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      We gathered around the ruined body of our lady. Corporal Grief had carried her to the table in her room and placed her there. The table wasn’t long enough to lay her out fully and her lower legs dangled off the edge, hanging over the floor.

      “What are we to do, Captain?” asked Lieutenant Craddock. He’d arrived a scant two minutes after we’d made the discovery and repeated the question that someone had asked me just before he’d arrived.

      I was silent for a long time, still without an answer to give him. This young woman had represented every hope that we of the First Cohort could have dared to hope. Our hope that after hundreds of years, in which we’d killed the wrong people on behalf of the wrong ruler, we had finally been given the opportunity to change and to save ourselves from damnation.

      I had an emptiness within me, where previously there was determination and certainty. I had known despair and sorrow before. Each time one of my comrades in arms fell in battle, I felt these things, and each time I drank a toast in their names, I began the healing. The only time I had ever felt this same emptiness was centuries ago and even when I started to climb out of that pit, I knew that loneliness was all that awaited me at the top.

      “Jenna.” I spoke the word, so quietly that no one else in the room heard me, nor saw my lips move as they formed the name of my long-dead wife.

      When Jenna had died, I had thought that my life was over and that nothing could ever replace the love and friendship we had shared. Though I never again felt the bright light of love, I did find friendship. The First Cohort had found me wounded and in anguish. It had taken me in and given me back my strength. It could never fully replace what I’d had, but it had been enough. For nearly three hundred years, it had been sufficient. And even after all those years, I could still recall what had flowed in to take the place of my emptiness. It was anger.

      There was something within me that could not accept what had happened without my being able to respond to it. I could not allow myself to fall back into the pit – I had sworn that it would never happen again. I looked around the room at the gathered men. There were twenty or so of us in here, with more clustered in the corridor outside. I could hear the shouts and clamour of confusion in our barracks. Someone needed to lead them and I was the only man that could do so.

      “Corporal Grief. Sew up her wounds. I do not want her to be seen like this.”

      The corporal nodded his acquiescence and reached into his ever-present surgery bag for his needles and his threads. He could put half a dozen stitches into the smallest of wounds, even though his broad hands looked like they were better suited to felling trees.

      “Corporal Ploster. I want Leerfar. Do whatever you can to find her. I am going to cut off her other hand and her feet. And then I’m going to kill her.”

      “I will do what I can, Captain,” he said. “Her magic is different to mine and I do not know if I can trace it, but I will not rest while she runs free.”

      I looked at his face and saw the same anger in his eyes that I knew burned behind my own. Jon Ploster was not a master in his field, but he knew things that might surprise even the Emperor’s Death Sorcerers.

      “Lieutenant Craddock. Get out there and search. I want this building turned over until we find her. She does not bleed and she can hide herself well, but I will have her, even if it takes me forever and longer to do so.”

      As I spoke, the anger which I’d felt flooding in to replace the emptiness, grew until it did more than fill the space. It over-spilled the confines until it threatened to block out my rational thought. With an effort, I held it at bay, keeping it in check. I knew that if I let it consume me, there would be no turning back and I worried at what I might do.

      “Damnit, our debts are NOT paid!” I said. “This will not happen to us again!”

      Lieutenant Craddock pushed his way from the room, already barking orders. He was my equal in many things and I knew that I could leave the task of arranging the search for Leerfar to him. Most of the men in the room followed him, giving those of us who remained some space. Corporal Grief had already threaded his needle and was several stitches into our lady’s torn throat. He could work calmly and accurately in any situation and I had lost count of the number of times I had been given cause to thank him for his efforts.

      I watched him for a while as his hand rose and fell smoothly. Each time the needle descended, the red slash across our lady’s neck became gradually smaller. The marks on her back would take much longer to close.

      I stooped and picked up Leerfar’s severed hand, where it had been thrown on the floor. I turned it around in front of my face, studying the slender fingers, which remained wrapped around the handle of a runed short sword. With only the smallest of efforts I pulled the sword from the fingers and pushed it into my belt. It was only a little longer than the daggers we of the First Cohort carried, but with the power to cut through armour and parry a blow without shearing.

      I dropped the hand to the floor, where it landed with a thump on the wooden floorboards. I remembered how, a few weeks before, we’d ambushed one of Duke Warmont’s specials – Bonecruncher – and almost severed one of his arms before he’d escaped. When we saw him the time after that, his arm had been repaired and he’d used it as if it had never been injured. I stamped hard upon Leerfar’s hand, the sound of it startling Jon Ploster from his reverie. Corporal Grief flinched not at all. I felt the fingers crunch beneath my heel and I stood upon them again and again, until they were utterly shattered, the flesh burst and smeared over the floor. If Leerfar held any hope that she might one day recover her hand and have it reattached to her wrist, she would not find it able to hold a weapon again.

      I left Ploster to his seeking and Corporal Grief to his stitching, and tagged myself on to one of the search parties that Lieutenant Craddock had organised. I had other duties, but on this night of all other nights, I was not desperate to study cargo manifests, nor to contemplate the army’s finances. I found myself with twenty other men, none of them from the First Cohort. Even with one hand missing, Leerfar was still dangerous enough to kill a group of five without too much effort. I was an expert with the sword and even in my battle trance I had not been close to beating her. We all have our strengths and mine lay with my men. Even though we were individuals, I counted us as a single whole - together we were immense in what we could achieve. I still had to confront the inconceivable numbers that we had lost in defending this forsaken town of Gold, but the time for that was later. I hoped that our business with Leerfar would be concluded first, but I was old and wise enough to realise that she was too crafty to be caught easily.

      The search was conducted almost in silence - no one spoke where they did not need to. Everyone was lost in his thoughts and I wondered what was going through their minds. The Saviour was the reason these men had joined in the fight against Duke Warmont and now she was gone. After this thought had formed in my head, I berated myself for it – the Saviour was a figurehead, but rebellion had been a part of these lands ever since the Emperor came and the Duke with him. I did not know what the immediate future had in store for our lady’s army, but it may be that it would not crumble.

      My group had been assigned to the south side of the town, which had been burned almost to the ground by the unexpected appearance of the Pyromancer. The streets stank of smoke and char, and bodies littered the streets still, many of their wounds fresh from where Leerfar had ordered her men to slay everyone who lived on this side of the river Fols. I saw the disquiet amongst my group as they took in what had happened to the town. I must confess that I knew none of the soldiers I was with by name and only a handful by their faces. I guessed that most of them were unaware how extensive the damage had been. Some of them had probably lived here in the past.

      One of the soldiers stopped next to the ruin of a building – just another flame-ravaged house along with all of the others. The man had his back to me and he stood still as he peered in through the empty doorway to the shell behind. The lower walls had once been grey stone, but now had a thick layer of black coating them and the upper floor was gone completely. I saw the man’s shoulders begin to shake and we all gave him a moment with his loss. Then, one of the others walked over and put an arm around him.

      “Come on Garvon. You’ll get your chance to claim your debts.”

      There was that word again – debt. Everyone owed something or had something owed to them. I feared that there would be many more towns like Gold before even a fraction of these debts were paid. I wondered if Warmont knew what was building up against him. He was an old hand at killing his own people, but the soldiers who’d fought in Gold were something new. These were men who had lost everything and men like these had nothing to be scared of any more. The more there were like them, the harder it would become for the Duke to hold the north. I doubted he’d care too much. If he had to burn down every place from Demox to Sinew, he’d likely have enjoyed it. The northern towns had never been his favourites and I was sure he’d not personally come further north than Furnace in the last two hundred years.

