god watched over Lianthre instead of this continent. 
 
                 It was the coming battle that concerned the old priest. 
 
                 He wasn't worried about Renir, not overly - the man was tougher than the sum of his parts. But Renir should be free to roam and live, and the Sard should not be lords of this castle, like foreign invaders. They were all free men, and a free people. Caeus was not evil...but stubborn. Ill-mannered, sometimes, perhaps, but a force for light. In a strange way, Drun even liked the creature he'd once known as the Red Wizard. But on certain things, Caeus was intractable. Renir's safety was one of those things.
 
                 I need to do this right, thought Drun. 
 
                 Caeus would need to be spoken to...and the wizard would not like what Drun would say. Of that, he was sure. 
 
                 Renir is no puppet. 
 
                 As much as Drun Sard liked Caeus as a force for good...he liked and respected Renir Esyn more than most men or women he'd met in his long life. Long hair, long beard and a failing body. He'd met many, many people in his life, and Renir Esyn was one of the finest.               Brave and bold despite being a decidedly ordinary man when their business had begun, he'd proven time and again to be a good man, a staunch ally, and a true friend. He should not be treated like some trinket of a king to be tucked away and used at the appointed time.
 
                 'If he's to be king, then let him be a man, too,' grumble Drun to himself in the darkness. 
 
                 He really didn't want to speak to the Red Wizard. He knew that on this subject, more than any other, Caeus would be...difficult. But Drun had never shirked a duty in his life, and he wasn't about to start. With a grunt, Drun pushed himself from his seat upon the cold stone floor and stood. Even such little effort now made his lungs burn. For a second, he stood, swaying, desperate to cough but forcing his body to remain calm and still. It would not do to go before Caeus with blood on his robe. 
 
                 Finally, after some minutes, Drun felt up to walking. Didn't want to, his lungs hurt him. His back, right round his ribs, felt like they were being crushed, or squeezed damned hard at the very least. 
 
                 But he'd never shirked anything. The priest set off slowly toward Caeus' quarters with a long face about him. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The walk, through the dark corridors of Naeth Castle, up only a single flight of narrow, curving stairs set within one rounded tower, nearly laid Drun on the cold stone floor more than once. Those times he felt like he was spinning, ready to fall. When he did, he put a hand on a wall, rested a while. He was desperate to cough, to breathe deeply, but he knew to take a full breath would set him coughing. If he started, this time, he might not stop. 
 
                 He composed himself in the corridor, beside a slot in the wall, taking the chill air and letting the air flood his burning lungs, breathing shallow and careful. He could feel something bubbling deep in his chest, and thought it probably wasn't phlegm. But he resist the urge to try to cough out the sickness, until the fit until it passed. 
 
                 Time for coughing later. He knew he needed to save what little breath he could to talk with Caeus. He'd been putting it off, maybe. 
 
                 No maybe about it. 
 
                 He'd known Renir was unhappy. Knew they were all unhappy. Warriors all, caged? It was never going to end well. You could no more cage a warrior than a Jemandril. Try it, and first chance the caged beast got, you'd lose a hand. Even Shorn, Bourninund and Wen, down in town in their inn, in their cups? They wouldn't be held back much longer. 
 
                 Drun understood. If battle didn't come to them, they'd seek it out. A fighting man, a man with war in his blood? He couldn't sit idle that long. The fight within such men needed to come out somehow, lest it destroy them. 
 
                 Somewhere along the road, the need to fight had gotten into Renir. That demon that some men held at bay was growing in him. Renir was sold to war, now. No turning that around. 
 
                 Just got to let him run.
 
                 Come on, old man. Knock. Get this done.
 
                 With a shallow breath, Drun stilled his heart and calmed his soul until he felt peace wash through him. Then, and only then, did Drun reach out and knock on the thick wood to Caeus' room. When the red wizard beckoned, he steeled himself a second time and pushed the door open. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Drun Sard closed the door behind him perhaps ten minutes later. The wizard had not appeared angry, but Drun knew that the wizard had been holding his thoughts and feelings - if he had such - deep inside. Both men still of body and expression, talking...but perhaps only one had been listening. 
 
                 'That went well,' he muttered to himself, but it appeared that those few words atop the talk with Caeus were more than he could handle. He began to cough, tried to stop and found that he could not. His lungs burned. With each hacking, rasping cough more blood flowed down the priest's mostly-white beard, and then dripped onto his robe. Eventually, pale, clasping his sides, the fit passed and he stared down at the amount of blood on his person. 
 
                 Even in the darkness of the hallway, it was dark. Life blood. 
 
                 Won't be long, he thought. He could have quite happily died right there in the cool hall (felt like his lungs were burning, maybe, but at least the chill Sturman air was refreshing). But it wasn't time to die. Too much to do. So much to do. 
 
                 The priest left the blood where it was and forced his shaking legs to carry him back to his rooms. Night here, day in Lianthre, and it was high time he found out how his other brothers and their charge, the girl child who saw all, were fairing. 
 
                 Maybe he could die later. 
 
                 Drun's pains were beginning to get so death itself wasn't such a terrible prospect at all. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Caeus did not hear Drun's pains, nor his wracking cough, because when Drun closed the door to Caeus' room, Caeus wasn't there anymore. 
 
                 He was at the foot of Renir's bed, once again. Watching the man who would be king sleep. The man groaned and muttered while he slept, obviously dreaming, though Caeus would not intrude in the man's dreams...such a thing would be...impolite. 
 
                 Red light brightened the room for a moment. While Drun's golden eyes brought forth warmth and peace, the red light that bled from Caeus' awful eyes was both cold and full of wrath. 
 
                 But with a blink, it was gone, and a soft smile sat on the red wizard's narrow lips. 
 
                 'Renir, wake,' he said.
 
                 Renir didn't jump, or reach for his axe. He was rested and slept lightly, most nights. He was also accustomed to the occasional midnight visit from Caeus. Wasn't much you could  do about it if the most powerful creature on the face of Rythe wished to wake you in the middle of the night. 
 
                 Renir was a pragmatist, really. 
 
                 'Evening, Caeus,' he said and pushed himself up against his pillows as though greeting such a creature was merely an everyday (and night) occurrence for him. 
 
                 Caeus made the room a few shades lighter with a simple trick of his immensely powerful will, so that Renir could see just as well as the wizard himself. 
 
                 'Spoke with your friend Drun Sard a moment ago,' opened the wizard. 
 
                 'Is he well?' said Renir, who barely had a chance to speak to any of his friends outside of his new duties - learning to fight like a King, learning to read like a King, learning to use the garderobe like a...
 
                 'Frankly, I think not. But that's not why I come. Do you think of yourself as a prisoner?'
 
                 'Eh?' 
 
                 'Simple question,' said Caeus lightly, but Renir got the sense that though the creature's tone was light, his meaning was not.
 
                 Tread carefully, he thought.
 
                 'I would perhaps appreciate a little more...freedom...to come and go...' 
 
                 'Would you?' Again, simple words, simple terms...but...
 
                 But Renir wouldn't wheedle or beg. The wizard was powerful...but he was to be a king, was he not? 
 
                 Show some balls, man.
 
                 'I feel like a prisoner, yes.' 
 
                 Caeus nodded. 'Seems I've misunderstood the situation. My apologies.' 
 
                 Renir breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
                 'I thought you, the priest...the Sard...I assumed you understood.' 
 
                 'Understood what?' 
 
                 'You are a prisoner. I've let you have more freedom that I should. I won't risk my kindness being the undoing of everything I've worked for. Not again.' 
 
                 Renir's breath was suddenly tight in his chest again, his skin tickling from the sense the wizard held his remarkable power...and some anger...in check.
 
                 'I...'
 
                 'Oh, I understand you and your kin, your human friends. No need to explain, Renir. But let me make myself clear.
 
                 'I exiled my entire people, over two thousand years ago. I scattered the remnants of the Elethyn wide and far among the stars. I lost my people in one great victory, and then I lost my freedom for the crime for a thousand years. All those years, I was held captive by the power of a Soulsword, a creature known as the Lu that guard all the realms and worlds in the entirety of this universe, and perhaps others besides. I was in a gaol far stranger and far more terrible than your feeble imaginings, and only once a year was I allowed the solace of waking, when the Soulsword released me from my bonds by drawing the sword of soul from my heart.
 
                 'I lived a thousand more years in the guts of the revenant while it tried to absorb me for food, the thing's acid burning my skin from my flesh constantly. A thousand years as food, a thousand years with a sword crammed through my chest. I lost my people and my freedom and I did it for you. 
 
                 'And you feel I treat you harshly, in order to protect you from yourself and a myriad threats I see in every thread of fate? 
 
                 'Man and beast that wish to taste of your blood, that which I hid from the Hierarchy. Your ancestors who I set the witch-kind to watch through the ages. The buildings I caused to be built and populated that have waited for these end-days. I made a whole continent sink into the sea and cursed the Seafarers to roam the waters and never know the touch of dirt until these days. I alone did these things and more, throughout the millennia, to bring this moment before you, Renir Esyn. I lived through these things without food or warmth or comfort. I made such long plans and such towering sacrifices throughout the lonely years, the mad years, yes, to bring you to this moment in time. You feel like a prisoner?'
 
                 'I...' was all Renir could manage before Caeus began to speak again, cutting him off.
 
                 'You feel like a prisoner because you are, but in a gilded cage, and I have been too soft. You think being in the belly of the revenant made me insane, or the power, or travelling through the black voids of space, or killing my own kin and banishing the rest...you think these things make me insane?'
 
                 Yes, Renir itched to say, but he settled for a shrug...and a frightened one at that. 
 
                 Caeus leaned down, toward Renir. Renir was already pushed up against the bed. He couldn't get away. Blood-red light came from the wizard's eyes. 
 
                 'The thing is, Renir...these things didn't make me insane. I always was.'
 
                 Blinding light for a split second and Caeus' words echoing on the air, but the creature was gone. 
 
                 His last words echoed on the air, like words turned to writing. 
 
                 'Tell the Sard I go to see my God,' the mad wizard said. 'Tell them I go to find the Crown of Kings for you...for you.' 
 
                 His words still hung there, in the burning air that wavered before Renir's eyes...until the air calmed and there was nothing left but a stench of fire and storm. 
 
                 Renir finally managed to pushed himself from his bed and run to the door, to call the Sard, to call Drun, anyone, but the instant his hand touched the handle of the door he flew backward across the room and hit the wall opposite with a crack.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Reih had felt danger in her life many times before. Perhaps she was not as attuned to the currents of violence as men like Perr were, but she knew the feel of peril - a tingling in her scalp, an irritability in her mind, dread fingers on her spine. 
 
                 The interior of the great temple was dark. Not pitch, like a deep cave might be, but dark enough that she had to fumble her way along the corridor she found herself in. The walls were lit by some minor luminescence, ineffectual in showing her the way ahead. She could see the entrance behind her, still large and wide and far more inviting than the dark, brooding gloom ahead. When the entrance closed behind her, wide doors swinging closed, cutting the light from a bar to a sliver to no more than a razor's breadth, she felt a scream of panic build in her gut, ready to burst in her throat...yet as the door closed that dim light began to grow brighter...swiftly. 
 
                 In two or three seconds, her mood shifted from panic to wonder. The walls lit her way, not with fire but some property of the stone itself. Where the stone had seemed black, it now burst forth with light. Not blinding, but all encompassing. No longer walking along a plain black corridor, but one that shone like sun-blessed gold. 
 
                 And on the walls, the roof, the floor (curved walls, she noted, not straight, like a human hand would build) were numerous symbols, pictograms, hieroglyphs, petroglyphs, even, at their simplest - as though people had come here to learn how to write their thoughts and dreams in this place since man first roamed the world of Rythe. 
 
                 The images were indecipherable, to Reih. Perhaps they could be understood by the Sard alone. After all, it was their home. Their temple to their sun-God Carious, was it not? 
 
                 At no point did Reih sense that she travelled up, or down...merely forward, deeper into the heart of this odd building. A sense of solidity, almost as though there were no rooms, just a gargantuan lump of solid rock, impossible, yet...
 
                 The corridor became a small hall, though, so someone, somehow, had managed to cut into this rock...Sventhan told her his ancestors built this place...but how? By what means? What did his people know of architecture so long ago to even conceive of such a thing? How did they move the rock, or cut it, or lay it? Where did such rock even exist? Almost black in the light, but turning golden with the absence of light...as though the rock on the outside were no more than a simple window, remembering the shape and feel of the suns and funnelling it, impossibly, through to its deepest reaches. 
 
                 A wonder indeed, thought Reih, still moving forward, into the temple's heart. Forward to further secrets, to the answers to their prayers, some tool or weapon or knowledge with which to save Rythe, to save humankind. 
 
                 Hall gave way to more corridors, her path straight, still. She wondered for a moment how it was that the Seer and her paladins had got so far ahead. Corridor turned to hall again, but then, something larger...the feel of a bright cavern, so simple its construction. Glowing rock carved with images, still, but now so high that she had little sense of how far the roof of this place reached. So bright she could barely see anything. Like the heart of a sun, perhaps, and perhaps that was what this place was meant to be. 
 
                 She walked, closing her eyelids to no more than a slit in an attempt to see anything at all - the brightness now as much a hindrance to her as the earlier darkness had been. 
 
                 So squinting, she walked across the great hall seeing little, until she was right upon what could only be the very centre of the entire building. An altar, perhaps where the Sard had once prayed or trained or slept. A simple thing, created from the same stone, pulsing with that immense light. So bright she could barely see a thing. She reached out and touched the idol atop only to realise it was no statute, but the Seer. 
 
                 'Sia?' she said, unsure, suddenly, what was expected of her. She'd thought to meet the paladins and the builder. 'Where is everyone? What should I do?' 
 
                 No reply came. The girl stayed, motionless in the glow. 
 
                 Reih frowned, confused. The girl could speak, in her mind, if she wanted. But the child said nothing. 
 
                 Footsteps sounded somewhere ahead of her...or behind? Hard to tell in the golden light of the echoing hall...she was next to completely blind, and what sound there was seemed to bounce around the walls. 
 
                 'Who is it? Yuthran? Briskle?'
 
                 'No, lady...Sventhan.' 
 
                 'Sventhan? What is going on? Can you...make it less bright? I can't see.' 
 
                 'Everything is just as it should be, Reih Refren A'e Eril. Everyone is precisely where they are supposed to be.' 
 
                 'Where are you?' 
 
                 'I'm right here,' said the voice. She squinted. It seemed like the builder was directly in front of her. There, a shape in the blinding light. A face she didn't recognise. 
 
                 For a moment only, she wondered if she was mistaken. She'd only meet the builder for a few moments, perhaps she'd forgotten what he looked like...
 
                 It's not him, she thought, and in the same instant thrust her arms up to protect herself, maybe her remaining eye, like a person might. Their weakest place, natural to want to save it from further harm. 
 
                 She couldn't see at all, now, in that second, other than to get a sense of something tearing inside her. 
 
                 She'd gone high. He'd gone low. 
 
                 Reih looked down and saw a long, curved blade inside her. The temple was going dark...or her sight was. As she slid back from the blade, the blade coming free, her blood hitting the golden stone, she saw the man's face. 
 
                 Sventhan, he said, and she'd thought it true, for just a moment...but it was not. 
 
                 The creature's face was long. The hair atop that narrow head was lank and the pale skin taut on sharp bones. And the thing's eyes were blood red. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   'Everything is as it should be, is it not?' said the creature, drawing the curving blade from Reih's chest. Blood pumped from the wound no more. One instant she'd been a living being, capable of love and hate, good, evil, indifference, even. Now, she was no more than a shell, her life's blood spread out across the stone floor and the altar, too.
 
                 The red-eyed creature did not smile at her death, nor at the Seer, sitting within the heart of some force atop the stone altar. 
 
                 Smiles were denied the thing. Not because of the blight - it had that affliction, without a doubt. But because the creature that stood, head cocked to one side, had little more than a ruin for a face. Scorched, bones broken, pustules in the deeper scar tissue that wept and would never heal. Humour denied it, perhaps, but it was no discontent. 
 
                 A protocrat was, after all, bred to pain. The blight heightened this, to the degree that pain itself was just another facet of pleasure. 
 
                 He peered at the Seer, sitting serenely enough at the very heart of Sybremreyen. The Seer's bright white eyes stared back at the protocrat, unflinching at the sight his awful face. Blind she might be, but she saw on different levels to the rest of humankind. She saw through all spectrums...not just those of mortals.
 
                 'Everything is as it should be, yes,' she agreed, speaking within the monstrous thing's mind. 'It was always to be this way. I was to come, to open the heart of Sybremreyen. The blood link for those of the Kuh'taenium spilled across this very altar. The red light, the Return...it was always to be this way. Ordained for millennia...But then you know this as well as I. You have become something akin to me...you are the Crossroads...the Crossroad of Knowledge...the universe knows you, sees you...and so do I.'
 
                 The Seer, who Tirielle had named Sia, and in doing so given a little girl hope, did not look afraid as the Protocrat with the hideous face placed his nub of a nose close to hers and stared into her depths, as though with such proximity he could steal her power. 
 
                 'I die. I am not afraid. No longer.' 
 
                 Sia even managed to smile, and the Protocrat stepped back, as though afraid that mirth and pleasure might be catching, too. 
 
                 'You die, girl. You die. In screaming agony.'
 
                 'Quick, slow, matters not. All is as it should be, and soon, you too will simply...cease to be. Things happen and mortals cannot change them...though sometimes immortals set their own traps and pits, do they not?'
 
                 'Whatever. You are a power...of course...but you are still but a little thing. You will not be here to see my demise.' 
 
                 'Fool,' said Sia with her last smile. 'I am the only thing, contained in this small body...I am the universe. I am the avatar of all, Klan Mard...and I have seen your demise long ago. It was I who wrote it upon the stars a billion, billion years ago.' 
 
                 With a snarl of rage, Klan Mard set the Seer to burn. And there, upon the altar to the sun, the flames of his fury engulfed her. 
 
                 And with the explosion from the death of such a power as the Seer, here in the heart of the temple of the Sard, the way was opened.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   A powerful mage, a wizard, known only as Caeus, once curse an entire people to live and love and die without ever knowing the succour of land. These people passed into myth, as people often do. Rumour of the Naum, the underground people, of the massacred Island Archivists, and of the Feewar...these rumours became myth and fable, and then little more than tales for children. 
 
                 But some knew the truth. Truth was often not lost so much as buried...or submerged, perhaps. 
 
                 The two men walking across the Seafarer's newly-formed island, Garner and Turpy, knew the stories had been real, because for the past three weeks they had travelled on foot across the island's length. An island that had not been there a year before. 
 
                 Garner and Turpy, their brethren behind them, travelled not as an army might, for they were not soldiers. Now, they wore robes of many hues...and those robes were the same colours as the men's eyes. The colours of magic. 
 
                 They were not soldiers, no...but nor were they mere men. Once, perhaps, but no longer. The brothers were forged together in magic. A brotherhood of wizards...the first in many, many ages. 
 
                 Trained deep underground by the rahken, their skills, their magic, once forbidden by the Protectorate, now blossomed. 
 
                 And now they came as one to meet the Seafarers, as the few who knew called the Feewar people. They came by ship to the far coast, and walked across the new land, still roiling beneath their feet, to this - the western coast. 
 
                 Across this sea lay their goal. 
 
                 Sturma. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   And there, on their strange boats that were more tree than simple wood, they were. The boat they were supposed to take, as arranged. 
 
                 Garner spoke for his brothers.
 
                 'Greetings from our tutors, the rahken of old, who still flourish and remember your name,' he called. 'Feewar-kin. My brothers and I harken from the land of Lianthre. Long lost to the land-folk, the Seafarers are legend. We come to renew ancient ties. To call upon your aid...we are told you can take us to the exiles' land. To Sturma...to battle.' 
 
                 With his words spoke, Garner and his brothers bowed their head in greeting and respect. 
 
                 Garner himself no longer feared battles or death or pain. He was filled with confidence. He wasn't a fool, no, but he did have power. 
 
                 Such power could wash a man away, like the tide. It could erode the greatest of men, or other creatures, like the sea eating the land...or it could be a force for righteousness. 
 
                 The rahken had only killed two of Garner's brotherhood during their training, and but a handful had died from the magic itself. 
 
                 Among all of humankind, this handful of brothers were those with the stoutest of hearts and the strongest of minds...and they were ready. 
 
                 The captain of the boat called down from the deck to the shore. 
 
                 'You'd be the mage Garner? And your brothers with you? Rahken taught?'
 
                 'I am, and we are.' 
 
                 'Days of legend, indeed. Return of magic to Sturma? Human-kin with powers anew, like the olden times?' 
 
                 'So it seems,' called Garner. 'May we...board? Time is short and we are told your boats are fleet indeed.' 
 
                 'Oh, true,' said the man on the deck. The man had a fat face, but narrow chest, which was covered with a long, dark beard. But his eyes were striking, and Garner could feel the magic within the man. His eyes, deepest blue, spoke of the power of the seas themselves. 
 
                 The man nodded, then bade them to come aboard. 
 
                 'Time to sail,' he told his crew.
 
                 Before the brotherhood of mages could begin to climb the strange, living hull of the Feewar boat, a rippling, bucking shock that came from underfoot nearly sent Garner and his brothers to their knees on the rocky shore. 
 
                 'Happens, still,' said the captain, calmly enough. 'The island's settling, I guess. Perhaps all the fresh air's disagreeing with it.' A burly Seafarer near the captain grunted, like these were the wisest words he'd heard. 
 
                 A larger shock, this time, and Garner bumped into a brother named Sol, his forehead crunching the man's nose flat, better than he could have if he'd tried. 
 
                 Sol stumbled to the rock, his blood running freely. Garner turned his head around to look at something that perhaps he might not have even understood. 
 
                 Power like...
 
                 The end of days. He shook his head, unsure for a moment what he was seeing. The sky was no longer blue, and the clouds no longer white. 
 
                 'Get your kin aboard, mageling!' yelled the captain of the boat, now rocking in choppy seas that had been becalmed a mere second before. 
 
                 Garner needed no more urging. 
 
                 He and his brothers clambered aboard, the Seafarers reaching down with rough hands and hauling the mages aboard, helping where they could. Men and women aboard the boat shouted orders incomprehensible to Garner, and he did not care.
 
                 I want to live. I must. 
 
                 Thirty, forty feet of rock suddenly slipped from the island into the water. Just gone. 
 
                 Men cried out, pulled under by current and tide, stuck with the shattered rock that had been shore mere seconds before. Blood joined the spume where shattered rock had crushed or cut a man. Garner watched, utterly helpless, as a man pitched from the boat itself back into the water. The boat no longer swayed, but bucked up and down violently enough that even the Seafarers were thrown to and fro across the decks. 
 
                 Then, suddenly as the upheaval began, it ceased and Garner cracked on his arse against the side of the boat. A Feewar woman stood at the prow and by some magic unknown to him the boat began to sail forward faster than he could have imagined. 
 
                 'My men!' he roared, betrayed. 
 
                 Behind them, men cried out in the rough waters, or simple sank and drowned, unable to fight the awful, sudden squall that hit the new shore. 
 
                 'They're drowning! Go back, damn you bastards...' he readied himself to unleash his own power...but he felt a gentle hand on his sleeve. He looked and saw that it belonged to the Seafarer captain himself. 
 
                 'No, I will not. I go back, we all die. Look,' said the captain, and Garner looked back though his heart told him not to. At their back, the sky, the land, the sea, even...everything was turning red. 
 
                 'What does it mean?' he asked, but he was not a fool. Schooled by Rahken, once a prisoner of the very bastards that wanted this. 
 
                 I will not die, he thought again. And he would not, because those he fought were his mortal enemies, and the enemy of every being able to live a life with love. 
 
                 The return. The return had begun. 
 
                 'Mourn your dead brothers,' said the captain, not unkindly. 'Mourn them and prepare. Celebrate the life left to you, and those who remain. For I fear your brotherhood and my kin head straight from sea to war.' 
 
                 Turpy lay on the deck, hands bloodied from Garner knew not what. The man Sol, too, his face washed by the seas and his nose still dribbling blood. Now a handful of them remained. 
 
                 So many of us gone. He counted the remains of his brotherhood. Merely fifteen of his brothers remained, included him. 
 
                 Ten men, ten powers...dead in the sea before their battle had even begun. 
 
                 Garner pushed himself to his feet and strode to the head, the prow, of the ship. He would mourn his brothers in battle and not shed a tear here. 
 
                 Was it all futile? 
 
                 He wondered. But he did not despair. Instead, he closed his eyes and let the wind and the spume and the beauty of the widest ocean race through his soul. 
 
                 With his eyes closed, he remembered his brothers, their deaths, and prepared for his own to come.
 
    
 
   *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   'Why do you not scream? What trick...what...'
 
                 'I am flesh, but more. If my flesh burns, I die. But I came willing. Why cry? Why fight? What must be is all there is. You and I know this.'
 
                 Klan's awful face, his blooded eyes, spewed forth more and more fire, a baleful, spiteful thing. The Seer's chained body burned and blackened, her unique power pouring forth into the temple as her body simple ceased to be. The flesh charred, the muscles contracting, her eyes no longer seeing, and yet...and yet...
 
                 Klan's rage was towering. He wanted her pain...needed it...and yet there she was, speaking in his head calmly as though she was nothing more than an observer to her own demise. 
 
                 'Bitch child, scream, scream!' 
 
                 'My death fuels the future, creature, not your petty pleasures.' 
 
                 Klan roared, but he was powerless to stop her voice in his head. 
 
                 'You had my body. I am dead. Happy?'
 
                 'No. I will find you and...'
 
                 'Oh, shut up, vile thing. You are nothing. For Reih, for Yuthran and Briskle and Sventhan and all those you murdered? I am sorry. For all those deaths that must come, I grieve. For you, wicked creature...I feel nothing at all.' 
 
                 Klan roared in rage and poured all his fury and power into the flames at the heart of Sybremreyen until the Seer was nothing more than dust and the entire building hummed and sang and screamed with energy pouring into the blood red skies above.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Perr felt his mistress' death the moment it happened. He sensed the violence inside the temple, the sheer immensity of it. He was a man, as Reih knew, attuned to the vibrations of pain and agony. He felt it, and so did Gurt. The two warriors looked at each other and understanding passed. 
 
                 The Rahken sensed a shift, too. As one, almost, the multitude of beasts, their warriors and mageborn both, their women and men, old and young, began to back away from the building. 
 
                 Perr saw the stone, once a simple black thing, begin to glow. 
 
                 How bright would it become? 
 
                 He pulled his gauntlet from his hand and laid a palm on the stone. No longer black, but turning red...like iron might, within a blacksmith's fire. And as he suspected, the touch scorched his palm.
 
                 'They're all dead,' he said. He watched the old warrior - Gurt - as he spoke. The old man was no fool, and neither was Perr. People might think him simple, but when it came to the language of death, he was a savant. 
 
                 Gurt took a second to look at the stone. Becoming brighter - dark red turning lighter. 
 
                 'Let's go,' he said. 
 
                 Perr nodded, and followed the old man. 'You have a horse?'
 
                 'Aye,' said Gurt. 
 
                 'Meet me at the gates in the wall. We ride.' 
 
                 'The Rahken?'
 
                 'Think they can help now?'
 
                 Gurt didn't, anymore than Perr did. The warrior turned and began to walk toward his horse. 'I'll meet you there,' he told Perr, speaking over his shoulder. 
 
                 A Rahken named Fenore, old and wise, came to walk beside Gurt as he strode toward his horse. She looked behind at the now glowing building. 
 
                 'Where are you going?' said the growling rahken.
 
                 'They killed everything. Maybe they always meant to. See the light in the sky?'
 
                 Fenore nodded. 'I do.' 
 
                 The light, the fire-light now, from Sybremreyen was pouring into the sky. The fire-light hit the red skies and the skies seem to swirl, like it was stirring. 
 
                 And it was stirring. 
 
                 Gurt and Perr had seen skies like this before. Most people had, on this continent. If you lived a while, you did. Didn't matter that the skies were red, now. What mattered was that they were stirring, and when skies looked like that, that angry, meant only one thing. A storm, looking for someplace to settle down. 
 
                 Gurt knew where, too. Follow the storm and he knew he'd find the end of it right atop a place called Arram. 
 
                 He was willing to bet those bastards had called it right down. 
 
                 'You think they're travelling on this...storm? This red air's like some great cloud, looking for a place to rain?' Fenore asked, and Gurt noted that the old rahken's eyes were deep, and kind, but full of some kind of sorrow, too.
 
                 'Close enough, eh?' said Gurt. 'Thanks, Fenore. Thank your kin, too. Goodbye.' 
 
                 'Can't fight them on your own, Gurt,' said the old rahken.
 
                 'I know,' said Gurt, mounting his horse. A horse an old friend had once called Wey. 
 
                 'They'll kill you where you stand.' 
 
                 Gurt shook his head. 'I won't fight them,' said Gurt. 'But the Protectorate? Those bastards running back to Arram's teat? They killed the world, Fenore. Killed friends, killed Perr's friend, too. Personal, impersonal, I don't suppose it matters much anymore. I know me and him, we can't fight them, maybe. But the least we can do is watch the bastards die.' 
 
                 Before Gurt could get Wey moving, Fenore held the mare's reins and put something in Gurt's palm. A rough piece of crystal, murky and milky with a weak blue hue someplace within. 
 
                 'Look through this. Take the pathways. Can't go with you, not now. But the pathways will see you faster on the road.' 
 
                 'Thank you,' he said, then turned Wey toward the north gates without a further glance back. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Across Rythe, the ancient places, those with power and with souls built into their hearts, burned with energy. 
 
                 Sybremreyen and the Kuh'taenium were blindingly bright. Far to the south of Lianthre, on the continent of Ascalain, on the Feewar's new land, and at an ancient building on the Drayman plains, the old temples spewed fire and power into the skies and fuelled the red light that suffused the very air of Rythe, until the red light glowed brighter still.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   While those old, mortal-hewn temples burned and spent their power for the return, other, far more ancient temples were silent, and dark. The oldest places of all, those of black stone, whether on plains, or high in mountain air and buried beneath the snow, or those that were long hidden deep underground. Silent, dark places, that may have been splinters of nothingness, or the void itself.
 
                 But for one. 
 
                 There was one of those black-stone edifices that was buried so deep in the bowels of the world, so long forgotten, that even rumour of it had died. 
 
                 A black stone haven upon which humans had built a castle long ago. 
 
                 The castle and the town both were named Naeth, but the hallways below had been there long, long before. 
 
                 That one was not silent. Far from it.
 
                 'Wake, love. Time for sleeping is done, my time is here,' said the voice from below. The voice that was in Tirielle A'm Dralorn's head.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   'The time has come, Tirielle,' said the Seer. 'I am dead, now. Burned up. But it is all as it should be, all is as it must be. Fate moves on, Tirielle. Men like Caeus, they don't understand. Can't fight some things, can you, my friend?' 
 
                 In her head. The child she'd saved, in her head. Like a sweet nightmare.
 
                 'I'm all used up, Tirielle, but it's not over. Fight's only just begun.'
 
                 The voices in her head had nearly driven Tirielle insane. Perhaps they had succeeded after all, and she was just slow to realise it, but she was becoming accustomed to these strange intrusions into her thoughts. She cried, for a time, when Sia's voice came no more, but she still wasn't lonely, there in her room.
 
                 Because of the other voice, the one from below. It was almost constant now.
 
                 'Ah!' said the woman, and Tirielle could almost feel the woman's smile, even though she was nothing more than a voice, just madness, even, perhaps. 
 
                 'You're awake.' 
 
                 Tirielle smiled along at the woman's evident joy. The Waker, finally winning her battle against slumber. 
 
                 As she smiled, Tirielle took the knife from the bedspread, from her makeshift war map, and with the sharp edge she sliced a little way into her finger. She watched the blood well up on the tip, then, carefully looking down at the salt pot that was Naeth in her imagination, she allowed a single drop of blood to fall. 
 
                 Blood on the pot. For the lady with the voice in her head. The one she thought of as The Waker...but now that was done, who was she? What was she? And why the blood?
 
                 She didn't know why. All she knew was that it felt right. 
 
    
 
   *


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   II.
 
   The Lake of Glass
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Renir Esyn dreamed the blood-black dreams of battle. 
 
                 Outside the castle where he slept a fitful, broken kind of sleep, a heavy rain pounded the stonework. Shadows of ill-aspect played across the walls of his borrowed room, and sweat beaded his brow despite the cooling autumn wind from the open window. Turning and thrashing, legs and arms trapped within the thick blankets, Renir muttered and groaned in his sleep. He was no stranger to harsh dreams. Renir was a man haunted in his sleep by dreams of his dead wife, or sometimes of foes slain and bloody who would sit at the foot of his bed, atop his blankets. 
 
                 Many times now, Renir cried out while the memories of wounds played out from within his wicked sleep. His worst, a sword thrust clean through his thigh, should have laid  him up for months, or even killed him. 
 
                 But his dream-guardian, the woman who would be his conscience, saw to it that he did not die. That woman, the keeper of his dreams, was his dead wife, Hertha, and she had work for him still. 
 
                 Always, she had work for him, dead or alive. 
 
                 Renir ran and sweated in his bed. He woke from these dream-nights with little or no recollection of his travails, but was always tired when he had those dreams. So tired. 
 
                 Hertha scolded and scorned her husband even though he slept and she was dead. She might have married a shirker, she told him, but she knew he would be king and she would see him wear the crown yet, whether he wanted it or not. 
 
                               
 
   *
 
    
 
   'Renir!' 
 
                 'Leave me sleep, woman,' Renir mumbled, turning his head against his hard cold bed. Damn woman would be after him going out, buying pots, traipsing round Turnmarket. Or worse, getting his fishing boat out on the sea. Sea would be freezing, he'd be cold. Middle of winter, on Sturma's far south? On the Spar? 
 
                 No. 
 
                 'Leave me sleep,' he whispered into his bedding. 'Please...please...'
 
                 'Renir...' 
 
                 Softer, this time. His wife had never been soft. 
 
                 What's she playing at? 
 
                 'Renir...' 
 
                 'No, Hertha. I'm tired...so tired...please...no more...'
 
                 'Renir, you always were lazy. No more. You think a king rests easy? You think a king sleeps sound at night? No. A king hears screams in his sleep. He worries, he frets. And he should. A country's life and the lives of the people are held in that king's hand...tenderly or with an iron grip, it matters not. A king's burden is a heavy one. Sleep? Pfft.'
 
                 Renir opened one eye, looked at his wife. 
 
                 She sat at the end of the bed. She bore the scars of death even here, in his dream. In his dream he slept (or tried to) in their marital bed. The home they had shared for such a short while had been little more than a shack. Freezing in winter, unbearably hot in summer. Heavy drapes at the mean, narrow windows, hangings on the walls to keep the drafts from sneaking between the timbers. 
 
                 How the hell can I be so cold, in bed...in a dream?
 
                 Hertha smiled as sweetly as the memory of a corpse could. 
 
                 It's cold because she wants it cold. 
 
                 He groaned. He wasn't even the master of his own dreams any more.
 
                 Never, never, marry a witch. 
 
                 Wish I'd known that before I married her, he thought, in the deep places within the mind where a man is still free to think his own thoughts, even within a dream. Even while haunted (no, harried) by the memory of a dead wife...or her ghost. For without a doubt, the haunting in his mind was no mere ghost, no simple memory. Hertha had been a witch in life.
 
                 In death? Here, in his mind? She had power, still.  And a damn sight more than he.
 
                 'Hertha...I need rest. I'm not a king. I'm a man, and a simple one at that. A tired man. Each night you come to harangue me and lash me with your tongue. I'm tired, though. Please let me sleep, if only for one night.'
 
                  'Pfft,' said Hertha's ghost once more, impatient, even though this was just a dream within a dream. 'Lazy.' 
 
                 'Goodnight.'
 
                 'Ungrateful, too.'
 
                 Renir nodded, and snuggled back into his blankets. Then a suspicious look crossed his dream-face. 
 
                 'Ungrateful?'
 
                 'Yes, Renir Esyn. Ungrateful. I came to warn you, and you scold me for doing you such a service.'
 
                 Renir sat, even within the dream, and stared at his dead wife. 
 
                 'What warning?'
 
                 'A man comes. It is your time.'
 
                 'What do you mean?'
 
                 'Time to stop being a baby at your friend Shorn's tit, a cowardly lad under the whip of Caeus and those shiny paladins of the Sard and all the people telling you what to do, telling you who to be.'
 
                 'You tell me what to do all the time!' 
 
                 'That's different. I'm your wife.' 
 
                 'What? You're...' 
 
                 Dead, he was going to say...but he didn't, even here, in the dream. 
 
                 'Shush, man. Don't tell me what's what, just get up. It's time to be a king. The king. The last king of Sturma...or the first.'
 
                 'What man? Hertha...damn it...what man?' 
 
                 'Wake up and see. He's right here.'
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Wake up...
 
                 Renir sat briskly up in his bed. Moonlight, a solitary candle struggling in the autumn wind beside his bed. Scars on his torso seemed even darker in the wan light. 
 
                 But there was no man. 
 
                 No sound, no breathing. No sense that he was anything other than alone. 
 
                 The rain pounded against the heavy stone of the castle, dripped down and pooled below the open window. The air, already, was chill. Goosebumps stood out on his arms and chest. 
 
                 'Nothing. Crazy witch. Nothing.' 
 
                 Beside him, as always, his axe rested. Haertjuge, the heavy butterfly blade on the flagstones, the handle within easy reach. 
 
                 'Nothing.'
 
                 His hand grazed the handle, his own heart still ill at ease following his dream. 
 
                 But it was cold, and he was tired, and it was just a dream. 
 
                 Renir lay his head back down and closed his eyes with a sigh. 
 
                 'I bring greetings, King-to-be,' said a voice with a smirk somewhere in it, from the shadow. 
 
                 Renir sprang from the bed, the blade already in his hand.
 
                 But the voice moved again. 
 
                 'Greetings from the Queen.'
 
                 Behind him, now...against the wall. 
 
                 Renir spun and slashed and hit...nothing. 
 
                 'The Queen wishes you nothing but well...peace, Renir Esyn. If you wish to live...to gain the Crown that Caeus hunts...be at peace. I am no enemy.' 
 
                 There...there in a corner. 
 
                 'There is no Queen,' said Renir, and swiped at the voice in the dark once again. 
 
                 Not in the corner, then.
 
                 Then, from the shadows, a man stepped into the light. 
 
                 'Not your Queen, Renir Esyn...but mine. The Queen of Thieves sends her regards to the man who would be king to this nation.' 
 
                 For a moment, Renir was given to pause by the man's appearance alone. He was utterly bald, but with long moustaches. He had parchment thin skin, but Renir could feel vitality radiating from the man. Not old, nor frail...but sun-starved, perhaps, pale and almost luminous even in the dim light. 
 
                 Renir did not let his guard down, but held his axe, ready to strike, should the man move at all.
 
                 If I could...thought Renir, grimly. He is fast...
 
                 'How the hell did you get in here? I can't get out, and you...just...stroll in? How?'
 
                 'Man of dubious talents, your Grace...'
 
                 'And you who boasts such talents? You are?'
 
                 'Me? I'm but a humble fool, a thief, a rascal, a rogue...'
 
                 'Wordy...'
 
                 'Wordy, yes. A friend of mine called me such...long ago.' A look of such deep sadness crossed the bald man's face that for an instance, a mere second, Renir was disarmed. 
 
                 Wary, now...might be I've been fooled before...
 
                 'Please, Renir Esyn...forgive my lapse...it has been some time since I have bandied words with a...man. I am the Queen's...consort?'
 
                 'And does the consort have a name?'
 
                 'Once...maybe. Roskel Farinder, the last time I was known by that name...' said the man. He inclined his head slightly, like a bow, but without taking his eyes from Renir's the whole time. He did not finish his sentence, but moved on. 'Anyway...let us agree that it has been a time. And then, perhaps some more...'
 
                 Renir's axe remained ready. 
 
                 Don't let your guard down, he thought, and the voice sounded almost like Shorn's...the wisdom of warriors. 
 
                 'Well, Roskel Farinder...you have a strange way of greeting a man. In his bed, in the middle of the night. I wonder, now, whether the guard know you are here...and if maybe they would like to. Kindly leave me to my sleep, and perhaps we will talk more in the morning.' 
 
                 Farinder inclined his head slightly, once again, but that look of sadness that made him seem warm, like a man who might be worth a little salt, slipped by so fast that Renir wasn't sure he ever saw it there. 
 
                 'You misunderstand...' said the bald man, but did not finish his sentence, because as he spoke he moved. The next thing Renir knew, he was in the dark again.
 
                 This time, not the soft dark of a city night, with moonlight and candles and the distant glow of streetlamps and torches in a castle's halls. 
 
                 Pure dark. The kind you get below the ground where there is no memory, even, of light. Uncomfortable dark, like when a man is forced to wear a sack over his head while being carried over a man's shoulder like a lamb, and jouncing steadily and ever downward.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   The Fat Monk Inn was wide and low and steeped in shadow, day or night. Once, it had been a barn - the rafters had been packed with hay and tools. On the outskirts of the city of Naeth, it now served wayfarers, merchants...mercenaries. Warriors, maybe. Dark men with dark characters, rubbing shoulders with farmers or rubes, fresh from the fertile fields come to trade their stock and wares or to lose their shirts in games of Royal Houses, or scoop cad.               There were plenty of dangerous men in the Fat Monk, too. They bore long blades and their eyes were narrow and sharp. In short, men like Shorn, and Bourninund and Wen Gossar. 
 
                 Once, maybe, any one of the three fighters would have found cause to fight, to draw blood...to kill, even, on nothing more than a whim. But no more. 
 
                 The three men sat quietly and unmolested in a corner near a small hearth with a dying fire. There was a large, round central hearth where most of the customers would sit. A large fire that would heat the room and light up unruly faces. 
 
                 This fire was for the kettles, the pots. For warming the bread. 
 
                 In the morning, it would be stoked, water would be boiled and bread warmed. Now it was low, the light sparse, the warmth more than enough for men accustomed to sleeping in makeshift shelters in rain or snow.
 
                 At this time of night (on the cusp of morning, in truth), most patrons had already moved along, or taken to their rooms to sleep. Wen, for his part, snored softly, sound asleep on a hard bench with his back to the wall. His fabled sword the Cruor Bract, once worth a pretty fortune when the blade had been sharp with rubies, peered from his shoulder. Just a sword, now, but a damn heavy one with the strongest of the three still alive to wield it. 
 
                 Wen still held a mug of dark Sturman ale in one thick fist. With his dark skin, his bald pate, his utter stillness, he could have been mistaken for a shadow. But for the snoring, and the immense sword on his back. A dangerous kind of shadow, then. The kind that fights back.
 
                 Grey-haired and thick of beard, Bourninund was younger than Wen, though he looked older by far. He stared at the embers of the fire. Occasionally, he lifted his own mug to his lips, took a drink, wiped his lips and moustaches on his sleeve, then simply returned to watching the glowing logs in the grate, like it was the most interesting thing in the whole tavern. 
 
                 Perhaps it was. 
 
                 Shorn, the younger of the three dangerous men, was done drinking for the night. His own sword was at his back. On his arm he wore a shining steel brace, flared and sharp - the work of a master smith, and the only reason he was still able to wield his own heavy sword with two hands. 
 
                 Once, he'd been fearless. Unstoppable. 
 
                 Monstrous? 
 
                 Shorn snorted at the thought. Bourninund grunted, but was too tired or too drunk to involve himself in Shorn's thoughts this evening. 
 
                 Shorn was a man with a warrior's soul. A man who knew himself like no other.
 
                 Or at least, I thought I did...
 
                 His bones and sinews remembered the hundreds of battles all too well. The cold and damp, the poor rations. The campaigns, the wars. Sleeping in blood-soaked fields, or passed out in a thicket on the way to the next battle...always, he'd known where to go. Someone had always pointed, and he had gone. His life had been simple enough. He was a soldier, never a leader. 
 
                 So, now Renir and Drun were thick as thieves, lording it up in the castle that towered over the city. The castle, a bloated giant, looking down on the rest of them. Maybe Renir and Drun, too. 
 
                 Renir...a king? 
 
                 Shorn shook his head. 
 
                 I'm just drunk...low and drunk...they want the lead, let them. I'm a soldier, right? 
 
                 He was waiting. He knew how to wait. A soldier was, perhaps, better at waiting that fighting, even. 
 
                 So what was the problem? 
 
                 Exactly, Shorn...what is the problem? 
 
                 He was waiting. He had his orders...
 
                 Because we're friends, damn it. Friends. Friends don't treat each other like...soldiers. 
 
                 Shorn snorted again and this time he did take a drink. A long drink. He'd thought he was done for the night. Already his head swam with drink and dark thoughts, but drunk was better than sober when you couldn't think straight. And he couldn't think straight because there were too many damn thoughts, all jostling within his head. The head of a soldier, and he knew this. And yet, was he a simple soldier now?
 
                 They'd battled the Draymar barbarians and lived. Forged friendships that he thought even death could no longer break. They'd grown, learned, travelled, drunk together. 
 
                 Met the Seafarers and won passage...met his son! Shorn shook his head, once again. That he should have a son...Poul. 
 
                 He knew he would never see the boy again, but he'd made a mark, hadn't he? 
 
                 Hadn't he?
 
                 Could it all be for nought? Nothing more left for him of note but to be fodder on a Protocrat's blade when the end, finally, came?
 
                 His hand was shaking now and he tried to steady himself to take another gulp of the heavy ale people drank in this city. His hand was shaking, he knew, because he was angry. He didn't want to be angry. 
 
                 Bad things happened when he became angry. 
 
                 With all the force of his will, Shorn steadied his hand and finished his drink. But his mind wouldn't still, no matter how much he tried to drown it. 
 
                 It wasn't the friendship...it wasn't...
 
                 He was struggling, now, to get his thoughts to go in a straight line. 
 
                 'Not the friendship...'
 
                 Bourninund didn't seem to hear him. 
 
                 Not just that...they'd...what? They'd fought their way to the end of the world, even! To the frozen wastes of Teryithyr...into the heart of the volcano. 
 
                 Who else in the world but they could boast such a feat?
 
                 They'd found the bloody Red Wizard, Gods help them. 
 
                 Was this to be the pinnacle? Was there nothing more left for the three of them, warriors all, but to pit themselves in a final war, to die? And should they live, what would there be for men such as them? Games of Fiddler's Thirteen, drunk and dropping teeth? Sitting in their own stink, growing fat, spending what coin they had on drink and meat and women? 
 
                 'No,' said Shorn, more loudly than he'd intended. 
 
                 His outburst made Bourninund slop his ale onto his shirt. 
 
                 'Brindle's balls, man. What's got into you? You've been maudlin ever since Renir went up to the castle. You soft on him?'
 
                 'Maudlin? I'm not maudlin, Bourninund. I'm angry. I'm bored. I'm drunk. I'm not maudlin in the slightest.' 
 
                 'Could've fooled me,' said the older man. He shrugged and turned back to staring at the fire. 'Could get yourself up to the castle. If you wanted. You're not an outlaw no more, you know.' 
 
                 Shorn was silent for a while. Then he smiled, the expression wicked on his deeply scarred face. The greatest scar, that which split his nose nearly in two, curved like a scimitar. 
 
                 'You're right, Bourninund. You're wise, for an old man.' 
 
                 'Damn right,' said Bourninund, his head nodding down onto his chest. 
 
                 Shorn, too, nodded, then pushed himself up and strode quickly to the door and out into the night. 
 
                 'What?' said Bourninund. Then his head fell against Wen's shoulder and the two of them snored happily in the warmth of the fire and the ale. 
 
                 Once outside the Fat Monk, Shorn stood breathing the damp, chill air of the Naeth night. Drizzle came down, waking him from his anger and his drunken depression. He sensed something in that sudden moment of clarity, despite the fog of drink and the dim light. 
 
                 Sensed something...dangerous...
 
                 Now!
 
                 His hand, his good right hand, was instantly on his sword. Shorn was drunk, yes, but his life was violence. Drunk, but still fast. His hand to sword, sword from scabbard...as fast, if not faster, than a man could think the action. 
 
                 But this night, not fast enough.
 
                 A thud, dull, and a clatter of steel. He looked to his right hand, where his sword should be held. Looked for the blur of his great sword named Faerblane, in what should have been a glittering arc through the dimly-lit sky. 
 
                 The sword was not in his hand, but on the stones beside his feet. His right hand was not moving as it should, but falling, like it had died. 
 
                 And it had. 
 
                 He stared down at the source of the sudden pain coursing through him and saw fat, black feathers at the end of an arrow shaft, jutting from his chest. 
 
                 Struck my spine, he thought. Crippled...on the right...
 
                 Blood feels...dirty. Still standing. Not for long. Poisoned. Crippled. 
 
                 Get the poison out...live...call out...get...
 
                 'Oh,' he managed, then toppled forward with a thud against the cobbles of the city streets. The arrow pushed through so that the poisoned head pointed upward to the sky, but the archer was thorough and perfect. The barbed steel head and the shaft both were coated in poison. 
 
                 The archer was the best there ever was. The best there ever would be. The archer's name was Guryon, the Planes' Assassin. He was not one soul, but many. The souls of all the assassins that ever lived, with one dread purpose their only reason for existing.
 
                 As the first rays of the new day broke the horizon, the Planes' Assassin went from one spot to the next instantly. It pulled the broken mercenary from the bloody cobbles, and vanished, taking Shorn with it.
 
                 Not matter what he'd done, Shorn would have been too late.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Naeth Castle stood atop a slight hill that brought its foundations higher than most other buildings in the city, and its towers to what seemed dizzying heights from below. 
 
                 In a long, cold hallway of the castle, torches sputtered in the damp air. Wind whistled and rain dripped for the lintels above the high windows. The castle was old, the city's heyday centuries gone. It was a relic, a crumbling edifice from days past. More, perhaps, a monument to the memory of greatness than greatness itself. 
 
                 Daylight might have broken, but for most, it was still night. Only when Rythe's largest sun, Carious, fully broke the curve of the world would most wake. The night was for brawlers and thieves, for drunkards and wicked men. The day for merchants and hawkers and Lords and Ladies alike. 
 
                 One such lady slept, still. A lady who knew both worlds, the light and the dark. Outside her chamber, she was guarded. But few were guarded within their own minds, or from their own memories.               
 
                 Cenphalph Cas Diem sat with legs crossed to one side of the lady's heavy wooden door. His long, straight sword was unsheathed on the floor beside his right hand. Though his eyes were shut he was not sleeping, but guarding, and maybe wishing he had power like Drun Sard, his friend and, perhaps, his conscience. Then, perhaps, he would have been able to give the Lady A'm Dralorn succour from her darkening dreams. Her tortures, both sleeping and waking, were more apparent than ever. She would hardly leave her rooms, merely picked at whatever food came to her. She was uncomfortably thin, now. Her face was drawn, her black eyes now black underneath and above, too.
 
                 But he was no mage, no priest. A warrior only. He could not heal her, no matter what he wished. 
 
                 So he sat, legs crossed, sword upon the stone floor. Ordinary guards most often stood, for the simple reason that guarding was boring work...and boring work sends people to sleep. 
 
                 Cenphalph was in no danger of falling asleep. He was more than ordinary. He was Sard. One of the remaining members of the ancient order, invested with speed, endurance, talent with the blade. A smart man, maybe, but not particularly educated in words or arts...smart in the ways of battle. A good man to have sitting beside your door should you be heart sick, suffering...and in danger, yes, though not, perhaps, the one that Tirielle A'm Dralorn would have chosen. 
 
                 But then j'ark is dead, isn't he? She's stuck with me. 
 
                 Cenphalph almost groaned right along with Tirielle the next time she cried out. Her anguish, even through her sleep and the thick door and the whistling winds, was plain. It hurt Cenphalph to hear it. 
 
                 He was not immune to the pain she felt. She'd lost a lover she didn't know she had. Cenphalph had lost a brother. j'ark, perhaps the greatest swordsman among them, had died so that they could succeed in their task. 
 
                 Had he been the best of them? 
 
                 Now they were fewer, still. His brothers Yuthran and Briskle, Unthor, j'ark...
 
                 How long until we are all dust?
 
                 Cenphalph opened his eyes and sighed. He tried to keep his soul still, to meditate on the loss of his brothers, but his heart was...confused...no matter how he tried to still it. He knew what he needed. Action. A purpose. A renewing of the battle that had led him here to this distant land, this Sturma. 
 
                 Waiting was hard, and dull. 
 
                 Tirielle cried out in her sleep again and he shook his head, took his sword and pushed himself to his feet. He needed to do something...to act. 
 
                 The hall was too narrow to practise his forms with the longsword. His remaining brothers would be at rest in their quarters, battling their own demons in their sleep. Up above him, he could feel Quintal and Drun, still waking. No doubt discussing their next step, their next move. 
 
                 But he could feel something else, too. Something he'd felt already, and more closely than he'd like. A source of great power. Nearing. 
 
                 For a time it had gone away, and he'd been glad. 
 
                 Now it was coming back, and he wasn't sure he liked what that would herald. Yes, he wanted action...but the kind of action that he understood. 
 
                 But this creature, this thing called Caeus that he felt in his blood...he was beyond mortal understanding. He was not mortal. Far from it. Caeus was closer to their enemy's kin than their own. 
 
                 And yet they would do his bidding? Now, at the end of days? 
 
                 The pull of the creature's power made Cenphalph's whole body irritable. Behind the door, Tirielle felt it, too. Her groaning became more panicked, more urgent. 
 
                 There was no doubt. The Red Wizard returned. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Drun Sard's once sun-bright, golden eyes were dulled and tired. Ever-thin, he ran to gaunt now, his shoulder bones jutting like axe-blades against the cotton he wore. 
 
                 Quintal, the leader of the Sard and Drun's friend, pretended not to notice. He tried to imagine Drun sickened for the loss of their brothers, four dead now...Yuthran and Briskle betrayed and killed by...something they could not understand.
 
                 But it was more, and Quintal could not fool himself. Drun was sickening inside.
 
                 Drun was never armoured, nor armed. Quintal, however, wore his shining armour with his back squared, like the weight of it was no burden. His cloak hung to the backs of his knees. His sword, as ever, upon his left hip. 
 
                 Together they spent the entire night saying much and saying little in equal measures, like friends do. Like men joined at the heart through purpose and understand that goes deeper than words. 
 
                 They were high above the city, atop the highest tower in the castle, looking at the bright, falling star in the black night, burning away the cloud cover as it hurtled down. The sun, Carious, a God of a kind to their order, broke the horizon. The bolt of fire raced the sun through the still-wide swathe of night's darkness. 
 
                 'He's dangerous, Drun,' said Quintal, flicking his head to the burning spot in the sky as though there was any doubt about whom they spoke. 'Look...the power of the suns in a man? What are we doing?' 
 
                 'We're saving the world, Quintal,' said Drun. He sounded tired. He was tired. Drun Sard was very, very old...and very ill. . 'And you quickly forget our powers are kin to his.' Even speech was tiring for him. To bring himself to this tower had nearly killed him, and Quintal had wordlessly loaned his friend a strong shoulder
 
                 He didn't think he had long left on Rythe, but he was too busy to die. 
 
                 'Fine, Drun. Fine. But you understand my meaning well enough. They're wary of us, these people, these Sturmen...and we of them. We're emissaries, yes, but warriors first. They're afraid of him, of us...and we of them...how can we fight the coming battles when we can't even organise ourselves? It's too vast, Drun. Too heavy a burden.' 
 
                 'No one man can see all of it, Quintal, I agree. You? I? No.' 
 
                 'You think he can? You think he knows? That blighted creature? The Red Wizard is insane, Drun. Don't deny it.' 
 
                 Drun sighed, but he nodded. 'I fear you are right, my friend. I think perhaps the centuries have turned our saviour to madness. Caeus is not what he was rumoured to be...but what choice do we have?' 
 
                 'We fight as we always fought. We watch ourselves, we fight with blade and magic. The Rahken will stand with us, as will the Sturmen, if we can find a way to make them whole. The Kuh'taenium will rally around Tirielle. The Seafarers? Perhaps...when the world shook their land was made whole. It is a time of legend, of fable...myths turn to truths, the lost and forgotten are found...I say let those of us who are of this world fight for this world...not him. Not him.' 
 
                 Drun closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them they shone with golden light. Dimmer, perhaps, than they had once been, but still like the summer's sun through a nothing more than a morning haze, perhaps. 
 
                 Blessed by the suns themselves, the Sard were no strangers to fey power. 
 
                 But the blighted wizard? 
 
                 Drun agreed with Quintal. Caeus was too dangerous. Too powerful. And yes...insane. Insane, for sure. 
 
                 'I think perhaps...I think you are right, Quintal. We would be fools to rest all our hopes in Caeus. He is one of their kind. Too alien, unknowable. I think he intends to help...but can we trust him? We need him, yes...but to put the hope of humanity in his hands? And this red light on the horizon...I find it troubling.' 
 
                 'The red light is their herald, Drun. What else can it be, but a harbinger of the Return?' 
 
                 Drun nodded, a sad motion of his head that was more grey, thin hair moving in the wind than a man moving under his own volition. Drun did not wish for he and Quintal to be right. 
 
                 It was he, Drun, who had brought the three to Teriyithyr. He, ultimately, who had led Tirielle's Rahken companion, Roth, to his death...
 
                 And how many others? For a priest, I have much blood on my hands...
 
                 It was a heavy burden to bear...and if he had been wrong? Mislead? All these years? Myth, foretelling...a mistake? Then was he fool enough to continue on, to trust in the words of seers long dead that this man, this being, Caeus, could save their world? 
 
                 Was he that big a fool? 
 
                 The seers of millennia had not foretold the blight within Caeus, had they? What else had they, for all their wisdom and talent, misconstrued throughout the ages? 
 
                 The Order of Sard...were we naught but a mistake? 
 
                 Drun's heart ached at the possibility. 
 
                 But Quintal...the others...they must not see this indecision. They must not. So Drun forced his old, tired heart to seem sure, even if it could not be sure. 
 
                 He continued, stifling a cough before it could build to more. 'Too much trust in a creature we ourselves do not trust. We need to fight our battles...but Quintal...the power in the creature Caeus that we fear so much?'
 
                 'Yes?'
 
                 'We fight a race of beings as powerful, or more, than even Caeus, perhaps. We need him...his kind of power. We need it. There is no choice...we fight the Elethyn.' 
 
                 'Mankind won once before.' 
 
                 Drun shook his head, sadly, this time. 'Don't be blinded by pride, Quintal. Humankind did not prevail.' Drun flicked his head toward the plummeting ball of fire in the sky. 'He did. With human aid, with the Rahken at his back, true...but without him?'
 
                 'You say we stand no chance without the mad wizard?'
 
                 'No, Quintal, I don't say that. I say we need him...but we need human kind, and the Rahken, too. We need magic the likes of which Rythe has not seen in two millennia or more...' 
 
                 'Magic we have not got. The mages are dead, hunted. The witch-kin are no more. The Rahken retain a kind of power, yes...but magic in this land slumbers, still. He, you...you are the last of the mage lords.' 
 
                 Quintal spoke true enough, Drun knew. He did not like it, but what little magic remained in the peoples of this world was...woeful. 
 
                 And I think, perhaps, that I will not see the battle, thought Drun, but did not voice his thoughts. 
 
                 There must be hope...and if there is not, then there must seem to be. 
 
                 It could be no other way.
 
                 'The Protectorate and, at a remove the Hierarchy, have played their hand well, Quintal. But I do not think they have destroyed magic entirely. They have tried...tried, yes. But it is in the blood, still. I exist, do I not? There are others like me...the Rahken train more. The seer, too. She is one of a kind.' 
 
                 'And broken, Drun, you forget...'
 
                 'I do not forget. But broken can be mended. Can be healed.'
 
                 'Our magic is weak,' said Quintal, anger, maybe fear, somewhere deep within his tone. 
 
                 'Now, yes...but it is not dead,' said Drun, kindly. 
 
                 Above them, the burning man slowed and tumbled upon the air, then, softly, alighted on the stone beside the two mortal men. Like a man taking a simple step on solid ground, rather than a man who had fallen back to the land from conversing with a sun. 
 
                 Smoke drifted from the Red Wizard. He was badly burned by the feat of travelling at such speed, his skin black and crisp, but he showed not even the slightest discomfort. He smiled at the two men in greeting, and they saw that even his teeth and tongue had been blackened. 
 
                 Skin cracked as he smiled and something - not blood, no...not blood - seeped from those wounds. More like smoke than blood. Like the Red Wizard had been burned to nothing even within, within his core, his blood on fire and leaking smoke into the damp morning air. 
 
                 Drun and Quintal took a step back, unbidden. The creature's flesh healed as they watched. Blackened skin, scorched hair, even his eyes had suffered the sun's embrace. 
 
                 The most powerful wizard on the world of Rythe...perhaps since the dawn of the world itself...healed himself within a few moments. The rents in his flesh sealed. His teeth whitened. His hair flowed back from his scalp once more.
 
                 Finally, he could speak. 'Carious tells me...they come. The sun itself is terrified...this worries me.' 
 
                 Caeus' flesh no longer poured with smoke, though the stench of scorched flesh lingered, making Quintal's golden eyes water. The stink was acrid and harsh enough to deflect from the Red Wizard's awful message for a second or two. 
 
                 Caeus blinked his bloody-red eyes and focused completely, at last. 
 
                 'And,' he added, as he clothed himself in some garment that it seemed he made from his will alone, 'Carious tells me I am insane. I am insane, my burning God tells me, as I stand within an embrace hot enough to turn a world to nothingness. It tells me this while I burn and burn within that embrace. Tells me I am insane, and I wonder, too, at this. This terrifies me. I think, perhaps, Carious himself has gone mad from fear. Does it need to tell me, Caeus, the last of the sun's bastard children on Rythe, that I am mad when it is obvious that I am? Such a thing itself is madness, is it not?' 
 
                 Quintal glanced at Drun, carefully. 
 
                 Drun noticed the glance, noticed that Caeus noticed everything...mad or not. 
 
                 'The Elethyn?' said Drun, simply. He was thinking, yes, but what could his thoughts avail him now? He, who had once thought himself a power upon the world of Rythe, standing before a creature who could stand before Carious itself and return whole? 
 
                 Caeus nodded, a smile in his mad, bloody eyes. 'My kin come. I think they must be stronger, still.'
 
                 'How long?' said Quintal. 'How many?' 
 
                 Caeus shrugged. 'Does it matter? Months, mere months, now. Maybe even days...they are stronger than we thought. How many? I do not know. Once, we were few. Now? I cannot guess. Legion or just a few of my kind...it does not matter. They will eat Rythe's suns and this world will die.' 
 
                 'And humankind with it.' 
 
                 Caeus nodded, then, as he was about to say more his crazed eyes clouded...one instant blood red, then, a mottled grey, as though an angry cloud slid past. 
 
                 It was fast, but Quintal and Drun both saw the change.
 
                 'You fools!' said Caeus, his eyes once more red and his face stern. Not a killing look, but the look a parent might give an idiot child. 'You let him go?' 
 
                 'What? Who?' said Quintal, wary, still. Ever wary where the Red Wizard was concerned.
 
                 'The little king...the man who would be...he is gone!' 
 
                 'Renir?' said Drun, sending out his own power even as he spoke. His mind, once within Renir's, was attuned to the man's thoughts. Like tendrils of sunlight, throughout the castles many halls and room, Drun searched for the man who would be king...
 
                 And found that Renir Esyn was simply not there.
 
                 'He's right,' said Drun, his sun-blessed light snapping back into his tired eyes. 'Renir's gone.'
 
                 'He can't have gone far,' said Quintal. 
 
                 'How ever your kind took the world I do not know,' said Caeus. 'Sometimes I think I made a mistake. Not gone from the castle, Quintal of the Sard. Gone.'
 
                 And then Caeus bowed his head and did something that neither Quintal nor Drun had thought they would ever see. 
 
                 The Red Wizard's face, when he looked back, was dripping with bloody tears. 
 
                 'He is gone...and Carious was right, of course. In my madness I allowed pride to rule me. Hubris was ever my enemy. I...I am...sorry?' 
 
                 The word sounded alien, even on Caeus' alien tongue. 
 
                 'I went to my God to find the Crown of Kings. Carious sees all...but not that. I went to my God with my power a shield and a pennant, like an army victorious...but I am not. I should have gone as a supplicant, but my Lord God Carious burned me and chastised me like an errant child...and it was right to do so. For all my power, I am no more than a simple fool.'
 
                 'Welcome, Caeus,' said Drun, and with a gentle and careful hand, touched the Red Wizard's shoulder. 'Welcome to humanity.' 
 
                 Perhaps another creature would have found such a compliment demeaning. But Caeus' blighted eyes once again turned back to mottled grey, if only for the merest instant. 
 
                 He nodded, finally. His tears simply disappeared, sucked back into his face like rain into dry earth. 
 
                 'Drun, Quintal...I am mad. I am dangerous. But I will help where I can. But you should know this...for all my strength in the arts of power, in the ways of the mage...there is something of this world that eludes me. There is a splinter in my sight, in my foresight...a shard of blackness that I cannot find nor penetrate.
 
                 'And it worries me.' 
 
                 'Then,' said Drun, 'we will watch for treachery, for danger, from unexpected quarters.' 
 
                 Caeus nodded. 'I am...tired. Tired at last. Excuse me.'
 
                 Drun and Quintal watched the creature go, this time taking the stairs to his rooms like a mortal might. Drun thought he had never seen anything or anyone look so...worn.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   In the heart of the continent of Lianthre, far across the sea from Sturman shores, there is a spot of land that looks, and feels, like some horrific and deep black cancer. 
 
                 Upon the map, it is no more than a mark, a note, and a name. 
 
                 That name is Arram. 
 
                 Arram is the cancer, and its tendrils spread wide across the land.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   A solitary Protocrat sat at an ancient wax and ink stained desk deep within the bowels of the sprawling complex named Arram. Few of the protectorate, even those within the council of twenty-one who led the vast, and now impatient, armies of the protectorate, knew what the lone creature did. 
 
                 His name was Fernip Unger. He was good, perhaps, at two things: reading, and writing. He had been a student of letters throughout his entire life, and the saddest thing he found was that so few of his kin even knew what he did. 
 
                 Maybe only one other, but he was dead now. Klan Mard had seen the entirety of the Protectorate's archives. Had, in fact, etched it into his very being. Created in himself a Bone Archive. 
 
                 Fernip knew these things, but yes, he knew more. 
 
                 But did anyone ever ask of him, but for Anamnessor Mard? Did anyone ever come down to the dark of the libraries and the archives beneath Arram and tap Fernip upon his bony shoulder? 
 
                 'Fernip? I wonder if you could tell me what the Island Archivists knew of all this...' they might say. Perhaps one day, someone might have come with such a need. And perhaps Fernip would have told them. Would have told Jek Yrie, or Mermi Fros, the truth. 
 
                 The truth beneath the lie. 
 
                 Above, something shifted within the complex, and the dust from the endless rows of books, parchments, tablets, was agitated, drifting angrily into the air. Fernip did not feel the need to cough, but the dust alighted on the text before him. The text which he wrote. 
 
                 Perhaps it would dry the ink better than sand, he thought. But then, did it matter if it smudged, or if his hand wavered as he wrote? He thought not. 
 
                 A sense, above, of some vast mass moving, again. 
 
                 Nearly done, now, he thought, but this was tinged with a kind of sadness that few Protocrats would understand. What did the majority of them care for emotions but those born of fear? The dark emotions that fuelled their terrible powers...
 
                 Fernip felt such deep sadness because he alone understood that there would never be a reader for the work before him. He wrote it for his own...amusement? Did he feel humour? 
 
                 He didn't. No. But he could understand it. On an intellectual level. As though the sense of the ridiculous was nothing more than an academic exercise. 
 
                 To whom could he tell this joke? This immense joke? A joke as big as the galaxy, as big as the Protectorate themselves? 
 
                 None would listen. Not because they would not care. No. 
 
                 Not one of them would listen because they were all utterly mad and there was nothing left, no magic, no secret, no unveiling, that could save his kind. The blight had destroyed their minds, just as it was always supposed to.
 
                 It is, he thought, quite the funny yarn. 
 
                 He tried to laugh, but all that escaped was a dry, rasping hack from lungs full of dust. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   His whole world might as well have been full of dust. 
 
                 The only one of their kind who might have had some kind of power, some sway, was gone and dead. For that, Fernip was happy indeed, because Klan Mard was a dark-hearted, evil bastard, even for a Protocrat. 
 
                 He would have spat on the memory of the name, but his mouth was dusty, too. Parched. 
 
                 Fernip Unger shrugged and dipped his quill tip into a small, dwindling, bottle of ink. 
 
                 Perhaps he would run out of ink before he finished telling his grand joke. 
 
                 Now, he thought, that really would be funny. 
 
                 Scratching on the rough dry paper in the meagre light of a single candle, Fernip wrote once more. 
 
    
 
   ...Rythe hangs in the balance, and like two weights on opposing sides of a scale, the continent of Lianthre faces the country of Sturma from across the long and wide ocean. 
 
                 Sturma is naught but a small nation. A nation (to the minds of the Lianthrians that even know it exists) of barbarians. Once, that nation was strong and proud. Ruled by Thanes, and ultimately a line of kings, for a time it knew stability, civilisation, and the trappings thereof - art, commerce, architecture, religion...these things flourished. For a time. 
 
                 Under the kings, and during the time of kings, yes...they flourished. Remnants remain, still. 
 
                 Some of those kings were great men, some mediocre, some bad, ineffectual, even evil. 
 
                 Kings are mortal men, after all. 
 
    
 
   For a moment, Fernip paused. He didn't tire, true, but sometimes he wished for a diversion. 
 
                 For many hours now the cacophony in the halls, and on the land above, had slowed. 
 
                 He realised he had no sense of noise, movement, other than his own. 
 
                 Were they, at last, all gone? 
 
                 He shrugged. It mattered not. But in a way...it was a kind of solace to know that Arram, the entire place, was his. His alone. Maybe this beautiful loneliness would only last for a short while...but he suspected...not. 
 
    
 
   ...Long, long before men dotted the earth with their short-lived deeds, before man even learned to write or speak, before they thought or had the ability to record their trials and victories, a different kind held sway upon that planet. 
 
                 The Elethyn... 
 
    
 
   Fernip dipped the quill once more, nearly at the end of the bottle. 
 
                 Once, the Elethyn ruled with hate. And their bastard children rule it with the same tools now, he thought. But not for long.
 
    
 
   ...They were defeated by treachery, by one of their own kind. A creature known only as 'Caeus'.               
 
                 When they left is not know, but their mark did remain in a weaker, diluted race. Those known as the Hierarchy, and, hidden too long in their towers and minarets, the Hierarchy dwindled to nothing more than myth.
 
                 They left the land to my kind. I, Fernip Unger, am one. 
 
                 We, together, are the Protectorate. 
 
                 And we are nothing more than an entire race of fools.
 
    
 
   Fernip, tireless, wrote long after the silence had enveloped even the most distant reaches of Arram. 
 
                 
 
   ...The places of power are merely...beacons. Arram, Sybremreyen, the Kuh'taenium. 
 
                 The humans, the rahken, we Protocrat, even the Hierarchs, are all, ultimately, nothing more than...animals. Here to be farmed, or culled, or butchered, when the Elethyn come home. 
 
                 We build our halls and towers high. We build our society large and far and wide. 
 
                 And in the end it crumbles to nothing but dust. 
 
                 My domain is dust. 
 
                 As is Rythe. 
 
    
 
   He knew the outcome was in no doubt - the blight had taken hold. Now there would be nothing but madness and despair. 
 
    
 
   ...We brought on the blight with our hate. We let it grow. We embraced it. But it is not strength. It is not a disease, or a sign that we have become better than ourselves. 
 
                 Why does the blight affect only our kin? 
 
                 If we'd spent more time reading, as I have, than killing...we would have known. We might have saved ourselves.
 
                 But we did not and no one knows but me and I will not tell because...
 
    
 
   Fernip tried, desperately, to summon a tear for the world of Rythe, but he was dry. 
 
                 
 
   ...Because of my towering hate for myself and my kind...and because it is too late. 
 
                 The blight is no disease. It is a pathway for those souls that travel, even now, as nothing more than a blood-red light. It is the path for the Elethyn to follow home.
 
    
 
   'I'd kill myself, if I could,' said Fernip to the dust and the dark and only remaining candle. But of course he could not kill himself. He was already a long time dead.
 
                 Klan Mard had seen to that.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   When an army of men marches to war, there is disarray. No matter the discipline, the harshness of the commanders, there must be disarray, because the world is not created for petty displays of might. Roads curve, meander, head up and down inclines. Rivers cut swathes across the landscape between battles, mountains spread armies and supply lines thin.               Geography is untidy and men cannot make it into something that it is not. Armies may be pieces in a larger game, but the world is not so simple as a board upon which those pieces move. 
 
                 But upon a plain, like that which surrounds the immense, sprawling complex known only as Arram? 
 
                 There, an army can shine. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The Speculate, the leaders of the Protectorate, looked out of place. Rain made the ground soft, but it was largely sand and thirsty ground. But they were accustomed to shade and shelter, not the road, nor the weather. 
 
                 'This is what we have to contend with?' said Jek Yrie, the most powerful of them. 
 
                 Paenth Dorn D’tha, one of the most talented, and the leader of the Prognostication Division, looked like a rat. Her hair, straight like all Protocrats, fell to her waist and down most of her forehead. Rain dripped from each of them. 
 
                 Haran Irulius actually shook himself, just like a dog might. Jek shook his head. 
 
                 He knew it was madness. But he, too, was not immune. 
 
                 To empty the whole of their home, Arram? 
 
                 Madness. 
 
                 To stand in the rain, like common soldiers? For this? For this?
 
                 The blight was in nearly every one of their kind. Blood-red eyes and more. The eyes were a sign of ascension. They all, even the lowliest warrior of the Tenthers, were more powerful than ever. But judgement, control...Jek could feel it slipping from himself. It, too, was gone from many of his kind already. 
 
                 But still some core remained within Jek that let him understand that, yes, the power was burgeoning, and that the return was nearing (how long now? Weeks? Months? No longer than that, surely...) but that they were losing something of themselves, too. Jek could feel it slipping away. Centuries of planning, countless hours of manoeuvring councillors, persuading in the darkness with words or steel. For nothing? For this? 
 
                 The might of Arram, the entirety of the Protectorate, had been drawn back to this barren, sand-blasted plain, for this...two men, in simple steel armour, on horseback.  
 
                 Jek felt himself blood-eyed and drowning in the fury of the blight. 
 
                 Behind him, an army, arrayed as it should be. Upon the plains of Lianthre, in the centre of the greatest continent of Rythe. The largest, best trained, most powerful army the world had ever seen. Miles of steel worn by fast, terrible soldiers who spent their lives training with the sword. Bayers, awful hounds, held on leashes, ready, eager to go to war. Mages with the power of destruction a few simple words or even a thought away. Fire and talent, fury and rage...
 
                 And yes, insanity, but what army was not full of it? 
 
                 The rain fell on the mightiest army in history, glistening on robes and cloaks, on warhound's dark flanks, running to drip from scabbards and sheaths and gauntlets and helms. Plumes still bristled upon the Pernant's helms at the head of their Tenther units. Not a single protocrat moved, nor grumbled, despite the insanity of the blight that boiled throughout the entire ranks. 
 
                 Not one soldier, not one mage, no one. Nothing but the rain and Jek's words made a sound. 
 
                 And the two men? Armoured and armed, yes...but two men?
 
                 Suddenly, Jek had not the slightest idea why he had order his people, his army, into this wet, miserable, sandy expanse. 
 
                 To make war on these men...one of them old, at that? The Speculate could make out the man's grey, whiskery face even at this distance, even with his bloody eyes. 
 
                 The blight was making a fool of him. 
 
                 No. All of us. The blight is making fools of all of us.
 
                 Are we undone already? Is this what the blight leads to? Idiocy? 
 
                 'Idiots!' he bellowed, turning from the men. Where they even there? Did he now have to doubt his own eyes? 
 
                 'Get back in! It is not time...this was...' 
 
                 Oril Poulgian blinked, as though waking from a daydream. 
 
                 'A drill...' 
 
                 Jek was thankful, but said nothing to Poulgian. They would have words, and soon. Presume to treat me, the Speculate, like a mewling babe on a mother's tit? 
 
                 More than words. 
 
                 'A drill!' his voice, his words, gained strength with the power of his magic and his blight-fuelled rage. 
 
                 Why had they come? Why? Yes, they could go back, back to Arram...but what had spurred them to come and stand like pretty statues in the rain? 
 
                 He turned and looked and there, still, those two taunting bastards. Mere mortals. Not even gifted. Nothing special about them at all. 
 
                 Am I truly, truly insane? 
 
                 He did not wonder for long. The men spurred their horses, and came toward the Protectorate's entire army. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Gurt sighed and shook his head. He turned his face toward the sky, one last time. About their heads, a swirling storm of red light, all coalescing about the massed army just a short ride away. 
 
                 'They don't see it, do they? How can they not see it?' 
 
                 Perr made some kind of movement with his shoulders that might have been a shrug. The man was perhaps the least expressive human Gurt had ever known. He didn't know why, but for some reason he liked the man. No give in him, not an inch. 
 
                 'I admit, I'm about to piss myself. Don't know why. It's not like we're going to battle. You ever get that?' 
 
                 Perr grunted. Gurt had no idea whether in agreement or if the man just had a little wind. 
 
                 That eerie red light felt like a rain storm. Heavy, as though it was getting ready to lash down. But it was just light, right? Light didn't have weight. Wasn't like rain, or blood, or steel. 
 
                 Yet there was that sense in the air, like a good storm charging up. Two of them sitting proud in nice shiny steel, too. 
 
                 It's not a storm, Gurt reminded himself. And we're dead anyway, right? What does it matter? Maybe there's some kind of red lightning up there, maybe red rain. Maybe invisible creatures, large or small, once called the Elethyn. Maybe those Sun Destroyers really have the whole world tied up in a bag. 
 
                 'Doesn't matter, right?' said Gurt, not realising he spoke aloud. Perr was so quiet Gurt often found himself answering for the man. 
 
                 'Nothing ever did,' said Perr. 
 
                 Gurt nearly pissed himself right then at the man's voice. But he held it in and grinned instead. 
 
                 'No, I don't suppose it did,' said Gurt. 'Shall we yank the Yemandril's tail?'
 
                 Perr smiled and nodded, just a tiny inclination of his head. He put his visor down. Gurt didn't have a visor, just a simple helm. 
 
                 But then, it didn't matter, did it? 
 
                 If these bastards wanted them dead, all they had to do was fry them up in their armour. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Jek raised his hands to send fire tumbling from the sky into the two men who were galloping toward their ranks like lunatics, now. 
 
                 His hands dropped. 
 
                 I'm seeing...things...
 
                 'Speculate!' came the first cry, then another, until the outer edges of the great army was in sudden disarray. He turned his head to look behind, to the left, the right. Then back again. 
 
                 What trickery...?
 
                 The two men in steel were riding hard, like demons, and all around the ranks of his proud army, a great wall of fire shot outward toward something unseen, and then back into his warriors. Bayers and Tenthers were blasted into the air, hundreds of fighters, mages, warhounds, all smoking or on fire, falling in agony or flying, broken and smoking, into the wet air. Sudden, intense panic poured from the outer formations toward the centre in mere moments. Jek himself forgot the riders, turning around wildly, trying desperately to understand why his army was...what? 
 
                 They were simply doing what mad things do...going with the fury. 
 
                 Of course they're mad... we all are. 
 
                 A mage blasted fire from his eyes at some enemy that Jek could not see, but the fire hit...nothing. 
 
                 No...it hit the air? 
 
                 Then the fire returned ten-fold. 
 
                 The mage was a smoking ruin. His charred corpse twirled, sank to the ground, curled in on itself like a baby and continued to burn. 
 
                 We're in a battle with...ourselves? Our madness manifest? 
 
                 But then Jek looked again at the patch of air and saw it...shimmer. 
 
                 It is like looking through impure glass. As though there is a disturbance there, or...something hiding...
 
                 Jek was insane, yes, but wily. He always had been, and perhaps in he alone that core remained. Even a madman could not have held the position of Speculate for long without some inner strength. 
 
                 He searched through the growing, rolling clouds of smoke, through the stench, and saw more of those telling, shimmering spots, bold against the landscape now that he knew to look. There were places where the smoke parted, or a sense of blurring at the edge of vision. 
 
                 Magic won't work against them, he thought. Perhaps these strange, invisible attackers were under some kind of shield? Magic, for sure. He understood, now - the magic amplified their own attacks and were sending back fire and lightning with terrible effect on the Protectorate army. 
 
                 Jek wore only a simple black robe, but wore a short sword at his hip, which he drew now. He broke into a run toward the nearest anomaly, surprisingly fast for a man who rarely exerted himself. He had no sense that the thing even registered his approach. 
 
                 With a slashing strike, his blade hit...something. 
 