      We spent the hours trudging. There were no doors left to knock on and no houses left to search. We listened carefully and watched out for signs of Leerfar. There was almost no chance we’d find Warmont’s Fourth. We did, however, find some of her men. There was a group of eight, sleeping in the ruins of an old stone building without having set a watch. I didn’t know what the place had been before, but for these eight it became a morgue. It may have been that they hoped to cause mischief by remaining in the town, or perhaps they had simply taken shelter while they looked for an opportunity to escape. One of them gave the game away by snoring, which was easily heard by anyone who came within twenty feet of his repose. If any of my comrades had a sense of honour, it was well-hidden tonight and they cut the enemy into pieces without even bothering to wake them first. Better that they die quickly in their makeshift beds than overcome smaller groups of us in the coming days. The all-encompassing anger had not left me, but I did not take part in the killing and simply stood by until it was played out.

      When our shift ended, we returned to our barracks on the north side of town. We all had the odour of smoke about us, and many had splashes of blood on their armour and weapons. I was not best pleased to note that my own flesh and armour had become grimy with soot – I had not wanted to see the dirt on me again, at least until I had been given the chance to enjoy my cleanliness for a while. My bath in the river Fols already seemed like it was a lifetime ago, even though it had only been yesterday.

      My group broke up without a word and we went our separate ways. No one was in the mood for anything, let alone talking. I took myself back to my office. I had no plans to deal with my administrative duties, but sometimes I needed a period of solitude in order to gather my thoughts.

      There was paperwork strewn across my utilitarian wooden desk. I’d hoped to avoid it for a time by joining the patrol into the town, but procrastination never favoured me. There was no one to pick up the work I put to one side, and no one to do it but me. It wasn’t something that bothered me especially – I was proud of my rank and never afraid to tackle the work that I needed to do. Still, I couldn’t deny that some of these tedious duties were less enjoyable than other aspects of my captaincy.

      I picked up a couple of the papers, which had been carefully laid to the left-hand side of the desk. I recognized Lieutenant Craddock’s handwriting on them. He knew me well – something in my brain always focused on items to the left, before it gave time to things to the right. I was sure that everyone had foibles like this, but had never thought to ask anyone else about it.

      The top sheet was simply titled ‘First Cohort – Known Dead - Incomplete’. We called them dead but I didn’t really know if the word was accurate any more. I sometimes thought that destroyed would be a more precise term for what happened when one of us got so badly damaged that we were no longer able to function. The word had never sat easily with me. The idea of death tied us to our lost humanity, and its embrace spoke of forgiveness.

      My eyes scanned the list of names and I turned to the second page, to find a similarly long list – a wrenching compendium of our losses. I’d counted one hundred and seventeen names by the time I reached the end, committing each one to memory and whispering the names to myself as I continued. For each man, I forced an image of his face into my mind, before the passage of time could cause the sharpness of the remembered outline to fade and blur. I owed them this at least.

      My grim task took me through a significant portion of the night. I was not mawkish, nor reduced to tears by it, but it was my way of paying a measure of personal respect to the dead. When the time was right, we of the First Cohort would gather to remember them and toast their names. After we’d fought with Xoj-Fal the Wyrm, our numbers had already been reduced to four hundred and eighty-three. Now we were somewhere in the three hundreds. We’d been at nearly six hundred when we first met the Saviour and pledged ourselves to her.

      I had hardly finished when Jon Ploster arrived, entering my office without knocking. I never did care for formalities, except where military discipline was concerned. He looked unusually gaunt, as if he’d over-extended himself in his search.

      “I’ve found her,” he whispered.

      “Where has she gone?” I asked. “Is she close enough that we can catch her?”

      “It is not Leerfar that I have found, Tyrus. It is the Saviour.”

      There are times when you are confronted by something that is so unexpected, that you are unable to say anything immediately, while your mind scrambles around for words that will not make you sound stupid. I was afflicted by that feeling for a few seconds after Ploster had delivered his message. Eventually, I found myself able to speak.

      “She is dead. What do you mean you have found her?” I asked.

      “I was hunting for Leerfar. In my anger, I was able to soar further and faster along the strands than I have been able to before. I felt myself like a sorcerer of great power,” he gave a grim and self-deprecating snort at that. “But my anger also clouded my judgement and I flew much too far. It was as though I was being sucked further and further away, without my consent and with no power to refuse the journey. Then I found her. Another young girl with the same radiance we felt from our lady. Only she is not here, Tyrus. She is far, far away where we cannot easily reach her.”

      I struck my clenched fist onto the top of my desk. “What do you mean she is another young girl? And what do you mean that we cannot reach her? We swore that we would serve for an eternity if we needed to!”

      “She is somewhere in Blades, Tyrus. Right beneath the Duke’s nose.”
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      I was speechless. Though I had many questions that I wished to ask, they crowded around my tongue so that I was unable to form even one of them. Ploster saw my internal conflict – had no doubt suffered it himself – and spoke for me.

      “I don’t know how she got there,” he said. “Do you remember how we once discussed the possibility that there might be many Saviours – that each of the Emperor’s realms might have its own stories about a figurehead to save the people?”

      I could recall the discussion we’d had and I nodded my head in acknowledgement. He continued.

      “What if there is only one Saviour, Tyrus? What if she lives as long as there is hope that she lives? And if the vessel that is her body is killed, she lives anew in a different vessel?” he asked.

      “Do you think it’s true?” I asked. “If she lives again, there is hope for us yet, Jon. Hope that the men we lost here in Gold will not have died for nothing and that we still have something to fight for!”

      “I am certain it is true, now that I have felt her,” he said. “Her aura is unmistakeable even when you have not felt it before. She is the Saviour and she lives again in Blades.”

      My mind reeled with the possibilities and I laughed, a mixture of bitterness and elation. “Why did she have to return in Blades? Why not here in Gold, in the body of a girl in the ruins, where we could find her tonight and protect her properly this time?”

      “Ask yourself why not in Hardened instead, where we would have to travel for thousands of miles and search the streets of the Emperor’s capital in order to find her.”

      I realised the point he was making, but it didn’t make me feel any better. Was her appearance in Blades down to nothing more than chance, or was there a purpose behind it, I wondered? The Duke’s capital city was not a friendly place for his allies or his enemies alike. Everyone in the First Cohort knew the city well. It had once been a lively and vibrant place, full of industry. After many decades, in which the Duke had stripped it of fighting-age men and taken his pick of the children, it was a shadow of what it had been. It was no longer a place to live in and grow old.

      “Will the Duke find her?” I asked. “Or can she keep herself hidden?”

      “Warmont will find her eventually,” he replied. “He seems to have a talent for it, no matter how well-concealed she might be. He found her before, though I do not know how much effort it took him.”

      “Will he even realise that she lives again?” I asked.

      Ploster shrugged. “I don’t know, is the simple answer. Our previous conversation threw up the possibility that there may be more than one Saviour. Who knows how long Warmont has dwelled on the subject in the high rooms of his keep.”

      “And what of the Emperor?” I asked. “Malleus is hard to fool and even harder to hide from. I wonder if he is already aware of these events.”

      “The questions are irrelevant for now, Tyrus,” said Ploster with a sad smile. “You know what we must do and where we must go.”

      I knew very well the answer to that. New purpose slammed back into me, expanding the space in which I held my anger and sitting comfortably alongside it, like the two were lifelong friends. I heard in Ploster’s words a chance to escape from my own failure to protect our lady. I had truly feared that I had ruined everything we had fought for and that my inaction had made the deaths of my men worthless. If I had been given longer to think and reflect, I would have known that the deaths of my men had not been in vain, for I had seen the peace in their faces as they had died. I didn’t believe in an afterlife, but it was my greatest wish that if there was one, that my men would have found forgiveness there.

      I had a soldier sent out to summon my lieutenants to my room. Both were still out on patrol, so I had to spend almost an hour waiting impatiently, striding up and down the five paces across the room’s width a hundred times and more. Eventually, Ploster raised a hand and bade me to sit in case I wore a hole in the floorboards. Lieutenant Sinnar arrived first, shortly followed by Lieutenant Craddock.

      “How goes it on the streets?” I asked. The new business was of greater importance, but we had time to conclude everything we needed to.

      “Quiet, Captain,” said Sinnar. “Everyone who’s alive is staying indoors and I can’t say that I blame them.”