                 But Jek was mad and angry and confused and forgot that such things as this creature, this armour, existed. 
 
                 History is often forgotten, even by those who study in. 
 
                 As the blade struck the ethereal figure in the smoke, the fury and rage of the strike simply rebounded onto the attacker. Jek fell to the floor, dumbly staring at his own dark blood pouring into the sand at his knees. 
 
                 When did I end up on my knees? 
 
                 The figure became solid when struck, though. A terrifying figure - taller than Jek (himself large for a Protocrate), thinner, encased entirely in some bright metal that shifted and flowed around the creature. Within the armour, Jek saw the faces of slain, bound warriors screaming and snarling inside the metal itself. 
 
                 Such things are...legend...
 
                 Only the Hierarchs ever had sentinel armour. But the Hierarchy was no more. They were dead...asleep...nothing.
 
                 'You were supposed to be dead!' Jek shouted. 'You're not real! Nothing!'
 
                 He felt like he shouted. In his head, his voice sounded angry and he roared. But he did not. Air burbled through his ravaged throat and his head hit the sand with a thud. The Hierarch stamped on Jek Yrie's prone skull, just to make sure, and strode into the fray with its sentinel armour already craving more blood.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Gurt and Perr suddenly found themselves riding hard toward a battle they didn't understand and sure death at the hands of the shifting, awful warriors laying waste in moments to most of the greatest army either of the seasoned warrior had ever seen. 
 
                 Unspoken agreement, even, was not needed. Their futile charge ended with both men hauling hard on their reins. Dusty sand clouded the air around them, their horses hot and ready to work. 
 
                 'Maybe not today,' said Perr, voicing what Gurt was thinking. 
 
                 One thing to go down hard, riding to your death at the end of a blade. But this...was...
 
                 Pointless.               
 
                 These new warriors, these things in their mystic armour? They were beyond Gurt's limited understand...beyond anyone's, maybe. 
 
                 The rain was abating and the ground already dry. Screams and smoke and fire, lightning, the clash of sword and blood. Dust around their horses was already settling back to the ground. The smoke of burning bodies was drifting, obscuring the battlefield. Again and again there were flashes of lightning, gouts of fire. Pain and screeching, high and inhuman, from within the smog. 
 
                 Gurt shook his head. Whatever these things were, they were hard and cold and blood-mad as the Protectorate, but they'd come garbed for war, and the bastards were full of magic Gurt didn't even begin to understand. 
 
                 'Look,' said Perr. Gurt craned his head to the sky, where Perr pointed. 
 
                 It seemed the red light in the sky that looked so much to his eyes like some angry storm was...excited...becoming darker and harder until it was no longer day, or night, but everything was red and hot like fire and blood. 
 
                 'The light...the light's getting...don't know...but the battle's doing something to the light.'
 
                 Those awful warriors were now visible, in the midst of the huge army, striding around, untouchable. They carved bodies or burned them, cleaved heads from shoulders with dread swords, send cracking light blasting through the Protectorate ranks. 
 
                 In return, power poured from the Protocrats at the armoured warriors and simply...bounced back. 
 
                 'They're invincible.' 
 
                 'I think...I think this is what they want...' said Gurt, his voice hard and hoarse with sorrow and the smoke of a thousand burning warriors. 'I think this is it. Gods, Perr...I think this is the end of the world...' 
 
                 Maybe he was right. Death, pain, agony; all reached some kind of peak, almost like it was a tangible thing, a golem made of base emotions that reached a great hand up to the sky. And the red light...it felt it, too. The light leached downward from the skies and joined with the armoured warrior with a terrible, rending screech that could be heard for hundreds of miles. 
 
                 Gurt and Perr were blown from their horses. They flew backward, through the air. Gurt didn't see anything after that. 
 
                 In a mere instant, he felt his bones crack and his old, yellow teeth shatter. He hit the sand, and the sand was hard as rock, and then, thankfully, his vision turned black. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Being down in the dark didn't bother Renir. He'd known darkness before. 
 
                 No more than a day, he figured, since he'd been taken from his room to this one, deep below the city...if he was even beneath the city any longer. The room was dark enough that his eyes hadn't adjusted at all. There was not even the tiniest sliver of light to help. 
 
                 There was a bed, of sorts, though he dare not let himself sleep on it. The blackness here was so absolute he imagined never waking, or if he did, that he would find something crawling over him, on worse, in him.
 
                 When he roamed from his careful perch on the edge of the musty bed, he found very little. He skinned his knee on a piece of furniture, low down. The wood had been cold, with a hint of damp, but not rotted. 
 
                 All in all, he had the sense that this was a room that had not been used in a long, long time...and that it was somewhere low and deep. No sense of warmth, no breeze, and utterly dark as though the sun had never been here. That, and the fact that he had been carried ever downward.
 
                 But was this black cage any worse than his room in the castle? What difference did it make where he was held prisoner? Was one gaol worse than another? 
 
                 I sincerely hope not, he thought, but from the sound of the footsteps coming closer, it seemed he was about to find out. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Renir had no idea how Roskel Farinder achieved his capture. One moment, he'd been reaching for Haertjuge, ready to kill. Next he knew, the man had him over his shoulder, and was striding down a long, long flight of stairs. Renir didn't understand how he could not leave the room, yet this Farinder tossed him over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and just went wherever the hell he wanted. 
 
                 Renir shouted, at first, shouted for the Sard, his keepers or gaolers (he hadn't decided which) but the thief merely told him to shush. The thief had not panicked. Nor did the man sound breathless, as you would imagine someone might, carrying a grown man on their shoulder while heading down a long flight of steps. 
 
                 The steps must have been in my room, though Renir. Could've got out all along, had I but known...
 
                 Stupidly, Renir struggled for some minutes. The man didn't flinch, didn't slow, just...ignored Renir. Maybe held him a little tighter, but only to stop Renir falling...more like he was concerned Renir would do damage to his own person, rather than the thief being concerned for his own health. At one point Renir managed to grab at the thief's eye, but he simply slapped Renir's hand away and made a noise in the back of his throat, like he was disappointed. 'Tsk,' or some approximation. 
 
                 Renir felt...emasculated. It wasn't like the thief was particularly muscular, even. The man was all bone. The worst discomfort, Renir realised after he'd ceased struggling, was the man's bony shoulder digging into his midriff. 
 
                 Eventually, Renir resigned himself to being carted down to the basement of the castle, to find out what new twist fate had stored down there among the wine barrels and mouldering vegetables. 
 
                 But he was, yet again, wrong. 
 
                 Farinder wasn't taking him to the lower castle. Not to the stores, or the dungeons, but...deeper. 
 
                 How deep? 
 
                 Renir couldn't imagine. They journeyed down an endless succession of steps. A sense, later, of pure dark. The thief knew his way well, it seemed. Never lit a torch, but carried on for what might have been hours, even, with the dead weight of Renir on his bones like he wore no more than maybe a thick winter coat. Renir began to sweat, at one point, though Farinder did not. Then, he became cold, and frightened, and at one point Renir was ashamed to find that he'd actually fallen asleep. 
 
                 He tried talking to the man, but perhaps his hood upon his head was enchanted in some way, for the thief gave no indication that he heard anything other than his own footsteps...and so thinking, Renir realised that he couldn't actually hear the man's footsteps. The feel of impact in his middle, right up through the thief's shoulder (which now, after so long, was beginning to hurt him) but no sound of footfalls. 
 
                 Then, without warning, the thief Farinder swung Renir down, onto his feet, and whipped away the hood from his head. 
 
                 'We're here. Sorry, not quite the introduction we'd hoped, but...times change.'
 
                 Renir blinked and blinked, but there was no light. He couldn't even tell where the man was, where his own hands were, for that matter. He could see absolutely nothing, so pitch the darkness he might well have been blind. 
 
                 The thief was still talking. 'I'd prefer a warmer welcome. Maybe some light, eh? Wine, dancing girls...a bit of flair...but...times change.'
 
                 'Where am I?' said Renir. 
 
                 'Where it all began, I think,' said Roskel Farinder, thoughtfully. 'As it should be.' 
 
                 'What do you want with me?'
 
                 'She'll tell  you, soon enough. Make yourself comfortable. Won't be long.' 
 
                 'Who? Who am I meeting?'
 
                 He asked again, but there was no one there. One moment, the thief had been before him, then...nothing. 
 
                 He was left alone, blind, in the dark. 
 
                 I didn't even hear him go. Did he go? 
 
                 It took Renir maybe an hour, searching around the windowless room in the blackness, to be sure the man had really gone. 
 
                 A man could go mad, he thought. Wondered if he hadn't already.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Footsteps? Must be the woman Farinder was referring to...because he didn't make a sound, did he? What kind of man makes no sound...none at all...unless he wants to? 
 
                 What kind of man needs no light? 
 
                 The footsteps, soft, unhurried, came closer. 
 
                 Not confident, though, Renir realised now that his hearing was his main sense. Pausing. Walking. Then moving on again, just a little way. The person was searching, struggling with the dark, just like him. 
 
                 Someone out there in a corridor, probably. Corridors were usually outside rooms, right? 
 
                 I'm not mad, thought Renir. Not at all. 
 
                 He reminded himself that whatever came, whatever this woman was, he had to remember, she and the thief...they were not his friends. No matter how polite a jailer, a prison was the same wherever, and a captive no different in a King's quarters or in a musty, forgotten room below the dirt. 
 
                 The footsteps came closer and closer, pausing, searching, and then a sound, like the grating of stone-on-stone, swiftly followed by instant blinding light. 
 
                 I thought the light would be a relief, he thought, pain lancing through his eyes and into his brain. 
 
                 'Renir?' said someone outside the agony of the sudden light hitting his eyes. 
 
                 I know that voice...
 
                 'Lady A'm Dralorn?'
 
                 Renir blinked and rubbed at his eyes. It took some moments before he could see, and there she was. Tirielle held a torch in her small fist. His eyes recovered. She was dusty and looked as tired as he probably did. But then she looked past him, to where the musty bed was, and Renir turned as saw what she looked at, too. 
 
                 It took all of Renir's effort not to piss himself, for one instant, in the new light, he saw something terrible had been there in the dark with him all along, sitting up in bed like some awful cadaver. In the next instant, his eyes adjusted and the trick, the confusion, was gone. 
 
                 The lady on the bed was simply stunning. The most beautiful creature he'd ever seen in his life.
 
                 How could I ever think...he thought...but then he could not remember where that thought was going, because the woman on the bed spoke and her voice filled Renir's mind with clouds and cobwebs, but light things that were full of beauty.
 
                 'Renir Esyn, how kind of you to come. And Tirielle A'm Dralorn, too...you are a surprise. Don't worry, I haven't had my way with the young man,' said the vision on the bed. 'I waited for him on the bed, but he was such a gentleman.' 
 
                 The woman slid from the bed (not musty, not at all...smooth, silky sheets, Renir saw now...how could I ever have been mistaken?) and with a simple gesture she lit a candle beside the bed. 
 
                 The light from Tirielle's torch and the candle finally blew away the cobwebs from Renir's mind. The room was opulent. The woman who came from the bed to stand before him took his breath away. He couldn't help staring, but with the greatest effort he'd ever put into anything he managed to turn his gaze from her to the floor. 
 
                 'Thank you...for the welcome?' 
 
                 The woman laughed and the sound was like rain on a still, clear pond. 
 
                 Tirielle, beside him, did not seem quite as enamoured as he. 
 
                 'Are you a witch?' she said, simply. Renir's jaw dropped open, but the woman merely smiled. 
 
                 'Tirielle A'm Dralorn...who could have guessed? You have the sight...and you heard me, did you?'
 
                 Tirielle nodded, watching the woman warily. 'I did...I...heard you. Above.'
 
                 'Then you are witch-kin, too.' 
 
                 'Then you are? You really are a witch?'
 
                 The beautiful woman nodded, Renir closed his mouth lest he drool at the sight. Things moved about the woman (she's barely wearing any clothes!) that made a man a fool.
 
                 'I am Selana. And I'm not a witch, Lady A'm Dralorn. I'm the witch. '
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Selana sat once more upon her bed and it sighed. She watched them, watching her. 
 
                 The woman didn't trust her, that much was obvious. The king-in-waiting...he was like a dog after a bitch. Man gets any hotter, his tongue is liable to loll out. 
 
                 'Stay a while. Sit. I've a tale to tell and so few visitors.' 
 
                 Roskel Farinder silently entered the room and just as quietly placed a chair behind each. As he passed, he gentle closed Renir's mouth and whispered something in his ear. She heard, of course she did. Selana's hearing, like so much else, was astounding. 
 
                 Renir looked around, surprised, like a man waking. Well, he was...waking from a spell. 
 
                 Selana made an effort to seem more...normal. Poor man. She knew her limits, just as she knew most mens'. Sometimes they surprised her. 
 
                 Roskel winked at her, sliding himself against a wall to listen. 
 
                 Yes, sometimes a man came along who could handle her, she thought. Maybe two in all her years in her life. One kin, and oddly, one mortal. Roskel was rare indeed. Rare enough she'd kept him around a thousand years. 
 
                 While she thought and observed, Renir shook his head, trying to clear it of the fugue within which she had momentarily placed him. 
 
                 'Don't think too hard, my King. Just listen a while...you, too, Tirielle A'm Dralorn. You came down here, heard my voice. Few could ever do as such, and now? Maybe only one or two across this wide world. Listen, learn. There is time, perhaps...but not much, I fear. Men think they hold the world in their palm, but they do not. There is much they do not see. Caeus, too.' 
 
                 'You know...'
 
                 'Shush, man, and listen.' Roskel didn't move. He didn't need to. Renir closed his mouth, once again. 
 
                 'He's powerful, alright, but in the way of men. He's all fire and showing off. Women...we're different. You, Tirielle...I...the girl child you knew as Sia, gone now...we see things to which Caeus is blind. They are here, you know...the Elethyn. He thought to stop them coming here, but he could not. He never could. 
 
                 'It was always going to be this way. Men think with their strength. They try to make the world like...a battlefield. Something to whack into shape with brawn and steel. Never thinking that perhaps some things cannot be changed. The turning of the world, the cycles of a woman, the ebb and flow of the sea. Men fight what we accept. They strike, we flow. The Elethyn are here. Caeus will not defeat them. Nor will you, Renir Esyn, no matter what Caeus believes. A king to unite the people, yes...but to win out against the Sun Destroyers?'
 
                 Selana shook her head. 'Folly. Always was. Now? Even more so. As we speak, the Elethyn rampage across your land, Tirielle A'm Dralorn. They are invincible. They wear armour that belongs to history, armour no harm can pass. They travelled upon waves of light, in ways you could not imagine, and that light sank into those they left behind for the very purpose of holding their souls. The Hierarchy, once stronger than your hated Protectorate are now no more than vessels for the Elethyn. The Hierarchy and the Protectorate both are no more...vanquished in less than a day, though ordained for millennia...' 
 
                 'No more?' said Tirielle, her voice soft and...awestruck? Sorrowful? For a moment, even Selana found herself unable to read Tirielle.
 
                 But no matter...the woman grieves, no doubt, for the loss of her revenge. 
 
                 Selana nodded again, watching the woman's face, looking for triumph and seeing none. 
 
                 Good. The woman understands that it is no victory, merely that a terrible foe has been replaced with something infinitely worse. 
 
                 'Caeus is and ever was a fool. A sweet fool, and one who I once held dear. But once a fool, always, no?'
 
                 Roskel grunted. Selana shot him a look and he merely winked back again, and twiddled his long moustaches at her. She shot him a look, but he simply shrugged. 
 
                 Once more, she turned her attention to Tirielle and Renir. 
 
                 'This is no war to be won with some heroic battle. It is an endless war. All war is endless, a cycle, no different to any other. The victors rule until they, too, are ploughed under the weight of history. Another takes their place...they strive for greatness, or power, or to be remembered. But nations and kings are all just waves, breaking on the shore. 
 
                 'The Elethyn are the shore, Renir Esyn. You, the Order of the Sard, Caeus, even...you are but waves.'
 
                 'Then it is hopeless?' asked Renir.
 
                 Selana smiled. To the King-to-be's credit, his voice did not waver. 
 
                 'Sometimes,' she said, 'Waves can breach the shore, yes? Once, you were a fisherman, Renir. You understand the tides and the power of the sea.' 
 
                 'I'm confused,' Renir said, and Selana held in her laugh, because she did not want to taunt the man. He was earnest, and honest, and bold and brave. Simple, perhaps. Everything her consort was not, and somehow all the more human for it. If there was one thing her and Caeus had in common, it was a soft place in their terrible hearts for human kind. 
 
                 'I should imagine you are. But does the wave concern itself about the weight of the entire ocean? No. It is a wave, and it can be a beautiful and powerful thing. Renir Esyn, soon you will be king. You will be that wave. A rather large one.'
 
                 'A wave?'
 
                 Selana made a simple gesture, her hand, up and down.
 
                 'Nevermind, Renir. Take each day, each battle, as they come. You are a good, honest, man. Maybe you'll be able to do what other, wiser, dishonest men failed at so well and often. Rule this land. Hold this land. Fight. You must, above all, fight.'
 
                 'If we can't win?'
 
                 'Haven't you been listening?!' 
 
                 Renir shrugged. 'I have. I confess, too many similes for my taste.' 
 
                 Roskel barked a laugh from where he rested, one shoulder against the wall, arms crossed. Even Selana smiled. 
 
                 'We fight because we must. This is what we do. You are no longer a fisherman, Renir. You are a warrior. You are a king.'
 
                 'No crown, though.' 
 
                 'I can remedy that,' said the thief with a sly, yet sad, grin. 
 
                 'You have a crown?' said Tirielle. 
 
                 Farinder shook his head. 'Not a crown, young lady. I have the Crown. The Crown of Kings, the only symbol of power that ever mattered to this land, the only one that ever ruled this land. Since the days of the first people, when humankind came across the sea and settled Sturman shores. The crown worn by the first king...and the last. Until now, maybe.'
 
                 'Where is it?' 
 
                 'On the last king's head still, I should think. Died a thousand years ago.' 
 
                 'You know where?'
 
                 'I should,' said Roskel with a grin that did not, for once, touch his eyes. 'It was I who laid him to rest.'
 
    
 
   *
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Gurt wondered if he was dead. If he was, it was strange and somehow soothing. Rain fell onto his face. He found he could not open his eyes - his eyelids were burned, crusted with sand and blood and smoke. Stinging, yes, but the pain was lost in a sea of pain, like his body was an ocean full of agony. The loss of sight was nothing compared to it. 
 
                 Must have been damn hot. His armour still sizzled, cooling in the blessed rain. Something, either his back or his ribs, grated. He tried to move his fingers, or his toes, starting out with something small, but could not even decided if he had managed that small feat. 
 
                 That sizzling sound was loud, though...his ears were working...were they? 
 
                 Or, is the sound stuck in my ears forever? 
 
                 No...it was a loud sound. Something big, cooling. 
 
                 Humid, too...like the swamp had been. 
 
                 But I'm in the desert, still, right? 
 
                 His skin burned and itched and felt cold, almost freezing, where his armour touched it. Burned badly, he figured, and so thinking remembered Perr. 
 
                 Perr...my gods...man was covered head to toe in steel...
 
                 Poor bastard. 
 
                 Got to be dead...but if he's not...he's hurting. Hurting hell of lot worse than me...
 
                 Gurt tried again to move, even if only a little, but found he was either paralysed or his old body was just so damn hurt it refused to listen to the fool who'd messed it up any longer. 
 
                 He tried to call out to Perr, but his voice wouldn't work. Dry. Teeth broken and his mouth full of blood. He worked his jaw around, something grinding in there, too, and managed to turn his head slightly to the side to spit out tooth and blood. 
 
                 A little better. 
 
                 'Perr...?'
 
                 His voice was lost in that strange hissing sound. Like water, hitting something hot? 
 
                 'Perr?' This time he managed to speak louder, and was rewarded by a groan. Only then did Gurt recall where they were...
 
                 We're in the middle of a battle. Hurt, both of us...and I'm helpless...              I really hope that is Perr...
 
                 Those warriors, in the armour...might be that they were waiting right beside them, waiting to cut them up and down. 
 
                 No. 
 
                 Of course they weren't. That blast? Nothing could have survived that. 
 
                 You did.
 
                 Did I? Gurt wondered. He wasn't entirely sold on the idea that he was still the right side of the gates. 
 
                 'Perr, is that you?' 
 
                 'Hurt,' said the man, and his characteristic understatement almost made Gurt smile, but was hurt too badly himself to try. 
 
                 'Can you move? See?'
 
                 Perr was silent for a time, like he was weighing up whether the effort was worth the pain. Then he grunted, and Gurt heard him shifting, metal grinding. His armour, either bent or burned out of shape. 
 
                 'You burned?'
 
                 'Holy...' said Perr, and suddenly Gurt was curious enough to try moving again, and maybe even try opening his eyes. Instinctively, he tried to sit. Something gave out in his back and he shouted in pain, but then he was half up, on an elbow, and his left eye at least was half open. Muddy sight, maybe ruined, maybe just sandy. Sharp pain made the eye water, but if he was going to see, the watering would help, right? 
 
                 He could see Perr, just a hazy, silvery shape, to his right. And ahead, where the battle had been, where the red light in the sky had...come down? 
 
                 A vast sea, far as he could tell, sitting where once there was sand. Jutting from it, near to them, pieces of a torn animal that Gurt knew was his or Perr's horse. He hoped Wey hadn't died slow...old horse had served well. 
 
                 Rain splashed from its still surface and filled the air with a haze was both cool and welcome. Further in the distance, on the surface of the sea, were legions of dead Protocrats. In some places, a single hand reached out, in others, mounds of broken bodies, white bone or black, severed or burned. 
 
                 'Is that a sea?'
 
                 Perr shook his head, his fingers fumbling at the catches on his dented helm. 'Glass,' said the man. 
 
                 Gurt saw that he spoke true. Miles of desert battlefield had turned forever to a sea of glass. The entirety of the Protectorate army, swallowed within, while those warriors with the awful armour were simply gone. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Something walked through the rain toward them, not across the glass, but around the edge of it. At first, it looked like a large man, maybe, but then Gurt couldn't see too well, and the rahken was drenched, so its fur stuck close to its body. As it came closer, there was no mistaking the creature. Small, for one of its kin, but well-muscled, and thick around the neck and head, leading toward a snout that might have been grinning.
 
                 'I am gladdened to see you living, Gurt and Perr. Brave fools are a rarity these days. Enjoying the rain?'
 
                 The rahken knelt beside Gurt and held out one strong, clawed hand. Thick skin. Smelled a little like wet dog. 
 
                 I probably smell like a well-done steak. 
 
                 'Thank you - you brought the rain?'
 
                 The rahken nodded, pleased. 'My kind are good with weather. You and Perr were...quite hot.' 
 
                 'Burned...Perr...'
 
                 'I'll live,' said Perr, pushing himself up, throwing his battered helm into the sand that now served as a kind of shore. His hair was long, intact, and his face didn't seem badly burned at all. 
 
                 Gurt had the worst of it. 
 
                 The rahken closed his eyes (green, Gurt noted) for a moment, holding Gurt's hand, then, without any kind of warning, wrenched Gurt's arm up and out. He screamed, thought the creature had torn his arm off. 
 
                 'Oh,' he said, after a moment. The pain in his back was lessened, and he found he could stand. 
 
                 'Thank you...' 
 
                 The rahken nodded. 'I'm a healer. Rare thing, these days. Come with me, Gurt and Perr. I will see to your burns and pains best I can. There is work to be done yet, I think.' 
 
                 'It's over, isn't it?' 
 
                 The rahken shrugged. 'Who knows? They're here. The Elethyn returned, no doubt. Where are they now? I don't know. Should we fight? Of course!' 
 
                 'There were things in some strange armour...invincible...' 
 
                 'Sentinel armour. The Hierarchy wake, it seems. The Seer saw this, no doubt. Perhaps it was meant to be. I am a healer. I do not know the future.' 
 
                 'Your name, friend? We are in your debt, it seems.'
 
                 'Essgren,' said the rahken. 'That's me. Essgren. There is no debt, though. Now? In the end of our times? What use debts?' 
 
                 'Thank you,' said Gurt. 
 
                 'My thanks, too,' said Perr. 
 
                 He made a sentence, thought Gurt, with a simple kind of awe.
 
                 Essgren shrugged. 'Pleasure. Let's go.'
 
                 'Where?'
 
                 Essgren shrugged again. 'Underground. Where the rahken live. Perhaps safe there, for a time.'
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Selana's speech, it seemed, was over. It was a speech. Renir had no doubt. His befuddlement at her aching beauty was passing, somehow, and he was beginning to think again. Thinking that neither the bald thief Farinder, nor his Queen, were doing much but killing time and...listening. 
 
                 They're listening to something I cannot hear. 
 
                 He glanced at the woman to his left, and she, it seemed, could not hear whatever had made this pair of oddities go silent. 
 
                 They had ceased talking, Selana mid-sentence, too. 
 
                 Tirielle looked at Renir, he shrugged. She returned the gesture. For a maybe five or ten seconds, both these remarkable and no doubt dangerous creatures said nothing at all. 
 
                 The thief seemed garrulous, and the self-proclaimed Witch Queen, too, seem happy enough to hear herself talking. Then, such thoughts passed from Renir's mind, as though bad weather was done for the day and the suns had come out. Selana turned her gaze on him once again. She smiled, glorious as Carious and Dow together in the spring after a hard winter. 
 
                 Renir smiled back, unsure what he was smiling about, but now part of him was held back. That part of Renir that understood the little things, without his seeming to give those things much thought. Things he noted, maybe, but did not say. Like how Shorn was angry, how Drun was sickly, how the lady beside him was broken of heart. Maybe these things were yet another strange gift from the ghost of his wife, hiding out some place within his thoughts and dreams. Maybe they were part of him, all along. 
 
                 'Times runs down, even on such as I,' said the Queen. She nodded to Roskel. 'Take him. The time of kings comes again.'
 
                 'You're just going to give me a crown? A crown's all it takes? Then, I become a king?' Renir was unsure about the wisdom of wearing such a thing. He didn't want it, nor did he need it. Everyone, it seemed, wanted him to be some kind of king. Everyone but him. Surely anyone, with a bit of metal and a few friends with big swords, maybe, could be king.
 
                 Like him? He wondered at the wisdom. Blood of kings or not, what did he know about...well...anything?
 
                 'Your birthright, Renir Esyn,' said Roskel, seeming to see more in Renir than the man who'd once been a simple, lazy fisherman wanted seen. 'This is a long time in the making. The country, Rythe, even...the people need a focus, something to rally around. This land cries out for a king.'
 
                 'King. Great. The thing is,' said Renir, carefully, 'I don't actually want to be a king.' 
 
                 Selana laughed, a sweet sound that made Renir want more. But he wasn't being funny, was he? 
 
                 'My birthright?' he strove on, against the tide. 'What, so I'm born, have some blood, suddenly I'm a king? That's nonsense, my lady. I'm sorry but...'
 
                 'Your arms and legs are your birthright, too, your Grace...would you like to give those back?' Roskel smiled as he spoke, but something in that smile made Renir wonder if the man was being serious. Made him wonder if a man who made no sound, could walk for hours carrying a grown man and not tire in the slightest...made him wonder, a little, whether he might not be better served just doing as he was told. Like he had all along, he realised. 
 
                 Hertha, chiding, telling him what to do, in life and death. Shorn, Bourninund. Fight like this, hit this, don't hit this. Drun, telling him his fate. He'd been pushed and pulled ever since the priest Drun had appeared in his dream...longer, still? 
 
                 Am I even being pushed by my own bloody blood?
 
                 He was about to say as much when Tirielle, almost forgotten by his side, laid one hand upon his forearm. 
 
                 'I never wanted to be who I am, Renir,' she said. 'But you can't change who you are. What you do, what you say...yes. Who you are?' She shook her head. 'Do what is needed. Not because you are a king. Because you're a good soul, and the world needs those now. Always did...but now...'
 
                 'You hardly know me...' he said, but even as he said it his voice felt weak. Like everyone was telling him what to do and he just didn't have the fight in him to go against the world. 
 
                 Tirielle smiled, gently, with no guile or glamour (unlike Selana, Renir was able to think now that he was looking away from the Queen and at Tirielle). 'I know enough. I will help you. Me? I was born to power and lost it. You? You had no power and you earned it. I think your road, perhaps, the more valuable. But I will help. If you let me.' 
 
                 A tiny, snide part of Renir thought, wonderful, another witch. But he looked into Tirielle's face and saw only honest concern. 
 
                 He sighed. Why fight it? It'd been a long time coming. 
 
                 'Fine,' he said, as ungraciously as he could. 'Let's go get the bloody crown.' 
 
                 Roskel Farinder nodded at Renir and Tirielle, then leaned down and placed a soft kiss on the Queen's cheek. The Queen still lounged upon her bed.
 
                 'Follow,' he said. 
 
                 'We will meet again,' the Queen told them as they turned from the room. Renir said nothing, though silently he hoped that it was not true. 
 
                 Somehow, though, he knew that his business with the witch was not done. Far from it. 
 
   We will meet again, he thought. I am sure of it.
 
                 Outside the room, Roskel took a torch from the wall and lit it with some minor magic that Renir had never seen. The corridor was windowless, of course, so far beneath the city. The stone was pure, dull, black, and seemed endless. 
 
                 'I remember being happier in the light,' said the thief, for no reason that Renir could discern. Then he led them down the black halls, deeper and deeper still.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Fighting men, at least the ones who live a while, tend to be good at two things above all others; not dying, and waiting. 
 
                 Old mercenaries, on the other hand, are by their very nature good at three things; not dying, waiting, and above all, spending money. Bourninund was a very old mercenary. He was excellent at doing all of these, and spending money was the best way, in his experience, to make waiting more palatable. 
 
                 'Ungrateful bastard,' he muttered as he stumbled and staggered around the warrens that made the very outskirts of the city of Naeth. Ordinarily, a drunkard bouncing from one wall to another wall would be fair game for cutthroats, even in the daylight. It was early morning, still, and the suns' first light had only just lightened the sky, but the cutthroats weren't entirely daft. Drunk old man, two short swords on his hip, angry? 
 
                 More trouble that most thieves were looking for on their way to bed after a night's work. One thief even crossed the street to avoid the old man. He hefty a small sack of gold in his palm, turned a corner, and walked sharply toward his home and his fat wife. He liked a fat woman, and fat happy women even more. He smiled, thinking about his wife, happy. Forgot about the old drunk man. 
 
                 The old drunk man, Bourninund, slumped against the gate to the low wall that surrounded the outer city. A high wall for the property and people closer to the castle, a low wall for the likes of him. 
 
                 He hawked and spat over the wall, missed, and the wind blew his snot and phlegm right back into his lank grey hair. 
 
                 A guard, probably on his way home, thought about saying something to the old man. Like bugger off. 
 
                 But as he took one reluctant step toward the unruly drunk, he saw a broad black man was following behind. The black man - bald and massive, bearing a great sword over his shoulder, simply shook his head. 
 
                 The guard didn't acknowledge the man or the nod, but turned on his heel, strode the other way, and decided he'd done enough for one night. The city was safe enough. 
 
                 Wen Gossar was older than Bourninund. He wasn't a mercenary, and he wasn't anywhere near drunk enough to spit on himself. He shook his head. Bourninund was a slob, but he liked him, far as a man like Wen took to anyone. 
 
                 'Bourninund,' he said, wisely staying out of harm's way. He didn't want to have to hurt the man. 'Time for a little nap, is it not?'
 
                 'Wen? You following me?' 
 
                 'No. Just walking behind you in the same direction. Without bumping into walls. Roughly the same direction.' 
 
                 'Thought...' Bourninund burped. Sounded to Wen as though there might be a little more solidity to the burp than was strictly good for the old man. 'Thought Shorn was...'
 
                 'A friend? He is. Sure he's got a good reason for going, wherever it is. You going to be sick?'
 
                 'No,' said Bourninund. 'Been drinking a lot longer than...' 
 
                 He lied. Noisily, Bourninund sprayed most of the night's ale over the wall, the dirt around it, himself. 
 
                 Wen thought about picking him up and dragging him off to their rooms all the way across the city at the Fat Monk. But Bourninund saved him the trouble and passed out right there, with a soft groan. 
 
                 'Good enough,' said Wen, then frowned at the familiar peal of a scream in the dim early light. But not from behind, where the people were. 
 
                 Out there. Beyond the walls, somewhere well away, toward a farm or a field or some stream he didn't know. 
 
                 The scream came again, but not just one, this time. No small thing, either. Not a person's scream. No one screamed that loud, and he'd heard plenty of agony and fear in his life. 
 
                 The scream was huge thing, now. A great wailing, more powerful that the wind in a storm. He squinted, his eyes past their best, and tried to see out into the wide, flat lands that spread from the west and north of Naeth. Somewhere out there, he knew, maybe a hundred miles or more, the plains ended abruptly with the Culthorn mountains. 
 
                 He carried right on straining. The screams, terrible enough to turn even Wen's blood cold, grew louder. Carious finally broke the horizon behind him, and suddenly, he could see. 
 
                 Maybe a mile distant, maybe two, with the light still hazy enough so he couldn't judge, there was a patch of...nothing. 
 
                 Pure blackness. A hole. Big, for sure. Big enough for his old eyes to see. 
 
                 And growing. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Wen decided maybe he'd pick Bourninund up after all. Then figured the poison was mostly out, and whatever that great black rent in the landscape was, Bourninund would rather be awake than asleep. He slapped him about the face for a while, until the old man's eyes focused. 
 
                 'Bourninund, best get this rabble organised. You awake?'
 
                 'What? What are you talking about?' 
 
                 'War. Smell it. Hear that?' 
 
                 Wen could see from Bourninund's eyes, widening, that the old mercenary did. You'd have to be utterly deaf to miss it. The screams were awful, and all across the city, Wen could feel, at first, mere curiosity rising. Incredulous faces peering toward the outer wall, as though the wall itself were wailing. Muttering men and women and children, not long from their beds, woken by the sound, began to drift toward the outer wall, until there was a fair crowd. 
 
                 Panic was under their wonder, though. Right on the heels would be fear. 
 
                 'Get them organised, Bourninund. Hold what you can. I'll be back.' 
 
                 'What?' 
 
                 'Going up to the castle. Those shining bastards probably know already, but if they don't...'
 
                 'What?'
 
                 Wen sighed. There were certain things an old mercenary had to be good at, he recalled...and the first on that list? Not dying. 
 
                 Bourninund and Wen might not be the same, but they were born to war. 
 
                 'Battle, Bear. Battle. Now get up and get straight, there's a fight coming and it won't be long.' 
 
                 Bourninund nodded, wide awake at last. No fear, not worried about his pounding head or the stench of vomit. 
 
                 He'll be fine, Wen thought, and turned and began to shoulder his way through the growing crowds toward the castle, towering over the city, right there in the centre.
 
    
 
   *
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Wen Gossar was a big man, and people moved aside easily enough for his strong arms and his scowling face, but even so the walk to the castle took far longer than it should. People in a panic are tough to wade through. Not like in a battle, when you can hack your way clear. Here, people jostled and trampled and he was already the outsider. Wouldn't do to start swinging, not when the people were just about ready to swing back. 
 
                 Wen gritted his teeth and shoulder through where he could, barged when he couldn't. He'd never realised so many people lived in the city. Old and young and somewhere in between, seemed like everyone was on the streets between him and the castle. 
 
                 Fit and strong, he was still covered in sweat by the time he reached the gate. Others were thinking the same thing, maybe, or just trying to get through the gates to find whatever safety they could. There wasn't anywhere to hide, though, and the guards on the gate weren't doing the greatest job of getting their point across. They were panicking when they should have been calm. The people were agitated, ready to begin hurling fists or cobbles, might be a dagger or two between the rabble, even. Five guards, armed, with only rudimental armour, stood at the gates to the castle. Maybe forty angry, frightened people were pushing and shoving. 
 
                 It was, Wen saw, just a matter of time before blood flowed. 
 
                 It wasn't like words were going to calm things, either. The wailing from the plains outside the city had grown so loud it drowned all speech, drowned the clamour from the crowd. Even shouting, Wen didn't think he'd be heard. 
 
                 He needed to find some way to talk without the need for words. A way to calm things without shouting or drawing Cruor Bract, his great, hungry blade. 
 
                 Was there a way? 
 
                 Maybe. 
 
                 The guard noted Wen at the back of the crowd and bellowed something at the man next to him. They both looked at Wen, no doubt seeing the handle of his double-hander over his shoulder. Probably thinking it might be time to bump this up a notch, call down the Captain, reinforcements, those shiny Sard bastards, too, maybe. 
 
                 Which was what Wen wanted. He desperately needed the city folk gone and the Sard down here. Only that would save him fighting his way through the dumb guard and the frightened people. He put on his fiercest face and let out a great roar. Even with his might and fury behind the shout, nothing but the dreadful wailing of the rent in the air in the distance could be heard. 
 
                 But communication wasn't all about words. Two guards who watched him saw his display, figured they didn't want any part of him. They turned and ran. Either away, or to get help. Wen stalked forward, like a man with a purpose, and even in their panic the little people in his path sensed a predator among them. Something about the smell of his sweat, or the way other's sudden sense of self-preservation was catching. An animal thing, deep-seated inside man, still. 
 
                 He strode forward and reached the remaining three guardsmen. Those that hadn't seen his approach couldn't miss him, now. 
 
                 Thankfully, he didn't have to kill anyone. 
 
                 The screaming noise seemed to abate. Gradually, as though the worst of a storm passed. Wen saw the reason for the sudden quiet and the growing calm and awe. The five surviving paladins of the Order of Sard were horsed, and their mounts cantered toward the gates. At their rear was the priest Drun, on a black horse. Drun seemed pale, and tired. The paladins, however...they were a sight that gave even Wen Gossar a chill deep in his spine. 
 
                 Wen Gossar had lived a good many years, and seen battle and proud men. He'd faced bad odds, and once, even, wore fine armour like the men before him. He knew the effect such a sight could have on a crowd, or an enemy. 
 
                 He smiled and crossed his arms in front of him, waiting for the entourage to reach him, without having to argue pointlessly with the guardsmen at the gate. 
 
                 'Thought maybe you'd all slept through the din,' said Wen, to Quintal, who rode at the head of their small force. 
 
                 'Been a day of surprises, Wen Gossar,' said Quintal, reining in his horse and stopping beside the big man. 'Renir and Tirielle are...gone. Caeus, too.' 
 
                 Wen grimaced. 'The most powerful wizard in the world...our only hope...gone?'
 
                 Quintal didn't seem over pleased about it, either. 'We put so much hope in the Red Wizard and he just...went. He left last night, and left us nothing more than a word with a servant. He spoke to Carious and came back...different. I fear he is broken, or insensible...he's definitely insane, but then war does that to a man, does it not?' 
 
                 'It does. What did the servant say?'
 
                 Quintal's lined, tanned face screwed up with distaste, rather than fear. 
 
                 'That the Elethyn are here. The Return has happened.' 
 
                 'You think this wailing...this is the Elethyn, come for war?' 
 
                 Quintal shook his head. 'No. I think when they come to this land...it will be as fire. If Caeus cannot stop them...' 
 
                 'Then neither can we...' finished Wen, sniffing. 'Ah well, death is just another journey, no?' 
 
                 Quintal smiled at the burly warrior. 'No stranger, either. A journey through familiar lands, for men like us, perhaps...but yet Caeus puts great stock in Renir Esyn. He is our charge. Everything is...' 
 
                 For a moment it looked like Quintal's stony reserve was about to crack, but the paladin clenched his teeth and said no more. 
 
                 Wen shrugged. 'Doesn't matter much, does it? This thing? If it turns out it is these Sun Destroyer bastards, we'll fight anyway. Live or die, don't suppose a wizard, or ten wizards, or and a king in his shiny crown would make a hell of a lot of difference.' 
 
                 Quintal nodded. 'There is truth in that, friend,' he said. 'Climb on. Save a bit of energy. Looks like might be a busy day. Might be worth another swing or two to save some energy now. I think...every blade will be made to count...and soon.' 
 
                 Wen didn't like to ride. But he wasn't a fool. He had already broken a sweat just getting to the castle. People would move aside for a horse, where they wouldn't budge even for a man like Wen. 
 
                 He took the paladin's proffered hand and leapt up behind him.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Bourninund Maltern wasn't a commander. He was a soldier, though, and a damn fine one, even when he was still drunk from drinking from sundown to sunup. 
 
                 'Is he drunk?' said Cenphalph, as Quintal drew his horse to a halt beside the rest of his brothers. Drun was there, and perhaps by his magic a hush travelled with the Sard. Cenphalph's words were audible only thanks to that hush. 
 