      “Same experience here, Captain,” said Craddock. “If Leerfar is still in Gold, or if she’s left her men behind in force, then they’re too well-hidden for us to find in an overnight search. I’ve heard a few isolated reports about her soldiers, but nothing to indicate we’ll have serious trouble.”

      “Anything else from our scouts?” I asked.

      “Nothing of concern, sir,” Craddock responded. “We’ve got about twenty men on the tail of the Duke’s fleeing army, but I’m not even sure you could call it an army any more. There’re two thousand left. Maybe fifteen hundred, maybe three thousand, depending on who you listen to, but there’s nothing there that could be organised into a credible threat.”

      “Could they turn our own tactics against us?” I asked, referring to how we’d dispersed our forces around the town, hitting Warmont’s men where we could, and always moving to keep ourselves alive when they sent in their greater numbers to nullify our threat. I already knew the answer.

      “Not a chance, Captain,” said Craddock. “They’ve got no fight in them and no organisation. Even if Leerfar’s somewhere out there, trying to marshal them into a cohesive force, she’s not got the capability to do what we just did to her.”

      Craddock was a good man and a superb officer. He’d read the situation in the same way that I had – Leerfar Backstabber’s talents were great, but she wasn’t a skilled commander of soldiers. She’d lost the battle, but in killing the Saviour, she’d claimed a prize far, far greater than any she or the Duke could have imagined. I had great doubts that she’d risk herself again by returning to inflict further casualties on what she’d have thought was an already defeated foe.

      “I’m sure we were all aware that our chances of locating Leerfar tonight were remote at best,” I said. “But Corporal Ploster has brought me news of enormous significance.” I looked at Ploster, allowing him to deliver the shock. He duly obliged.

      “The spirit of the Saviour has emerged in Blades,” he said. “The hopes of these lands have shown themselves capable of resisting even the death of our lady’s vessel of flesh and blood.”

      Another man than Ploster might have given his information in snippets and tried to eke out as much surprise from his listeners as he could. Ploster wasn’t that man and now that he was over his own daze, he set about imparting as much of his knowledge as he could. I saw Craddock and Sinnar’s shock as they absorbed this new information and considered the possibilities. It was Sinnar who spoke first.

      “When are we going to get her?” he asked.

      I laughed at that, in genuine amusement. I could see that Craddock had meant to ask other questions, building up to that one, but Sinnar had distilled the information to its essence and followed up with the only question that logic would allow him to ask.

      “Soon, Lieutenant,” I said. “Very soon.” There wasn’t much of the night left and I was sure that everyone present would have a good idea of how soon was soon. “But we need to speak of other matters first.”

      “What about the remnants of our regiments, and the new men from the coast? What will they do if we leave them?” asked Craddock, referring to the soldiers that our lady had brought from the cities of Septic, Bunsen and Demox.

      “If our army falls apart, or the men drift away, then we’re back to the start once more,” I said. “The coastal cities will be divided and easily picked off one by one.”

      “How long till the Duke can get his numbers back here?” asked Sinnar. He didn’t need to ask whether or not Warmont was capable of mustering sufficient men to take these cities again. The Duke appeared to have a bottomless pit of men he could call upon, and though they weren’t all trained or battle-hardened, there were still sufficient veterans to beat his new boys into shape and formation.

      “Weeks,” I said. I wished I could have said months, but in all honesty, I couldn’t see that our enemy would wait that long. Warmont was a decisive man, especially when it came to defending his lands and he needed little excuse to send his armies to war.

      Sinnar and Craddock thought about it for a little while, before Craddock spoke up. “What’s the plan, Captain?” he asked.

      “Some of us are going to Blades,” I told them. “And some of us are staying behind to hold things together here. I’m going to take twenty men with me and find the Saviour.”

      “Captain, you can’t go,” said Craddock. “There is no point in risking yourself on such a mission.”

      “Lieutenant Craddock, a few weeks ago, I entered Gold for the first time with our lady and a handful of men, to find out the lay of the land. I had cause to chastise myself for putting myself into that situation, when I had hundreds of men whom I would have trusted equally with the task. I believe that my foolish pride and craving for excitement goaded me into doing something that I should not have undertaken. I’ve asked myself the question in case I am falling into the same trap, but in all truth, I have little choice but to go.”

      “There is always choice,” said Craddock. I could see he was going through the motions and already knew how determined I was. Nevertheless, they deserved an explanation, since they had trusted me to lead them this far.

      “You are correct, Lieutenant Craddock. I could stay here in Gold and send off a number of the First Cohort to retrieve the Saviour, with a reasonable expectation that if I selected the men wisely, they’d be successful in their mission. However, that would not be the best choice to make in the circumstances. Since we’ve arrived in Gold, my time has been spent on the tedious administrative duties necessary to keep things ticking over.”

      Lieutenant Sinnar opened his mouth to say something and I raised a hand to silence him. “Yes, there have been some minor distractions in my administrative work – Warmont’s First and an invading army amongst them, but in reality, I am not well-known to the majority of the men who have recently joined with us.” I referred to the men from Treads, and those men from Gold who had defected from the Duke’s army in order to fight with the Saviour. “Lieutenant Sinnar – the men from Treads have accepted you as one of their own. You have fought with them and you have trained them.”

      Sinnar nodded in acknowledgement. Neither of my lieutenants would pretend something in order to try and salve any disappointment I might feel about not being known to every soldier. Given time, everyone in the Saviour’s armies would recognise me and accept me, but time was something we were sorely lacking.

      “And Lieutenant Craddock, you have had far more exposure to the men than I have had. The new men know you better than they know me.”

      In the house-to-house fighting that had ensued in Gold, it was Craddock who had found himself in command of a much larger number of men than I had. He’d also been the one to lead hundreds of them in a withdrawal from the town once the fires had started and it became clear that we’d lost.

      “Are we both to stay in Gold, Captain?” asked Lieutenant Craddock.

      “That is what I want you to do,” I said. “I am giving you two the hardest job of all. You must hold together the men we have, as much as you are able to. It is likely that the Duke will be able to send sufficient new men to overwhelm our forces before I can return from Blades. You must not allow him to destroy or disperse our armies.”

      “Even if we have to abandon Gold?” asked Craddock.

      “Do as you must, Lieutenant. There is little worth saving here now.” I chewed on my lip, thinking. “These are our lady’s people, but I must hope that the new Saviour does not find out that we have abandoned her town, if that is what it comes down to. If you must evacuate the people and withdraw, then that is what you have decided and you will have my approval to do so.”

      I didn’t know if what I was suggesting would anger the Saviour, or even if she would share any memories or knowledge of what had transpired so far. As far as I was concerned, Gold was no longer important from a strategic perspective. Its ability to house and supply Warmont’s troops had been severely curtailed. Most of the power in the north now lay in the coastal cities. Far to the west there were other towns – Church, Fallow, Sinew and Flense, but they were much too far distant to chance finding out who they supported. Our numbers were thin enough as it was, to risk spreading them even thinner by sending a force to the west. I was a military man and that was how I thought, but wasn’t ignorant enough to think that there might not be other viewpoints on the subject that I should pay heed to. Still, I had no plans to second guess myself, based on what the Saviour may or may not think.

      I was pleased that neither Sinnar nor Craddock had a raft of questions for me, not because I didn’t want to answer them, but because it meant that both were aware of what was expected. I am sure they had worries and doubts, but I had no concerns that either would be found wanting. I didn’t even need to tell them that Craddock was the senior of the two and that Sinnar should bow to his judgement. They’d get the job done in the best way they could and I would have been no more confident of success had it been me in charge. Or perhaps I’d have been a little more confident had it been me in charge. After all, a man has to have some pride in his abilities.

      “Captain?” asked Craddock with a slight hesitant tone to his voice. “Would there be any benefit if we passed round word that the Saviour is alive?”

      The question had already occurred to me, but I wasn’t certain of the best answer to it. There wasn’t a man in Gold who didn’t know that the Saviour had been killed, but only a few of them had seen her body. I’d pondered if it would be worthwhile spreading information that she’d only been badly wounded and that her magic was keeping her alive. The men needed to believe in her and that need might have made it easy for them to overlook the eye witness accounts of the damage her body had suffered.

      There was also the second consideration as to whether or not we should tell the men that one Saviour was dead and a new one arisen. A new Saviour, awaiting rescue by the men of her armies. I didn’t have certainty in either of the options.

      “Lieutenant Sinnar? What’s your opinion on the state of the men?”

      “Captain, they’ve come here to fight. Not for the Saviour and certainly not for the First Cohort. They’ve chosen to fight in order to free themselves and their families from the Duke’s depravations.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Do you think we no longer need the Saviour?”

      He looked confused for a moment. “That’s not what I’m trying to say, Captain. We need the Saviour to rally more men from Warmont’s lands and to hold them together under her banner. I just don’t think the men’s purpose will vanish immediately. They’ve taken a bold step to defy the Duke and they know what will happen to their towns and cities if they return home and pretend that they’d never come to Gold.”

      I knew what he was getting at. The death of a leader did not always lead the affected side into a definite loss. It could often be a mortal blow, but I’d seen armies and causes survive and come out stronger for it.

      “Nevertheless, I think we need to give the men something,” I said. “They have to feel that their future holds something good, rather than being nothing more than a rear-guard action until the Duke inevitably overruns their cities, burns their homes and murders their children. I want you to sow whispers that the spirit of the Saviour cannot be killed simply by destroying her body. Tell the men that her spirit survives and that she is fighting to return to this world so that she can lead them again.”

      We all looked a bit doubtful at the plan. The men were desperate for hope, but they weren’t stupid enough to believe anything we told them. At that moment, Jon Ploster, who had remained mostly silent throughout the conversation, spoke up.

      “Captain Charing, I think you might need to confide your plans to Lieutenants Faye and Trovis. They are the ones who will likely have the greatest influence over how the men from the coastal towns and those native to Gold will react to the events which have unfolded.”

      “Very well,” I said. “Corporal Ploster, would you have them brought here?”

      Wherever these two had been, it didn’t take Ploster long to find them and summon them to my office. I hadn’t spoken to Lieutenant Faye for some time. She smiled a grim smile and nodded a greeting. Lieutenant Trovis had been an invaluable asset in the fight for Gold, but I’d not had the opportunity to speak with him since. Had things not taken such an unexpected turn, I’d have had more time on my hands to deal with important matters like debriefing my officers.

      We talked and I told them about Ploster’s discovery. They were both surprised, but neither was shocked. I guessed that the news was welcome to them – a sign that the war wasn’t over almost before it had begun. I trusted them both and neither gave any indication that they’d let me down, with each agreeing that they’d use the information as a carrot to keep the men under their command in line.

      I asked Lieutenant Faye if the relief forces from the coastal towns had brought with them any baggage which I needed to be aware of, by which I meant officers who might cause a problem in the coming weeks. She told me that she’d taken over command of the new men after they’d started the journey to Gold. It had been the Saviour’s instruction. I imagined Faye would hear one or two dissenting voices, but she didn’t seem overly concerned, professional soldier that she was.

      “When are you leaving, Captain?” she asked.

      “Today,” I replied. “And very soon.”

      With that I dismissed everyone apart from Jon Ploster.

      “You’re coming with me, Jon,” I said.

      “I’ll be better placed in Blades than here in Gold, trying to bully a reluctant army into hanging together on a promise that might never be kept,” he responded.

      “I would give my eye teeth to have Sinnar along with us. More’s the pity he’ll be needed here far more than he will be on a long run to a hostile capital city.”

      “I hear he’s gained something of a reputation for ferocity amongst the soldiers.”

      I knew he meant the men who were not of the First Cohort. We were all aware what Sinnar was capable of. “He has and it’s condemned him to his duties here, rather than with us in Blades.”

      “Have you chosen who is coming with us?” Ploster asked.

      “I have an idea, only I can’t be certain if they are all alive,” I replied with sorrow. I rose to my feet. “Come on Jon. Let’s go and choose our rescue party.”

      We left my office and spent the better part of three hours talking to those of the First Cohort who were still alive. Somehow they all had an idea of what was happening, even though I hadn’t opened my mouth to speak about it and I was sure none of my lieutenants had either. A good soldier always has his eyes and ears open for rumours – it’s what keeps him alive.

      By the time I’d chosen my companions and we’d gathered together our scant travelling supplies and provisions, it was gone noon. I’d found to my dismay that there were several more of the First Cohort still missing, beyond what I’d read on Lieutenant Craddock’s list. My men weren’t deserters – if they hadn’t returned to duty, I could only fear the worst for them. There was no opportunity to worry about it – that was Craddock’s job now.

      When I set out, accompanied by the twenty I’d chosen, it was with a greater determination than I’d had even when the recent fighting had been at its most intense.
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      The road from Gold to Blades was a long one. I called it a road, but from memory I knew that not all of the route would be paved and besides, it would be for the best if we kept ourselves away from well-travelled roads, with their prying eyes and mouths eager to tell tales.

      We left Gold without fanfare. We saw a few soldiers and some dazed-looking citizens as we wended our way through the fire-blackened streets towards the outskirts. None of the people dared to meet our eyes, as if they thought we were a threat to them. I didn’t think their behaviour strange, since I’d witnessed for myself what had happened to the town’s inhabitants and their homes.

      “I feel for them, Jon,” I said to Ploster as he walked beside me at the head of our short column.

      He knew the significance of what I said. We’d long since forgotten what it felt like to care for anyone apart from ourselves. It made the senseless killing easier and I think that most of us had managed to convince ourselves that caring was a weakness.

      “We all do, Captain,” he replied. “Look behind you at the men.”

      I spared a glance over my shoulder. The men were looking around them, taking in the fullness of the destruction. I knew that most of them had been fighting in these streets only a couple of days earlier, but I’d brought other men who’d formed part of our lady’s escort to the cities of Septic, Bunsen and Demox. These of the Cohort had only heard the tales or seen the devastation at night when they’d been out on patrol. Here, in the full light of day, the clarity of sight enhanced the other senses, making the burned wood smell sharper and the creaking of ruined structures sound more poignant.

      All of us were men hardened by a thousand different battles. In the hundreds of years we’d fought alongside each other, we’d always remained aloof when confronted by the results of war – particularly when we’d been the main players in the combat. As we left the town of Gold, I could see the light of recognition in many eyes. It was a recognition that this was not a good thing – that there were undesirable consequences for those who were left behind and that these people might never recover from what had happened to them.

      “It’s a good thing to see the realisation,” I said. “I speak as if it’s something that I have always known myself, but in truth the understanding is new to me as well.”

      “Not new, Captain,” he corrected me. “Newly rediscovered would be a more accurate term for it.”

      “Even dead men can feel empathy,” I said with a humourless laugh. “For some reason, I am happy that it is the case.”

      “The next stage is to search within yourself and find out if you hate that which you were,” he told me with his usual unerring accuracy for these things. Ploster was an intelligent man.

      “Have you managed to answer these questions yourself?” I asked. “How have we managed to fool ourselves for so long? We are neither of us stupid, nor are we easily swayed into acting in a manner that we do not agree with.”

      “I can’t hate myself,” said Ploster. “The man who does is a fool beyond measure. I might hate some of the things I have done, or I may wonder at why I have felt so little interest in the results of the conflicts I have taken part in, but I cannot be angry at myself for any of it. The argument may sound like a childish one, but I am me. I have no choice but to come to terms with myself.”

      “I think I am in agreement with you, Jon, as I often find to be the case.”

      “We are very alike in how we see the world and how we see ourselves within it, Tyrus,” he said.