                 'Very much so,' said Wen, hopping from Quintal's tall mount. 
 
                 'He seems to be...castigating that young Captain...' 
 
                 'Yes. Yes, he does.' 
 
                 Wen thanked the Sard, and strode toward Bourninund before the Captain could do anything rash. 
 
                 Rash, thought Wen. Stupid, more like. 
 
                 All around them people were watching, open-mouthed, and a foul-smelling old drunkard told a rather young guardsman wearing a Captain's helm what was what. 
 
                 Wen grinned, reassured now he could hear Bear's words. The old mercenary might be very drunk, but he could still run rings around some guard Captain who looked wet behind the ears.
 
                 'Young man, I may well be drunk, but you are stupid, and evidently sober. Which of us is the worse?' Bourninund, wiry, old, was right in the man's pale face. 
 
                 'Help?' said Wen. 
 
                 'I'm fine,' snapped Bourninund.
 
                 'I was talking to this fine example of Sturman bravery standing before you,' said Wen, still with a giant grin on his broad face. 'Brave men, Captain, we have dire need of. Soon, I fear, thousands, perhaps millions of strange, powerful creatures will pour forth from that black hole out yonder and tear into this city, ravaging women, and possibly men...who knows the minds of the savage outlanders?' 
 
                 The Captain turned toward Wen for a second and his face fell to see the man who spoke, taller than himself, and twice as broad. Wen's sword, pommel leering over his shoulder, looked to be an evil thing. 
 
                 The Captain then looked back to Bourninund. Old drunk man with two swords. The handles wrapped in worn leather. He looked out at the black hole maybe a mile distant. 
 
                 Wen noted two things - the hole was noticeably larger, and the Captain was, in fact, not entirely stupid. The young man snapped a smart salute at Bourninund, wavered a little, and kind of half-saluted Wen, too. 
 
                 'I'll have the men start digging out immediately...er...'
 
                 'Sir will do just fine, Captain. Good man,' said Bourninund graciously. The Captain - perhaps his superior had died drunk, or old, or maybe the man just had unfortunately rich connections - made the wisest choice and left.
 
                 Either way, thought Wen, rich lad or unlucky, the young fellow will earn his salt today. 
 
                 'Wen, see you brought reinforcements. Where's the wizard? Thought he'd...you know...do something?' 
 
                 Wen shook his head. 'Bit of bad news. Caeus has left. Renir and the Lianthrian girl, too...Tirielle. All gone.' 
 
                 'And we've lost Shorn, too. Brindle's hairy balls, man! Anyone else decided to scarper before the good bit?'
 
                 'Well, I'm here, and so are you. We'll make a go of it, I reckon. Got the shining ones, too. And Drun. He's alright, for an old man.' 
 
                 'We're all old men,' said Bourninund. 
 
                 Wen nodded. It was true enough, after all. 
 
                 'Still got our teeth, though, right?'
 
                 Both men shrugged at that, and turned to stare out at the hole in the landscape. 'Funny thing, isn't it?' 
 
                 'Magic. Gods,' said Wen with a passion. 'I hate magic.' 
 
                 'With you there. Give me a stand up fight any day,' said Bourninund. 
 
                 Quintal and Disper strode toward them. The Sard's mounts remained motionless, almost like a trained dog might. Wen had never seen such horses...and they weren't even the Sard's own horses. He could only imagine what these paladins were capable of, given enough time...
 
                 But time, they did not have. 
 
                 'We'll make them work for the city, right?' said Bourninund to Quintal, figuring he'd have some kind of plan. 
 
                 'Make them fight for every inch,' said the Sard, and Bourninund realised that the paladin wasn't a young man, either. 
 
                 'All those people behind us, I get their fear. I understand it. Hells, I feel it. But Caeus, Renir, Tirielle...everyone's gone. The people we fought for...' Bourninund shook his head, disappointed, rather than confused or angry, even. 'I thought Renir, at least, had some balls. What, exactly, are we fighting for?'
 
                 Quintal smiled, and in that smile Bourninund understood some simple truth about the man. For all his pride and his shining armour, for all his prowess, the paladin was just a man.               'That's what we do,' the man answered. 'Until we can't fight anymore.'
 
                 Wen nodded. 'True,' he said. 
 
                 Bourninund turned from the paladin and spat over the low wall toward the black spot ahead, now maybe half a mile wide. 
 
                 'Aye. You might be a bit shiny for this land, paladin. But you're not wrong,' he said.
 
    
 
   *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Renir's wasn't sure if his legs hurt, or if they'd simple died on his while he walked down the endless succession of stairs that led deep beneath Rythe. For what must be hours now, Roskel Farinder had led him, and Tirielle, deeper than he imagine man could travel. The people who built these pathways, these endless stairways and by-ways...such things were beyond even imagining. Downward, straight. No meandering or twisting, always straight. At one point the builders of this dark wonder had encountered an underground reservoir, thick lush black water that Roskel bade them drink, telling them they were not likely to taste purer. Renir and Tirielle both drank their fill, tired and aching. The builders of this vast underground world, too, must have tasted the water...and then simply built an immense walkway straight across, in that smooth black stone that sucked all the light from their torches. No deviation, at any point. Other pathways, stairwells and staircases, bridges that spanned across the air with immeasurable drops to either side...everything was straight, or branched at perfectly cut right-angles, as though the world they travelled in was merely intersecting triangles and squares, as though the rock and dirt and water under Naeth was no impediment at all. 
 
                 What tool could cut the rock? What manner of genius could bring so much of the black stone so deep? Had men died in the creation of this place...were they men? Or, instead, old ones, like the Elethyn, or maybe something even older still? 
 
                 Renir never tired of wonder. Tirielle, either, it seemed. Both of them strode on carefully behind the thief. Silent for a time. Occasionally someone would speak, but when Roskel insisted he knew little more of the history of this place than they, and refused to enlighten them with talk about himself or his strange Queen, conversation dried. 
 
                 Tirielle's breath was ragged, but she did not complain. Renir watched her face, saw determination and strength there, and no fear. If she could bear the fire in her legs and lungs, then so, too, could he. 
 
                 He was hungry, and at some point the water he drank from the black, deep pond needed to come out. He felt bad, splashing around lavishly around in the dark, wondered if they'd slip over his piss on the way back, but the builders, it seemed, had no bodily functions.
 
                 He shrugged, a little sheepishly, at Tirielle as he returned to them after relieving himself. 
 
                 When they finally reached their destination, Renir was hungry, tired, thirsty. His legs were afire. But the long, tiring journey had not been without purpose, for there, at the end of their path, was the body of the last king of Sturma. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   'A man in death is a ragged thing, is he not?' said Roskel, after a moment of silence beside the corpse. The thief spoke quietly, though his voice reverberated around this central chamber within the impossible square through which they had somehow travelled...maybe even the centre of a cube...which made Renir wonder, for an instant, just how far downward the furthest reaches were, if they were in the centre, as he suspected, rather than at the very bottom. 
 
                 'My Queen said he should have been interred within the King's Chamber, or in the castle, or even in the dirt, like the Kings of old. But...'
 
                 'He was your friend?'
 
                 Roskel Farinder looked into Renir's eyes, saw no mockery there. 
 
                 'Yes. He was. Selfish of me, perhaps, to leave him alone in this place...but I come here often, to think...and company is...' 
 
                 Roskel shrugged, as though his own point evaded him. 'I chose this place. Here, a man can rest.' 
 
                 'Farinder...' Tirielle spoke, but hestitantly. 'You do not tire...like...us.'
 
                 The man seemed surprised. 'You're tired?' 
 
                 'And hungry, and thirsty...and not relishing or even sure about the climb back to the sun...' 
 
                 Roskel shook his head, and to Renir it seemed so laden with sadness, that simple gesture, that despite his capture and being carried on the man's shoulder like a sack of vegetables, despite his wonder at this place and the Queen and the last king there before him, he felt some kind of kinship to the thief. 
 
                 Felt like maybe they were both men bobbing along on currents they'd misjudged. 
 
                 'Forgive me,' said the thief. For the first time, the man noticed the torches they carried - they were dangerously low. Renir was quite aware of the fact. With no light, travelling back along those endless bridges and walkways spanning air and water? They'd slip, fall, or simply be lost forevermore down here in the black. 
 
                 'I'll happily forgive you,' said Renir. 'But...we're not like you. We can't walk back in the dark. Can't go forever like it's nothing. Coming down was damn hard, thirsty work and tiring. But climbing back up? In the dark, with no strength?' 
 
                 Tirielle's hand brushed Renir's shoulder, and he was glad he wasn't the only one who felt their predicament so keenly. For some reason, there seemed little threat from the thief, other than some kind of absent-minded blindness where it came to people's needs.              A blindness, Tirielle and Renir both realised, that came from not being quite people like they were. 
 
                 Unspoken understanding; they both knew now that Roskel Farinder had no need of light or sustenance. Whatever he was...he was not the same as them. 
 
                 Roskel Farinder shook his head sadly, yet again. In the firelight, the long moustaches he affected shook and seemed silver, rather than blonde, and his bald head reflected the waning firelight from the torch perfectly. 
 
                 'I thought...I thought the wonder of this place. Of the king...I always find it invigorating...you understand?'
 
                 Renir thought about his friends, the strength he'd taken from them, and Shorn, in particular. He thought about the way a good man could bolster your own courage, give you hope and the strength to carry on, even when you were ready to fail. He thought about the long road he'd known, and the things he held important. Those things were friends. Nothing else. Not steel, or gold, or women, even. Tirielle, perhaps she understood this, perhaps not. But Renir felt it keenly. He smiled, down in the blackness, remembering those who were dear to him. Shorn, Drun, Bourninund, Wen...
 
                 Men he was proud to call his friends. 
 
                 He'd do anything to get back to them. 
 
                 He understood Farinder well enough. 
 
                 'Roskel, I get it. I do. It's a wondrous place. The king is...' In truth, the king could not be seen. He was encased head to toe in bright armour, a simple crown on his head above a simple helm. His face showed, yes, but it was a barren thing, black flesh shrunk into the man's dead skull. Not the worst case of dead man Renir had even seen...but certainly not a sight he found invigorating. 'Kingly. It's a pretty crown. But if we die down here...' 
 
                 'Don't know what I was thinking,' said the man. Tirielle made a slight movement, as though she was about to step forward and comfort him. Thought better of it, then, had third thoughts and did cross the short space between them. She laid a hand, slightly unsure, perhaps, on the thief's shoulder. 
 
                 'We came for the crown. You saw your friend. Now we need to get back. Not much help doing all the good stuff if we die before we see the sun again, is it?' 
 
                 Her voice was light, but her words rang true. 
 
                 'Last time I saw the light...he was...' 
 
                 'You miss him?' 
 
                 Roskel nodded. 'More than you can imagine.' 
 
                 'Must've been a good man. A great man.'
 
                 Roskel shook his head. 'Adequate, perhaps. Good fighter. Wasn't king for long. But one thing he was...a great friend. Meet him. You'll see. You'll understand.'
 
                 Renir frowned. 'Meet? Ah...he...' 
 
                 Roskel smiled, looking tired, though he had no need, perhaps, of sleep, even he might need rest. 'Put the crown on, Renir. Meet the man. It's a strange thing, this circle of gold. It has power. Maybe those that made this place...maybe they made this thing, too. Take it. It's yours now. Then we'll go back. You rest, I'll carry you.' 
 
                 Tirielle made to argue, but Renir stilled her objections with a gesture. 'It's true. He will.' 
 
                 Roskel stood aside from his friend, the ages-dead man who had, for a short time, been the Outlaw King. Renir stepped forward, to the place where Roskel had stood. He reached down to the corpse's head in the heart of the black stone wonder beneath the dirt. His legs shook from fatigue. His hands, his arms, too...though he didn't know why. 
 
                 Before he could think better of it, he took the crown from the blackened, desiccated body and placed it upon his head. 
 
    
 
   *
 
                 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   Shorn was in a different kind of dark place to Renir. Dark has degrees, it has weight, value, just like coin. 
 
                 It wasn't as dark as the black-stone cube through which Renir and Tirielle travelled. Compared to that place, this was summer-sun, dozing on your back in long grass. But dark has weight and value and this, somehow, was worse. 
 
                 He found himself in a tent. Thick hide for walls with wooden poles holding the thing together. No fire burned and the smoke-hole at the top of the tent remained covered. Daylight, obviously. He could see shards of light slicing across the interior. Little dust, but then there would be...the Draymar travelled. They were a nomadic people, with no time for their possessions to become dusty. If it was not used, it was not useful, and therefore discarded.
 
                 Had to be a Drayman tent. Had to. 
 
                 He was still thinking, which was good. Didn't really matter, but it meant he wasn't dead yet, nor mad. Not completely. 
 
                 Hurt, yes. Hurt very badly...but not mad.
 
                 Not frightened, either. Shorn didn't scare easily. He wasn't sure he was even capable of fear anymore. He'd seen such terrible things, done plenty of bad things, too. Killing was part of war, but Shorn hadn't always killed for such simple reasons. He'd killed in anger, killed men hard and slow. Tortured a few, even, if he was honest with himself, and only a fool would lie to themselves. 
 
                 Fear wouldn't help him now, and because he was honest with himself, the best he could hope for was a quick death. A quick death would be just fine. 
 
                 Probably, that had been the intention. Shoot a man in the chest with a poison arrow, you're more than likely aiming to kill. But he'd fallen forward, jarring the point of the arrow through his lungs and out his back, taking the worst of the poison with it. 
 
                 Which left him helpless, rather than dead. But then he'd been taken by some foul magic to this place...which he was sure was not quite so lucky. 
 
                 Mostly, he looked down. On occasion, he glanced around, but he was so tired, so hurt, he could barely lift his head to see straight. When he looked down, and when he could bear to open his eyes, he saw the ragged mess of his chest. The feathers jutted from just above his right nipple. The shaft was still in him. The arrowhead still proud of his back. The skin around the wound was puckered. The flesh was trying to heal around the object, but failing. His skin had black tendrils running across the surface. 
 
                 I imagine it looks a far sight worse inside. 
 
                 His right arm wouldn't respond to his commands at all, but it didn't matter much - he was bound. Trussed, ready for the slaughter. 
 
                 Doesn't matter much, does it? Dead either way. Quick or slow, hard or easy, the end's the same.
 
                 The wound in his chest was dirty, too. It started to smell almost immediately. If they didn't get on with killing him, the arrow's poison, and the infection, would finish him soon enough. He wasn't a fool, and he wouldn't lie to himself. He wasn't getting out of this alive. 
 
                 And what good would it do him, anyway? What use would he be anymore, now that he was a man with nought but thumbs left on his hands? 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The tent flap didn't open. It hadn't opened since he'd been brought here. Magic, for sure. His sword Faerblane wept at the sound of it, and even drifting from unconsciousness the sound of his sword's song in the presence of such dark magic hurt his heart. 
 
                 Shortly after he first arrived, his captor woke him with the first blow. The hood was taken from his head and there before him was a demon. He looked down and saw that his index finger on his right hand had been neatly severed. The wound was burned closed, as though with a great heat. 
 
                 His hand was numb, and it hurt him not at all. But would the demon merely attempt some other, worse means to cause him pain? 
 
                 Shorn screamed with gusto, like a man in agony would. The idiot, shifting tormentor merely told him its name, shifting endlessly and sickeningly  in Shorn's vision. 
 
                 'Guryon,' it said. 
 
                 Faerblane sang so loud at the thing's magic that it shook right across the floor, even though it was in its scabbard. Shorn spat on the demon. The thing laughed and took the next finger, simply slicing it away. Instantly cauterised, and Shorn was two fingers down. 
 
                 The thing stayed all day, took its time. Shorn wasn't afraid, but in the end he even cried, just because of the pain and the shock, not because of fear. He wasn't afraid. If he was honest with himself, seeing his fingers disappear from painlessly wasn't pleasant. When the creature started in on Shorn's left hand, he screamed for real. Wasn't ashamed of it, either. He wasn't trying to impress anyone.
 
                 Maybe it was true that he wasn't afraid, but he was dying, too...he found he was sad to die. Sad about many things. Never knowing his son, never saying goodbye to the people who mattered to him. Bourninund, his friend for years...Wen, once his tutor, once his enemy, but always close to his heart. The priest...and Renir. 
 
                 I'm sorry, Renir, he thought. I am sorry. 
 
                 The thing hurt him badly, then, by pushing against the black arrow shaft in his chest. Shorn's thoughts fled and he gasped, sweat suddenly pouring from his skin and a burning heat throughout him. 
 
                 'You haven't even asked me anything!' he shouted, spat, shaking against his bonds. But the thing laughed again, a sickly sound. Shorn didn't speak again, nor did the monster. 
 
                 He was dying. Question was, could he do anything about it? 
 
                 So thinking, he heard the flap to the tent shift aside and a burned, horrid thing entered, grinning. The thing was worse than the Guryon. The Guryon didn't care. This thing did. Pain suited it. 
 
                 It barely had a face at all, and when it spoke its name, Shorn knew the best he could do was die and not shame himself. 
 
                 'Klan Mard, mercenary...remember me?' 
 
                 Klan Mard...Shorn remembered well enough. 
 
                 The Protocrat knelt before him. 'Guryon,' said the burned thing. 'You served well. The price...the sword. It's yours. Leave us.' 
 
                 And like that, Faerblane was gone and Shorn was alone with the real monster. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   'Outside,' said the monster kneeling down before Shorn, 'There is such an awful cacophony. The wailing of dead souls. My magic is fuelled and formed by pain, mercenary. This, you know. But I do know a man needs his peace. I know this...I know many things. So I make this little tent a haven for you. A small magic, to keep it quiet. A place of calm. For you. And yet you mewl and bawl like a little baby.' 
 
                 Shorn hadn't been aware he'd been crying, or mewling, but now, he realised he'd been making the noise in the back of his throat all along. 
 
                 For how long, now? 
 
                 He wouldn't let the bastard see him hurt again. 
 
                 Shorn sniffed, spat to one side, like Klan Mard was nothing. He didn't reply. 
 
                 I won't speak, he told himself. No matter what. Best I can do. If there's nothing left for me, least I can do is be a stubborn bastard in death. 
 
                 'Hmm, stubborn,' said Mard, but Shorn did not believe the creature read his mind. More, his face. 
 
                 'Nothing more to say? Good. I like that. Once, you know, I would have taken your face. Simply lifted it from your skull. I tired of it, though. To collect things you need a home. I have no home. I am...what...a rogue? A man alone. My kind are all dead, Shorn. Rather like your kin. The Island Archivists. Such knowledge they had, no? Now...that is within me.' 
 
                 Shorn closed his eyes. He almost wished the beast would just kill him, rather than torture him with boredom. But he would not deign to reply to the monster's prattle.
 
                 'The Sun Destroyers killed the last of my brothers, I think. Now...there is just me. Not Protocrat...not human...something else. The Myrmidion, I am now. The crossroads of all knowledge.' 
 
                 'You're still an arsehole,' said Shorn, despite himself. 
 
                 Mard smiled. 
 
                 'Yes. That's it! Irk me and I will kill you? The wonder of man.' 
 
                 'You'll kill me either way.' 
 
                 'Oh, yes, of course,' said Klan, pushing himself easily from his knees. He walked behind Shorn, and Shorn couldn't turn his head to follow the monster, but then did it matter if death came from back or front? Same result, either way. 
 
                 'The thing is,' Klan said, placing his hands almost tenderly either side of Shorn's shaking head, 'I don't need answers. I already have them all inside me, written upon my bones. I don't need your pain, or your suffering.' 
 
                 Klan lifted Shorn's head up, so that the mercenary was forced to look straight ahead. He was too weak to fight. 
 
                 'I just need your head.' 
 
                 Klan kept right on, pulling Shorn's head up, until he pulled it free. No more difficult than tearing the head from a flower. The mercenary had no time for last words or thoughts. Klan turned the head round in his palms and looked into the dead mercenary's eyes but the light had already faded. 
 
                 'No matter,' he said to himself. He took the bag that had been placed over Shorn's head upon his capture, and this time when Shorn's head was in the bag, Klan was able to pull the drawstring taut. 
 
                 As he stepped outside, bag in hand and nothing else, the ranks of Draymen were everywhere, and the noise outside the small sphere of silence around the tent was so powerful it hurt even Klan's ears, which in turn made him smile. 
 
                 All across the Drayman steppes, the disparate nations waited. A nation who warred constantly, with one thing only in common. A hatred of the Sturmen that was thousands of years strong. 
 
                 The harsh, hard sunlight beat down on Klan's naked flesh. It made Klan's charred skin tickle, another small torture which Klan enjoyed enough to smile, though his smile was a hideous thing, a toothy rictus only, as he had barely any lips remaining to his ravaged face. 
 
                 Before him and the might of the Draymen the portal he'd conjured with a thousand dead souls stood, a black rent in the country, a soul-forged void, waiting to serve Klan's towering will. 
 
                 On the other side would be the endless grass, the chill autumn, and the battle for Sturma. 
 
                 Klan nodded to the first Drayman he saw, and in the Drayman's harsh language barked his command. He stepped into the portal and walked through the darkness of the void, carrying his dead prize, heedless of the screams of the tormented ghosts that powered the magic. After a short time, his foot landed on soft grass and wet earth. 
 
                 Naeth, the city and castle both, lay ahead. The Draymen poured through behind him. 
 
    
 
   *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part III.
 
   The Lord of Light and the Lady of Dark
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   A thousand years and a thousand years and time beyond counting before that. Myriad threads of fate that Caeus had woven into such a great tapestry...more power, perhaps, than any living thing ever held...
 
                 And, he thought, I missed this? 
 
                 Caeus' stepped down from his travels to the still surface of the new lake of glass that spread for miles in all directions. The centre was where the greatest concentration of dread power had been unleashed. He strode toward it, feet sure on the glass lake as the surface was already being blown over with the dust and sands of the plains around Arram. 
 
                 My Lord God was right. In my hubris, I have already failed. So much did I see that I was blind to other facets of the future, and in my blindness the world is doomed...
 
                  The red wizard, red-eyed and red-robed, walked between mounds of Protocrat dead. In some places even bone melded together from the heat blast. Steel and burned flesh were contorted into nightmare sculptures, either standing proud of the glass, reaching to the skies, or sometime beneath, visible through the murk, like they'd drowned, or been sucked into the heat. 
 
                 Such things as Caeus had never seen. 
 
                 His bloody eyes blazed. 
 
                 Maybe Rythe is doomed...but I am not done. 
 
                 Slowly, precisely, he knelt down and touched the sea of glass with his palm, his long, pale fingers splayed against the smooth surface. It was warm, still, there under the sun. Would no doubt feel warm forever more. 
 
                 He poured his power and rage into it, until the thing became a bubbling, roiling lake, molten, as it had been when...
 
                 Caeus allowed his vision to travel back along the pathway, to the event itself. He felt the heat, heard the screams and the pleas...and saw them.
 
                 There...shimmering, even within his vision of the past. The size, shape, build, even of Hierarchs...each one protected by sentinel armour. Impervious to heat or any harm, and the red storm from the skies pounding into them, as though the storm-light was ecstatic at the release of pain unlike any ever known...
 
                 I have been a fool. 
 
                 All along, he'd been a fool, hadn't he? There, he'd been assuming human kind, spreading across the face of Rythe throughout the millennia, would be the fuel for the return.
 
                 How could I be so wrong? 
 
                 It was the protocrats that had been sacrificed to bring back the Elethyn. Their pain had called down the Sun Destroyers from the red light in the sky and into the Hierarchs...
 
                 They were willing vessels...
 
                 And had waited millennia to host their forefathers. 
 
                 The protectorate was no more, and the Hierarchy, too, no more. Now? Only the Elethyn, bolstered with the sentinel armour, like an offering from their children. They'd taken it, but the Elethyn always wanted more. They'd destroyed the Hierarchs and taken their gifts of armour and their bodies and souls, too. 
 
                 Human kind, the rahken...they were less than nothing to the Elethyn. 
 
                 Caeus stepped forward, shaken, away from his vision of the past and the slaughter, to the present. Still, he knelt, palm splayed on the lake of glass, but it was warm, only. It did not scorch his skin. 
 
                 Then I will...do what I must. What I am, I will do. With my death, perhaps, I can...
 
                 He stepped above the lake, onto the hot air, basking in the heat of the sun and lake both. To him, it was like the kiss of the sun. His anger began, slowly, to fade. Heat calmed his mind and heart. Caeus started to think once again. 
 
                 With my death I can give them a chance. 
 
                 Such chance as it was. The Elethyn were more powerful than he...more wily, it seemed, than he had assumed. 
 
                 Maybe she was right, he thought. Selana always thought me a fool to deny the world of the dead. The dead would have seen this...could have made a difference... 
 
                 The thought was uncomfortable for a creature possessed of such power, but it was true, wasn't it? He could have had an army here, dead-warriors plucked from this new-sea, flesh in armour of glass. Could have called forth the dead might of the entire Protectorate and taken his unholy allies to battle the Elethyn once more.
 
                 Maybe I was always a fool. Hubris ever makes idiots of great men. 
 
                 Caeus' calm wavered, but once more he turned his face to the warmth of the two suns, still high in the skies, pounding heat into the desert that had once been Arram, reflecting upward from the wide, shining new lake. His anger would avail him nothing. Stop him thinking straight, maybe, but little more. 
 
                 Should I hunt them down, he wondered, how long would it take? 
 
                 Could I stand, alone, against so many of the mighty? 
 
                 The returned ones, encase in their sentinel armour...perhaps even invincible, now.  
 
                 But I'm no hedge mage, am I? 
 
                 For some reason his sister's voice, so long lost, echoed down the past in his mind.               Beware your pride, Caeus. It was ever your downfall. 
 
                 But his sister was gone, long gone, and he was all that remained to fight for the light.               And he would fight, win or fail. He would do so because there was no other who could do what he could do. 
 
                 Against sentinel armour? Again, his sister's voice, echoing from the distant past, like she were beside him, still. 
 
                 Caeus shook his head. She was not here...there was only him. 
 
                 He closed his eyes for a moment and with his will alone sent out a blast of power to search them out.
 
                 North...destruction...pain, still. A feast of pain...
 
                 He closed his heart to the vision, waited a beat for his magic to return tenfold, as he knew it would. When it did, the power of it threw him crashing to the glass, cracking it. 
 
                 But he dusted his robe with his long fingers and smiled. Now that they knew where he was, they would come to him. He crouched, and leaped into the sky and travelled fast as the flame far across the sky to the south, to draw them away and save who he could. 
 
                 He thought it might well be too late to save himself.
 
    
 
   *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   The Elethyn were not great in numbers. Many of their kind had been lost between the stars, drifting off in fascination at the endless void of space, lost forevermore to the wonders of the paths of light. 
 
                 More, still, had found their Hierarch hosts incapable of containing their form and their power. Those were left behind, dead and burned and no more than husks, dying in a gout of fire so hot that it destroyed the vessel, the Elethyn's soul, even the armour itself before the blasts reached out further still and destroyed swathes of countryside, or whatever village or city happened to be nearby.
 
                 As the Elethyn tore their way to the north, their numbers lessened...but those that remained became stronger, still. 
 
                 Enough remained. They stayed together yet, while they became accustomed to their new forms. Lesser forms, not as versatile as their own bodies, but bodies were nothing. The soul was all, and the soul would learn. The soul would make the body work for them. 
 
                 The Elethyn were fast learners. 
 
                 Ruins, barely recognisable for the townships that they had once been, followed in their wake. Fire and fury hit town after town, while the Sun Destroyers grew stronger on the pain and destruction.
 
                 Soon, they would be strong enough to attack the suns themselves...to bleed them of their power and take it as their own.
 
                 Then, as one, they felt something...familiar.
 
                 One of the Elethyn nodded to others. Its face was shrouded in the helm of the sentinel armour it wore, but it needed to words or expression to be understood. Of the thousands upon thousands of Elethyn that left the last world a dead and frozen rock behind them, maybe five thousand had survived the transformation to this lesser form. 
 
                 At the creature's simple gesture, a thousand of his brothers and sisters turned from the feast of fire and with no more effort than taking a breath, they landed hard enough to crack the glass lake underfoot...back where they began. Caeus' trail still flamed and smoked across the deep blue sky. As one, the Elethyn followed.  
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   'Sun's going down,' said Bourninund, leaning easily on Naeth's outer wall. 
 
                 'Yes. Then it will become dark.' 
 
                 'Could do with a drink.'
 
                 Wen, too, felt he might be somewhat happier facing this with a gut full of ale. 
 
                 'Think whatever that...hole is...makes men mad?' 
 
                 An arrow flew maybe three feet short of the first attacker. The second shaft hit the charging Drayman hard, travelling down from wherever the Sturman archers made their stand - on roofs, or atop carts or astride walls, over maybe five hundred yards. The arrow took him somewhere near his hip, and the man, all roars and thumping feet, tangled, yelling, bouncing across the dirt. 
 
                 'They're mad, for sure.'
 
                 It took three arrows before a fourth hit the next charging man, two before the next, and the archers found their mark first time, through the neck of the man following on. As each man fell, a cheer went up. 
 
                 'Good for morale, anyway.' 
 
                 'Ours, not theirs,' said Bourninund. 
 
                 It seemed the most pointless charge in the history of warfare, to Bourninund. The hole in the landscape was wide; giant, even. Wide enough for maybe a thousand men, side-by-side, to come at once. But for some reason only one man emerged at a time, and as each warrior sprang from the blackness, he or she hit the ground running. Only to run straight into Sturman arrows. It wasn't especially difficult to pick them out, there on the dirt and grass that ran to the west wall. 
 
                 'This is so ridiculous,' said Bourninund. 'We're not even going to get to draw our bloody swords. Sorriest bunch of bastards I ever saw. The Draymen I fought were a damn sight cannier than this lot.' 
 
                 Wen Gossar nodded, just a simple once-down, then back up motion of his large, round head. He was perplexed, too. But he wasn't complaining - he was watching. The soldiers and guard watched the runners. The archers, too. But Wen watched that great hole that sat there, right across the land, high into the sky. 
 
                 Bourninund was right, maybe. It was far too easy for the defenders...all the archers had to do was pick out their man and put him down...and if they missed, what did it matter? There were hundreds of soldiers stationed in Naeth. More soldiers coming from surrounding Thanedoms, soon, when the riders and birds they'd sent reached their destinations. Men-at-arms would be hiking north to the capital to join the battle in their hundreds. If the more powerful Thanes responded to their plea, then maybe even thousands of Sturman fighters would join this...skirmish?
 
                 Wen frowned at the black spot on the grassland. 
 
                 Would a mage create such a thing...for a skirmish? 
 
                 And how many days until men found their way north? A rider from the furthest reaches would take a month. A rider from the nearest Thanedom perhaps two or three days, if the weather remained fair. 
 
                 If the Draymen send only one man at a time, he'd be cut down in seconds, even should the archers miss such an easy shot. If there were only a thousand Draymen...this would be over in hours at most.
 
                 Another cheer carried around the city at yet another dead Drayman. Maybe twenty or thirty dead warriors now sprawled messily in the field. A few still lived, cried out, or tried to crawl away, but there was no shelter and no succour from the pain of being arrow-shot. 
 
                 A swift, yard-long shaft thudded into one unlucky soul, taking him in the groin. It was a crowd pleaser, all right, but while the city folk and the soldiers and the guards and even Bourninund crowed happily at one more dead man in the grass, Wen wondered. 
 
                 In the distance, squinting his old eyes nearly shut, Wen noted that this time five men came through that horrible black rent in reality. As soon as their rough-shod feet hit the grass, they ran like fools at the low walls around the western side of the city. Just the same as their brethren and sistren.
 
                 Those five reached as close as maybe five hundred yards from the outer walls, where the first of the corpses lay. When the new warriors were forced to leap over their dead brothers and sisters, Wen looked to the black hole in the landscape again. 
 
                 This time he saw maybe thirty Draymar warrior come through...and their mounts... 
 
                 Wen sniffed and shrugged his heavy shoulders, like a man getting ready for a tough job. He drew Cruor Bract and held the great sword loosely in one fist. 
 
                 No sense in tiring his grip. 
 
                 'Getting antsy?' said Bourninund, then cheered as another man went end-over-end.
 
                 Wen noted that three more runners were still closing. Close enough, now, that Wen could see the warrior's weapons. The light, dimming. 
 
                 Wen glanced up at the hole again, at the grass between the hole and then back to Bourninund. 
 
                 'Bear...last time I looked, around seventy Draymen came through at once. They're coming faster, with mounts, too, now. Light's failing. Soon, we won't be able to tell how many of them there are. We're here, in the light. All they've got to do is hammer at us.' 
 
                 'They're tough fighters, but they've never been smart. And they won't fight at night. Never have.' 
 
                 Wen shook his head. 'Never needed to, maybe, but what was true once doesn't always stay true. And Bourninund...you fought over the mountains, on their side, right?'
 
                 'Once or twice,' agreed Bourninund, nodding his old head and eyeing Wen suspiciously. Looking, at last, a little concerned, perhaps. 'What are you thinking?' 
 
                 'There are a lot of their people, aren't there?' 
 
                 'Yeah, but they're tribal, nomads. They don't fight well together.' 
 
                 'What if they did?' 
 
                 Wen had noted the differences, not so subtle, in the warriors he saw running at the wall. Still, none had beaten the swift arrows, but it wouldn't be long. And now the dead were close enough that Wen could see plenty. Like tribal markings - scarring, or patterned burns, war paint and ink under the skin. Sometimes a way the dead had worn or cropped their hair, or the things they wore at the necks...
 
                 Armour and weapons were piecemeal, yes, but those markings...they weren't individual expressions. They were...like a coat of arms. 
 
                 'Then there wouldn't be enough arrows in the world, I think,' said Bourninund. 
 
                 'Thought so,' said Wen. 'Archers!' he bellowed. 'Time to pick your shots!'              
 
                 'What are you talking about?' Bourninund laid a careful hand on Wen's shoulder. If a man like Wen had a sword in his hand, it was sensible to approach him with care. 'We're hitting 'em all over.' 
 
                 'We're hitting them plenty, Bear,' said Wen. 'But wasting plenty, too. Look.' 
 
                 Bear looked, this time. Really looked. Saw what Wen meant. 
 
                 This wasn't one tribe, or clan. 
 
                 'Brindle's balls,' said Bear. He drew both his short swords. 'Wish I'd taken that ale now.' 
 
                 At last, the first Drayman in an hour or more reached the wall. He died snarling with a pike to the chest, the second soon after that to an arrow, the third to a sword thrust. 
 
                 Bear and Wen stepped to the wall. Draymen were reaching the wall all over, now, their assault no longer at one or two points along the wall, but in ten or more places. Archers were forced to pick out the attackers who charged in behind what was now a ragged front line. 
 
                 Yet where there had been one or two, now there were fifty or sixty warriors to choose from, all shifting and milling around. The Draymen fought like demons. Disorganised, yes, and poorly tutored...but behind those fifty or sixty men were more...always more. Draymen on mounts began to let their own arrows fly over the walls and into the city. They didn't need to be the greatest archers. It was enough to become a distraction. Even a blind arrow could hit a man hard enough to kill.
 
                 The day was dimming. Soon, Dow would dip below the horizon and they would fight in the dark.
 
                 Maybe they haven't fought in the dark before, thought Wen. Tonight they will. 
 
                 Already Wen could no longer see enough to tell how many Draymen came from the portal. He had no idea, and didn't think anyone would, not until they were through and it was done, and maybe not until the sun came around again. 
 
                 If we live to see morning at all.               
 
                 Bear took a warrior's hand clean off with a swipe of his short sword. Cruor Bract split another man's skull. No time to mourn or gloat, should either man wish, because the next warrior was there already, and behind him, always more. Could be hundreds or thousands, or it could be every single bastard one of them.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   The fire-lit city burned well now. No rain this night, the outer city, too, was largely thatch and timber. The fires spread fast. 
 
                 A snarling fighter slashed down and cut a woman deeply enough for his sword to stick in her shoulder blade. The woman's blood poured from her, spraying and running over the man's forearm. The grip was slick and his hand lost the blade. 
 
                 With an angry grunt he kicked the woman over onto her face and left his sword behind. Now with a dagger he ran into the nearest home he could find. A shoddy, dark thing, no better than the warrior's own tent. 
 
                 No one there, he stepped back out into the strange streets of the city and into Cenphalph Cas Diem. The Sard paladin sliced the warrior's hand, so that he dropped the dagger, and on the reverse slashed the man's throat open. Turning, Cenphalph strode forward to the next knot of fighters. So many of the Draymen had breached the outer walls that the retreat had been sounded already. The Sard and a few of the more wily fighters skirmished their way back toward the greater walls around the inner city, where those citizen with money and influence lived. 
 
                 The outer city was lost to the Draymen and the fires they were setting in this, the first night. 
 
                 Cenphalph's cloak remained, as ever, pristine. A beacon in the now-smoky darkness of the city. Fire danced and shadows seemed to leap forward. Sometimes, nothing, sometimes Draymen, seeking the men with the strange armour for their spoils, perhaps, or perhaps because someone knew who they were. 
 
                 Two men charged Cenphalph at once and he swirled, taking them both in a single blow. The second was not dead, and Cenphalph stabbed him in the face to finish it. 
 
                 'Getting slow, Cenphalph,' said Typraille, a grin of his face as he stormed past his brother, and was gone, once again into the murk, before Cenphalph could retort. 
 
                 Maybe I am, at that, thought Cenphalph. He strode into the dark and smoke to find more work for his blade. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Drun Sard worked to save the wounded that could make their way to the castle, for no matter how badly he wanted, he could not travels among the people. His heart ached for the dead he would not reach. 
 
                 But he could barely stand. 
 
                 Lord God Carious, he prayed silently. Give me the strength to help those who suffer. Help me...help me. 
 
                 A young girl lay before his bloody hands and he saw the light of life leave her eyes while he took a moment to pray. 
 
                 He turned to the next person. A soldier, this one, with a ragged cut in his side. Drun laid his hands against the wound and tried to take the pain from the man. 
 
                 Nothing major...a nick in the bowel, though...deeper within. With rest and care it might heal...
 
                 'Stitch this,' he told a woman in long-dresses who had offered her services with a needle. Not a healer, but a seamstress. A damn good one, too. 
 
                 Stitch them up like cushions, he thought. He moved to the next patient, and the next, barely realising that for once, his coughing abated. 
 
                 But he was left so little strength, and when Drun turned his head, finally, to swill some stale-tasting water, his head became light and he staggered against a wall. 
 
                 For a moment he rested. When he pushed away, his hand left a bloody print there. His robes, once white, were bloody, too. His eyes were full of such sadness that the people who aided him almost felt as though he, the priest and healer, should be the one laid out on a stone bed. 
 
                 'Priest, will you not rest?' said the seamstress. 
 
                 He managed a smile, and she saw that there was blood on his teeth, too, stark within that pale face and his long, white beard. 
 
                 'Soon,' he said. 'I promise.' 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   'Lost half the bloody city in less than a night,' barked Bourninund. His voice was hoarse from smoke and shouting. A young man, probably no more than fourteen, was handing out water. Bourninund drank a little, and the rest he poured on his face to wash away the grime and some blood. 
 
                 Wen shrugged. 'We were never going to last long out there...not against a determined foe. You'll see. The inner wall's defensible for longer.'
 
                 'What, you don't think we'll hold here, either?' 
 
                 Wen shook his head. 'Not with the men we've got. With a full contingent of house guards, a few hundred or even a thousand more soldiers, but seasoned men and not idiots...we could last maybe a week. With this lot?' Wen shook his head again. 
 
                 'You're a bloody ray of sunshine.' 
 
                 'Just realistic. Best we can do is get into the castle, wait on reinforcements. Might hold long enough there...but then, there's no room for the whole city in there...we'd have to give up thousands of men and women to this horde, or face starving, crowding, disease. Should we be lucky enough to stand a siege for a month, we'll be eating each other.' 
 
                 Bourninund looked pale under his soot-stained face, the water he'd splashed arund merely spreading soot and blood wider about his features. 'Well, thankfully we'll most likely be dead by then,' he said sarcastically.
 
                 'Most likely,' said Wen, not happily or sadly, just simply replying with his usual honesty. 
 
                 'I think I'll go and find someone to fight,' said Bear, and pushed himself up to wander the walls. 
 
                 Outside those high walls that encircled the entire inner city, the sound of the portal was fading. The crackle of fire, the roar of the hordes of Draymen, the screams of pain and death, the clamour of steel...those sounds were growing louder, still...and closer. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   I'm dreaming, thought Bourninund. Got to a be a dream. His back didn't ache. His back always ached, morning 'til the suns went down. It even ached in the pumping heat of battle, only then he tended to forget about it for a little while. 
 
                 Doesn't ache right now, though. So, he had to be dreaming, because his spine was an evil thing that ached even in his sleep, and here he was, snug and comfortable as he'd ever been in his life on an immense bed with acres of white, pure cotton sheets. The sheets didn't have blood on them, either, which didn't seem right. No dirt or soot, as though he'd had a bath before climbing in. A man could get tired just looking at a bed like this. He looked with one eye only. Kept the other eye shut. Maybe with only one eye to look, he could sneak up on the dream and make it real. 
 
                 It wasn't real, though, because Wen was in bed with him and that didn't sit right with Bear. Nothing against a man's desires, but Wen was an ugly bastard, and he was also jabbing Bear with something beneath the sheets. 
 
                 Bear closed both eyes, hoping whatever was jabbing him would wake him up pretty quickly, because the dream wasn't quite as enthralling with Wen there, sticking something in his ribs and saying
 
                 'Wake up, Bear. It's morning. Fighting to be done.' 
 
                 Bourninund cracked one eye open, wondering if he'd see white sheets and Wen's ugly face grinning at him. 
 
                 But just Wen Gossar, soot and blood painted like he'd been fighting all night while Bourninund slept off a hangover that had lasted all bloody day. 
 
                 'My head hurts,' he said. 'Didn't drink last night, even. It's not right, headache for no reason.' 
 
                 'Got a dent in your helm. Might be the reason. Not leaking brains, are you?' 
 
                 'Can't say I'd miss 'em. Did we win?'
 
                 'Have a look. I think it might take a bit more winning yet. But we didn't lose, anyway. Not yet.' 
 
                 Bourninund didn't like the sound of that. It did not, to his mind, sound nicely optimistic. 
 
                 His head hurt like a bastard, and his ribs hurt a little - Wen's toe was sharp and the man had a knack for finding the spot right between the front and rear plates that protected his chest. Groaning, head pounding, he pushed himself up, only moderately relieved to discover that his back still hurt. That was his one constant, his touchstone. If his back still hurt, he must be alive. 
 
                 'Need a hand?' said Wen. Bourninund slapped Wen's hand aside and heaved himself the rest of the way up until he stood. The ground seemed to sway for a while, but it settled well enough. 
 
                 He and Wen took the wooden staircase leading up to the top of the wall. A short walkway ran around the inner wall, stairs here and there to help a man up. Too high to leap over, even on horseback, but it wouldn't take much to breach. It was more for show than function. Might once have held an invader or two at bay, but it was just a hurdle 'til the castle walls looming behind them. 
 
                 As he climbed the stairs he realised he couldn't hear that dreadful wailing any longer, but he could hear the groans and cries of the wounded. Nothing for it but to have a look. 
 
                 Holding the handrail so he didn't snap on the way up, his back creaked and his knees and hips and shoulders all felt full of splinters. 
 
                 Young man's game, war, he thought. Old men should know better. 
 
                 All around the base of the battlements, tired, dreary men rested, passed water, ate what food they'd been able to find. A few managed to sleep, propped against the stone, or using helms as rough pillows. Men bore wounds, puckered and torn at the edges. Some should be stitched, but with so many wounded, who could keep up? A few burns, too, on those unlucky enough to get caught in the destruction of the outer city. 
 
                 And what destruction, Bourninund saw, peering over the battlements, just in case some plucky Drayman archer got bored. 
 
                 Out beyond their bastion, the poorest hovels that a man with no talent or money could build burned or were simply kicked or hacked apart. Where once there had been a kind of rude shanty town with muddied streets and waste and yapping dogs...was nothing but a barren waste. 
 
                 The remnants were the useless things - bodies, mostly, both Sturman and Drayman. Anything useful had been taken from the dead, like armour or clothing better suited to the Sturman weather. Heads or arms or legs were missing, but probably not salvaged, just lost in the carnage. Blood and guts and bone here and there, but mostly everything just looked the colour of mud. Any wood that was not blackened had been taken, too. 
 
                 Smoke drifted and a light mist greyed out the skies, and at first Bourninund could not look away from the detritus of battle. But then the smoke drifted apart, and out on the plains he saw why the Draymen had taken the wood they could. They had campfires burning, roasting meat, probably. No doubt they'd brought little in the way of food or drink but what they could carry. The Drayman armies didn't travel with baggage, or supply wagons. He didn't think they even had wagons. 
 
                 They always brought what they could carry, and took only what they could carry back...but then, usually, Draymen merely raided for what they wanted. They didn't often head to war. But when they did? Bourninund figured it would look much like this. 
 
                 They covered the horizon. Wen was right. The Draymar tribes, savage, nomadic, people, had found a cause or a leader strong enough to bring them together as one. 
 
                 Bourninund felt a little sick, looking at them. Too many to count. He figured he'd seen an army of ten thousand maybe twice in his life. 
 
                 This was more. Perhaps, even, some vast figure that he did not even know. 
 
                 'How...' Bourninund took a breath as his voice cracked. 'How many, Wen? You good at counting fires?' 
 
                 'Can count the fires well enough...those that I can see. But there's more I can't, and I don't know how many to a fire.' 
 
                 'What are they cooking?' 
 
                 'Horse, I reckon. Maybe a dog or two, maybe they found a cow.'
 
                 'Hundred fires?'
 
                 Wen laughed. 'Thousand or more I counted before dawn. Easier to see them in the dark than this mist. But some were just dots in the night - might be there's more, further out, and I can't even see them. My eyes aren't as strong as they once were.'
 
                 'A thousand fires? Ten men to a fire, maybe?' 
 
                 'Ten thousand? No. Didn't bring tents. More to a fire. Need the warmth, I figure. They're used to the heat of the plains over the mountains. Be cold for them, here. Draymen rarely raid in winter, do they?' 
 
                 'Reckon they'll bugger off because it's raining?'
 
                 Wen smiled. Bourninund didn't. He wasn't joking, but even as he said it he knew how ridiculously hopeful it sounded. Especially as there was no hope. 
 
                 More than ten thousand...maybe ten times more? 
 
                 'How many dead? How many inside this wall?' 
 
                 'Too many,' said Wen, honestly. Bourninund didn't begrudge him the harshness of the fact. With all the city folk who couldn't fight, all the wounded, and looking at an uncomfortable siege as their best hope, Bear understood Wen's meaning well enough. 
 
                 Maybe twenty thousand soldiers might not have been too many, but even five thousand city folk was five thousand more mouths than they'd be able to feed after a month or two.
 
                 If they lasted that long. 
 
                 'Why didn't they keep pushing? Could've had us back in the castle by now.' 
 
                 Wen shrugged. 'Who knows? Maybe they're in no rush. Maybe they've got a couple of blisters, lancing 'em round the fire. Maybe they stole a woman or two to torture, or some men. Maybe they're bored of us...does it matter? Want a drink?'
 
                 'What? Water? Probably should.'
 
                 Wen produced a rare glass bottle of stum from a pack at his hip, like he just performed the greatest magic. 'Something to keep the spirits up...saved it. Hid it. Can't trust soldiers,' said Wen with a big dirty grin. 
 
                 Bourninund's found his disposition improved at the sight of the rare brew. 
 
                 'I knew I liked you,' he said with a grin just as grimy as Wen's.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   Renir stood in the dark wearing the simple golden crown and feeling like a complete fool. The fact that there were only two people to see him did not alleviate his embarrassment at all. He looked sheepishly at Tirielle with a wry twist of his mouth, then shrugged for Farinder's benefit. 
 
                 'Roskel...I...it's a pretty piece of gold, but you may have overstated the...impact. It's just a crown. Nothing special.' 
 
                 Roskel frowned. 'But it is. It's the Crown of Kings...the memories of the kings of this land reside in the gold...none other than those of the Kings' Line may bear it upon their head...it...it...' 
 
                 The man seemed at a loss for words, genuinely upset, hurt, even, that the crown did nothing for Renir. Renir thought about pretending he felt something...anything...to lessen the blow to the bald thief, but then he didn't have to. Renir felt his vision dim and...
 
                 'Uh...uh...' he managed. He was, as his vision turned entirely to the past, aware of Roskel, fairly capering with delight. 
 
                 I'm going...to fall...he thought, and he was right. It was left to Tirielle to catch Renir as his legs gave way. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The King was heavier than he looked, and Tirielle's weakened knees buckled as she took his weight. His face cracked into the top of her head, stunning her, and then he was on the floor. A small line of blood ran from his nostril and down his cheek, but the crown stayed put. 
 
                 Tirielle wondered if she shouldn't remove it...he looked...dead.
 
                 'Leave it, Lady Dralorn,' said the thief, but in a kindly manner. His voice held a tone she hadn't heard since she'd found her way to the dark beneath. 
 
                 Small relief, though, for now she was alone in the darkness with the man who was consort to the Queen of Witches. This man's lover was a power in Sturma, still, and the man himself...he was dead, wasn't he?
 
                 Dead for sure, as is the Witch Queen. 
 
                 Renir might not have noticed - the glamour worked with greater strength, it seemed, on him - but Tirielle did. 
 
                 So she was somehow kin to Selana, that she could hear voices in her head and know the dead for what they were? That, too, was no comfort. There was only one kind of creature she knew that could talk and walk with no blood to fuel their bodies. Only one kind of being that could see in the dark, that had no need of food or drink. 
 
                 But a dire need for blood...
 
                 Tirielle smiled at Roskel as she knelt there, and she might as well have been alone with him in the deep, deep dark. Keep smiling, she thought. But she was aware of the warmth of her body compared to the thief's. She imagined the veins in her hands and neck, bare, jumping under her skin. Imagine him listening to the beat of her heart. 
 
                 Were these two allies? A power for good, like they said? 
 
                 Or foes? Deadly. And dead...? 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Renir was no longer within the black chamber, but upon a great ship of strange design. The largest ship he'd ever known belonged to the Seafarers...until now. The Feewar ship he'd taken passage on from Sturma to Terythyr had been held together by skill and magic. 
 
                 But the ship he found himself upon now was no magical vessel. It was a ship built by masters, built with arts long forgotten by the people of Sturma. Maybe someone, somewhere on the entire world of Rythe could still make such things...but Sturmen were poor shipwrights. Poor builders, too. Many arts were long lost to them. 
 
                 At the foredeck stood a proud, straight man, and on his brow he wore a simple circlet of gold. 
 
                 The first king of these people, and they are...leaving one shore for another. 
 
                 The suns' seemed more radiant, here, the air crisp and the spume bright and pure as the great ship cut the water. 
 
                 I can smell the sea...what a wonderful...
 
                 At this realisation, Renir's sense that he was watching the past, seeing the first king's journey as a mere observer, fled. 
 
                 ...magic this is...he thought. But then his sense of his own body was no more. 
 
                 His vision raced, as though he ran at the king...and with a jarring, disorienting shudder, he was observer from outside no longer. 
 
                 He was within the king. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   He looked out through the king's eyes, aware of the man's frown simply through a narrowing of his field of vision. 
 
                 He looked up and saw a wide, great expanse of trees, majestic and ancient. Grassland spread west and south, a wide, muddy river ran nearby toward the sea in the...east. 
 
                 We stand in the past, thought Renir, as he/the ancient king look down at a rough-hewn man who knelt before him. 
 
                 'We found no way in, your grace. No egress at all. Everywhere is smooth, without join or marking. A place not even the Builders could create. It is a marvel. A mystery.' 
 
                 The first king looked down to the ground itself, and with his simple boots stomped down on perfectly smooth black rock. 
 
                 This is...this is the roof? The Witch Queen's domain is hidden under here...?Even in this time...whenever this is...a thousand years? Two, three, or more millennia past?
 
                 'Then this is where we will build. On this place of wonder, our first city.' 
 
                 Neath, thought Renir. In some distant past, I see through the eyes of my ancestor who stood right above, perhaps, this very spot. 
 
                 Renir's vision reeled and he bounced, tumbled, through the ages. Another time, another king. 
 
                 He saw love, through a monarch's eyes, and betrayal. Murder and executions and style change through each and every king's eyes. Time, marching forward. Heavy iron to supple steel, leather and cotton of plain design and finer cloth, traded with the Draymen, once on friendlier terms, perhaps. He saw winters and storms and destruction, famine that wiped household and entire families from history. Siege engines before Naeth's great castle, once even more imposing. He saw through many kings' eyes other places, other times, other faces. Time and again a face would seem familiar to Renir and he would try to speak through the kings' voice, but he was merely an observer on this insane, crisp vision through the history of his country and the people. 
 
                 Dogs at his feet, horse beneath him. Axes or swords or bows in hands that were soft or calloused, weak or strong. Mad eyes or drunk eyes, slurred words, roaring anger, death...he felt the death of kings keenly, many times. 
 
                 How long, within the vision? How many eons passing with each real breath he took? 
 
                 He had no way to know, but, at last Renir felt his eyes within a man of such great passion, such honour, that his own eyes wept. He felt  the strangest sensation of being inside himself, down in the darkness. Beside him, he saw the Lady Tirielle. Across from him, the thief Roskel Farinder. He was himself, but he was also within the last king of Sturma, and he was watching his corpse rise from the cold black stone at the very same time as the corpse was watching him, the pretender, Renir Esyn. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   This is...insanity.
 
                 Should I be afraid? 
 
                 There is no malice, and yet...
 
                 'Roskel cannot see me,' said the corpse, his voice hollow within his fine armour. 'Renir Esyn...this is the vision of the Crown of Kings. The glory of it, the power...' 
 
                 The corpse bowed its helmed head to Renir. 
 
                 'Strangest sensation, I know. Once I wore the Crown of Kings and felt as you feel now. I am...I was...known as Tarn. King for but a short time, and now no more than a memory within a circle of gold upon your brow.' 
 
                 Renir felt a sudden awkwardness. A king meets a king...what should you do? 
 
                 Should I fall to my knee before him? Should he, before me?
 
                 But this man's memories, his hard life and his hard death, his love of his family and his wife, of his friends who had been dark-hearted outlaws and brave renegades at the same time...these things warmed Renir's heart, even though he seemed to be conversing with a corpse. 
 
                 The warmth of the man's passions flooded Renir and he dropped to his knee, head bowed, before the other man would have to choose to do the same.
 
                 The sorrow of the last king's passing nearly buckled his knees, anyway. To kneel was a relief...and to Renir, it felt...right. 
 
                 'I am just a memory, Renir Esyn,' said the corpse with humour, though it had no life with which to feel mirth, nor the ability to smile. 'You do not need to bow to me. I am a long time through Madal's gates, but I stayed here to greet you...this...echo? This echo remembers a witch named Tulathia, and a god named Caeus...' 
 
                 'Caeus?' blurted Renir and surprised himself that he was able to speak with his own voice inside this wondrous magic that ensnared him. 'I know him. He is here!' 
 
                 The echo-king nodded, a simple gesture, but full of gravity. 'Wonders, it seems...are eternal. That my death served something...I would have been happy, perhaps, to know such as I died. But Caeus cannot win this...war? Caeus' kin...these Elethyn? He cannot defeat them, Renir. So much, all for this moment...' 
 
                 The echo king's charred face seemed thoughtful but not sad. No. Not sad. 
 
                 Something of the young man the king had been remained therein, and at the instant that Renir thought so, he thought he could see the ghost of the young man's face, laid over the blackened skin of death. 
 
                 He was younger than me...thought Renir. He had the sense of a scar, running nearly the length of the man's cheek, barren in his beard. A rough looking man...but the ghost of a twinkle in his long-dead eyes. 
 
                 With that ghost face, the king granted Renir a smile. Genuine, and one that gave him strength. 
 
                 'Rythe, Renir...her two suns...but she has two moons, too. You ever think...maybe there were always two worlds beneath the gold and silver of those distant gods? One seen...one unseen?'
 
                 'My lord?'
 
                 The echo of the king, with enough of the man himself still there, shook his head with soft compassion. 'Renir, there is a world that exists within Rythe...a twin, to her, like Carious has Dow, and Gern had Hren...Rythe has a twin. The world of the dead. Caeus, I think...he cannot win alone, because he is of one world. His sister is of the other world. Together...'
 
                 Renir's thoughts were like fish, swimming crazily in circles. The fates and the powers and the possibilities...sharks, circling a shoal. 
 
                 'Caeus has a sister?'
 
                 Tarn nodded. 'Rise, Renir. Be king. Take this knowledge with you. Selana is Caeus' sister. No secret, but few know the truth of histories that are so long. She is the undead half to Caeus' blistering bright life...the dead world holds power...King. Fear not the dead, nor death, your grace. It is just the other side, the beneath.' The echo of the last king was fading, his voice and the sight of him dimming, softening. 
 
                 `'I...I need help...' 
 
                 'You have it, Renir. Friends, those of power, those with true hearts. Friends, Renir. Look to those you love, draw your strength...' 
 
                 The King, as his words, were fading away.
 
                 '...from them as they do from you.' 
 
                 Until, at last, there was nothing but the King's last words, echoing in the dark hall. 
 
                 'When Rythe falls, Renir...remember...the other world. The world beneath Rythe...' 
 
                 
 
   *
 
    
 
   Renir sat up. He felt dry blood in his nose, around his lips. 
 
                 Tirielle was there, right beside him, and he found himself glad. 
 
                 Over her shoulder, Roskel and Selana watched him wake, too. 
 
                 Friends, those living...and those dead.
 
                 He looked Tirielle in her eye. 
 
                 Make a friend now...right now. Be true. 
 
                 'Thank you, Tirielle,' he said. His words were simple, but his intent was more solid than words, and she granted him a smile that warmed his heart after so long in the vision with the dead. 
 
                 And yet, crossing the worlds, here were two ghosts who still moved. 
 
                 Selana and Roskel. Lovers, yes. Dangerous...but...
 
                 'Selana, sister to Caeus. Roskel, friend to Tarn,' he said with a careful smile. 'Well met. Shall we? I think we have work to do.' 
 
                 Renir felt a new kind of confidence that had nothing at all to do with the crown.
 
                 Selana stepped forward, and in her hand Renir saw that the undead-witch held a large, simple sack. 
 
                 From within she drew his armour and his axe, as though the weight of the steel she carried were no more than a missive and the quill with which it was written. And it is, he realised. It is a message, from her. An offer of friendship...of her allegiance. 
 
                 'Haertjuge...' said Renir, and found that his hands were hungry for his blade.
 
                 At what cost do I take the undead's hand in friendship? Is it a cost a mortal can pay? 
 
                 Renir eyed his armour and his blade warily. She understood. 
 
                 'No cost,' said the witch. 'No price. This is...a service. For you. The new king of Sturma. We are to be...friends...I think.' 
 
                  The woman drew more out into the fading firelight. No simple sack, after all. 
 
                 Of course, thought Renir. Why would he think that the undead sister of the Red Wizard would demean herself to carry something mundane? 
 
                 From the sack came a small and simple repast. Apples, autumn-ripe, and a bottle of crisp water. 
 
                 Not the first time Renir had eaten food brought by magic from elsewhere...he did not balk at the thought, nor, even, of eating here in the dim depths, with the undead lovers and their friend's corpse watching them all. And that, too, probably not the strangest thing he'd ever done. He remembered the priest Drun, his apparition naked in his dreams. Shorn and he, professing their friendship for each other in a circle of fire. Smoke wheels in distant cities and being carried like a babe by a great white beast, fighting in the heart of a volcano...
 
                 He took a bite of the proffered apple and found it sweet. 
 
                 He sat, Tirielle to one side, the Queen and her consort before them. 
 
                 They spoke of much and little. Renir ate and drank together with Tirielle, and somehow he conveyed to Tirielle without words that he understood precisely why their hosts had no need of sustenance. 
 
                 Finally, recovered, he belched and Roskel actually laughed. 
 
                 Renir grinned. 
 
                 'Time,' said Selana, no glamour needed anymore now that they all understood who they were and that their purpose was entwined. 
 
                 Even without the glamour, though, the undead Queen was...stunning.
 
                 'Time to return?' he said. 
 
                 She nodded. 
 
                 'Then I'm ready,' he said. He had his own armour strapped about his body - armour he'd earned, not the shining false armour gifted to him by The Order of the Sard. His axe was firm and true in his fist and the Crown sat easy on his head.
 
                 For now, at least.
 
                 'Tirielle,' he said, making no attempt to keep secrets from Selana or Roskel. 'I know your doubts. The crown showed me secrets, though...trust the Queen and her consort. They are true. They are friends to my...line. And my friends are theirs, too. Trust...' he managed to say, but then, Selana and Renir were simply...gone. 
 
    
 
   *


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   'So much to impart...so much knowledge...and who, even those of us with power to burn, can tell what will be needed and what will not? No one...not I, not Caeus...can hold it all.'
 
                 Selana spoke briefly in the short space of time it took to travel through the deep earth, up and into the breezy air once against. The feel of it, even through Selana's magic, pulled something in Renir. 
 
                 It felt as though the wind called to him. 
 
                 He found he yearned for the air, for the dirt, for the sky and the clouds and the suns and the moons of Sturma all the more. 
 
                 'What is important?' Renir shrugged, uncomfortable, but happily so, pressed against the undead Queen's body as he was. They travelled within some kind of sphere that seemed to be darkness made solid. 'Love, maybe...goodness? In the scale of time so grand to a man like me...maybe love alone, yes. How a man, or a woman lives. How they die, what they do with their time...' 
 
                 'You think the dead don't love?' said Selana, her soft, velvet lips nearly pressed against Renir's ear. 
 
                 'I know they do,' said Renir. 'I know they do.' 
 
                 Selana pulled back a little way within their tight sphere, so she could see the new king's face. 'Then you know more than most, King Esyn of the ancient line of kings, the first of the Sturmen.' 
 
                 She placed a kiss with those soft, cold lips on his mouth and he felt some wonderful kind of giddy magic pass from her stale breath into his warm lungs. 
 
                 'For sustenance,' she said. 'For the battle.' 
 
                 'Thank you...but...what? What battle?' 
 
                 She grinned, and somehow, in that grin, impish and full of humour, Renir saw a hint within the dead Queen of the care and hope she held for humankind, small and insignificant though they might be. 
 
                 'This one,' she said. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Renir found himself alone in a smoking and ruined city, in the midst of a terrible battle. The silence he had grown used to over the last few (days?) disappeared, and the sound of battle suddenly hammered at his ears.
 
                 Fire burned bright and smoke drifted across the city. 
 
                 'For sustenance,' she'd said. And now he knew why he would have need it. 
 
                 Angry, hate-filled faces surrounded him. He knew those faces...hoped he'd never see such again. Draymen and women, some wearing Sturman armour, some hefting Sturman swords. He turned on his heel...taking them in. 
 
                 Their rage was calmed for a second or two by the shock of finding him suddenly in their midst. 
 
                 All the grace I'm going to get, he thought.
 
                 Seventeen warriors, he counted. Once, he'd have pissed himself with fear to face but one warrior. Flailed or ran or cried for help. 
 
                 'For sustenance,' she'd said, and she hadn't lied. Her kiss had been filled with strength and heart. 
 
                 His limbs should have ached from the walk. He should have been tired from the lack of food and water. A few apples and what little he had drank could not have filled him with the energy he found coursing through his limbs. His fingertips near enough tingled and itched, ready for work. 
 
                 He should have been blinking in the smog, from the brightness of the fires in the night and the smoke. But he was not afraid. He was not surprised. 
 
                 He moved before they could. 
 
                 Crushing Haertjuge overhand into a woman's head, splitting helm and skull. Yanking his blade free, cutting into the chest of the next underneath their raised arm. Dead, their weapon dropped to the littered ground around them. 
 
                 Spin, his base mind told him. 
 
                 A sword passed mere inches from Renir's own chest. 
 
                 The crown on his head proved no hindrance, the tiredness he should feel was completely gone. 
 
                 Only power remained in Renir's limbs. 
 
                 A pike thrust and a spear together, intend to impale and hold him. Haertjuge through the haft of the pole-arm, one-handed. He caught the head of the spear on his gauntlet and deflected it into the midriff of a thin young warrior who gurgled as the spear head took out his guts. A rusty sword thrust at him, and a narrow dagger. The Draymen's weapons were pillaged, and random. Both men died. 
 
                 A hard punch from a wild-haired woman caught Renir's shoulder, but he shrugged it off. Three Draymen broke and ran, and Renir span to find another seven (he'd lost count) were running, too, seeking an easier kind of slaughter this night. Renir wouldn't let them off so easy.
 
                 He stalked the bastards, through the fire-lit night, smoke swirling in a blustering wind that came and went. The King did not laugh or grin, took no pride in his hunt. It was grim work. 
 
                 And then, as Haertjuge dripped Drayman blood in the dirt, he rounded a corner and saw a familiar sight, and one that, finally, brought a smile to his smoke-darkened face. Bear.
 
                 His friend Bourninund was there, twin short swords spinning, whirling, slicing. Overwhelmed, but fighting like an old man who'd forgotten to die and just kept right on forgetting. 
 
                 'Bear!' Renir shouted, his voice powerful and loud even over the squeal of steel. 'To me!' 
 
                 Bourninund, and Renir now, too, were entirely cut away from the main fighting. Renir, in some distant part of him, was aware that the greater concentration of screams and shouting and the greater stench of fear and pain and fury was further in, closer to the castle. He and Bourninund were a long way from safety. 
 
                 Then, three dead men down and maybe six living warriors before Renir could reach Bear, the King saw his friend cut down. A great barbarian with a shaggy mane of braided hair had caught Bourninund with a heavy old rusty axe, a single-bladed thing made, perhaps, for felling trees. 
 
                 'Bastard!' Renir roared himself hoarse in shock and rage and with a cold mind...to turn the barbarian's attention from his friend to himself. The giant turned. Renir swiped away the remaining two warriors between them. Darkness and light danced across the shattered rubble and tumbled walls that was all that remained of the inner city. 
 
                 Bourninund's killer really was a big one. Half as big again as Renir. The man's rusted axe was twice as long in the haft as Haertjuge. Idly, Renir wondered if the savage had named his long axe. 
 
                 He shrugged. The man looked confused. Renir didn't care. He was angry and his heart was numb from watching his friend die while he fought like a hero, out here alone and unsung. 
 
                 The barbarian kicked Bourninund, the man just a bloody corpse there on the ground, then the monster raised his massive axe over his head, like Renir was nothing but an annoyance, getting in the way while he was busy cutting Bear clean in two. 
 
                 Renir would never reach the giant in time. 
 
                 Combat has no rules...
 
                 He threw Haertjuge overhand with all his might, nearly tearing his own shoulder loose in the socket. The monstrous man was forced to swing his long-hafted axe, but to deflect the blow, not to further maim Bear. He turned his attention to Renir, who spat. 
 
                 “Come on then, you great oaf. Let’s see what you’re made of.”
 
                 The barbarian merely snarled. He obviously didn't understand Renir, but sometimes words don't matter if the intent is clear enough. And Renir intended to kill the bastard barehanded, if he had to. The man stepped over Bourninund, his massive axe held in one hand, unwavering, like it weighed no more than a dirk. Renir smiled warmly, watching the man come closer. 
 
                 For a second, the barbarian faltered. It wasn’t often people smiled at him. 
 
                 Then, without much preamble, his attention turned to the blade protruding from his ribs. A startled gasp passed his lips, and he crashed to the ground with a thump loud enough to be heard over the demented roar of battle all around.
 
                 Bourninund dragged himself to his feet, spitting blood and a cracked tooth out. He wobbled for a second, cracked his back straight again, then grinned.
 
                 “I thought I told you never to give up your weapon.”
 
                 “Well, thank you, too,” replied Renir, and strode to where his axe lay. “A little bit of gratitude wouldn’t go amiss.”
 
                 Renir pulled Bear into his arms, then, and hugged the old man so hard he thought he heard a rib crack. 
 
                 Bear was still grinning, though, his face a mess, lips split and his front teeth sheared in half. 
 
                 'Good to see you, youngster,' said the old mercenary. 
 
                 The clatter of heavy-shod feet over the cobbles and rubble forced them to turn, weapons ready. All around them, men poured into the street. 
 
                 Sturmen. Maybe twenty, but footfalls giving a hint of more some way behind. Every man had a weapon of some sort, a few leather armour, or chain, and one or two even had plate. 
 
                 'Who's in charge here? Brung men from Gern's Crest on the Thane's say so.'
 
                 'And you are?' said Renir.
 
                 'Sutter. Thane's men, this lot. Soldiers and bastards. Looks like no bugger knows what's what. Messiest damn fight I ever saw. More Draymen on the way in. Castle's best bet 'til more arrive. You know who leads here?' 
 
                 Bear nodded toward Renir. 
 
                 'Him, I should think,' he said with a grin. 'The daft bastard with the shiny crown.' 
 
                 Sutter and few of the others looked at the corpses of the Draymen strewn around. 'You're work?' 
 
                 'Ours,' said Renir.
 
                 'Mostly his,' said Bear, still grinning. 
 
                 'Well, shiny crowns I don't know nothing about, but you know your business, alright. I'll follow you to the castle, at least. Don't be expecting a curtsy, eh?'
 
                 Renir laughed. 'I should hope not. Sutter, and your friends...welcome.'
 
                 'Aye. My...Lord?' 
 
                 'King, man. King.' 
 
                 'Bear...give it a rest, would you?' said Renir with a sigh. 
 
                 'My King...' said Sutter, unsure, still. Sturma hadn't had a king for so long, the man had no idea what a King should sound like, or look like. But the fellow had a big axe and gold on his head. 
 
                  Good enough for him. 
 
                 Renir felt for the man. Must be confusing. Hells, he was confused himself. 
 
                 'Welcome, Sutter, and your men, too. A man with a good sense of timing's always welcome in the midst of battle, eh?' 
 
                 
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-One
 
    
 
   Renir was barely aware of anything on the short walk back to the castle. The song of steel,  perhaps, still ringing out in the darkness outside the walls of Castle Naeth. As he neared the castle, he became, dimly, aware of murmurs among the men, the odd half-hearted cheer to see reinforcements in the shape of the men from Gern's Crest. A few horse among them, too, and they'd brought three wagons of supplies, which they managed to negotiate through the odd pitched battle within the stone houses and cobbled streets. Somehow, with Renir and Bear and Sutter striding through fires and smoke at the head of their little convoy, it must have looked as though the trio had guided the men through the five hells themselves. 
 
                 To scant safety, though, thought Renir, absently. He noted things he might not have, once, but he was a simple man, a plain man, even...but not stupid. He noted the numbers and the state of the men waiting outside the castle wall, waiting for brothers and friends to fight their way back. Waiting until the last possible moment before the great portcullis would close, before the massive gates would be bared outside. Waiting for that moment when their commander decided that the loss of the few would have to serve to save the many. 
 
                 Renir saw Quintal and Cenphalph there, still in their pretty white cloaks. Masters of war, for sure. Beside Quintal, a captain whom Renir had never even spoken with. Not a guardsman, but once a Thane's man, perhaps. A man who knew war and the city both. 
 
                 The three were in conversation at the base of the thick castle walls, surrounded by fighting men. The three of them were safe enough, though Renir knew they were arguing the best moment to close the gates to their advantage. That would hurt any man...to close a door on so many lives.
 
                 How many townfolk within, and how many lost without, outside the walls, raped or murdered or hurt for sport? What had they lost? Renir tried to imagine how they thought, as a king might. 
 
                 Lost maybe a thousand men, even more townsfolk. What's left? How much food inside? How long can we stand a siege? Enough horses for the most important among us to flee the slaughter come the end...or to serve as food, should all fail?               
 
                 Renir tried to think like those men there, in their shining armour. Those men bred for war. But he couldn't. Crown or not, he still thought like a fisherman. 
 
                 To him, war was a talent he'd found later in his young life, but he'd never be so enamoured with it as to find it glorious. It was a sordid business, war. Even Selana, dead for longer than Renir could imagine, knew that life had weight, had import. 
 
                 War saw the brown ordure of men who shit themselves, the blood and bone. Was that glorious?
 
                 And the Draymar...the perfect fighting machine...could he hate them? See them as demons, or rapists, or murders? They were dark-hearted bastards, yes...but hate them? 
 
                 Renir walked on, thinking, and as he did so the crowd of soldiers outside the walls continued to murmur and whisper. The susurration of rumours spreading reached his ears and travelled on through the castle. Even to the simple folk within the temporary safety of the castle's thick walls. His people. More so, Renir, thought, that the soldiers and shining warlords of the Sard. 
 
                 Shorn, maybe. Shorn would understand Renir's heart on the matter. Bear, his grizzled friend Bourninund. Tirielle, even. That woman had a true heart. 
 
                 Once more, he saw Quintal and Cenphalph talking low to the Captain he didn't know. He imagine their words.
 
                 The poor fighters die easiest. They always die first. Got a good, hard contingent of men, now. 
 
                 Renir saw the truth in it. There was nothing about war that was beautiful to the eye, but if you looked without passion you could, maybe, see the strongest blossoming as the weak fell by the wayside. 
 
                 It still didn't mean it was a good way to look at the deaths in a battle, though, like it was a mere cull to let the strongest flourish. The longer this war went on, the harder the veterans on both sides would become. And those hard men...what would they need, come the quiet, to still their warrior's hearts?
 
                 More war.
 
                 And in that way, Renir thought, wars were won and made at the same time. 
 
                 You can win a war. You can't beat war itself.
 
                 And as the first of the men waiting at the gates took a knee, Renir wasn't gladdened at all, but saddened. 
 
                 Was he but war's fool, now?
 
                 More men took the knee, and behind them, Quintal himself strode forward, beautiful and terrible in his war-garb. 
 
                 'No...Quintal...no...' said Renir, but to no avail. 
 
                 The leader of the order of the Sard, too, knelt before the new king, drew his long, workman's sword, and held it out to the King. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Two
 
    
 
   Caeus' understanding of the world of Rythe was far deeper than that of his brothers and sisters, the returning Elethyn. 
 
                 While, to them, Carious and Dow were nothing more than fuel, to him they were a guide in the wilds of time. The Elethyn misunderstood this, as they always had. Human kind, they set store by the movements and vagaries of the suns. The seasons marked the passage of their years, short though they were. Perhaps the Elethyn had understood this, once, and forgotten it. Maybe they never came to this knowledge at all. It had been such a long time now that the Red Wizard himself did not know how or why he felt the shifting moods of the suns within his soul.
 
                 But the suns, the moons, the planet herself...they were not separate. There was a strange kind of symbiosis between the five bodies. Rythe turned about the suns, and the suns influence was felt in the warmth of the sky or the growth of crops. Seasons came and went, life was birthed or passed to dirt and dust whether the suns shone or not. But it was not the doing of the suns alone. 
 
                 Hren and Gern, the twin moons...they exerted a strange pull upon Rythe, more subtle, sometimes, but no less powerful for their subtlety. 
 
                 The raising of the Seafarer's cursed land was no miracle. It was merely timing. Caeus cursed them, once, to forsake the touch of their land until their geas was fulfilled...but even a man such as Caeus...to sink an island? 
 
                 As he landed on that very island, the ground still quaked from shifting. It was night now on this side of the world. 
 
                 The Elethyn followed, like bright bolts in the black sky. 
 
                 Moonless, tonight. As Caeus knew it would be. No light from the suns to reach this place. On the other side of the world, too, it would be dark, for just a few moments. And in these moments all the light of the suns would be blocked from the world by the perfect conjunction of the moons, shielding the suns from the surface of Rythe. A lunar eclipse, one that happened but every thousand years. 
 
                 The Elethyn landed. 
 
                 My God...
 
                 Even Caeus was shocked to see those he remembered as himself now look so awful. 
 
                 They were terrible in their sentinel armour. The shifting abomination of souls trapped within the strange metal. Sentinel armour, the making of which was long forgotten. 
 
                 His brothers and sisters were now far larger than he remembered - bloated by power, perhaps, and by their unshakeable confidence and utter disregard for every aspect of life except theirs.
 
                 Life was theirs to take, to own, by blood right and their power and their whims. 
 
                 Once, Caeus had known that kind of confidence. 
 
                 No more, though. 
 
                 Now...he felt...doubt? Yes. Doubt was setting in, somewhere between Caeus' throat and his gut...and it was...wondrous. 
 
                 I can't defeat them all. I can't. But...I'm going to try. This has been a long time coming. Too long. 
 
                 His hands, he noted, shook. A small film of sweat covered his entire body. 
 
                 Is this how the human kind feel? 
 
                 Drun the priest, with his faith in the sun and history, the Sard with their swift swords and their sharp minds, or Renir Esyn, born with no choice but to take a crown he didn't want?
 
                 Is this how they feel all the time? 
 
                 They should have been crippled with it, this terrible and beautiful uncertainity...and yet they fought and railed against the darkness, no matter their doubt. No matter their fear. 
 
                 Caeus smiled, enjoying his moment. 
 
                 I am ready to die, I think. 
 
                 'You think we did nothing?' said one Elethyn through a narrow slit in his sickly, shifting armour. Caeus could see the anguish of the souls trapped there. 'Two thousand years, bastard brother, and we have grown while you were stagnant. We are refreshed with the light of a thousand suns while you rot and wither. You were ever a fool for the allure of life.'
 
                 Caeus laughed because he knew it would hurt the Elethyns' pride, and he wanted them angry. Anger made even Gods stupid. 
 
                 'You want my life, is that it?' Caeus turned, returned the stares of the thousand or more Elethyn all around him. 'You still fear me? Me, alone, who defeated you all, every one of you?'
 
                 'Old glories. Forgotten now. We live not for revenge. We will feed. You will be dead. Life, death, you were stuck on the one and forgot the other.' 
 
                 So did you, thought Caeus, but guarded his thoughts more completely than he ever had. 
 
                 'Then kill me, if you will,' said Caeus. 'If you...'
 
                 He did not finish his sentence, even, before their power burned the land and the sky for less, even, than a second...and then Caeus felt it. A dimming in them, a screaming storm of power within himself, bolstered not by the power of the suns but by his connection with the land, with his love of it. A thing of wonder that the Elethyn would never know. 
 
                 On the other side of the world, for an instant, Rythe's twin moons blocked the light. And for the merest moment, Caeus drew on the power contained within every love and every life throughout the entire world of Rythe. He drew on memory and history, on the beasts and the higher creatures, the power of the Rahken and the Hath'ku'atch, the passions and joys on humans, the hapless meandering pleasures of the fish and the whales and the Kurmidon down in the deeps, the worms in the mud and the scorpions in the sands, the mirs in their trees and the skies, the helting mirs in their caves, happiest as ever in the dark. He drew on these things, felt them course through his veins in a burst of power so vast that one man alone could not contain it, nor bear to feel it. The heart of a billion creatures and the stench of the dirt and the chill embraces of the blackest, deepest seas, the roar and whisper of winds and dry leaves holding tight to the trunks of trees and he could not hold it, could not bear it without losing his very self to the feeling of belonging...
 
                 But he did not have to. 
 
                 All he had to do was be a vessel, a simple channel, a focus. 
 
                 That he was. Less than a second, a concentration of something so strong he buckled, then, let it fly...from him...to the Elethyn. The Sun Destroyers were momentarily robbed of their strength, insensible, lacking focus and power. 
 
                 The sentinel armour sent the blast back at Caeus tenfold, and he had nothing to fear because it was happiness and love, not horror, not pain. He took it and it pulsed from him, to them, in waves, growing in power with each blast. 
 
                 The pressure and power built in Caeus until he was giddy with it, roaring with laughter and howling with tears while the Elethyn screamed, at last, under the onslaught of pure joy.
 
                 When at last the suns' rays broke the edge of the moons, it was done. 
 
                 Caeus staggered, then fell to his knees. With stubborn effort, he crawled to the nearest Elethyn and, still laughing as a nexus of such a thing of beauty might, the Red Wizard drew the creature's visor up to reveal the thing's face. The armour was robbed of its power, the tortured souls that gave it strength destroyed. And the creatures within? 
 
                 Just sad, withered husks remained. Things that looked just like Caeus, once, but now...dry, parchment skin stretched over bone. 
 
                 So tired, he thought. So tired. 
 
                 A thousand, at least, since he'd last slept.
 
                 Now would be a good time to start. 
 
                 He laid his head against the hard armour of the dead Elethyn. To him, if felt like a pillow. He closed his blood-red eyes, and slept. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Three
 
    
 
   Tirielle rounded on the witch Queen. 'They could all die! All, right now...and you'd have me sit here in your lair doing nothing...for what? I can help...I'm no little girl. I don't need to be coddled. If they fight, I would stand by their side. This...this is not me.' 
 
                 Selana simply smiled and shook her head. 
 