      We were unable to pursue the conversation further at the time. We always marched fast and our speed had quickly taken us through the outskirts of Gold and onto a rough, cobbled road that wended south. I felt no love for the town, but it was jarring to leave it so suddenly. After all, it had been the scene of some of the most intense fighting that any of us had ever taken part in. As the last of the fire-damaged dwellings was left behind, I realised that I was leaving without knowing exactly how many of my men were still alive. For some reason, it felt like a failing of sorts.

      One positive from the recent conflict was that I felt as if I had gained a great amount of experience in the dirty arts of urban warfare. I had no desire to put my new skills into practise any time soon and it was just my luck that we were heading to Blades, where there was every chance we’d see some more fighting along the same lines. I’d always preferred the cleaner battles, where I could feel in control of events. I had to admit that I was a man who liked to be in control. Some men like chaos and the unexpected. I didn’t fear these things, but I did my best to mitigate their influence.

      “How long till we get there, Captain?” shouted Beamer, ten yards behind me and Ploster.

      “It might take us a month,” I called back. “Are your feet hurting you already? We’ve hardly covered a mile yet.”

      A few of the men laughed at Beamer’s expense, but he was not dissuaded from a reply. “I can walk for a month easy, Captain. I asked mostly out of concern for young Waxer over here. I can hear his left shoe creak every time he takes a stride and the sound of it is beginning to piss me off.”

      “Young Waxer?” laughed Nods. “He’s over seven thousand years old, I reckon. I’ve eaten prunes that were less withered than that old bastard’s face.”

      “You’ve not been eating prunes again have you, Nods?” asked another. “It’s just that I’m walking behind you. Should I drop back another thirty paces?”

      There was more good-natured banter and some jostling as they walked. The sound of it pleased me, since it indicated that they weren’t going to dwell on the sights or the memories of what had happened in Gold. Since we’d found the Saviour what seemed like years ago, but was nothing like so long, we’d changed. The Saviour brought hope to all and we of the First Cohort were no exception. The difference was that we didn’t hope for a life free from oppression – we hoped for forgiveness, without knowing exactly who or what we wanted this forgiveness from. We’d fight tooth and nail for it, until the last of us had been killed, crushed, buried and forgotten. I could only hope that by the time the last of us perished, there’d be someone left who would care enough for us that they would bury our bodies and allow us to rest in peace.

      We stayed on the road for the time being. The cobbles were rough but sturdy, since this road had always seen a lot of foot traffic. Warmont’s armies came to and from his remote outpost of Gold regularly. There was a thick coating of mud over the stone, evidence that many men had passed this way recently.

      “How long can we follow the road?” asked Ploster. We didn’t really want to find ourselves overtaking hundreds of the Duke’s men. I doubted they’d greet us with open arms and chance favoured Leerfar being somewhere amongst them. I didn’t want to risk our expedition before we’d even reached Blades.

      “We’ll be moving much faster than they are,” I said with confidence. “I’d say that we could reach their rear-guard on the fourth day.” We marched fast and we only stopped when it became too dark to travel in safety. We could have probably covered much of the journey at a run, but I didn’t want to risk depleting our energy. Our bodies were hardy and possessed an almost unlimited stamina, but I had always been left with a concern that this energy needed to come from somewhere. Just because I didn’t know the source, it didn’t mean that I should always push us to the limit. It was something we could keep in reserve and we could test our extremes when it was important enough for us to do so.

      “What about their stragglers?” asked Ploster. “Do you think Leerfar will allow them to drift away as they march, or will she have them in a tight formation?”

      “Leerfar has a poor grasp of the tactical, but she’s no fool when it comes to discipline,” I said. “The problem for her is that her men left in disarray. She is fast enough to catch them up, assuming she has chosen to do so, but I think she’ll have problems marshalling them into a unit.”

      “In other words, we’ll need to keep an eye out.”

      “Indeed. I am sure that her officers have managed to draw most of the fleeing men together, but not before those with a mind to do so had drifted away.”

      “There aren’t any major towns between here and Blades for them to go to. Except for Furnace, and that’s almost next door to Blades.”

      “There are no towns, but there will be people. Farms and villages that no one has heard the name of. There’ll be places for soldiers to hide. But for the moment, we’ll stay on the road.”

      We maintained a good pace for the remainder of the day. The lands around Gold were hilly, though nothing close to mountainous. Whoever had built the road had tried to wend it along the valley floors, in order that it be as level as possible. In many cases this hadn’t been possible, and the road went over many of the hills in our way. These hills were hardly more than a few hundred feet in height, but from the tops of some, you could see for many miles around.

      “More hills,” grunted Ploster. “But we’re too far from the sea to see the coast.”

      “Hundreds of miles of hills lie before us,” I said. “I think that all of our boots will be creaking by the time we reach Blades.”

      Neither of us mentioned that we’d not travelled so far that we were unable to see the pall of smoke to the north-west, which gave away the location of the town we’d just left. We were glad to look at the unspoiled countryside for a change. I don’t think there was an aesthete amongst us, but not even the hardest of hearts can truly say that they don’t feel something when they look at the rough beauty of an untamed landscape.

      The Duke’s lands were mostly poor, at least in comparison to some of the others in the Empire. I’d been to places where there was mile after mile of flat, beautifully-cultivated farmland, covered in row upon row of golden wheat or barley. Sometimes it felt as though you could walk for a week and not see anything other than these vast farmlands. Here, so far to the west, the ground was not so fertile, the sun did not shine so brightly and the land was not so flat. That is not to say that farming was a rarity in the Dukedom, since there were farms almost everywhere that you travelled, but the crops were scraggy and stunted. Many of the hillsides were too steep for easy ploughing and these areas were given over to grazing. A man had once told me that you can feed ten times as many people with an acre of wheat as you can with an acre of cattle. Perhaps that was why the population of Warmont’s lands grew so slowly. That and the constant battles which killed huge numbers of his rebellious people.

      We stopped for the night a good distance to one side of the road, even though it took us almost half an hour to reach a place I felt comfortable with us stopping. We pitched our ancient, rough tents and set a watch. When the entire Cohort travelled, I permitted myself the luxury of a larger tent. Not because I had ideas that I was superior to my men, but I did occasionally need to host guests or visitors in order to discuss tactics and strategies, none of which would have been possible in the single-man tent I had with me for this trip.

      We clustered around a single campfire and talked. There’d been no other buildings visible when we’d stopped, so I felt safe enough with this small light to illuminate our faces as we picked at the dried meat and biscuits in our packs.

      “Did this stuff ever taste like anything other than shit? Even when we were a bit more alive?” asked Maims. He was one of Corporal Grief’s assistants. I couldn’t allow Grief to come with us, but I thought we might have some use for a man who knew how to use a needle. In spite of his inappropriate name, Maims was possessed with a surprising finesse when it came to damaged flesh and smashed bones.

      “I’m surprised any of us are alive, with you butchering us every time we take a sword thrust in the leg,” said Scrinch, without any fear that he’d receive less-than-perfect attention next time he took an injury.

      “I’ll sew your lips shut when you’re asleep if you’re not careful,” warned Maims with humour. “And your hand to your cock.”

      “I’m glad mine’s not withered and fallen off,” said Grids. “I’ve still got hopes of marrying a nice young lady somewhere.”

      “What’re you going to tell her when she rests her head on your chest and can’t hear a heartbeat?” asked Beamer. It was a common joke amongst the men that they intended to get married. Sometimes you’ve got to joke about the things you might want, but which you know will never happen.

      “I’ll just tell her she’s gone deaf, that’s all,” replied Grids.

      “She’d have to be deaf to put up with your complaining.”

      “And blind to put up with his looks.”

      “Maybe you should set your sights on a nice old lady, instead of a nice young lady, eh?”

      “Piss off. I’m having me that young wife. You see if I don’t.”

      “Grow yourself a lovely beard like Corporal Ploster over there. You’ll be batting them away like flies when you’ve got such a fine covering over your chin.”