                 'Tirielle...your heart is big and strong. You are brave. You brought Caeus from his slumber, woke the Seer. You've suffered loss and pain. But you think you can stand against what comes in your shift, with your rahken blades, and take on the Draymar empire? No, Tirielle...I did not take you for a fool, not for a moment. I took you for a witch, a woman with sense and guile.' 
 
                 That disarmed her, a little. 
 
                 'But this...I sit, do nothing. Men are dying...I...I hear their pain, up there...' 
 
                 And she did. Like echoes, through the thick rock. Cries of such terror, shouts of rage and joy and victory and defeat. Blood and steel and fire and smoke...all above. Her friends, the Sard, her new friends...
 
                 'Renir's a good man. You sent him to face a nation with a flimsy crown of gold to protect him and a head full of childish dreams. So, he's a king. A king of what?'
 
                 'And would you have sent the man to battle with no hope? With fear in his heart? Would that have served him better?'
 
                 'I...'
 
                 'Hertha had more sense than you, Tirielle,' said the Queen, but she was not being hard or harsh, but spoke the words sadly. 'She knew herself...fishwife or not, she was born to witching. You come to it late.' 
 
                 'Witch, witch...I'm no witch.' 
 
                 'You hear thoughts in your head, woman. You smell blood through stone, feel the pain of this land even though it is not your own. And Tirielle A'm Dralorn, your blood smells of witch, whether you wish it or not.' 
 
                 'I do not. I wish to fight with my friends. I wish to see the Protectorate slain and avenge my people and...'
 
                 'Fool girl. The Protectorate you hate so hard are nothing but pretty dead statues in a lake of glass. They are all dead. You hate the ghosts of an army of fools. Think before you speak. You think Caeus put magic in this land on a whim, for his own folly? You think I created witch kin and bound your kind with my blood because I like stubborn women? No. We fight a long war, Caeus and I, each in our own way, with our own tools.' 
 
                 'I...' She began, but then she started to think. 
 
                 What, Tirielle? What is it you want?
 
                 The truth was, with the Protectorate gone, the Elethyn remaining, the Draymen pouring into the city above, friends and allies lost to death or fate so wide she could not see the shape of things...
 
                 'I am lost,' she said, finally, and she knew it for the truth. 
 
                 'And I found you,' said Selana. 'I don't ask trust or love. But I can show you your path. Witch kin are rare, and your blood comes from me, whether you wish it or not. As Renir could not fight his, you cannot fight yours. It is a gift, one forgotten through the ages...but no less valuable than those pure blades up your sleeves...and one that, with acceptance, could be far more powerful. Our kind won a small war, once. You want to fight? Fight with the tools you have. You have no armour, no sword. You are not a warrior. Do not try to be. The world has enough of those. You are a witch. Embrace it, Tirielle A'm Dralorn, and learn what it means.'
 
                 Tirielle hung her head and thought, and as she did so, she happened to touch the sharp point of the tooth broken so long ago, while a captive of the Protectorate. The tooth remained, ever a reminder...but...they were gone, weren't they? They were no longer the enemy. 
 
                 Yet the war still rages. 
 
                 And witch? Maybe. But the Queen was right. She wasn't a warrior. The world was full of warriors. 
 
                 But her passion remained, her love of the land of Lianthre and even, yes, this strange new world she found herself in. She'd lost friends, lost allies, lost battles. 
 
                 But did that mean she shouldn't fight? 
 
                  A fighter doesn't have to wear armour. 
 
                 She looked up. 'You're right,' she said, finally. 
 
                 'Your battle is far from done,' said Selana. 'You will return to your lands...but not alone. And when you do, you will know yourself as few do. With new allies...this war will not be won by men in armour or blasting fire from their eyes. It will be won, though. It will. And you will see it, Tirielle A'm Dralorn. You will see the end.' 
 
    
 
   *
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   Chapter Forty-Four
 
    
 
   Klan Mard hadn't slept a single minute since losing most of his skin to the fiery lava within the great volcano at the heart of Teriythyr. On a clear day, here in the north of Sturma, he imagined a man might be able to see Thaxamalan's Saw and the whiteness of the range's many peaks. He had little desire to see snow again, and even these lands would be covered, frozen, within the next month, most likely. 
 
                 He hated Sturma because the climate suited him. His skin hurt him constantly, and while he enjoyed, even relished the agony of his thousand lesions and oozing sores, the soft, cool rain of late autumn on these shores was a kind of relief. And that was why he hated Sturma. The weather lessened his pain and took an edge from his fury. Fury was the only thing keeping him alive, and the thing that drove the power within. 
 
                 How could he fight on with comfort in his black soul? He, the last of his kind and something other at the same time...the Myrmidion, the crossroads of knowledge, the keeper of the Bone Archive. The last living being with the knowledge of the past to guide his future.
 
                 The gentle rain dripped on his face, onto his teeth because he had no lips left. His words were clear enough, though, even so. 
 
                 'Your men fight like angry pigs, Ranth of the Hound Clan. Tomorrow, you will breach the walls.' 
 
                 Ranth bristled at the mild insult, just like a pig. Klan didn't care. Show no weakness. Mard bowed to no man, and now men bowed to him. 
 
                 It was more than a thousand years since the clans of the Draymen had united with a common cause. It had taken a stranger with no skin to achieve the feat. Klan was that stranger, now, and forever would be, no matter what land he travelled to. 
 
                 'Dor Blackteeth. You blades look to be very clean. Did you even fight yesterday, or spend the day pissing your pretty swords all shiny?' 
 
                 'Leather-man,' grunted the foul-faced man. He spat into the trampled grass at his feet and drew one of those shining swords. 'I killed thirty or more with this blade alone. You insult me, you insult my clan. You die, Leather-man.' 
 
                 Klan ignored him. 'Your son, beside you. He's but a baby. Screams like a baby, too. And still worth ten of you.' 
 
                 Dor's son, a long-armed butcher with a stolen heavy mace, took a step toward Klan. 
 
                 'Like a baby,' said Klan and the young man's skin erupted with flame. Dor's son screamed, then, loudly, beautifully, while the clan leaders stared in horror. Magic was all but unknown on the endless plains. Pain and torture were not. But few men could elicit such screams as Klan. Few had such a wondrous skill. 
 
                 The man tumbled to the floor, smoking and still and silent but for the sizzling of his fat as it cooled in the rain. 
 
                 Dor Blackteeth eyed his blade. Klan could see him itching to kill Leather-man, kill him with steel or hand or his rotten ugly teeth. But Klan merely grinned back. A grin was all he could manage. 
 
                 'Lessons are hard, Draymen. Learn them well. You want me your enemy? Consider this...my enemies are Gods. You think I care for your steel or your hate? I survived fire and the death of my entire people and I'm still here, right here, and you bastards...go to war. I have no more patience.' 
 
                 'Big castle. Strong walls,' said an older Drayman. Klan didn't begrudge him his words. The man was beyond long-of-tooth - he only had one tooth left in his head, right there in the front of this mouth. He'd be dying soon, in battle or just of tiredness. 
 
                 'Then bash the door in with Ranth's thick head. I care not. Get it done, Draymen. Legends, all of you...out there in the dirt and boring dry waste. You want this land, with the grass and wet dirt, the seas and rivers and lakes? You want their soft, white women for your own, you want their good steel and their stone...well, grunting like a woman shitting out a child won't do it. Kill them all, take this land. It's yours. Kill the man with the golden helm and they'll fall, soon enough. But get it done while it's warm enough to feel your fingers. Draymen cry like...him,' said Mard, pointing to the charred corpse on the grass, 'when they get a nip of frost on their balls. Now go, I'm bored.' 
 
                 Grunting, complaining, all the while speaking in their witless language, the Draymen did as he bid. 
 
                 You could rule easy enough with a man's heart in your hands, but that took time. Men like the Draymen, and their fierce women, too...they understood the coarse language of pain and fear. They bowed to power. Might be they weren't happy about it, but he didn't want dancing, capering fools. He wanted angry and crazy murderous bastards. 
 
                 And he had them. Legions of them, and him at their back whipping them with words and fear toward the thing they hated more. The Sturmen.
 
                 The castle will fall today, he thought, and knew he was right. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Five
 
    
 
   Do the Gods dream? 
 
                 Caeus had no idea. Was he a god? What was a god, if there was such a thing, but a creature beyond the understanding of those who worshipped it? If that was all there was to being a deity, then maybe he was a god.
 
                 But dreaming? What could a god dream of? The universe, the suns spread like holes in the dark right across the endless void of space? Strange blooms in the dark as suns were birthed, or turned to gaping maws when they exploded in death? Worlds and the creatures therein, or those monsters that roamed the darkest reaches of the void, devouring themselves or moons or living on the detritus of creation itself? 
 
                 No. Nothing so lofty. Caeus dreamed of his sister and a brief remembrance of mortality. Mundane, perhaps, but he saw her, her features, and felt the moment her body turned cold and she left his world of life and learning to live in the darkness. 
 
                 He dreamed of Selana, as she was, even though she was now long gone and dead to him. As he dreamed of her, her voice came to him, and he remembered. 
 
                 'There is not one world, brother, but two. And you forget...you always do. You forget the dead and the past and the darkness because you love the light so. You are a creature of life and it will be your destruction, brother.' 
 
                 She looked, to him, beautiful still, and Caeus' heart seemed to ache...but a god would not know heartache or loss...would he?
 
                 'But I love you for it. I love you for your hope and your trust. I always will. Now go. Do not see me anymore. I will be dead, a thing of the world you do not see. Remember me, brother, perhaps when the suns go down and darkness rules once more. Remember me when you sleep, for I will not sleep again. The dead do not rest...as you are the Guardian of the world of light, the darkness needs a shepherdess, too. Easier, I think, to get lost in the dark.'
 
                 Her voice held power and sway, even twice removed through death and dreaming.
 
                 With a soft groan and her wisdom echoing down the ages, Caeus opened his eyes to find that he had slept after all.
 
                 Dreaming and sleeping weren't so difficult, after all. 
 
                 He lifted his head from his pillow - the Elethyn's armour was now the creatures tomb, until it turned to dust out here on the still-roiling land of the Seafarers. He'd tricked his kind once, millennia ago. Last night, to destroy so many with the same trick had been...
 
                 Luck, he thought, and the thought actually made the mad wizard smile with honest mirth.
 
                 But he knew wouldn't trick them again. And they hadn't lied. His people had grown strong in the two thousand years since he had banished them. The time to fight alone was past. Pride could destroy not just him, now, but the entire world. 
 
                 No gaudy trail of fire to mark his passage so that the Elethyn might find him this time. He was just...gone. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Gurt's armour, his weapons, too, were a ruin. He'd discarded them when their saviour Essgren brought he and the warrior Perr to their haven, this home under the earth. It had the feel of a giant burrow, tunnels heading this way and that. The few times Gurt wandered alone in the rahken's great home, he had soon been lost. 
 
                 Embarrassing, really, for a man of Gurt's years to be lost quite so often. 
 
                 In their shared room (just a large hole in the rock, really) Perr performed exercises. Fist and foot, stretching, kick, punch...
 
                 Very repetitive, thought Gurt, just tired from watching. Practise was a young man's game. Old men needed to save their energy. 
 
                 The rahken, it seemed, had no need for privacy, and Essgren came, unapologetically, straight into their quarters. 
 
                 Gurt did not mind at all. The reason he and Perr could move around at all was because of the rahken healer that came to stand before him. 
 
                 Perr stopped performing his fancy tricks and turned to listen. 
 
                 'Good,' said Essgren. 'I found you both. Humans, it seems, tend to wander.' 
 
                 Gurt felt like he was chastised. Perr grunted a short laugh. 
 
                 'No matter, though.' The rahken seemed to think for a moment, as though gathering his thoughts. 
 
                 'A strange thing is happening...my kind have elders...and the elders call us all, now, each second for the last...day, nearly. A tone, I think, you cannot hear. It is an ancient call. One I never thought I'd hear in my life. Come, Gurt and Perr...I think your time here comes to a close...as does ours.'
 
                 Without further words, the rahken bustled from their rooms and along a hall, leaving the two warriors a choice; follow Essgren, stay, or get lost alone.
 
                 Perr shrugged at Gurt. Gurt sighed and pushed himself from his stone perch and followed the creature to whatever mystery came next. 
 
                 'Curiosity's a young man's game,' said Gurt. 
 
                 'Better than old men's games,' said Perr. His face, even without his armour, might as well have been steel for all the expression the man showed. And yet, often, Gurt felt as though the man joked in every word. He just didn't get the joke. 
 
                 Maybe joking, too, was a young man's game. Either way, Gurt was too damn old to be worrying about things he didn't understand. He turned his suspicious gaze from Perr and concentrated on following the hustling rahken instead.
 
                 
 
   *
 
    
 
   Caeus was under the bright skies of the Feewar land, with the smell of the sea suffusing his soul, and then he was surrounded by hard, dark rock. The rock, rough hewn, of the outer caverns of the rahken's home beneath the surface of Rythe. The artifice and skill of the rahken would become evident further in. But he needed allies, and the rahken had stood by his side once, so long ago. 
 
                 He was sure they felt his approach. 
 
                 Deeper within their great nation carved from the rock, the beast races came to greet him. Hand signals passed, as they did of old, before Caeus granted them the power of speech as his gift, in return for their aid. But it gladdened his heart to see the nation prosper, and keep to the old ways, still. 
 
                 His keen noted two mildly bemused humans in their midst. No time to wonder now. 
 
                 One rahken stood before him when he reached the central cavern. Looking up, he saw a mural upon the ceiling, and grinned despite himself, to see himself so boldly depicted in this vision of the glorious past. 
 
                 'Lord of Light,' said the rahken. 'We waited. We stand ready.'
 
                 Caeus nodded and bowed his ancient head in respect to these, the oldest of his allies.               'For time immemorial, knowledge has been sought out and destroyed, hidden, subverted with lies, rediscovered again. But magic is immutable and timeless, not subject to  lies. The way...have the rahken kept the way? 
 
                 'We have,' said the old rahken in the rough voice of their kind, words gnarled by their throats and mouths, not evolved for speech, but a thing granted through the will of a creature than might, perhaps, even be a god. 'We abide in the lore. The truth lives in us.' 
 
                 'Then I call on you,' said that god. Insane, yes, thought Caeus, but so full of the love of life...the only thing, ever, that set him apart from his brethren. Caeus' smile was warm, despite the chill below the suns and the gravity of what he asked. 
 
                 'Old friends,' he said, turning to take in the might of the rahken nation...maybe not even a tenth of which stood before him in the great cavern. 'The battle is now and I cannot do it alone...' 
 
                 'We stand, Lord of Light. As before, until the suns above have forgotten all.' 
 
                 'Then I am gladdened. The Elethyn wait. Are your hearts at peace?'
 
                 'They are.' 
 
                 'Then I will call them down and we will meet. Perhaps we will create history anew...and this time one that will stand forevermore.' 
 
                 'Elethyn...brothers...enemies...' intoned Caeus there in the great hall of the rahken. 
 
                 The history of their joined past, Caeus and the rahken, was bright and bold on the high ceiling above. He looked up for a moment. 
 
                 The Feewar are free, now. Soon, the rahken. 
 
                 Caeus knew regret, and despair, but he freed himself of the shackles of such emotions as he stood and called on his kind. As he freed himself of the darkness, he embraced the light completely. 
 
                 For thousands of years, the Feewar served my geas. For longer, still, the rahken lived in my debt. No longer. 
 
                 Humankind owed him nothing, and yet he had been pushing and pulling, interfering. A benevolent god full of the best of intentions...and had he ever made anything better? 
 
                 Time to rectify that, he thought. 
 
                 It is time this world was free of my kind...and free of me. 
 
                 'The oldest place...we will meet and live or die in the old ways. Brethren, sistren of the Elethyn...I, Caeus, call you to battle!' 
 
                 To words such as this, rock, distance, nor wind mattered. Words such as this cannot failed to be heard, if spoken with heart and the power of a god. 
 
                 Caeus smiled and bowed his head to his most ancient allies, the rahken. 
 
                 'Come, friends. It is time we were done.' 
 
                  
 
   *
 
    
 
   A shimmer in the air and dust and dirt swirling, for moments, only, then, Caeus and the entire rahken nation were gone. 
 
                 Gurt blinked. One second, the cavern was full. The next, only he and Perr remained. The air smelled like fire and wet dirt. 
 
                 'Good trick,' said Perr. He shrugged. 'Coming?'
 
                 'What?' said Gurt, feeling as though he'd been one step behind everyone else for the last few years. 'What?'
 
                 Perr, robed in a simple thing, his armour and weapons as useless as Gurt's, slapped Gurt on the shoulder and began to walk. 
 
                 'Where are you going?' said Gurt. 
 
                 Perr said nothing. Gurt followed. 
 
                 'No sense in sticking here, is that it? Like...staying too long at a wedding. Or a funeral. Rather find a drink, eh?' 
 
                 Perr nodded. He kept walking. 
 
                 Gurt shrugged and followed after. It seemed it might be quite nice to feel the suns on his face, and a drink in his belly. 
 
                 'Think they'll be any taverns left?' he said. 
 
                 'Who knows?' Perr said, and Gurt realised why the man spoke so little. Because he was joking, all the time, and Perr was a man who got the greatest joke of all. Creatures like the thing that had called away the rahken? The rahken themselves, the great, the good? They didn't get it. 
 
                 Perr did. And Gurt was beginning to catch up. 
 
                 By and large, he figured, what you did, what you said, made no difference at all, so why worry? 
 
                 Together, the two warriors headed into the tunnels, the caverns, and onward, hopefully back to the light, and, eventually, if they were lucky, a tavern and a good solid mug of something strong and wet. For some reason, even there, lost in the gloom, both men smiled a little while they walked, and the spoke barely at all.
 
    
 
   *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Six
 
    
 
   A castle is only as strong as its gate. Naeth was old, ancient, even. The gate was thick, heavy wood, ironwork black against the lighter wood. Fire and weight would do it, but the Draymen were not accustomed to siege warfare. They had no siege engines, no magic, no ballista. They would not think of a ram, they did not use shields to protect themselves from the arrows, raining from the battlements. 
 
                 What they did have, though, was a seemingly endless supply of soldiers to throw at the walls and at the gate. 
 
                 'You think they intend to breach the walls by climbing over their dead?' 
 
                 Typraille spoke within his brother's minds, so that the soldiers watching the six brothers of the Order of Sard could not hear their private council. 
 
                 'I think they could, though you make light, Brother. Yet I do not think they need to do  so. They are not entirely reliant on brawn or numbers.' Quintal's eyes, like the rest of his brothers', were closed. His face was motionless as he knelt with them. They did not face each other, but the gate. Swords by their hands, the warriors and their priest were utterly still, unmoved, unafraid by the growing clamour at the thick, strong gate. 
 
                 'Your meaning?' said Typraille.
 
                 'They have magic, brother. They have not needed it to take the city. Whoever, whatever, made the rent in the sky through which they came remains behind the army. A great power is there.' Cenphalph voice, even communing with his brothers as they waited for death, was eerily calm. 
 
                 'A power I have felt before,' said Drun. 'Yet while I have become weaker...this one...this one has reached the zenith. It is...something remarkable, I think, though I do not understand its nature. It is not old, like these Elethyn, nor protocrat as we have faced before. Something new...something fearsome.' 
 
                 'If we assault this...thing...could we snatch victory?' Quintal's mind-voice was bereft of hope, but it was a question that needed asking. 
 
                 Drun spoke, his words and his heart sad enough to move his brothers. 'No, Quintal. No. We die with honour, here. The castle, the King...these are your concerns. This new threat, it waits. It is not yours to face, brothers. This I feel...this I know.' 
 
                 'Then the gates will fall?' 
 
                 'Yes,' said Drun. 'Our purpose is to give our lives for the power of good. We do that here today...but I...I, too, die soon. It is the end for us.' 
 
                 A sense of resignation, rather than shock, through the linked minds of the Order of Sard. 
 
                 'The Order...our purpose...we are done?' Carth, the giant, who rarely spoke. He sounded neither sad nor afraid.
 
                 'We belong to this day, brothers. Friends. I will follow soon after. This new power is mine to face. The stories? The brothers we lost for whom we mourn...that is the weight behind our blows. The stories, the glory, the sacrifice...these things are ours. We die today. We die for honour and the glory of our Lord the Sun.' 
 
                 As one the brothers bowed their heads. 
 
                 Then, as a single soul, the paladins took up their swords. Drun alone remained kneeling in the courtyard for a moment, simple because he did not want to be seen coughing his blood on this white robes before his brothers, before the terrified men within the courtyard. 
 
                 The gates trembled at the weight of the Draymen behind them. They held. Drun stood, carefully and slowly so not to strain his burbling chest, and walked, slowly still, back into the keep where he would keep what soldier he could from Madal's Gates. He was a priest, not a warrior. His strength was not in destruction or killing, but in healing and wisdom. 
 
                 A moment of simple silence, then. No arrows, no pounding feet. 
 
                 He knew the order would fight well, die well. He would feel his brothers' death keenly. 
 
                 But not for long. 
 
                 Drun closed his eyes a moment, and sent his love to his brothers as the strange, unknown magician blasted the great doors, the iron and the wood, and the iron portcullis apart with a fire hotter, even, than the heart of a volcano, hotter than a thousand fires. The stone around the blast melted, the iron in molten lumps upon the dirt, flaming wood and ash and smoke from the fire flying or drifting into the air. 
 
                 The endless hordes of the Draymen pouring through the mess. 
 
                 His shining, glorious brothers, stepping into the breach.
 
                 Quintal. Cenphalph. Typraille. Disper. Carth. 
 
                 Peace, brothers, he thought, and went to prepare for his own death.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Renir, along with everyone else, stood behind the kneeling Sard and watched their strange, silent ceremony with respect. 
 
                 The man Sutter, from Gern's Crest, spoke to one of his men. 'What are they doing, you think?' 
 
                 Renir turned to the men and spoke quietly enough, but plenty of men heard. 'They are, I think, saying goodbye. They were born to war, born to die in battle. Today is their day.' 
 
                 The man silenced at that. 
 
                 The men of the Sard rose from their knees with their swords in hand and faced the gates. 
 
                 'They come,' said Renir. 
 
                 'For the King!' bellowed Bourninund. Renir scowled at him. 
 
                 'For Sturma!' Renir shouted instead, but his words were lost as the gate erupted in fire and blew shards and molten iron into the air around them. 
 
                 Deaf, confused and on his knees, Renir didn't realise the battle had begun until he saw the Sard's shining cloaks like a wall, holding the breach with steel and skill. 
 
                 When his hearing, and finally his voice, came back, he stood to rush to stand with the brave paladins...and found Bear's thin, strong hand holding him back. 
 
                 'Not yet,' said Bear. 'Follow my lead.' 
 
                 'And let them just...die for us?' 
 
                 'No. But look...they fight like they understand each movement...we would merely get in the way. Trust me. Wait.' 
 
                 Renir, bowed his head. Like his...people. His friends...helpless.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The Order of the Sard fought with such perfection that Renir, Bear, Wen...the entire castle full of men who could see, were shocked to silence for a time. It might have been as short as ten minutes, or as long an hour. The suns above, the light itself, seemed brighter while they fought, like the suns themselves watched. 
 
                 Perhaps they do, thought Renir. They are the suns' paladins, after all...and such knights as would fit the light, truly. 
 
                 They were fluid, their blades lashing out, spinning and twirling but never breached. Draymen warriors broke upon their blades and their glittering armour in waves, with no more effect than the tide upon the sandy shore. Where the Draymen pushed, the Sard were waiting. When there was a lull, the Sard pushed forward. When the weight of enemies was too great to bear, their forms shifted, swirling, and somehow found a way to break the fighters. Again and again, the Draymen hacked without skill or artifice with weapons heavy or light, new steel or old, dirty iron. Maces and swords broke on sword or armour, heads and arms rolled. Blood spurted and the Draymen screamed, but through it all the paladins were silent and their cloaks clean, the purity of their spirit evident for all to see. 
 
                 Men watched in awe, itching and aching to aid, to join the battle, this small thing amidst the greater one, a simple battle of five true men holding back the entire might of the largest nation on Rythe with nothing more than skill and passion. 
 
                 Beauty and perfection, though in such a terrible art as war. And then one fell and the entire castle roared as his white cloak darkened with blood and mud and soot...the magic gone. 
 
                 
 
   *
 
    
 
   'Typraille, brother...' Drun's heart hurt as he heard, felt, his brother go down to the inevitable death that waited them all. 
 
                 Beneath Drun's own hands a man's blood leaked, a warrior wounded the night before, only now bleeding from a stitched wound. 
 
                 'Cut must have been deeper than we thought...must've broke something inside,' said Lady Geraline, a lady of the court who was bold and brave and not queasy at the sight of blood. 
 
                 Drun's heart hurt from the loss of Typraille, but he had work to do yet.
 
                 Typraille's soul sighed and his power, his strength, his passion flowed back into his brothers, bolstering their own energy with his death. 
 
                 'Together again, soon, brother,' said Drun, but only in his mind. 
 
                 With a sad, resigned look to Lady Geraline he said, 'Open the stitches. I will try to find the deeper cut.' 
 
                 'He will die...' said the Lady. 
 
                 'He will if we don't,' said Drun. He only nodded, then. He feared if he argued again he would be forced to cough, and if he started, he was not so sure he could stop. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Carth, the largest of the Sard, that silent and stoic warrior, took a great sword through his chest, pulled the length of the blade down with him and somehow killed his attacker as he died. 
 
                 Carth, Renir thought. Never even spoke to the man, he thought. 
 
                 Then Wen, big and dark and glistening with sweat and soot, was beside he and Bear. 
 
                 'Going to let them sacrifice themselves, Bear?' said Wen. 
 
                 'Not much on glory,' said Bourninund. 'But it doesn't seem right, does it?' 
 
                 'No.' 
 
                 'You said...wait...' Renir spoke, but he sensed the truth. The time to wait and watch was gone. For the three remaining paladins to fight to their deaths alone would be cowardice, not sense.
 
                 'And we did. Now there is room to fight. Wasn't before. Brave men...but plenty of the bastard Draymen to go around,' said Bear. He grinned as he said it. Didn't feel much like grinning, truth be told, but no sense in pissing yourself in fear at the start of a battle. Time for that later. When he was dying. 
 
                 And Bear was in no doubt. He'd die this day. Couldn't be off it. 
 
                 'For the King!' bellowed the old warrior and thrust both his short swords in the air in salute. 
 
                 'For the King!' echoed Wen, his great sword raised to the sky. 
 
                 Men all around the courtyard took up the cry, until their shouts drowned out even the screech of steel at the gates.
 
                 'For Sturma?' said Renir. Bear laughed. 
 
                 'Stop fighting it, Renir,' said the old mercenary. 'Fight them, instead!'
 
                 And with that the old man, spry enough, ran into the fray like a man eager to embrace death himself. 
 
                 Wen slapped Renir on the back, rocking him forward, running toward the battle. Renir had a choice - fall to his knees from the power of Wen's slap, or just keep moving forward.              He moved, and found a roar in his throat and Haertjuge in his hand. 
 
                 
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Seven
 
    
 
   The blood sang through Renir's limbs. Haertjuge was light in his fists, fast and deadly. At first he was strong and fast and fearless. 
 
                 At first. 
 
                 Warriors by their hundreds fell through the rent in the wall, their weight alone pushing the defenders into the courtyard where they were at an even greater disadvantage. Now they were beset not just from the front, but from the sides, too. The men of Sturma and their allies fought like demons, holding a rough wall of men whenever they could against the might of the Draymen. 
 
                 But the warriors of the plains seemed to be solely intent on killing Renir, and Renir alone. It was quite disconcerting. Warriors would fall to stray thrusts from Sturmen, or the remaining Sard, or the mercenaries, ignoring other threats in a hunger to take Renir's head. 
 
                 It wasn't until maybe the tenth or twentieth snarling Drayman fell at Renir's feets that he remembered he alone was wearing a crown atop his head. He alone was the King of all this...
 
                 The strength and the passion and the confidence all fell from him in the merest instant. Suddenly, he found his knees weak and he staggered. 
 
                 Bear was right there alongside him. The old man held Renir close. 
 
                 'You hurt?' 
 
                 'They're trying to kill me.' 
 
                 'Don't take it personal,' said the warrior with a grin. Wen's great sword swatted an attacker away, flying, nearly in two halves, away from Bear and Renir. 'They're trying to kill all of us.' 
 
                 'Me, more, though. I'm...I'm King.' 
 
                 Renir whispered the last, lost in the crushing din of war, but Bear got the gist and laughed, there, in the middle of a circle of death. The old mercenary laughed until tears came down his face.
 
                 'Damn, Renir, you're a good man in a pinch. Funny as hell. I needed that.'
 
                 'What?'
 
                 A man burst through the knot of fighting around Renir and fell to a slash from Bourninund's short blade, blood spraying across Renir's face, hot and sticky. 
 
                 'Funny as hell,' said Bear, shaking his head, and turned to find someone else to fight. He didn't have to look far. 
 
                 Renir's legs weren't shaking anymore. 
 
                 In the heat of battle, maybe confusion helps just as well as a stout ale when a man's heart's sore, he thought. 
 
                 Whatever the reason he found he could swing his axe again, and found, too, that the more he swung, the harder the enemy strove to reach him, the harder his men fought beside him. 
 
                 I'm like the Sard, to them...I'm what they look to...emulate? To please? 
 
                 I'm just a man with a golden hat, he thought. 
 
                 But then, somewhere deep down, he remembered his own words, long ago. Why he never wore a helm. Because people saw a weakness, they strove to hit that spot. And if they did, they were thinking, stuck, on that one thing. 
 
                 Now, crown on his head, roaring and standing in the middle of battle? The Draymen were solely focused on Renir. Terrifying, yes, but every single man in the courtyard was fighting to keep him alive, too. 
 
                 And that was humbling. It made him realise it wasn't just a crown on his head. He was Sturma, now. In a man, yes, in a pretty band of gold, yes...but the men needed something they could see, something to rally to. A man can't rally for a field, or a copse of trees. 
 
                 He laughed, too. Maybe they'd call him the Laughing King. Maybe one day he'd be remembered, like Gek Fathand. 
 
                 He laughed, and swung his double-headed axe, and strode into the heart of the battle with no fear in his heart. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Eight
 
    
 
   Caeus stood before the Elethyn, like a man before his peers, awaiting his trail. But he smiled, at peace with his crimes and his treachery. There was no dishonour in the deeds he'd done, and he was ready. Life or death for him, neither mattered anymore. Nothing mattered. In the greatness of space, in the smallness of time, nothing had more weight than love, and he had known it as fully as any mortal. He'd felt the life and loves of the entire world burning within his soul. 
 
                 The Elethyn and their darkness were nothing to fear. 
 
                 'You die here, in the old place. Caeus the Betrayer...your deeds will never be forgotten.' 
 
                 Caeus thought, for a moment, to ask who spoke. But did the names of these creatures matter to him, anymore than the name of a worm might to a bird? They were no longer the same blood, the same kin. Caeus had changed and grown and these Elethyn, too, were not the creatures he remembered. 
 
                 More powerful than ever, colder of heart than ever. He sensed no deviation in their cause among them. Individuals, yes, but of one mind and of sole purpose: the pursuit of ultimate power. 
 
                 'The first beasts stand with me, as so long ago,' said Caeus. 'We sent you away before. This world, the lives upon it, and the light that warms its earth...these things are not yours to take.' 
 
                 'And you own these things? Lay claim to them?'
 
                 'No one owns the light,' said Caeus. 'My brothers - your forebearers...they thought to tame and take the light for their own, to strips these twin suns of their power. They failed. You will, too. I may die, but know you will not win, whether I fall or...' 
 
                 'You will fall, Caeus. You know you cannot stand against us this time. You, nor the beast races. You cannot win this day.' 
 
                 'I have no more tricks...let this, the old place, be the judge and those who remain with life and stand at the end as the winners...' 
 
                 'Then call your allies, Caeus. Call the world, if you must. Call on the humans and the rahken of old, the Naum, the Feewar, or the white ones. Call on the dead, should you will it, or the legends, or the lightning-dwellers. Call the old powers from the void and the ghosts of heroes. It is your right.'
 
                 Caeus inclined his head, to the simplest and slightest degree. 'None would stand this day but the ancient allies and the first people. Those that claim this world as home have little magic and are mere mortals. But magic lives in the rahken. They stand with me. And you, voice of your kind, Elethyn-speaker...would you call forth the wrath of the darkness? The forbidden beasts and the chained?' 
 
                 The Elethyn who spoke for all shook his head, nodded just as slightly as Caeus had. 'We stand alone. We always stand alone. You know this.' 
 
                 'And one day, it will be your undoing.' 
 
                 'Perhaps, Betrayer. But not this day. Where are your rahken?'
 
                 All around the old place, a place of rare heritage that even the Elethyn did not understand, the air shimmered and cleared. Ten thousand or more rahken appeared, glittering in golem armour. The low, otherworldly light of the old heart of the world refracted in the crystal. Rainbows of light were thrown out wide and strong. The black, clear stone around them was painted with so many colours and half-colours that for the merest moment, Caeus understood that power was not a sole facet of the light of magic...but all. 
 
                 Perhaps the rahken, with their simple ways, their honest culture and lack of ambition, perhaps they understood what Caeus had not, what the Elethyn never could. Power was not mastery of death, or fire, or water. It was those things, yes, but the rain and dirt and wind, the joyous cry of spring and the echoes of pride from trees fallen long ago in deep forests. Wailing children and barking hounds and the buzz of insects in the sun. These things, more, perhaps...these things were power. Not the sentinel armour, nor the golem-crystals. Not steel or flame or gaudy shows of strength. 
 
                 But such things were too late to bring now. The old place was a giant black circle at the furthest pole of the world, long denied the suns' embrace. All around pure black heart of Rythe snows fells and ice cracked and grew into mountains or shattered into crevasses. Far colder, here, on the south continent than even the blasted white wastes of Teryithyr. Cold without succour, without cease, endless, blistering, killing cold. None could reach this place without magic. Surely the old ones, those who left these rare relics, had intended as much. It was here by design. The cold kept life away. 
 
                 Despite the killing-cold around the broad, black circle of smooth stone, the temperature upon it was moderate. The air above was untouched by the blizzards and the howling winds that scoured this barren white land. 
 
                 Here on the black circle, there was no weather, no sun, no light or dark. Pure neutrality. 
 
                 A place to test and war and destroy, or to love and grow and learn...the stone did not judge. But only one could emerge when enemies took to this place with intent. 
 
                 And such intent it was. 
 
                 No judge, no moment when a battle would begin. The first strike, the rules, the method...these things were left to the combatant. 
 
                 Caeus in the centre. The rahken outside. Between Caeus and his crystal-warriors...the Elethyn. Sentinel armour that could not be breached. Tricks that would not work, here, in this place. Rahken with no way to manipulate the air or earth, and their crushing, sharp armour of no use against the sentinel armour worn by the returning enemy. 
 
                 The Elethyn made no move. They were timeless. Should they wish, they could stand for another hundred years, until the rahken died and fell, old and ancient within their armour, no more than husks encased in crystal. Even Caeus could die of age...the Elethyn could not. 
 
                 Silently, it began. 
 
                 No words were necessary for true magic. 
 
                 Caeus allowed his light to grow, as though he would attack, but at the last moment, his light skirted the Elethyn without touching them and, blinding, hit the rahken in their crystal armour. 
 
                 Brightness like the heart of a sun suddenly filled the space above and around the old place. So bright, even the Elethyn, with all their power, could see nothing. 
 
                 With rage that was their birthright and power that they stole to live, they lashed at Caeus with wicked and barbed tendrils of black hate.
 
                 Even the Elethyn seemed surprised when the light faded to normal to find Caeus before them, hooked through skin and bone with their awful power, upon his knees. He bled and agony was clear on his ancient face, but he smiled, too. 
 
                 The Elethyn held Caeus fast while they searched for the rahken with their power. But the rahken were not there. Not vanished, or destroyed. Not hidden by any means they could discern. 
 
                 'A cunning trick, Caeus. But even hidden, they are nothing.' 
 
                 'They are not hidden, Elethyn-voice. They are no longer here. Only I remain.' 
 
                 'What game is this? You send them away with your power to merely be caught and killed...for nothing? No gain, simply to lose?'
 
                 Caeus could feel the Elethyn's confusion, and their rage, too, because they failed to understand the simplest of things that Caeus had learned long, long, before his captivity within the revenant. A thing he'd learned from the one creature who he had ever called a friend, and his jailer, both. A creature that itself was eternal, but a teacher of wayward souls, too. 
 
                 And when Caeus had destroyed the creature's soulsword and freed himself, the creature had seemed...happy. 
 
                 'The rahken were under a geas,' he said. 'Bound not through magic, but duty. They were obligated to come to my aid, should I ever call again. I laid that curse upon then long ago with nothing more than a kindness. Then, I thought such a deed was compassion. Now, I know compassion runs deeper, still.' As Caeus spoke the Elethyn's spikes and barbs sliced further inside of him. The pain was immense...and yet his heart sang with joy. Even for a god, it is a rare thing to die with all debts paid.
 
                 'Compassion? Mortal folly.' 
 
                 'Yes,' said Caeus, but still he smiled. 'It is. Isn't it wonderful? I sacrificed myself to death so that they could be free, not to die and die again. Free to make their way, with their will...as mortals do, Elethyn. You will never understand this. Never. Because you have no love and your hearts and souls are small, withered things. Like these thorns and barbs with which you hold my body, your souls are lost to brambles grown of hate. You will never know joy or happiness. And you think I lost this day? You have not won a thing, and never will. All the power in the universe will never sate you. One day, the last of the suns will be swallowed by your kin, and there will be nothing left but darkness. And you...basking in the dark, in the heart of a universe bereft of light and life and love? You think you won?' 
 
                 Caeus shook his head. 
 
                 The Elethyn listened to Caeus' speech, unmoved. He hadn't expected to win them over, not for a moment, but to speak these things aloud, here, with the spirit of the ancient power that built this testing place as his judge or jury...that felt like victory enough to go out on. 
 
                 'Pretty words, betrayer. We will see if your compassion survives when you die. We will try to find it within you. Perhaps then we will understand...but I think not.' 
 
                 The black hooks of their magic bit deeper and he screamed, as he knew he would. 
 
                 But pain is but a wave. Caeus was no stranger to pain. He no longer thrived on it, but he was no more afraid of pain than the darkness in himself. At each lull, as they tore into him, he granted them a smile, and whenever he could speak, he simply said the same thing, like a mantra against the sadness of dying. 
 
                 'I win,' he said. And each time he spoke those words, their rage festered anew, and Caeus' joy helped his soul become bolder with every moment his body weakened and drifted toward his final death. 
 
                 'I win,' he said again, and even managed a sad, tired smile. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Nine
 
    
 
   There are only so many times a man can think he's going to die before the threat of death itself loses some of its impact, dreadful and immediate though it might be. 
 
                 Renir's body ached and bled. A rib cracked and a finger of his left hand hung useless after taking a blow with a wicked, iron-bound cudgel. Had the weapon been bladed, he would have lost the finger and maybe more. A rare thing that such small agonies would wake a man to joy, to loving life and friends, to a willingness to lay down his own life for these men, as no few had for him. 
 
                 A man had thrown himself into the path of a spear for Renir. 
 
                 Poor bastard died hard, thought Renir.
 
                 'For the King!' they cried, and they rallied and fought harder than any man Renir had known. The lowliest warrior among them fought as bravely as Shorn or Bourninund ever had. Their simple passion, in a way, outshone the only two remaining paladins of the sun. The Sard trained a lifetime, bore beautiful, strong armour. Some of the men who fought to the death for their new king, though they knew him not, were nought more than simple farmers. Even the Draymen with their makeshift arms and armour had more experience of war than most of the men who fought for Sturma, fought to hold a castle in the north like it was a childhood love.               
 
                 A man without weapon or shield had turned aside a sword thrust meant to kill Renir with his own bare arm. He'd lost his arm. 
 
                 He'd lost his arm.
 
                 Renir was in awe. Another threw himself, leaping through the air, and killed a giant of a man with nothing more than a simple sword and the perfect moment. That man, unknown to Renir, still lay bloodied and gasping, no one remaining to give him succour from his pains or end his agony. 
 
                 How could you refuse such love, whether deserved or not? Would shame these men, their bravery, to deny his blood. 
 
                 And so thinking, ready to die for his men, and they him, surrounded in the courtyard, Renir was ready to die. 
 
                 His men numbered a scant thirty or forty. Even the men from the walls were fighting, now, the battle spilling from the courtyard to the bailey, the battlements, and a few stout men barely managing to hold the entrance to the keep, being pushed, bloody, along the stone stair. Not a single man among them was unbloodied.
 