      I saw Ploster shake his head in mock disgust as he found himself pulled into the discussion. Caught off guard, all he could utter was an earthy retort, which immediately told everyone that he was unable to defend himself through wit, and resulted in him suffering a barrage of friendly abuse. I did enjoy the campfire banter in modest doses. Even though I sometimes saw myself as an old curmudgeon, there was still a young man buried in there somewhere, deep down.

      Soon, the carefree façade faded away and one of the men who had not taken part in the fight for Gold asked for some details.

      “Was it as bad as I hear?” asked Chunter.

      “All that and more,” said Beamer. He was occasionally prone to melodrama, but his expression told of his seriousness. “It made Xoj-Fal the Wyrm look like a fight against two hundred training ground dummies.”

      “Yeah,” said Bolt. “It was as dirty a fight as I can remember. I thought for a time that it would be the end for us all. The bastards just never seemed to stop coming, no matter how many of them we killed. Isn’t that right, Captain?”

      “That’s the way it was, Bolt. They didn’t enjoy it any more than we did, though. Lots of new lads amongst them,” I replied.

      “I never did enjoy killing the new lads,” said Hacker. He’d missed the fighting as well. “Come to think of it, I’m not sure I ever enjoyed killing the old hands either.” He looked up, startled at the realisation and scared that he might be the target of derision for his confession. No one mocked what he’d said.

      “Think yourself lucky you went off to Septic with our lady, then,” said Waxer. “There were old hands and new hands on every street corner in Gold. I reckon the Captain must have killed fifty of them himself.”

      I didn’t know how many I’d killed. I never kept count – I’d never wanted to. It might have been fifty, it might have been more or fewer. Even if I’d killed a hundred, it wouldn’t have changed the fact that we’d lost.

      “You know something?” I asked the men before me. “Just when I thought my squad was going to get cut down, I felt as if time itself were standing still for me. I looked into the eyes of a man who wanted to kill me and I saw that he didn’t want to die. He wanted to go home to his wife and children and I felt no hatred for him. There’re only two men I want to kill now, though I’ll stick my sword into anyone else who gets in my way.”

      “The Duke and the Emperor,” said Eyeball. “You set your sights high, don’t you, Captain?”

      “Until those two are dead, this will never end,” I told them. “And we can prepare for another two hundred years of killing. I don’t think any of us want that anymore.”

      A few of the men shook their heads in agreement. I think we’d all drank our fill of death.

      “So what happened to him, Captain?” asked Nods. “That man you looked at when you thought you were going to die.”

      “I killed him,” I replied with sadness.

      “Anyone got any Grask?” asked someone suddenly. “I could do with a drink.”

      “I’d like to say we’ve brought some with us, but we haven’t,” said Ploster. “We’ll drink our toast when we reach Blades.”

      “Not in a tavern though, eh?” asked Bolt. “We’ll stand out like a sore thumb.”

      “Not all of us,” I said with a smile. All of the men had tattoos of some sort on their body, many of them covering their faces too. It made us easy to spot on the battlefield, which was something I encouraged, but it also made us easier to identify in the places we visited. That wasn’t always a useful thing. For this trip, I’d made sure to pick several men whose tattoos didn’t stretch above their necks. We might need them if we had to venture out in the daytime without raising too many questions.

      The conversation went on for a time. None of us really needed to sleep anymore, except out of habit. Even though I didn’t specifically benefit from sleep, I did find the opportunity to close my eyes and pursue my own thoughts to be a relaxing one. Eventually, I rose and went to my tent, whilst the other men drifted away to their own. I’d rolled out a thick blanket over the dry, lumpy grass and lay back gratefully on it. I dare say that to a city man, this would have been the most uncomfortable bed he’d ever have slept upon, but to me it was no hardship to lie on it and pass a few hours in comparative solitude.

      The next morning, we were all ready to move before daylight. I had us wait an impatient hour until I judged it safe enough for us to travel without veering too far off course, or risk one of us breaking an ankle by standing in a concealed rabbit hole on the hillside. As soon as the sun appeared over the cloud-obscured horizon, the rain came with it, heavy and cold. With the rain came a strong wind, which blew in irritatingly sudden gusts, pulling at our packs and our shields as we marched.

      “This is more like it, eh?” asked one of the men. “Marching up a shitty hillside, in a shitty part of the world, getting covered in shitty rain.”

      “You always were an optimist, Leaves,” said another.

      “Bastard,” corrected another man. “He always was a bastard. That’s what you meant to say.”

      None of us particularly enjoyed the rain. In battle, it made our footing treacherous, but when we were marching it simply leeched away the enjoyment of the journey. In combination with the wind, it made most of that day an unpleasant one. We had seen snow before, though it only fell rarely in these lands, but I thought that even snow would be preferable to the combination of rain and strong, gusting wind that we felt as we slogged along the road. It wasn’t as if we suffered from the cold, but the wind made us feel like we were being jostled in a crowded marketplace, the way it pushed and pulled at us. Tempers frayed as the day progressed, though of course we were far too familiar with each other for it to descend further than the occasional snapped comment or over-sharp retort.

      We passed other travellers as we went, though they were few in number. I’d have thought it more unusual if there had been lots of them given the inclemency of the weather and the fact that armed men often used this road as a way of getting from Blades to Gold and vice versa. It wasn’t unheard of for even a disciplined force to steal what they wanted or needed, so it would have been a stupid merchant who came this way.

      Those we did see hurried out of our path, with many of them outright fleeing with their goods. Their reactions told me that they were particularly wary of theft or murder. Perhaps some of them had already been robbed and all they had remaining to them was their lives.

      A couple of the more defiant travellers did stop to speak briefly. One – a scrawny old man on a rickety cart drawn by a knobbly old horse, told us that he’d been on this road for over a week and that he’d seen what looked like thousands of men heading to the south east. They’d let him pass by unhindered, but he was under the impression that it was because he was carrying nothing of value.

      “They looked like common criminals, most of them. Filthy in their armour. I reckon half of them would have murdered me if I hadn’t bowed and scraped like they were high and mighty lords. I’ve got my pride, but I’ve also got my life. I know which of the two I’d rather hold onto.”

      I warned him that there was little left of Gold, if that’s where he had a mind to travel. He said he had family in the outskirts that would look after him. I didn’t want to ask him if they were to the south of the town, since there was nothing left there. Some things you just have to find out for yourself, so I bade him farewell.

      The old man had seen these soldiers almost two days ago, which I estimated would put them a little over two days in front of us. They’d been moving slower than I’d anticipated, not that they had anything to rush home for. As soon as they got back to their station, they’d be mixed in with other units and sent straight back to the north west. Such was the life of a soldier in Duke Warmont’s army. I doubted if more than a third of them reached the age of forty.

      Eventually, this dreary day ended and everyone was grateful when I directed them away from the road to a hidden place where we could pitch our tents and take refuge within. No one bothered to try lighting a fire. It would have provided some cheer, but there was little fuel available and the rain continued even in the darkness. I swear that some of the men could get a fire going underwater, such was their skill, but no one looked willing to give it a try and we huddled away in the darkness, waiting for morning.

      Since we’d been changed by the dark magics of the Emperor, our bodies had stopped giving off much in the way of heat. Consequently, when we broke camp the next day, most of us were still as sodden as we had been when we’d gone into our tents, since there was nothing to make the water evaporate. I found my clothing still clinging to my skin in the same way as it had been when I’d settled for the night. It was cold and unpleasant, but I’d felt worse before.

      “Fuck this for a march,” grumbled Chunter, living up to his name. In reality, we’d found ourselves in this situation dozens, if not hundreds of times, but it wasn’t something that any of us looked forward to.

      “Shut up you whinging sod,” said Weevil. “The rain’s gone this morning and the wind will soon have you dry.”

      Weevil was right – the clouds which had been heavy with rain the day before were now nothing more than gloomy above us and their cargo of rain appeared to have been spent. If the sun had broken through it would have lifted all of our moods, but the clouds remained a persistent blanket over the sky. The wind continued to be an annoyance, but now that the rain had cleared we all felt a slight relief at the knowledge that it would blow the moisture from our armour and the clothing we wore beneath.

      We headed on our way again, at the mile-destroying pace that had long ago become natural to us. Within an hour, the wind had driven out the wetness from our clothing and our packs, but we weren’t grateful for it and I’m sure most of us hoped that it would ease and the sun appear instead. There was the occasional grumble about the weather, but we were none of us dedicated complainers. We’d camped not far from the road, but I decided not to continue along it. Instead, we journeyed parallel, trying to keep to the valleys, so that we’d not be easily spotted if we came across a large band of armed men. Every so often, I’d send someone to run up to a hill top in order that we could be sure we were going in the right direction and also to see if there were any signs of danger that we should be aware of. I couldn’t imagine that we’d have gone any faster if we’d stuck to the road, since the scouts I sent out reported that it had degraded into little more than a quagmire after the rains of yesterday.

      By the middle of the afternoon we’d passed several small farms, with a smattering of sheep grazing in fields out of sight of the roads. Even so, I thought it risky in the extreme to keep livestock so close to a place where Warmont’s soldiers regularly marched. His men had an army’s discipline in most cases, but it was not unheard of for them to commandeer food and supplies when they thought they were in need. Naturally enough, they rarely paid for what they took and I knew they weren’t punished for what they did. Warmont had a few captains who I would have counted to be honest men, but they were a minority. Now that I was on the outside looking in, I found it strange that an upstanding man would be able to live with himself as he ordered his men to kill in the Duke’s name. There again, I had been in that situation for many years and although I’d known disquiet, it had been like I was seeing my actions through a thick gauze, hiding the truth from my eyes.

      We came upon a village – a god-forsaken collection of thirty run-down wooden huts. It lay to the far side of a broad stream that was swollen from the rain. The ground was thick with trampled mud and the place had an air of neglect. We were high above the huts on a steep hillside which had a couple of tracks worn through the scrub.

      “No movement,” I told Ploster.

      “And no sign of bodies either,” he said.

      We both knew that something was wrong and we watched for a few minutes. I didn’t feel like making a large detour on the basis that there might be something threatening below and we’d have plenty of time to escape or make preparations to fight if we saw something.

      After half an hour in which we saw no movement, I signalled for us to advance. Weapons were readied and shields held close as we came down the hill. In other circumstances, I’d have likely avoided the place altogether, but our path led us straight through. It took only minutes to cross the ankle-deep stream and reach the closest of the huts. They were shabbier than they’d looked from afar, and must have housed the poorest of the poor. I had never understood why even the most unambitious of people would put up with living in such squalor, when the perils of the unknown would be little worse.

      I pushed open the door of the nearby hut, with three men at my back. The rest split off in groups of four to see if anything lay within the other dwellings. Shafts of daylight came in through numerous imperfections in the wall, allowing me to make out the contents once my eyes had adjusted. There was nothing inside, apart from a straw-stuffed bed and a couple of roughly-made wooden chairs. There were a few dark shapes on the floor which I took to be pots and pans. I left the hut and watched the other men to see if they’d found anything. I saw a few shrugs and heard Linster call out that his hut was empty.

      “There’s something over here, Captain,” shouted Nods.

      I came over to where he was standing. There was a well in the middle of the village, its walls made of misshapen stone, chipped away from who knew where. Even before I’d come within ten yards, I saw the clouds of black flies centred over the well shaft. Closer still, the smell became apparent. I looked inside, already knowing what it held.

      “Who’s done all that, Captain?” asked Nods. He knew I had no definitive answer, but he had to ask someone the question.

      “Warmont’s soldiers,” I said. In truth, I didn’t know if it was the remains of Leerfar’s army which had slaughtered the people from this village and thrown their bodies into the well. They made as likely a culprit as anyone else.

      “Going from the number of huts, there could be a hundred people down there, Captain,” said Bolt, who’d been the next to arrive.

      I didn’t think there was room for a hundred people inside the well, but there was little point in speculating. Those at the top of the pile came nearly to the rim. They were still clothed, but had been butchered with something sharp. The blood was dried and crusted. I doubted they’d been dead for more than a few days.

      “These have been dead too long for Warmont’s army to have killed in passing,” I said to Ploster.

      “Who’s to say that many of Leerfar’s men didn’t flee the town during the fighting, when the opportunity presented itself to them?” he replied. “Such men are likely to have been lawless and desperate. It would be no surprise if they turned to murder.”

      I was in agreement with his conclusion. The Duke’s lands were a harsh place to live for the poor. If you were wealthy, you had it easier – it was ever thus – but even rich men could find themselves conscripted if Warmont’s need for soldiers was severe enough. I had begun to develop a hatred for an existence where the only escape from poverty was to join the army and by doing so ensure that subsequent generations would be entrenched in that same poverty. A never-ending circle of death and despair.

      “Come on,” I said, “Let’s get the fuck out of here. And keep an eye out for deserters.”

      Before we could leave, I saw Ploster shudder, as if he’d noticed something which had evaded him until just that point. “What is it?” I asked.

      “It wasn’t men that killed these villagers,” he said. His face looked hollow and sunken as he spoke. “It was something else – something old and powerful.”

      “Is it here?” I asked, cutting to the chase.

      “Whatever it was, it’s gone,” he said. “It seems there are more terrors in the Duke’s lands than the Duke alone.”

      We hurried away from the village and its well filled with bodies. Whatever it was that had been responsible, we had no fear of it, but it wasn’t our battle. Not yet, at least.
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      After another two days of fast marching, I guessed that we were coming close to the anticipated position of Leerfar’s army. I would have gladly risked much for a chance to settle the score with her, but I had no intention of throwing ourselves in a suicidal attack against vastly superior numbers. I didn’t even know if Leerfar was with them. I knew her to be impatient and I thought it likely that she’d have gone ahead, rather than trudge for weeks through the rain and the mud. With all of the uncertainty, I thought it best if we put a greater distance between ourselves and the road and we spent the best part of half a day travelling more east than south, until I felt that we’d be well away from their scouts and outriders.

      The land remained bleak and uninviting. Here in the centre of Warmont’s lands there was little to appeal to settlers and as far as I knew, there wasn’t a large town for several hundred miles around us. Had we been anywhere else, there’d be hub cities here and there, benefitting from trade and travel. The Duke cared little for infrastructure and I’d often wondered why Malleus tolerated this part of his Empire being so poor and undeveloped. The Emperor wasn’t stupid, so I’m sure he had his reasons. They just weren’t something I’d ever been able to fathom.

      We passed within sight of two more villages, huddling in places far from anywhere. I doubted they’d appear on any map and I doubted that anyone who grew up in them would ever make their mark upon history. I was not usually so dismissive of human potential and endeavour, but I found these places to be depressing in their lack of progression. They would never grow to become towns or cities and they’d never provide a surplus in order to engage in trade, nor to help any other people in the vicinity. Ploster caught my mood, as he so often did.

      “These people deserve better,” he said, as we crossed a wide ridge, two miles away from one of the villages.

      “They’ll never get better than what they have now,” I said. “And possibly it’ll get worse for them. Can you imagine a life like that?”

      “Even so, they will have hopes. It is not their fault to have been born into such a place. You can’t condemn their children for not knowing something which they have never been told and might never experience.”

      “I’m sure you’re right, Jon,” I told him. “I wonder if my own fear of being one of them is what clouds my judgement and makes me so disdainful. After all, these are the Saviour’s people.”

      “You need to keep reminding yourself of that, Tyrus. Otherwise you might find yourself treating them differently to how you treat others, simply because you believe them to be unworthy.”

      I knew he was correct and the First Cohort’s sorcerer made a fine adviser. His input often helped clear my head and let me bring things into focus, when I might otherwise find myself struggling to be sure of the best course of action. Even without him I was not at all indecisive, but I appreciated what he had to say on most matters.

      Twelve days into the journey we were now travelling directly south, on a course that I hoped would lead us straight into Blades. We’d travelled east as well as south for the first week or so, but I was now sure that we’d not stumble across any remnants of the army that was retreating from Gold. I was correct in that assumption, but we still found trouble.