                 And the Draymen were still legion. Bodies were piled high, a mess of death. Time to die. 
 
                 'You men are my pride,' Renir shouted above the snarls of hatred from the bloodied, ragged Draymen. More poured in through the broken gate. 
 
                 With a bellow of his own, Renir forced his tired arms once more above his head, Haertjuge ready to slay as many as its master's arms could manage. He put one foot forward to charge to his death, and his knee buckled. He tumbled down and shouted in frustration at his weakness as his men charged without him...but he was not alone. All about, men were tumbling and rolling across the dirt, like sailors in a squall. 
 
                 Behind him, atop the stairs to the keep, Renir saw two men stood unaffected by the buckling of the earth or by the fires that lashed out, suddenly and with no warning, through the hordes of Draymen. One man wore a green robe, and the other one of orangelike the setting sun. 
 
                 Their mage-light blazed from their eyes...but for a wonder they were human...and they were...
 
                 They are saving our sorry lives, thought Renir, and at the sight of such power, such magic, something in him saddened. 
 
                 Magic returns. 
 
                 The rocking ended, the fires burned their victims. Renir stood, looked at the steel in his fist. There is still a place for this. 
 
                 Ignoring the mages, Renir pushed himself up on shaking legs, his legs still unsure if the ground rocked or was still, and walked across the littered, stinking courtyard, over bodies of friends and foes, and stood before the unknown warrior who had moments before saved his life by giving his own. 
 
                 Magic saved them all. But heart had saved Renir. He knelt beside the warrior and spoke for a moment, unheard by any but the dying man.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Bourninund was beside Quintal, his chest now heaving. Quintal had somehow lost his helm and both men sported grey hair, long and matted with blood. 
 
                 'You robbed our glory,' said Quintal. Cenphalph came and stood beside Quintal, removing his helm. Suddenly, to Bear, the last two paladins of the Order of Sard seemed...human. Tired, hurt. Just like him. 
 
                 'Yes,' said Bourninund. 
 
                 'Thank you,' said Quintal with a shrug and an outstretched hand. 'Too many died today. Maybe I can die tomorrow.'
 
                 'As one old man to another,' said Bear. 'Don't rush it. Patience is, sometimes, a virtue.' 
 
                 Quintal nodded, smiled, and walked away to tend the wounded where he could, to end it where he couldn't. 
 
                 Bear sniffed, searched the carnage for Wen. 
 
                 He found him sitting, his bald head bearing a deep gash that still poured freely down his dark face. Wen saw Bear dragging himself up the steep stone stairs, and waved the bottle of stum with a tired wink. 
 
                 'How the hell...' 
 
                 'What?' 
 
                 'Every damn thing in this entire castle is rubble or dead...and you carried a bottle, glass, through that...?'
 
                 Wen took a healthy drink from the bottle and passed it over. 'Just careful, is all.' 
 
                 Bear took a swig, too, and coughed. The liquor worked wonders, though. For a moment Bourninund felt human again. 'Well...thanks. You know, Wen...I always thought you were mad.' 
 
                 Wen laughed, a big, deep laugh that came from his belly, fuelled, perhaps, by stum and the survivor's fleeting joy at life. 
 
                 'Oh, I am. Aren't you?' 
 
                 Bear thought about it for a moment. 'I suppose so,' he said, took another drink and passed the bottle back, with a gentle pat on the man's thick shoulder. 'I am beginning to think madness might be...normal.' 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty
 
    
 
   There had barely been more than three human mages in the last thousand years, Klan knew, but for those rare Feewar kin. He knew it to be true, because the Bone Archive within him told him so. And now a whole brotherhood of sorts arrived unannounced and blasted his damn army back to the five hells. 
 
                 'How fortuitous,' he said to himself, seated comfortably as could be expected with no skin, robed but barefoot on the soft and trampled grass of the Sturman plains. In front of him the remaining Draymen fled on foot or with a rare horse. Treasures, spoils of war dragging, but only what little they could carry. 
 
                 How many dead in the fight, how many burned by these new human magelings? 
 
                 Klan drew a tiny symbol with a blackened fingernail in the damp dirt and a small, barely perceptible magic flared before him. A knife, created from the dirt of the land, with an echo of the magic with which he'd created the portal through the dark places to bring this useless army across the mountains. 
 
                 Plenty dead. Once, that would have made him happy, but it didn't matter much to him any longer. This was no longer a war he could win. He was masterless...his own man. And he could please his own whims. 
 
                 He brought the dirt-knife out and into his ravaged hand, and as the day ended and darkness began to fall, he found a Drayman straggler dragging away his spoils, a bare-chested and pale Sturman youngling. The girl being dragged screamed at the sight of Klan, hideous even in the low light of the stars. He stabbed her swiftly, and then, when the Drayman all his, cut him slowly. 
 
                 Some things you could rush...others were delicate. 
 
                 An hour later, Klan wore the man's face over his own, like a helm, from chin to the nape of his neck with hair, too. It fit well enough, but with a little magic and a touch of death-tainted dirt, Klan shifted the mask around on his ruined head until it was a perfect fit. Almost as though it was his own. 
 
                 He spoke, and spoke with the man's voice in that ugly language of the Draymen. Then, he stripped clear of his own robe and put on the man's blood drenched rags, took the hide buckler and the pathetic curved blade for his own. 
 
                 With a happy grin, Klan then sat down in the grass with the sack by his right hand. The sack held a head and was the only thing Klan brought from beyond the mountains through to this side. 
 
                 He patted the sack, sat, and waited. 
 
                 For the suns, the moons, the changing of the tide, he didn't know. He'd know when the time was right. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty-One
 
    
 
   Tirielle opened her eyes. She had no idea how long they had been closed, but she blinked, the single candle in the room blinding after such darkness. 
 
                 'It is done,' she said. No pride, no boasting, just a simple statement. 
 
                 'And how do you know?' asked Selana. While Tirielle sat in concentration, Selana lay on a long divan of some ancient leather. The seat looked uncomfortable, but somehow Selana managed to seem at rest no matter what she did. Her body flowed, languid, from one activity to another, and not once in the time Tirielle spent in her company did the Queen ever seem rushed. 
 
                 'The land sighs.' Tirielle paused. 'No, that is wrong. The land exhales.' 
 
                 'Good,' said Selana. 'This is not your land...but you feel it?'
 
                 'The land is all one land.' 
 
                 'And these people, these Sturmen?' 
 
                 'All one people. From Draymar to Sturma, from Lianthe to Ascalain. This is the truth. The land cannot lie.' 
 
                 'Good. You serve the land. The King serves the people. And who will remind him of this?' 
 
                 'The witch kin.' 
 
                 Selana smiled, and Tirielle was pleased. She had come, in a few days, to admire the Queen. Dark, deadly...undead...but there was something there that spoke of simple strength, a kind of steel unlike a man's. One that would bend, rather than slice, one that could flow through a matter, rather than chop it in two.
 
                 Farinder returned to their room and bowed, a slight thing, to Selana first, then Tirielle, but he granted Tirielle a grin which told her he was impressed, too. 
 
                 For the dead, the two had a certain kind of warmth. 
 
                 'A King, I think, needs a friend,' said Selana. 'Go to him. We will meet again, but it is time you were among the...light.' 
 
                 Tirielle thought the Queen nearly slipped, and that shocked her, but Selana winked and she understood that the slip, too, was entirely intentional. Everything about the woman spoke of poise, guile, and a deep and hard intellect. 
 
                 'All kings need a friend, no, Roskel?' 
 
                 The thief, consort, whatever he was, nodded. 'A King is surrounded by demands...a good friend is...a door. A solid door, the kind men sometimes need to go behind and close against the world.'
 
                 'I understand,' said Tirielle.
 
                 She'd been born to duty. Born to be a politician, to follow her father's path, once. Then given to the Kuh'taenium to serve. She understood duty and servitude. But friendship?               She could consider this, in her heart, another form of servitude. To be friend to a man in a crown she barely knew...to serve his ego and comfort his soul, be a balm to his conscience when the hard decisions had to be taken...or, she could learn to be a friend. 
 
                 She'd had a friend, once. Roth, the rahken. Roth had died for them all. 
 
                 Is that what a friend needs to be willing to do...to be true?
 
                 Selana was knelt in front of her, and Tirielle realised that she had not risen since kneeling to listen to the voice of the land. 
 
                 Selana's nails were like razors, deadly, should she wish. But she was gentle as she placed her finger beneath Tirielle's chin and lifted her eyes so that they looked at each, no more than a foot distance between them. 
 
                 'You misunderstand, I think. Tirielle, I asked nothing of you. I ask not that you be consort, nor concubine, nor merely a foil for a man's poor decisions. A witch serves the land, but the land demands no obedience. Sense and heart rule a witch. Let these things be your guide. You are Tirielle A'm Dralorn. You are a witch, yes...but you are your own woman and always must be. Now...' said Selana with a softness in her eyes that made Tirielle gulp. 'Go and live as you would...let your soul be your guide and the land be your wisdom.' 
 
                 Selana blew dry, dusty air into Tirielle's face, forcing her to blink, and when her vision cleared she found herself in a broken tavern surrounded by drunk soldiers roaring out yarns and battle stories and drinking away the last remnants of their fear of death. And there, at a table in the lightest part of the tavern, was the man Renir Esyn, walking among (his men...they're his men, now), talking, nodding, clasping hands, and being...
 
                 A King. 
 
    
 
   *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Two
 
    
 
   The city stank. An old city, like Naeth, had a hell of a smell at the best of times thanks to the simplest of sewers, which drained into the river that ran through the southern side.  Thankfully, the late autumn was cool, but the stench of raw sewage was ever-present through the city. Most cities in Sturma boasted a pungent stench along the rivers and at their docks. But after the fire and destruction, detritus blocked the rudimental sewers. Bodies, rubble and charred timber. 
 
                 Rain poured and had nowhere to drain. The outer city was turned to mud. The lower parts of the inner city turned to streams, but filthy ones - the kind people got sick from. All in the space of a day. 
 
                 But no man or woman had the stomach for seeing the city righted. By the time night fell on the torn city, the first quiet night since the Draymen swarmed the walls and castle, people began to pick up what they could. Families returned to look, fruitlessly, for their homes in the outskirts. Some were lucky enough to have board with friends or loved ones in the inner city, and some of those buildings were mostly standing. Fire took the thatch, but in places there was, at least, shelter to be had. Inns and taverns opened their doors until city-folk were jammed, elbow to elbow. If they had a groat or two to spare, maybe they shared a mug and some small comfort. 
 
                 The castle keep was full, those buildings that remained standing were full. No one slept in the rain, unless by choice. 
 
                 People do what they can in the wake of war. Hunt for their loves, or right broken things. Maybe drink away the pain, but mostly that's just a different way of righting broken things. Renir understood this, in his simple way, without words or deeds. But he, too, King or not, needed a little time. Maybe a King shouldn't have time. But he took a mug of ale in the wreck of an inn once named The Maiden's Hearth. He and his mug moved (slowly - the place was so full a man could scarcely move without knocking another) through the inn, nodding to men, taking their adulation and congratulations, though it felt dishonest to do so. Dishonest, perhaps, but just another way of smoothing over some pain, perhaps? Let them believe thousands died for some purpose other than the madness of war, other than for men's pride. 
 
                 They had not even faced the greater threat, yet had died in droves. A great victory that felt an awful lot like a loss to Renir. 
 
                 Bourninund and Wen were propped against a far wall, well hidden in the darkness, but Renir was good at finding drunk mercenaries. He'd been close enough to one himself, though maybe he'd never fought for coin. 
 
                 'Bear. Wen,' he said, sliding himself with a little effort into a gap in the men. He took a long pull on his mug. Someone nudged his elbow, mutter a slight curse until they noticed his crown. 
 
                 'My lord...please...' 
 
                 'It's fine,' he said, and waved the man away before he could start bowing. 
 
                 'Bloody embarrassing, this thing.' 
 
                 'I should imagine,' said Bear, with a tired smile. 'Men fought for that trinket and the man under it. Fought hard.' 
 
                 Renir took his meaning, though he didn't appreciate it. 
 
                 Can't even have a drink with old friends anymore. Right or wrong, every damn thing is laden with meaning since I put this on my head. 
 
                 'Bear, where in hells was Shorn? I thought he'd be in the thick of it...can't find him anywhere.' 
 
                 Bear and Wen exchanged a glance. 
 
                 'We still haven't seen him either, Renir,' said Wen. 
 
                 'You think he's alright?' 
 
                 'He can look after himself...thought he'd have let someone know, though...' said Bourninund.
 
                 Renir nodded. 'Got a history of wandering, I guess...but...he didn't tell anyone?' 
 
                 'No.' 
 
                 Renir thought about it for a moment. Looked Bear in the eye. Bourninund knew Shorn better, perhaps, than he or Wen. 'You worried? Should I be?' 
 
                 Bear shook his head, easily, but Renir didn't find him convincing. 
 
                 Concern clouding his mind, Renir and the two mercenaries watched people doing what they do best after a fight. Drink and love and patch over the broken places. 
 
                 Renir gave his mug to Bear. 'All yours. Got things to do, I think. You know...Kinging.' 
 
                 Then, before the two men could gut him for it he pulled them both into an embrace, then walked off. Bear and Wen exchanged an amused glance. 
 
                 'Kinging's gone to his head,' said Wen. 
 
                 'Aye,' said Bourninund. 'But the King's ale tastes just the same as mine.'
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   People didn't seem to know how to respond to Renir as he made his way through the throng in the Maiden's Hearth to the door. Elbow-to-elbow, a couple of men tried to take a knee, a few more tried to bow. Couldn't be done. There were probably men asleep standing up in the crowded inn, and nobody would be any the wiser until the place emptied and they fell down. 
 
                 'It's the King...'
 
                 'My Lord...'
 
                 'My Grace...well fought...'
 
                 'The King!'
 
                 By the time he closed the door behind him and stepped into the rain, the sudden blast of the cold and the wet on his face, in his hair...it was a relief. 
 
                 In the street, not twenty yards from the inn, there lay two bodies. A Drayman and a Sturman. Locked in death. 
 
                 Someone should clear this up, he knew. And soon. 
 
                 But not tonight. Let them rest, he thought. If only for tonight.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   For some reason, he didn't feel tired. He knew he should. He'd fought, taking his share of cuts and knocks. His finger was broken and roughly bound, his ribs hurt when he took a breath. But compared to what he'd seen? Men cut down by the thousand, by steel, and then mage-fire at the end. 
 
                 The stench still nestled somewhere inside him and he'd barely eaten since the battle because of it. Yet some strange energy coursed through him. So he walked. Not for any reason other than to feel the rain on his face, to see the streets and what remained of them. Perhaps just to be sure he was still alive. He might sleep and remember dying. If he walked he could feel the rain, smell the char under the downpour, and the sewers. He could hear the murmur of people behind doors, finding shelted and solace where they could. 
 
                 'Renir? I mean...King Esyn.' 
 
                 Renir looked up to see a man sitting atop a broken wall. The robe of his hood was down. Maybe taking a moment to remember the simple things, like water falling from the sky. 
 
                 'Brother...Garner...isn't it?' 
 
                 'Yes.' 
 
                 When a man's walking through a downpour in a crown, it doesn't make sense to question another's motives for getting drenched in a mage's robe. 
 
                 'I meant to thank you and your brothers...without your aid...we would have lost.' 
 
                 'I'm...glad.' 
 
                 There was a 'but' there, somewhere. Renir frowned, but said nothing. He waited. The man seemed to want to say more, but held back because...the crown? Maybe. People saw the crown. Forgot there was a man beneath.
 
                 Renir reached up and took it off. Held it in his hands. 'It's just a fancy hat, Brother Garner,' he said. 
 
                 Hard to see, through the rain, but it looked as though Garner managed a tired smile. 
 
                 'Did we make things better today?' said the mage, eventually.
 
                 'What do you mean?' 
 
                 'Men kill each other. I think we probably have done for a long, long time...but...does it help? Now we're better at it? Does it help?'
 
                 'I...you saved the battle, friend. You saved lives...' 
 
                 Garner nodded, but it was only the merest inclination. 'Once, maybe, we had iron and they had sticks. Then we had steel, now we've got fire whenever we wish and the earth rising up, or the air, boiling, or...' 
 
                 'When does it stop? Where? Is that your meaning?' 
 
                 'I suppose it is.' 
 
                 Renir took a step closer to the man. 'Beings like...Caeus...they have such power. They think on the future and the past and of a thousand small things, all at once. But you and I, brother Garner...I think we're just men. We live for the day. I think such power is awful, terrible...but if a good man wields it...magic, steel...neither thing is wrong, or evil...but did you help? Garner, I don't have the answer. Did the world become wonderful today? No.  But you saved my life. I'm grateful.'
 
                 Garner thought on this for a while. 'Thank you, King Esyn.' 
 
                 Renir shook his head. 'Thank you. Good night,' he said, and with a nod, made to move on. 
 
                 'My King?' 
 
                 'Yes?' 
 
                 'A woman was looking for you.' 
 
                 'That's a rare thing.' 
 
                 'I don't think she recognised me, but I did her. I met her once. Lady A'm Dralorn, that's her name. She headed up toward the castle.' 
 
                 Renir smiled. So she'd returned. 
 
                 'Good night,' he said, and head off toward the castle with a purpose, at last. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Three
 
    
 
   'I'm glad to see you, Lady A'm Dralorn.' 
 
                 He was surprised to see his smile returned, though he'd hoped for it. She's always seemed...distant. 
 
                 'How did you know to wait here?' 
 
                 She laughed. 'King Esyn...this is your home. You're the King, this is the castle.' 
 
                 'Oh...' he felt a little daft. 
 
                 'I also told about twenty people to let you know I'd be waiting here, too. Sure that didn't hurt.' She grinned, and he noticed her broken tooth. It made her look slightly less...daunting. 
 
                 'You're letting me off lightly, Lady,' he said, but he appreciated it. He was too damn tired to quibble. If she'd wanted him to get on all fours and pretend to be a horse right there, he'd have done it, just as long as sleep waited at the end. 
 
                 'Our...friends? Are they well?' 
 
                 'Just fine,' said Tirielle, smiling once again. 'My king...would you...walk with me?' 
 
                 The rain poured still, and Renir was beginning to feel, at last, his pains. 'As long as it's toward my bed.' 
 
                 She raised an eyebrow at that. 
 
                 'I mean...I only meant...!'
 
                 'Renir Esyn, I'm teasing you. Let's walk...there is much to discuss, and...' 
 
                 'Really? I'm not lying, my lady...I'm so tired anything you say will likely just fall back out my ears.' 
 
                 'Then just a little. While we walk.' She laughed. 'You have an...interesting...turn of phrase. Is this how your people think and speak?'
 
                 'Honestly? I don't know. I think most people speak before they think.' 
 
                 She smiled again. He couldn't read her smile, but he was a tired and sore and soaked to the bone, so he didn't try. But he did take her arm, gently, and together they walked through the mess of now-soaked dead, not really looking, but not entirely able to look away, either. 
 
                 'This will need to be dealt with...' she said, but it seemed to Renir she was merely thinking aloud, rather than making any kind of conversation. 
 
                 'In the morning,' said Renir. 'I've been thinking.' 
 
                 'Best sleep on your ears then. Don't want it all falling out again.' 
 
                 They walked together, through the halls of the castle, to Tirielle's room. A few people were still about, not sleeping. Renir and Tirielle together caused a stir. 'They'll talk, in the morning.' 
 
                 'I hope so,' said Tirielle. 'Better than simple whispers, I find...good honest gossip can work wonders. You'll learn.' 
 
                 'What, guile?' Renir shook his head, at her door. 'Not sure I want to.' 
 
                 'Well, then you'll need someone else who's good at it. Tirielle A'm Dralorn, at your service.' 
 
                 'You're...looking for a place in my council?' 
 
                 'Ah...' Tirielle grinned. 'No mere barbarian...you have been thinking.' 
 
                 'Plenty. I've been Kinging.' 
 
                 'Kinging? Is that a word?'
 
                 Renir gave her a bow. 'It is tonight. Good night. Until the morning.'
 
                 She returned the bow, deeper. 'My liege. A small piece of last advice, if I may?' 
 
                 'You may.'
 
                 'Even a king needs to stop Kinging, sometimes. Sleep. Morning will be soon enough.' 
 
                 He nodded, then turned and walked away. He couldn't stop thinking, he found, as he wandered toward his room. But slower, now. Slower. 
 
                 When he reached his room a servant waited, a young man no more than fourteen.
 
                 'I can manage to undress myself,' he said and sent the boy away. 'Tell your master I was pleased,' he added. He didn't know the rules. 
 
                 Time to learn them, he thought, as he slipped into his bed, dirt and soot and sweat and blood and all. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Four
 
    
 
   After his time on the road Renir had become accustomed to early starts, rude awakenings and any number of nightmare sleeps. Still, being woken in the dark by the young lad who turned out to be his very own servant, the youngster coughing politely, was probably the worst. Not terrifying or even a rude awakening...but all the more horrible for the politeness of it. Renir's first instinct was to whack the phantom cougher with his axe and let the day light sort out the mess. But he was a king, now, wasn't he? Don't start out on the wrong foot, he thought, carefully opening his eyes. Consider this urchin a...test. A warm-up for the day. If a man can deal with a morning cougher, he can probably run a country. 
 
                 'Hmm...' mumbled Renir, not sure about his own early morning wisdom. 
 
                 'Your Grace?'
 
                 'What?' 
 
                 'You said something?' 
 
                 'No I didn't. I made an exclamation of sorts, at best. Anyway, why are you looming over me like that, at this ridiculous hour in the morning?' 
 
                 'I...your Grace. I...' 
 
                 'Who are you, anyway?' 
 
                 'We met last evening, I'm your manservant.' 
 
                 'Yes, but who are you?'
 
                 'My name, your Grace?' 
 
                 'Grace? King'll do. Yes, your name, lad. I believe it's customary in these situations.' 
 
                 'Small Peter...er...my King?'
 
                 'Small Peter?' 
 
                 'My brother is Tall Peter.' 
 
                 'Your mother named you both Peter?' 
 
                 'Our father, sir. He was drunk. Mother died birthing us. Twins, sir.'
 
                 'And Tall Peter...he's taller than you, is he?' 
 
                 'No, sir. A slight part shorter.' 
 
                 Renir stared at the lad for a moment, unsure if he was able to process quite so much not two minutes after opening his eyes. Still wondering if, in fact, his axe might not have been the wiser option. 
 
                 But he clapped his hands, making the lad jump. 'Right. Might as well get dressed, see about sorting out this mess, eh?' 
 
                 'Yes, your King.' 
 
                 Renir let that pass. 
 
                 'Bath?' 
 
                 'Me?' said Renir.
 
                 'My king...yes.' 
 
                 'Is it ready?' 
 
                 'I drew it this morning, sir,' said Small Peter carefully.
 
                 'It's barely a new day...you been awake all night?'
 
                 'I...' 
 
                 Renir looked at the lad, saw his red eyes and his narrow cheeks. The boy looked bloody starving. 
 
                 'Well, Small Peter, I'm going to give you an order. You can follow orders, right?' 
 
                 'I can.' 
 
                 'Then go and have that bath. Get some food, from the kitchens. Any man gives you a  hard time, tell them to come to me. Then...get some sleep. I presume you've got a room?' 
 
                 'I...I sleep outside your door.' 
 
                 'On the stone? In the autumn?' Renir shook his head. 
 
                 Start this day like you mean to go on, he reminded himself. 'Well, bath, eat. Then sleep. But not on the bloody floor. In here, this bed. We'll sort something out for tonight, but if you're going to be my man, then you're not sleeping on the stone anymore. Got it?' 
 
                 'Sir,' said the lad. Renir wasn't sure if he looked mortified, or pleased, or if both expressions were simply the same on Small Peter's face. 
 
                 'Go on then, I can dress and feed myself, thank you.' 
 
                 The lad bowed, clumsily, but it seemed heartfelt, then scuttled out the door. 
 
                 Renir sniffed himself. 
 
                 'Bath. Nonsense,' he said to the empty room, and began to dress.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Renir Esyn (King Esyn, he supposed, but he'd be damned if he'd start thinking of himself by title rather than name) stared at the human wreckage strewn around the courtyard. Bodies and parts of bodies. Burned and stabbed, hacked or smashed. Death everywhere. The night's rain dampened the corpses' hair, gave the dead a sheen, rather than a pallor. Eyes were open, staring. Moist. 
 
                 A few men in armour milled around, some servants. People going about their day. Checking over their shoulders, like the dead were watching and judging. 
 
                 Renir settled his aching shoulders and looked around for a good spot. Strangely, his finger and ribs still pained him, but where his finger had seemed...loose, now it was moving when he told it to. 
 
                 Hertha, he thought. Still meddling. But this thought, for the first time, caused him to smile.
 
                 A good spot...where everyone can see me...
 
                 There, above the front gates, the battlements were low. A few stones were loose or even blown clear. A body leaned out between the crenelations, a Drayman arrow in his back.               Renir took the steps up, strode along the walkway and then heaved the unfortunate man down to the courtyard. Then, first job done, he called to a guardsman who he saw limping along on some errand or other. 
 
                 'Name?' He should probably learn to recognise men by their rank, but name would suffice for the morning. 
 
                 'Deitor, my lord,' said the man, pausing in along his way, standing uncomfortably on a bad leg. 
 
                 'Is there a bell, or a horn, or some such? To rouse the castle?' 
 
                 'My lord?' 
 
                 Renir sighed. 'I want to wake everyone up, Deitor, and I don't want to have to shout my lungs out like a hawker or a fishmonger.' 
 
                 'Sir,' said the man, snapping out a sharp bow. Then the man bellowed at the top of his voice. 'Rise! Rise at the King's command! Rise, one and all!' 
 
                 Renir covered his ears. 
 
                 'Anything else, my lord?'
 
                 'No. No. Very good,' he said. 
 
                 Second order of the day. Get a horn. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Bear made a show of sniffing Renir as he stood beside him, facing the morning crowd. Tirielle smiled behind her hand. 
 
                 'Bit ripe, my lord.' 
 
                 Renir bit back a retort and made yet another note. Bath. Sometimes. 
 
                 'Where are the others? Drun?' 
 
                 Quintal stood at Renir's right, resplendent. Probably never even needed a bath, thought Renir. Neat trick. 
 
                 'Sorely tired, King Esyn. Drun is...sorely tired.' 
 
                 Renir nodded. He wasn't blind. He knew the priest was sick with something. 'Let him rest. Has anyone seen the mage? Garner?' 
 
                 Tirielle nodded. 'Saw him first thing, taking his breakfast with his brothers. Shall I send for him?' 
 
                 'Please,' said Renir.
 
                 Next note...you don't have to do everything yourself. 
 
                 So he allowed Tirielle to find a messenger and send them to find Garner. 
 
                 'What you thinking, Renir?' asked Bear. Bear's hair was...clean. Renir didn't think he'd ever seen Bourninund with a patina of grease covering every inch. 
 
                 Definitely time for a bath...
 
                 Renir inclined his head toward the remains of the inner, walled, city. Pointed out, further still, to the flattened mess that was the outer city, once little more than slums, now nothing but mud, littered with dead and burned things. 
 
                 People were beginning to gather. 
 
                 'I'm thinking we need to start cleaning up. Before people get sick, or bored and turn to looting. I'm thinking people like a good speech. And there are a lot of people. I want them to hear, if they can. I'm thinking so much, friends, that my head's liable to fall off any minute with the weight of all these thoughts.' 
 
                 'A king doesn't need to think of everything himself,' said Quintal. 'Nor do everything.' 
 
                 'I know,' said Renir. 'I'm learning. I'll need a council, too. I think my friends should definitely share in my...joy.' 
 
                 'By joy, you mean misery, don't you?' said Bear, not looking enthralled at the prospect. 
 
                 'That's the word, Bourninund. Yes. You're learning already.' 
 
                 Renir winked, and Bear groaned. 
 
                 Garner approached along the battlements, and bowed deep and slow before Renir. The young mage seemed tired, but he wore his robe and his back was straight. In short, thought Renir, he looks like a bloody mage. Which was just the job he wanted...and a little extra.
 
                 'Garner, thank you. Can you...lend my words strength?' 
 
                 'Yes,' said the wizard, simply. 
 
                 Renir looked out at the city...his city. But his people, within it. Hurt, tired. Homeless, probably, and the euphoria of living never did last long, especially when you found you had no home, no food, and maybe lost those you love, too. 
 
                 'I always did enjoy a rousing speech,' said Bear, nudging Wen, who'd come to watch.
 
                 'Well, you might want to nap through this one,' said the King, and began to speak. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Five
 
    
 
   'Sturma!' Renir did not yell, but with Garner's aid, his words boomed across the city.
 
                 A small cheer, which was more than Renir expected. Cheering a single word? Maybe people needed something a little more rousing for a larger cheer. Early days. He'd settle for no one stoning him. 
 
                 'We fought a brave battle and won victory. A hard victory that cost us dear, but our enemies now know we will not fade, nor shirk when it comes to the ugly duties of war.'               Best get that bit in early, he thought. Better forewarned where unpleasant tasks were concerned. Hit them with something pleasing before asking them to do anything they might not want to. A man's more likely to set to a tough task if he's got a bit of cheer about him. Set him grumbling first, and the nice stuff pales to meaningless. 
 
                 Renir had done his share of make-work in his life...kinging, he figured, was just about having a little sense when it came to people. 
 
                 He figured...he hoped, was more like it. 
 
                 After all, people thought differently, didn't they? They weren't all the same. Otherwise, Kinging would be so easy any fool could do it. 
 
                 Gods, he thought...I hope that's true.
 
                 Renir lowered his head a moment, to be sure he really meant what he was about to say. Then, he looked up, straight to those close enough to see his eyes, his face. 
 
                 'War's a hard business. We lost friends, family. Lost lovers and children. Some, most, no doubt, are without their homes and their possessions.' 
 
                 A few not so friendly 'ayes' chorused through the people. Renir held up a hand. 'We will rebuilt. But we can't build on the dead. Nor will we bury the Draymen.' 
 
                 A few gasps. Burial was the Sturman way. Some believed a man couldn't pass Madal's Gates through the air, but only through the dirt. 
 
                 'We will built a great pyre, beyond the city limits. The city will grow, yes, but the pyre will stand as a monument. The flames from their dead will light the sky for days. The Draymen will know never to return. When the fires burn down, in days, or weeks, we will cover their bones with a mountain of dirt. The mound will serve to remind all of the folly of choosing Sturma for an enemy!' 
 
                 At this last, Renir put some volume and passion into his voice. A larger cheer, this time. And the crowd had grown, too. People came to listen from the outskirts, even from the nearer farms to the east, untouched by the battle. 
 
                 'Atop the mound we will plant the tree of mourning, as is right, for all should remember that war bears bitter fruit.' A few nods, here and there. 'Always, a tree of mourning shall stand atop the mound.' 
 
                 'Friends, we will honour and remember. Our Sturman dead, and our allies, will be interred within the city, in the Tomb of Heroes.' Sounded suitable, thought Renir, as names went. 'The Sturman dead will be remembered. It will be a shrine, and each year a feast day will mark and thank them for their sacrifice.' 
 
                 Another cheer. 
 
                 Damn, I should stop talking and just make up heroic names for things. Be quicker and a sight easier... 
 
                 'Don't get cocky,' whispered Wen, at his shoulder.
 
                 Good advice, he knew. And advice he planned to heed, wherever he could. 
 
                 'For now, all able bodied men and women should begin to move the Draymen dead to the site of the pyre. There is much work to be done, but your homes will be rebuilt. The treasury will bear the cost. We will help each other. Sturma, Naeth...we are one. We will be stronger than ever, and Naeth will once again be the greatest city in the land...and greater still. This city was the first city of the Sturmen, when our forefathers came from across the seas. It will be great again...and...' 
 
                 Renir faltered, and his makeshift council of friends faltered, too. As they did, the majority of people in the crowd around the walls to the castle turned to see why...and a panicked cry went up. 
 
                 Some began to reach for arms, but from the courtyard below, the man Sutter cried out.               'Banner of the Spar, my Liege, and more. They are friends...reinforcements...' he laughed. 
 
                 Renir frowned. Thousands of men-at-arms...maybe as many as three thousand. Armour glinting now the suns were out again. Banners flapping in the chill autumn breeze, a hint of the winter's cold to come. Long supply trains dawdling behind, auxiliaries, too. Might have been an impressive sight if they hadn't only just stood down the might of the Draymar plains with naught but a handful of men. 
 
                 'Best see what they want,' said Quintal.
 
                 Renir nodded. 'With me, Tirielle, Bear, Wen, Quintal, Garner...and Sutter, too.' 
 
                 He took the stairs down, walked with his back straight and his crown seated firm on his head, through the crowd who parted willingly. Refrains of, 'My Liege,' or, 'My Lord,' followed him. 
 
                 Finally he stood at the edge of the city and met the envoys of the army before him, with his own council, his trusted friends, around him. 
 
                 He did not have his axe at hand. 
 
                 The Lord and Thanes of all the southern lands, come to aid...or steal away? 
 
                 Aid, Renir thought, but show no chink now...show strength, determination. He wasn't a fool. Men might want this shiny crown for themselves. That was easy enough to read. Some men loathed power. Some would die to have it. 
 
                 'You'd be the king then, aye?' A gnarly old warrior spoke for the men before him.
 
                 'And you are?' 
 
                 'Frederik. King Esyn, is it?' 
 
                 'It is. Frederik...well met, I trust? You and your...army...are a little late.' 
 
                 'Takes time to ride the length of the country. Some buggers didn't want to fight, didn't want to answer the call. Forget their duty. Took a time to remind them.' 
 
                 Frederik stepped down from his charger, a big and heavy horse that looked right tired after riding all that way. 
 
                 'Glad to find there's still a man knows how to swing a blade in the north,' said Frederik. 'If you'll have what aid we can give, then the Spar and it's men are at your...service.' 
 
                 Frederik dropped to his knee.
 
                 'You're the Thane of Spar?' 
 
                 'My Liege, I am.' 
 
                 Renir was at a mild loss. For some reason, when he'd taken the crown, he'd overlooked the fact that he'd be wanting the Thanes to take the knee to him. Better them kneeling than plotting to kill him. 
 
                 'Get up, man,' said Renir, and took the old warrior's gauntleted hand. 'Friends are hard to come by these days.' 
 
                 'The Spar remembers the days of Kings, my lord. We will do our duty.' 
 
                 'And nothing onerous, I hope,' said Renir. 'Well met, Thane Frederik. And thank you.' 
 
                 The man nodded, and turned to his men, his retainers. He gave the other, lesser Thanes in his company a bold stare, and they too dismounted and took the knee to pledge their allegiance. All but one. 
 
                 'Really, Frederik? We bow to this man because he wears a crown alone?' 
 
                 'This man led the defeat of the entire Draymar nation and the blood of kings flows through his veins!' Bourninund looked just about ready to take the man's head off. 
 
                 'You are?' asked Renir, calmly. His heart beat, yes, but he was calm. No reason not to be. 
 
                 The man preened. An older man, with a long beard and heavy gut. 'Thane Yerrod, of the Fresh Woods, the Lare lands and the Marching Lord of...' 
 
                 Renir cut him short. 'The Crown of Kings sits upon my head, Thane Yerrod. Yes, by right, I rule Naeth, because I and my men won it hard and saw rivers of blood. But Sturma? My land calls my blood, the people call me king. What right? Right of blood. The blood of Kings. Want to try it on, Sir?' Renir took the crown and held it easy out for the man to try to take, should he wish. 'None but those of the King's line may wear this crown, or bear it's weight. But feel free, Sir. Take it. Go ahead.' 
 
                 Yerrod's hand snaked out, then, back to his wide lap. 
 
                 'So much talk of blood,' sniffed the fat man. 'Rather distasteful...'
 
                 'Distasteful, eh, my Lord?' said Renir, holding out a hand to stall any interference from the men who bristled at his back. 'Distasteful? Today, we build a pyre from a mountain of dead Draymen. Tomorrow, we build a shrine in the heart of our ruined city to the brave brothers and sisters of Sturma. We mourn our friends, and give thanks for our victory. And you sit atop your horse and snivel at the mention of blood?' 
 
                 'I...my Lord...' said Yerrod, sensing, at last, the change in the wind. 'I did not mean to give offence.' 
 
                 'And I have taken none,' said Renir. 'Now kneel to your Liege. By the right of my blood...or...yours.' 
 
                 The fat man quivered, but he got down. He looked to the other Thanes for their support, but there was none. A grin or two, perhaps, though subtle, if at all. Yerrod knelt. 
 
                 Good enough...for now. 
 
                 Then, louder than Renir could even bellow, the Thane of the Spar yelled out above the sound of his men's clanking steel and the whinnying of the horses. 
 
                 'Hail the King of Sturma! Rejoice in a new day dawning! For the King! For Sturma! For Sturma!' 
 
                 The men knew their duty. They roared, the crowd of townsfolk roared. 
 
                 Renir did his best not to soil himself. 
 
                 'Buggers made me jump,' he whispered in Bear's ear, and the old bastard had the nerve to laugh. 'I wasn't joking,' said Renir, sternly.
 
                 'Oh, I know,' said Bear. 'That's why it's funny. Got a good holler on him, hasn't he?' 
 
                 That he had, conceded Renir, trying not to look sheepish while thousands all around roared their approval for the new King. 
 
                 Me, he thought, and for the first time since donning the crown he found he felt very queasy indeed. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Six
 
    
 
   It was a week of mourning, of funerals and of cleaning up the dead. 
 
                 By the second night, the pyre burned steady. The noxious smoke, thick and oily, poured high into the sky and thankfully the hard autumn winds pushed the stink north, clear of the city. The mound of Draymen dead was a sight to behold. A mountain, squat, perhaps, but there was no mistaking it for a simple pyre. Renir wanted it piled high, so that the bones themselves would form the skeleton of a new, man-made mountain. It was high enough. 
 
                 It was surprising what the city folk could bear. Sturmen and women were not, by nature, squeamish. They were accustomed to hard work, to death, even. They did not shirk their duty, awful or not. The new men, under their Thanes (even Yerrod) set to work, too. Piling the dead higher and higher, dragging corpses with horses, or with strength of back, or on carts and wagons. Wood and oil and anything that would burn was used. 
 
                 The fire burned until the evening of the fourth day. 
 
                 Funerals, too. The Sturman dead were buried, not in mass graves, but surrounding the site of a new shrine, to be built by the finest stonemasons in the land. Word was sent far and wide for quarry stone and masons to come. They would, in time. Stone was heavy, stone work took time. 
 
                 But soldiers, guards, women, men, even some of the older children, all took a hand shovelling out damp dirt for the dead to sleep in. 
 
                 Every man whose name was known was marked, every citizen. 
 
                 'Quintal...' began Renir, as the first day of funerals began.
 
                 But Quintal forestalled him. 'Renir, the Sard would be honoured, I think, to be interred here, among so many brave souls. A simple marker, same as the others. No more.' 
 
                 Renir nodded, and so it was. 
 
                 He searched, same as his friends, for sign that Shorn had died, or returned...any sign. Hopelessly, not expecting to find anything, but nonetheless relieved that Shorn was not dead in the mud, somewhere, having died alone. 
 
                 It felt strange, to lose a friend without even saying goodbye. 
 
                 'He'll be back,' he told himself, and watched the first day of funerals with his back straight and his face, at least, clean. Drun, the only priest he knew, presided. He looked deathly sick, to Renir. He tried to speak to him, but Drun always left as soon as he could, and in some ways, Renir was glad. To speak to Drun, now, would feel like saying goodbye, too...and he did not know what to say.
 
                 It was a week of mourning, both for the dead and friends lost to who knew where. 
 
                 But also, it was a week of dreams. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Seven
 
    
 
   Do Gods dream? 
 
                 Caeus still wondered, often, as the Elethyn showed him the way to his death. 
 
                 Of course they dream, he decided. Everything dreams. Gods and ghosts dream just as dead men in the dirt. Dogs and horses and the lowing cows in their fenced-in fields dreamed and grew skittish when their eyes were closed, and their legs skipped like they were young again, or running free. 
 
                 Even the land dreams of summer, does it not? While the winter lays a heavy blanket down upon it, the seedlings dreamed of the warm suns' glow. 
 
                 Caeus dreamed a week-long death, and when Gods dream people turn in their sleep and hear the will of those Gods like nightmares that will not fade on waking. 
 
                 When Gods die the suns dim or sometimes blaze with fury. 
 
                 The Elethyn were without mercy. 
 
                 Once, I was as they are. I was cold and knew nothing of love, or wonder. Only power.
 
                 Their power, all their power, tore at Caeus' soul, whipped and scoured his flesh and flensed muscle from bone. A shell, his core, his being, holding on within his ravaged body and little else. 
 
                 The merest spark of a creature that had known, perhaps, the greatest power of all: The ability to change his own nature. 
 
                 And now Caeus felt death's loving embrace around him, closing him down, the leveller ever swimming down deeper until he could pluck that small pearl of life that remained to Caeus, he found that he was unafraid, unremorseful. He had...tried. 
 
                 Failed? 
 
                 Maybe. Such a thing, once, was unthinkable. Like a God, he was full of pride. 
 
                 A fool, yes...but he had embraced life and love and learned a strange thing, despite the distance that such powers gave a being like him. He had learned humanity's greatest folly and their greatest achievement, in all the terror and wonder of the worlds without end.
 
                 Caeus had learned to hope. 
 
                 He felt himself slipping, even his tenuous grasp on thoughts begin to disappear. 
 
                 I Die. 
 
                 But with one last blast of the power at the core of him, he sent forth a message. His one, solitary regret in millennia of living. He sent it toward that splinter of darkness that had forever evaded his remarkable sight. He was no fool. That sliver, that splinter of utter blackness, that thing which he could not see?
 
                 A gamble, perhaps, but hope was a gambler's best friend, was it not?
 
                 'Sister!' his soul spoke, his thoughts and words no more than a whisper to be carried on the wind, 'If it is you, then this is my death, my gift to you...with my death I rob them of what lives and knows the light, what little remains in them I shear away with my love. All that remains in them now is the darkness...and that, sister, if you hear me...that is your domain. This, I give to you.' 
 
                 The champions of the light are not always pure, or perfect, or even good. But they are true. 
 
                 The Elethyn destroyed Caeus, and as they did so lost what little light that remained in them. All hope of redemption, gone. Leaving them nothing but the darkness, nothing of the soul, just bodies bereft of hope. 
 
                 The Elethyn, stripped bare now, were dark vessels, waiting to fill with power, and never realising what the Red Wizard had done. With his death, he left no sign he had spoken his last, but that whisper of hope would carry on the wind...sigh across the lands. 
 
                 And witches knew the winds and lands both.
 
                 
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Eight
 
    
 
   Renir's dreams were often vivid. Sometimes, too real. But the night before his coronation, he visited the dream world and instantly knew it for a dream. 
 
                 Hertha sat on a chair Renir remembered making. It slanted oddly to one side. On occasion, Renir remembered, he would attempt to fix the thing. Figuring he'd made it, he'd fix it. But he couldn't, and had never had the knack for working wood. From time to time he took a little from one of the legs, set it back down and crossed his arms, satisfied he'd got the thing right. Then Hertha would sit on it, and it would still look wonky to him. She'd lean to one side one month. He'd fix it. Next month she'd lean the other way, until he took a little off a leg again. By the time she'd been killed, she'd been sitting on the floor, pretty much. 
 
                 Renir knew it for a dream, not because his wife was in his dream and she was dead, not because he was hundreds of miles distant and slept in a castle now. He knew it for a dream because Hertha was knitting. Furiously. 
 
                 'You never knit,' he observed. He couldn't see himself in the dream, nor feel himself. Just a sense of observing. He was there, but not in body. 
 
                 'Got to keep your hands busy, haven't you?'
 
                 'Have you?' he asked. He'd never found that to be true. His hands were happy enough idle. 
 
                 'When you're waiting on a little one. Got to keep your hands busy.' 
 
                 'Who's having a baby?'
 
                 'You are.'
 
                 'You're with child? But...Hertha...' 
 
                 'What? I'm dead? You can say it. And no, not me.'
 
                 'What? I...this is a dream, right?'
 
                 'Yes, husband. Now, shush. I'm knitting, and I'm not very good at it.' 
 
                 'You're knitting your hair,' said Renir, fully aware it sounded ridiculous. 'It would be better to knit wool.' 
 
                 'Are you knitting?'
 
                 'No, I...'
 
                 'Well, then, best keep out of it. Now, hush.' 
 
                 Renir felt, even within a dream, that it was mildly rude to be told to shut up. It was his dream, after all. 
 
                 'Hertha...' 
 
                 'I like her, you know.' 
 
                 'What? Hertha...you're not making sense.' 
 
                 'The witch-woman. She's good folk.' Hertha sniffed, looked up to the ceiling and smiled. Renir realised he was observing his dead wife from above. And she looked...sad. 
 
                 'You keep on knitting you're going to end up bald,' he said, trying to lighten her ghost-mood. 
 
                 'Watch for the man with two faces,' she said. 'I did love you, you know. In my way.' 
 
                 Renir was shocked on two fronts. Suddenly, a sense of foreboding, and then a shock to follow. 
 
                 'I never...I didn't know...but I, too. I loved you, wife.' 
 
                 'Just wasn't meant to be,' she said. 'Like this chair. We tried to fix it, but it was always...askance. But I loved that you tried, Renir. He hasn't really got two faces, you know. He used to have many, now he has none.' 
 
                 'Hertha...slow...' but she looked back to him, and he saw she really had knitted herself bald, and in her hands she held the results for her furious knitting. 
 
                 A baby, but one made entirely of her blonde hair. The babe opened its white eyes and began to wail its first breath. 
 
                 Renir woke and bolted from the comfort of his bed, the freezing stone floor chasing away the last of his sleep, but the sweat still dampened his body. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Drun Sard, too, dreamed darkly. His breath laboured, he sweated. 
 
                 A man with two heads. A man with many faces and with none. 
 
                 In Drun's dream, no words passed, yet when the man with two heads and many faces and no real visage to call his own stood before him, Drun knew his own purpose was not to worship the suns or to guide Renir Esyn. No quest, no watching, no amount of knowledge gained or power would stand before this...thing. 
 
                 The man took his faces away, and on the bone beneath Drun saw the history of time written in lost languages. He saw, too, that he would die by this thing's barren hands. 
 
                 Drun woke, coughing, and when he lit a candle stub he saw his chest and bed both were drenched in his dark blood. His lungs, finally, were undone. To gain a single breath felt like he battled wet fire. 
 
                 He had no energy to rise, nor clean himself. No strength to call for aid...and if he could? 
 
                 What man could heal death? 
 
                 There was none. 
 
                 With a heave, he managed to pull himself to sitting. He crossed his legs and closed his eyes and entered the dream again, but this time, one of his choosing. One, he hoped, that would lead him to peace. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Selana never slept. 
 
                 For some reason, undeath had always affected Roskel differently. He slept, like his dead body refused to forget his humanity. He has a soft heart. Always had, she thought, as he lay with his head on her chest. 
 
                 She closed her eyes for a moment. It seemed to her that sorrow was better felt with eyes shut, with darkness and silence. She wanted that sorrow to fill her, so that through her long, long years, she would never forget this feeling. 
 
                 Perhaps, she thought, this is what humanity is...their loss...their constant loss...
 
                 It feels...unpleasant. 
 
                 But she stayed that way, with Roskel's head on her chest, while he rested, and she listened to the tiniest whisper of the wind. Down in the dark, the air was still. The wind was distant...but the wind could be heard...always. 
 
                 The wind was nothing but the messenger. And this night it carried word of her brother. 
 
                 'Sister, if it is you, then this is my death, my gift to you...with my death I rob them of what lives and knows the light, what little remains in them I shear away with my love. All that remains in them now is the darkness...and that, sister, if you hear me...that is your domain. This, I give to you.' 
 
                 She sighed, and with her sigh released the wind back to its work.
 
                 He was ever a fool, but a beautiful one, I think. And I was never immune to the charms of this race, these humans, was I? 
 
                 She smiled, there in the dark, and for a moment she cherished the feel of Roskel's weight against her. 
 
                 Humanity is frail. But always, we have been their champions. Caeus in light. 
 
                 And I, too...ever their champion...in the dark. 
 
                 Selana placed a kiss on Roskel's lips. He murmured, but the kiss was not to wake him, but to still him. This wasn't his work. It was hers. Selana, sister of Caeus. Once, his kin, she'd chosen death and a un-life in the dark places. While he'd chosen the magelings and the rahken, she'd birthed the witch-kin. Named herself their Queen, and ruled the thieves, and held the covenant and allegiance of all the dark clans, too. 
 
                 She alone could call the remaining witches. She could bind the thieves and scoundrels, the assassins and the killers. 
 
                 But above all, she was the only one who understood the dark places and the dark deeds needed to end this war forever, for Selana had always understood the dead.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Tirielle slept, but she did not need to sleep to hear Selana's voice. 
 
                 When Selana spoke, Tirielle woke, though she remained still, there in the warmth of her bed, coddled in and by the very darkness that belonged to the Witch-Queen, the Queen of Thieves...and more...more than anyone could imagine.
 
                 'Tell Renir. Tell him it is time. Caeus always had a great weakness, Tirielle...he could not see the dead.'
 
                 Tirielle listened, easily, but her small fists bunched against the covers on her bed. 
 
                 'So, Caeus is dead? Was this all for nought?'
 
                 'No, child. Listen, and save your despair for it serves nothing. Listen. Caeus died, but not for nought...he was a fool, perhaps, but never would he throw away life easily. Perhaps that was his one failing. He loved life. But I am different. Death...this is my gift, one my brother refused to take. He held to his own path. My gift, Tirielle...I see both sides. He was ever the champion of the light. But he never understood that sometimes the light needs the dark.'
 
                 'I don't understand...Renir...tell him...what?'
 
                 'Tell him the end is near. Tell him when hope seems gone...when the light dies...there are still friends in the darkness. Tell him not to fear the dark. Guide him. He will need friends...he will need...you.' 
 
                 'I will tell him, but today he will be a King and I am...'
 
                 'You are Tirielle A'm Dralorn and you are witch-kin and I am the COVENANT. You are my hand as you are his. Tell him he need not fear me, Tirielle. But do not mistake me. I am the dark, Tirielle. I am all that is left to the Elethyn...and I'm coming for them...'
 
                 Tirielle lay awake until dawn. And even when the first suns' light hit the shutters over her window, she knew the day would stay cold.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Nine
 
    
 
   The morning of the coronation was a strange affair. The air was still and dry, but chilled with a wind that seemed to find each crack in the Naeth Castle and whisper all together, so that it sounded as though the entire building, each stone, each tapestry, the armour of old displayed in the many halls and even the venerable weapons and shields of dead heroes strapped to the walls were all gossiping about the new King. 
 
                 A strange affair, for who could give the king the crown? He already wore it. Renir elected to make the coronation more of a celebration, instead. A renewal and affirmation of the life left to all. A simple thing; him, as he was rather central to the affair, his new council and trusted friends, the Thanes, the city folk and the guard and the servants and dignitaries and functionaries of the thanedom and emmisaries of the other thanes. New accords would be hammered out, trade agreements, friendships and enemies to be forged. A new world for Renir, but one not so alien to Tirielle, not the Thane of Spar, already a fast friend to Renir, a man with no guile about him and that worked for Renir. 
 
                 He rose and donned his armour. His, not the gaudy, uncomfortable thing that the Sard had ordered made for him. Perhaps people would call him the King in Rags, instead of the Laughing King. He didn't care. He would not pretend to be greater than the people, nor, more importantly, did the damn armour fit. He did conceded defeat and allow his manservant (Kingservant, he wondered...) Small Peter to draw him a bath. 
 
                 So it was that Renir stood on a raised dias that had been constructed in the keep, looking out over his people. 
 
                 My people...Renir shook his head. 
 
                 Tirielle gave him an encouraging smile. 
 
                 'Shall we?' said Renir to Garner, who sat on the dias. The dias was heavy with power...and armour. Renir hoped the carpenters had done their job well. 
 
                 Garner nodded, and Renir stood. 
 
                 'I wish...I wish,' he said, his voice echoing through the castle and city both, 'that friends and lovers, children, fathers, mothers...I wish they could be here to witness this day. This rebirth. But we have honoured our dead and well. Now? Now it is time to celebrate the living!'
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Of the friends the new king had that still lived, Drun Sard was conspicuous in absence. 
 
                 Drun still sat atop his bed. 
 
                 His brothers Quintal and Cenphalph knew. He was not dead. Dying, yes. Weak, yes. 
 
                 But not dead. 
 
                 'Soon,' he said to his remaining brothers, communing across the distance so only they could hear his thoughts. 'Soon. Watch with care. I cannot...see...I...he has two faces and none and...soon.' 
 
                 'We heed, brother,' said Quintal. He sat on the dias, his eyes closed for a moment. 
 
                 'Mourn me not, brothers,' said Drun, within their minds. 'The day is for the living. Renir is right. Celebrate...when our duty is done. Mourn me not.' 
 
                 'Brother,' said Quintal. 'Friend.'
 
                 The paladin who had once been a leader to the Order of the Sard opened his eyes. He pushed down his sadness, and turned his attention from Renir to the first of the emmissaries as they came forth to honour their king. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Steps led up to the dias, and those steps were damned sturdy. 
 
                 Good carpenters are a blessing, thought Renir, strangely reminded of his own attempts at carpentry, building a shoddy chair that his wife once sat in. Every night, stoically refusing to complain. 
 
                 The thought brought a smile to his face.
 
                 Men brought gold and trinkets, weapons finely wrought, promissory notes on thick vellum or parchment with thick wax seals, chests, beautifully crafted silverwork, and on. Merchant lords came to make friends with their money and perfumed hair, artisans looked for patrons for their skills and artifice, fisherkings looked for rights to sea and river, farmers  and the landed brought offers of wives or livestock...and so it went. 
 
                 'Can't we wind this up? Crack open the ale?' Renir whispered over his shoulder, to Quintal. 
 
                 'I think it's probably poor form.'
 
                 'I can chase them off with my sword?' offered Wen, seriously. 
 
                 Renir laughed, but at Tirielle's stern look he remembered he was supposed to be patient, and that his time now belonged to the people. 
 
                 With a sigh, he returned his attention to the next man, a man bearing a simple sack. The man's head was down, in some misguided show of servitude, perhaps. He was filthy, long hair plaited crudely. And...
 
                 'My gods...he...' 
 
                 Reeks of...dead men... thought Renir, but would not say such of a guest. 
 
                 Until the man looked up, and Renir felt a terrible lethargy settle on him. A Drayman, here, in the court? 
 
                 'I bring a gift for the new king, my Liege...' said the Drayman. His tone mocking, but no one moved or even spoke up. 
 
                 Bear, Wen...his friends...no one? 
 
                 Of they didn't. Renir tried to rise, to push himself upright from his chair. Where's Haertjuge...where's my bloody axe? 
 
                 He could not rise. His hands would not move from the arms of his chair. 
 
                 Why does no one move? 
 
                 But he knew why no one moved, not him, not his friends. Because this was magic...the foulest kind. 
 
                 'A simple spell...A simple thing to do. Your pet wizard, there, in his fresh green robes...just a mageling. Shouldn't put your faith in mere children.' 
 
                 The Drayman grinned, but something seemed wrong with his face. He began to walk toward Renir.
 
                 My friends...
 
                 Renir strained and strained...but nothing would move apart from his eyes.
 
                 No one else, is seemed, could move at all. As he was, Renir sat before the rest of his friends, his council, and he could not even turn his head to look upon them.               
 
                 The man stopped at the bottom of the steps. His teeth were together, his lips open, his cheeks raised...but it looked nothing like a smile should.
 
                 'You know...I could kill you all. Take your lives like...nothing. But why? I confess, I have little to live for these days and you and your kind are more amusing than...the Elethyn...they are so very dry in their pursuits.' 
 
                 The Drayman seemed unable to control his own face. As he spoke, his muscles twitched, or tensed, or an eyelid would drop.
 
                 'Here. Your coronation gift. I will kill you...King. I will spare the rest of your shining lords and ladies...for now. But first? A gift. Custom, I think, should always be respected.'
 
                 Renir strained every single muscle in his body until his tendons felt like they would snap...but nothing. Not an inch. 
 
                 When the Drayman dropped the filthy sack free of his gift, and when he held Shorn's head up high by his friend's lank hair, Renir did feel something give in him. Something snapped. 
 
                 'A good gift, no? One can never have too many friends...apart from me. I have none. Can't imagine why.' 
 
                 The Drayman smiled again, a better attempt this time, full of dark, ill-humour. It was a big, broad smile with teeth showing that didn't not fit the face. Then he threw Shorn's head to Renir's feet. It landed with a horrible thud. 
 
                 The Drayman raised his hands and from his eyes (they're red...blood red...thought Renir, as his mind snapped and snarled at his invisible bonds) came a blinding light. It built until the light was blinding and sickening both. 
 
                 'Goodbye, young king,' said the creature with the poorly-fitted face, and unleashed his power at the king. 
 
                 The full power flew, instantly, but instead of killing Renir, Klan Mard's full might hit Drun instead. 
 
                 'No!' roared Renir. That broken thing inside him realised he was suddenly free...his limbs, his voice...he could move.
 
                 Drun was between him and the monster. The priest stood for a moment, smoking, his body ruined and surely dead...yet somehow, he still stood. In death, in life, all that had stood between Renir and the Gates to Madal's open arms. 
 
                 'Move aside!' shouted someone from behind Renir, but Renir was an idle fisherman no longer. He hadn't been that man for a long time. He was moving, the first weapon he could find already in his hand. 
 
                 'Move!' Garner, thought Renir dimly as Drun's smoking corpse hit the floor. Renir was past his old friend. The Drayman raised his hands this time, and fire crackled outward in all directions. People screamed and burned. People died. 
 
                 The Drayman laughed as he sent fire lancing for Renir's chest. Renir ducked and rolled - the fire burned his hair, his back, but fire like a lance was no better than a lance against a man with a dagger...only useful at a distance. 
 
                 But Renir wasn't distant, he was close. 
 
                 He roared so loudly his throat screamed pain back to him. As he roared, the Drayman brought his hands - burning hands - together at Renir's face, but Renir ignored the awful pain. In truth, in that moment of pure rage, it did not even register, for while the bastard burned him, he was beating the man to death with Shorn's head as his weapon. 
 
                 The Drayman's hands fell away. Where he'd touched Renir's skin there was no sensation. In Renir's mind, there was no thought. He beat and beat the man, the creature. Others were hacking and stabbing the creature, too. 
 
                 Finally, Renir stopped when Tirielle's face appeared before his eyes. He blinked, and regained focus. Saw what he'd done and dropped his friend's head in the mess that remained of the Drayman wizard. 
 
                 His chest was heaving. He wasn't sure if he was sobbing, or out of breath, and for a moment he forgot he was king, and that it was his coronation, and that thousands watched the moment. 
 
                 He took the simple solace of a woman's arms around him, and Tirielle held him while he let lose his sorrow. His rage was already spent. Sorrow was all he had left.
 
                 'Someone...clean that up.' 
 
                 'My Lord?'
 
                 Renir allowed himself to be led away. Tirielle leading. He was aware of the men behind, of the dead, the stench of death and burned men. 
 
                 'Just...my Lord...' 
 
                 Quintal and Bourninund beside them, watchful, now, for more treachery. Wen Gossar's booming voice, commanding someone behind him. 
 
                 'You...bury that bastard. Bring the head...he was...a friend.'
 
                 'But...my Lord...it is...'
 
                 'What man, not simple enough?' 
 
                 'The...the Drayman...he's...hollow...'
 
                 Something in the simple honesty of the poor man's voice stopped Renir cold. He turned. 'Wen, wait...' 
 
                 But he needn't have spoken. Wen saw. So did plenty of others. So many voices, all talking, whispering. Cries of pain, and Renir's own tortured breath ringing in his ears. 
 
                 'Renir...let others deal with this...' Tirielle. Sensible, no doubt, but he gently shrugged her care aside and strode back through the yard. Looking, now, there were dead all around, burned by the mage's awful fire. Smoke still drifted and the air was hazy. 
 
                 Or maybe it's just my eyes...because the mage himself...the bastard Drayman? 
 
                 There was nothing left of him but skin on the dirt. Shed, like it was nothing more than clothing, it bore the marks of swords and the bruising of Renir's beating. But of the flesh inside, nothing remained. 
 
                 Tirielle was once again at his shoulder, as were Bear, Wen, Quintal and Cenphalph. 
 
                 'She said this was not over...' Tirielle whispered. Perhaps none but Renir heard. 
 
                 'Is this the war we face now? Mages that wear another man's skin like armour?' Renir's fury still hurt him, but his anger was tempered, now. His friend's head had been lifted, and carried off. 
 
                 'He killed Shorn...wanted me dead...for what? A game?'
 
                 'He had red eyes...like a protocrat...but...' Quintal's voice weakened and his words, his thoughts, seemed to drift.
 
                 'They're all dead...all destroyed,' said Cenphalph.
 
                 'Are they?' said Renir. 'Drun...died. Saving me from this...' 
 
                 'He knew he was to die. Mourn him not, he said.' 
 
                 Renir thought a moment. 'I'd like to be alone a while, I think.' The cries of the wounded, the dying, still filled the air. 'I should think the coronation's over. Someone...deal with this...I...' 
 
                 But he turned before he finished speaking, and walked with his head down toward the castle. At the foot of the keep's steps he stopped. 'Tirielle...'
 
                 'My lord? My...Renir?'
 
                 'Tell our friend...I'm ready. Not tomorrow. Not this evening. Do what you have to do.' 
 
                 'You're ready?' 
 
                 Renir did not turn, but nodded. 'Tell her I no longer fear the dark. She was right, you know...Caeus...Caeus was strong. He had power...but he was wrong. You can't fight dark with light. Can't fight hate with love...and Tirielle?'
 
                 'Renir?'
 
                 'Tell her to bring her friends. It's time the Elethyn die...time for them all to die.' 
 
                 'Renir...my King...this is not the way,' said Quintal, not harshly, but in a kind tone.
 
                 Renir turned and his eyes were like stone. Quintal dropped his gaze, then, a moment later, took a knee. 
 
                 'My King...Drun Sard gave his life...he would not...' 
 
                 'Drun was a friend, Quintal...a good friend...but I will not stand by. I will not give in, or die, or run. I will not hand Sturma or any land, or any people to this. We...not me, alone, but we...we will fight. We are at war and war is a dead man's game.' 
 
                 'And if Rythe falls?' 
 
                 'Then darkness rises,' said Renir. His voice was cold, his throat raw, but he meant it. He had nothing to fear from the dark. 
 
                 
 
   *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Even gods have their season. Even suns die.
 
                 As one the Elethyn turned their faces toward the suns. As they did so, a great light began to pour forth from someplace within the sentinel armour, until even those great artifacts could not bear the power. The souls trapped within the strange metal, the metal itself, screamed and became molten, melding with the Hierarch's skin, Hierarch and armour both absorbed by the Sun Destroyers. 
 
                 They glowed brighter still, in power and stature, becoming...as they once were. 
 
                 The zenith of power in the universe. The thing that suns feared. 
 
                 As the Elethyn grew in power, the suns dimmed and the world grew colder. The suns' glory, the dominance of the light, waned. 
 
                 As light fades, so must darkness rise. 
 
                 On Lianthre, snow fell on the plains, in the swamplands where snow had never been seen. On the Seafarer's nascent island frost glimmered in the pools and the seas themselves grew sluggish with ice. The Drayman steppes, the mountains, the sun-baked wastes beyond the Culthorn mountains all knew the touch of cold for the first time in centuries.
 
                 And on Sturma winter came early and hard. The ground soon turned white, the skies grey and gravid with blizzards. The nights were bleak and long and the days cold and grim. 
 
                 In the dark, the dead things answered the Witch-Queen's call. 
 
    
 
   The End
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   Dear Reader,
 
    
 
   Thank you so much for reading this story. It is, as I said in the foreword, a labour of love. Please consider leaving a review on Amazon or wherever you purchased this story. A review on Amazon can be very helpful for me, but other readers, too. 
 
                 I hope you enjoyed this tale well enough to come back for more, when the Rythe Quadrilogy concludes.               
 
                 Also, if you haven't already read the three books that precede the Rythe tales, you might like The Line of Kings Trilogy. It is an extended prequel trilogy to this larger story. Other Rythe titles are laid out at the front of the story in the 'Also By' section. Oh, and look out for a new, stand-alone story set on Rythe - The Warrior's Soul.
 
                 Read on for a bonus short, 'The Unknown Warrior', set during the battle for Naeth.
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   Bonus Short Story
 
   The Unknown Warrior
 
   The wounded man looked around. Each movement of his head drove daggers into the bones of his neck. Pinpricks of light stood out against the evening’s glow. 
 
                 His arms ached fiercely, but it felt good. Good to be alive. 
 
   So much blood already spilled, and yet…
 
   He found himself smiling, despite the carnage. 
 
   The pain was welcome. It was constant. It could not be forgotten. He had forgotten too much. In this perfect moment he was living, there was no escape, no respite, just a constant stream of men to skewer on the end of his blade.
 
   If this was the afterlife, he must have lived well.
 
   He did not know if it was even his sword he held, but he knew enough of himself to understand how to wield it. It was a fine sword, unembellished and beautifully balanced. 
 
   He gave it a practised flick to clear the blood. He saw the sword was etched, perhaps by acid. Rare work indeed, for a sword in the hands of a commoner. 
 
   He knew he was a commoner. Only the Thane’s men wore full armour. The Thanes too, of course, but they mostly spent their time directing this war, waving their soldiers on with a chicken leg in one hand and a mistress’ young behind in the other. 
 
   Thanes had no use for their fancy armour. Neither did the wounded man. His breastplate had served him well. He could tell, even if he couldn’t remember the blows. It was scored on the front maybe six times, where it had turned away a thrust from a weapon, perhaps a pike, or an axe (although the Draymen they faced rarely used axes), or a short sword. 
 
   He noted how his leather bracers were trimmed with steel ringlets. It was quality work. 
 
   Not a rich man, then, but one who by the evidence took his work seriously. A warrior of some note, perhaps. Maybe people knew his name. He grinned wryly. Would that he had the chance to ask. 
 
   If he was famous, he thought, looking over at the survivors, he was not famous in this country (Sturma, his mind threw at him. He clutched onto the name and found that it held. He knew nothing of himself, but enough of the world to keep on living, if only for a little while longer.)
 
   A dagger of the same etched steel lay beside a downed Drayman. The man was still breathing – the dagger had hit him in the temple, but only the pommel had struck. He was unconscious.
 
   Unconscious, but not near enough Madal’s gates for the wounded warrior’s liking. 
 
   He moved toward the sleeping Drayman, the ground shifting like some reluctant whore beneath his feet. 
 
   Without a thought as to why, he rammed the point of his sword between the Drayman’s ribs. The fallen warrior passed with only a last gasp escaping his lips. These Drayman, unkempt and filthy savages, these were the enemy. This much he understood. Today, there was to be no mercy. A short glance around the courtyard where they fought was enough to tell him so.
 
   He remembered the enemy well.
 
   He took in his surroundings with a practised eye. Great walls surrounded a stone keep. The keep was crumbling – eons old – but the walls were recently patched. New stone was interspersed with the old. The walls were thick, but ultimately useless. The gates lay broken and twisted on the dirt of the courtyard. A Sturman (his countryman. That seemed right) lay half obscured underneath the massive oak gates. Magic had been used here, but that made no sense. There was no magic on Sturma. But there was no denying it. The gates were warped and ordinary heat or fire would not buckle steel-bound oak so. They would scorch, certainly, and even burn were the heat fierce enough, but buckle, like the memory of the trees they once were had awoken? No. 
 
    There was no other reason he could discern. Not only were their enemy legion, they had foul magic users at their beck and call, too. 
 
   A strange new world. One he did not fully understand. 
 
   But he knew the blade. That would have to be enough for this day.
 
   He spat blood and only then noted that his lip was split and a tooth was cracked. He remembered taking the head wound, but not the blow to the face. 
 
   It had always been thus. It was nothing to concern himself over. He knew where he was now, and what he was doing. And, by the look of the ring of Draymen bodies surrounding him, he was good at it. 
 
   Hard men stood beside him. Two score or so. Every one of them was bloodied. One man stood aside from the rest. He wore mismatched armour, but apart from gauntlets and a helm he could have been a Thane’s man, or even a battle commander. He searched his memory, straining against his own mind in a struggle that worsened his throbbing head, but he could only remember the man’s name, and that he fought for the man. 
 
   To fight for him was to fight for Sturma. 
 
   He didn’t know where that came from, but he knew it to be true. 
 
   He took stock of the men remaining. The Sturmen in the dirt far outnumbered those standing, but he smiled a little as he counted the Draymar, with their rusting, pillaged weapons, and their grossly matted hair. 
 
   They looked like dung.
 
   Where did this enmity come from? What wrong had sparked this war? Did it even matter?
 
   He turned his attention to those remaining defenders he could see without turning his head too far. His eye caught that of a man on his left. He was bleeding heavily from a stomach wound – he only wore chain. It might have saved him from a slashing blow, but had obviously provided little protection from the thrust that was soon to kill him. He wouldn’t stand for much longer. 
 
   He bled himself, from numerous wounds. His lip, a slash on his unprotected thigh, and a steady seeping from a deep laceration to his skull. It throbbed dully. He knew his brain was swollen, too, but that didn’t explain the emptiness.
 
   “Hold the keep!” cried Renir Esyn, the only man he knew by name. “They come again! You! What’s your name?” 
 
   A young beardless warrior replied to the war leader, but his words were lost over the clamour of the Draymen, massed before the keep, banging their weapons together in an awful cacophony. 
 
   The nameless warrior couldn’t remember what lay outside those walls, but from the sound of it there was little in the way of resistance. The clattering of weapons was rhythmic, boastful. It was not the chaotic clanging of battle, but of victory.
 
   He smiled to himself. There was little else they could take from him. If his dying breath was to be expended protecting this crumbling keep, then so be it. At least he knew what to do now, and why he was here. It made a refreshing change.
 
   He relied on sight instead of sound. 
 
   Renir clasped the young man on his shoulder and pushed him gently toward the keep. Along the way the young soldier took the dying man around the waist, taking care not to touch his wounded stomach, and together they limped toward the keep, where their remarkable physician held court over men’s lives. Border rights, spousal disagreements or cattle prices were not at issue in the doctor’s court, but whether you lived or died. It was a heady kind of judgement. He instinctively did not trust the learned, although logically he understood that he had as great a need of him as the gutted man had.
 
   How did he know there was a healer? Perhaps it was just a logical assumption. He did not know, but he presumed a man such as he was relied often on logic, and not experience. 
 
   With no memory, what recourse did he have, but for logic?
 
   His head was tender at the best of times, but now he knew what he was doing here he wouldn’t give up and lay his head down on some healer’s sainted lap. He was a fighting man. He would fight until he could fight no more or the enemy had fallen. 
 
   Allies beside you, enemies in front. Rarely was life so simple. Why spoil it by passing out and having to start all over again?
 
   He tore a makeshift bandage from the bottom of his shirt and tied it firmly round his head.  
 
   Renir Esyn approached him, wobbling slightly on his feet. The nameless warrior was gladdened to see he was not the only one affected by the shifting ground. As he came closer, the war leader looked carefully in the nameless warrior’s eyes. “Are you fit? If you’re not, you’re a liability. Take yourself to Drun. Your injuries are grave.”
 
   “No, lord, I am not badly enough injured to risk a physician. I am fit enough.”
 
   The war leader studied him, gazing deep into his eyes. 
 
   “How many fingers am I holding up?”
 
   “Two, lord. I am fine.”
 
   “I am nobody’s lord. What’s your name, warrior?”
 
   He had the sense to look away. “What does it matter? I’ll be dead before suns’ rise.”
 
   “Can’t you remember?”
 
   “No,” he replied with all honesty, but then added, “but it is not unusual for memory to take a leave after a blow to the head. My head remembers the sword well enough.”
 
   “Fine then, but…well, I won’t tell you to leave, but passing out on the end of a pike is no better than being spitted awake.”
 
   “No, I guess not. I’ll be fine.”
 
   Renir Esyn did not seem so sure. The man that would be king was weighing his options. Nobody liked to have a man with a head wound at their back – they behaved as if possessed of spirits sometimes – but there was little choice. 
 
   The war leader needed every man he had. 
 
   For a moment it looked as though he meant to add something further, but he just waved a hand absently and strode to stand before the gates. 
 
   The warrior watched as Renir Esyn hefted his axe and stood before the slurred gates. The man who would be king placed the head of the axe against the ground and rested his hands on the haft. After a while, the warrior saw that he had closed his eyes. 
 
   Surely they could not hold. 
 
   Perhaps, with this man leading them, they would die a worthy death. It might be enough.
 
   No one else spoke. To his right a bearded man hefted a greatsword onto his broad shoulders and rested his chin against his chest. Most of the  men wore stubble, or beards. 
 
   The nameless warrior rested his eyes, too. He was weary to the bone, his vision swimming before he shut his eyes on the insanity of the battle before him. Futility, surely. If so, why did he feel so alive?
 
   His muscles ached, and more than one felt torn. Evidently, they had been fighting for some time. 
 
   They would not fight for much longer. One more push from the enemy and they would fold. They could not hold the opening. He did not know where the rest of the Sturman army was, or why the keep was important enough for them to throw away their lives, but he understood on some deeper level that if their war leader demanded their sacrifice, these men would give it willingly. He would not shirk. He would not running screaming into the night, or fall on his own sword. 
 
   He was a warrior.
 
   The jarring clatter of weapons from outside halted. It was followed by the pounding of many feet, amplified by the otherwise deserted city streets outside the keep. 
 
   The defenders stirred, the light of fire in their eyes. The eyes were willing, but their bodies were nearing the end. They shuffled forward into a line, using their failing strength to hold their weapons proudly before them. They were rock, but even rock crumbles before the storm, eventually.  
 
   Renir Esyn said nothing, but merely looked at each of them, holding every man’s gaze for a second. He raised his broad, glittering axe to them in salute, nodded, and turned back to the gates as the Draymen rushed in.
 
   Maybe he had already said his goodbyes and made his speeches. The warrior would never know. 
 
   The enemy poured in, screaming hate in their idiot tongue. Their hair was worn in braids, some had their faces painted. Such observations were irrelevant, though. The warrior looked to their weapons, and their sparse armour. The weight of their bodies would be armour enough. 
 
   They could not hold. The enemy were a torrent, a flood of bristling muscle and steel. 
 
   What did it matter? For the warrior, the present was all there ever was. Tomorrow did not matter. What did tomorrow matter, when all your yesterdays were forgotten?
 
   With a hoarse cry he swung his sword with all his might. His sword arm was strong enough. With the dagger in his left he parried a blow from a wild haired attacker, turned his wrist and stepped inside the return blow to drive his knife into an unprotected armpit. 
 
   There was a moment, when the attackers first flooded into the courtyard, that there was time for fancy swordplay. The warrior realised that he was good at it. The attackers were untutored and ill-equipped. He could have stood all day against such warriors. But it was not that kind of battle. This was not a training ground, as the mounds of the dead testified. 
 
   Then, there was no more room for swordplay. The defenders were forced to stand too close together to swing their crimson blades. It was all about thrusting where you could, or dagger work, or if you were lucky a swift knee followed by a quick killing stroke to a bared neck. 
 
   Only Renir stood alone, his blade whirring. Startling, eerie patterns danced around his head as the light glinted on the steel. Men fought to protect his flanks while the axeman drove the Draymen back toward the gates. His men (and I, I am one of his men for sure, thought the warrior) followed him, side by side.
 
   A giant Drayman, a foot above a normal man, bore down heavily on the king in waiting. The nameless warrior saw that his war leader was unaware of the threat. Slashing wildly where he had room (the spaces between defenders were gradually widening as men fell), butting and elbowing when he didn’t, he wove his way toward his leader. 
 
   There was no time for fancy. The nameless warrior charged forward, sword finding a path through one man’s face, through a woman warrior’s unarmoured arm, and into the thigh of the giant. The giant screamed in rage as the blade sank.
 
   The giant turned and thundered a powerful left cross into the warrior. He followed through with a slash from a wood axe, a single headed weapon ill-suited for war, but the nameless warrior had already fallen. 
 
   Turning back to Renir, the giant hacked a Sturman’s head clean from his shoulders and advanced. 
 
   The Draymen found new vigour. 
 
   In the melee, the nameless warrior rose and found his sword lying on the ground. As he bent to pick it up, a blade rebounded from his breastplate but found its way into his arm, drawing a line of blood. He backfisted the offending blade clear and slashed his dagger across a throat. 
 
   He laughed, his pain granting him brief clarity. Renir was all that mattered. 
 
   Renir stood alone. The remaining men could not reach him. The giant was closing all the time. 
 
   There was nothing for it but foolishness. There was always a time for stupidity in battle. The warrior thought this was it. 
 
   He ran, shouldering one man out of the way, and in some hazy sense realised he must have dislocated his shoulder as his sword fell from his useless hand. He saw a bent knee before him and planted one foot on it, leaping forward with the other. He tumbled on the air rather than dived, but reached his target. He stabbed down into the giant’s neck and was rewarded with a crunch as blade met bone, and he fell onto the floor.
 
   The giant crashed on top of him, and someone, seeing their chance, thrust a sword tip into the nameless warrior’s eye.
 
   The world exploded into fiery sheets of bright brain-searing light. His face felt warm and sticky. For a moment he could move neither hand, just lay there with hot blood burning his face. The brightness was startling and he closed his one good eye but it did not go away. 
 
   Sharp agony leapt from his lips and he roared his pain as he pushed the giant’s carcass from his legs. He picked up a fallen sword with his good hand and swung wildly. He could see nothing but the burning light, but there were so few defenders left it was almost assured he would hit a Drayman.
 
   He hit nothing but air. Gradually, each swing weaker than the last, his good hand fell to his side and the sword dropped with a dull twang to the ground.
 
   The light faded and he could once again see only the otherworldly glow of the aftermath of a battle in the moonlight. With his one good eye he looked around, and saw Renir Esyn.
 
   No man should wear that smile, thought the warrior. No one should wear a smile full of such sadness.
 
   Esyn was blooded, deeply wounded across the jaw, but the smile was unmistakeable.
 
   Confusion got the better of the nameless warrior. He roared again and turned all about, but there were only corpses. They smouldered, and the stench suddenly assailed him. He collapsed to his knees. 
 
   Magic. 
 
   Turning, his head protesting against the movement, but fighting the pain all the time (as he always had, he knew) he saw two men standing at the foot of the stairs that led to the keep. They wore long, cowled robes, one of green, one of sunset orange. 
 
   Preternatural light bled from their eyes. 
 
   Wizards, surely. No other creature could wreak such destruction, reave so much life in an instant. 
 
   Such a perfect victory, such a beautiful night, sullied by the return of magic to Sturman shores. 
 
   But Renir Esyn was smiling. The smile of a king, one learning how to be a king, perhaps, but it was regal, that smile. Weighed down by the fate of nations. 
 
   The nameless warrior could not smile. His jaw would not unclench. 
 
   He wanted to roar. Victory, for his king. His king.
 
   Perhaps that was why he hated wizards so – there could be no room for a warrior with a pure heart when beings of such power roamed the earth. 
 
   But what did it matter to him? It was no longer his battle. 
 
   Weakened, he put his good hand out to catch the floor, bending from the waist, but crumpled onto his knees as his strength gave out. Blood dripped down his side, from his armpit. The arm was useless and wouldn’t move. His breath hitched in his throat and he thought he understood. Perhaps he would be making a trip to the physician after all. 
 
   He coughed blood. Renir knelt down before him and took him under the arms to drag him up.
 
   “Drun!” The king’s shout was deafening in the aftermath of battle. 
 
   “No! No doctor.”
 
   “But you’ll die! I’ll see no more death here today.”
 
   “At least I’ll know where I am. I don’t want to wake up and forget this. I want to remember it all. And now I can.”
 
   The unknown warrior smiled through cracked lips at the war leader. Esyn wouldn’t understand. But it didn’t matter. He  understood enough for two men. Most men lived their lives with the knowledge of the past and thoughts of the future.
 
   But he had been granted a gift. The present. And he aimed to keep it.
 
   He would live for the now. The perfect moment. 
 
   As he faded, Renir closed the strange warrior’s staring eye. He was surprise to see a smile on the man’s battered face. 
 
   It was a beautiful smile, full of childlike joy. 
 
   He could only hope that when he died, he would remember that smile, and that he too would die at peace. 
 
   Leaning down weakly he retrieved a fallen sword and laid it on the man’s chest, then took both of the dead warrior’s hand and placed them across the sword.
 
   “See that this man’s grave is marked.”
 
   “What was his name?” replied the soldier who stood watching.
 
   Renir thought for a moment. “I don’t know, but he did.” He nodded to himself slowly. “I think he knew himself better than many men. Perhaps that will have to be enough.”
 
    
 
   The End
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