      Early evening on the twelfth day, we overlooked a village that was much larger than those we’d encountered up until now. This village showed signs of industry and even had a long street running through the middle of it. There were several larger buildings to either side of this street, though none of them were exactly what you’d consider to be large as such. Two wide dirt tracks snaked out of the village, wending along valleys away from where we watched. There was traffic along these unpaved roads and I watched half a dozen carts trundle along, pulled variously by hand, horse or ox. There were also people on these roads, walking with purpose to whatever destination they had in mind. Fields surrounded the town, many planted with crops and others left for grazing.

      “Eyeball,” I said, waving forward the man I’d brought with me for the sort of mission I was about to send him on.

      “What is it, Captain?” he asked. His eyes studied the village below.

      “I want you to go down there without being seen and find out if there’s a tavern or an inn. And see if there’s anything else we might need to know about.”

      “Will do, Captain,” he said with a salute.

      With that, he was gone. Our vantage point was amongst a number of smooth boulders and we hunkered down to wait, as the light slowly faded from the sky. I watched Eyeball for a few minutes as he darted through the long grass and stones that had made this side of the valley unsuitable for farming. The soldier’s outline was somehow hard to keep in focus and when I glanced aside at something else, I couldn’t see him again when I looked once more.

      Magic was rare in these lands, but it came in many forms. Ploster could burn a man alive at a distance. He could seek out hidden forces of the enemy, though with difficulty if they were far away. There were other sorcerers – vastly more powerful than Jon Ploster – who could suck the life from your flesh, or burn towns and cities to the ground. What Eyeball could do was different. I never knew where he’d learned to do it, but he could become almost invisible to human sight. He wasn’t the only man in the Cohort to have this skill, but we’d lost two of the others in the recent fighting.

      “Are we going to sleep somewhere warm and dry tonight, Captain?” asked Noose. He couldn’t keep the hope from his voice. We were accustomed to sleeping in the cold and on hard ground, but it wasn’t every man’s preference.

      “Only if it’s safe,” I warned him.

      “What about some ale and a fresh loaf or two?” called Weevil.

      “I’m sure we can fit those things in, all being well,” I said with a smile. We’d marched for in excess of twelve hours each day for twelve days. While we didn’t need bread, ale or a room for the night, I wasn’t so foolish that I’d deny the men these comforts just for the sake of it. As captain, I had to look after them.

      Eyeball returned within the hour. “It looks good, Captain,” he told me. “That big building halfway along the street is a tavern downstairs, with rooms upstairs. It’s busy, too, but mostly farmers. I couldn’t see anything more deadly than a pitchfork.”

      “Nice work,” I told him. Then, I stood up and gave the good news to the men. “Let’s see if we can find somewhere to stay for the night,” I told them. “If anyone asks, I’ll say we’re heading to Blades from Gold, just to keep it simple. Try not to look threatening.” I said this last bit with a laugh. There was nothing we could have done that would have stopped us from looking like trouble.

      Soon, we were in the tavern, clustered around four round tables, each of us clutching a wooden mug of rich, dark ale as if it were the most treasured of our possessions. Nearby, a pile of shields and packs was within easy reach, but not so close that their presence would detract from the pleasure of this break from soldiering. Our arrival had caused something of a stir, but that was nothing new to us. I’d reassured the tavern owner that we were just passing through and would leave first thing in the morning and that any damage his property might suffer tonight would not be our doing. Paying up front was the norm, and a good way to reduce suspicions as to what our intentions might be.

      As Eyeball had said, the place was filled mostly with farmers and other labourer types. They viewed us with a healthy fear, but to my relief, our arrival did not clear the tavern. I had nothing against the owner and did not want to be responsible for him losing out on coin because we’d chased away his customers.

      After we’d spent thirty minutes there, the chatter had returned to a usual level. Unlike most groups of off-duty soldiers, we didn’t become raucous or disruptive. I think we were all too old to be excited by the sounds of our own voices, and we’d seen enough violence that we didn’t crave more by antagonising other people who wanted nothing more than a relaxing drink.

      “This is a bit of all right, eh?” said Finder, to the general agreement of everyone.

      “Is there any food coming, Captain?” asked Beamer. “My stomach isn’t really bothered, but my eyes want to see some and my mouth wants to taste it.”

      “The bar keep tells me he’s got some stew on the go. Got real mutton in it, he assures me, with some bread to go with it – fresh baked this morning and some butter too.”

      “Real mutton?” asked Beamer. “What else was it going to be, then?”

      “What about dog?” asked Waxer. “Or cat? You’ll notice we didn’t see either in the street outside.”

      “I’ve never eaten dog. Or cat for that matter. And I don’t intend starting with it now,” said Scratch.

      “Yeah but you could eat it without ever knowing,” said Leaves. “It’ll taste like mutton once it’s in with all the gravy. Lovely lumps of grey dog flesh. Only you’ll never know.”

      I could see Scratch starting to look worried at the thought of it and I chuckled that he might be so fastidious. We’d all eaten far worse than dog or cat in the past. Now we didn’t really need to eat anything and I told myself that it would be nice to experience the simple feeling of having my mouth water at the smell of food, whatever animal it might have come from.

      We didn’t get to taste the stew. We heard a noise from outside the tavern that I hadn’t expected to hear in this place, so far from anywhere. It was the sound of horses, and with it the sound of carriages. Without going to the window, I knew what these carriages would look like and I could picture the metal bars covering their windows.

      “How the fuck did they get their wagons out here?” I asked, not really looking for an answer. “Keep your heads down for now, men. Until we see what’s happening.”

      The locals were evidently familiar with the new arrivals. They looked petrified, but none dared to venture out onto the street, nor to go back to their homes. I rose and walked over to the bar keep.

      “What are the justiciars doing out here?” I asked him.

      “I have no idea,” he said. “They’re your friends, aren’t they? I thought you’d know what they were doing here.” I’d told him we were coming from Gold and because of that he’d assumed we were Warmont’s men. It was the impression I’d wanted to give – it saved me from having to lie to him when I didn’t have to.

      “When were they last here?” I asked. “And how many?”

      “They brought a hundred, last time,” he said. “Only four months’ past. Took nearly a quarter of our children and some others. Told us the Duke wanted them to work in his keep.”

      I wasn’t sure if he knew what the Duke really wanted them for and didn’t tell him. I reckoned there might be a little over a thousand people living here in this place – it was more like a small town than a village. It was big enough to have worthwhile numbers, but small enough to make for easy pickings. The justiciars could easily ruin somewhere like this, by overharvesting it and killing anyone who spoke dissent.

      The tavern door opened and half a dozen men entered while I stood next to the bar. They wore plumed helmets along with dirt-spattered breastplates and metal leg guards. The had swords at their sides and heavy metal coshes hung from their belts. Trying to be surreptitious, I looked back to the tables my men occupied, to see if our shields were visible from the door, since they’d give us away immediately. There was always a chance that these justiciars didn’t know that we’d changed sides, but I couldn’t gamble on it. To my relief, our shields looked like nothing more than indistinct shapes. The tattoos on my face were another sure sign, but it wasn’t unknown for soldiers to decorate their faces in memory of a lucky escape from death or a magnificent victory they’d been a part of.

      The six men pushed their way to the bar, not caring if they ruffled feathers as they did so. The lead man was squat and with beady eyes that looked too small for his round head.

      “The Duke needs more children for his keep,” said the man. “And we need a place to stay tonight. We rested above your tavern last time we were here.” He didn’t ask it as a question – in his arrogance, he assumed that just by speaking, his wishes would be granted. I despised the justiciars. Everyone did.

      The bar keep swallowed nervously. He didn’t want to look as if he were encouraging a confrontation, but he had little choice. “This gentleman here has the largest of the rooms,” he said. “I don’t have space for another hundred. You could bed down in this room here, if you wished?”

      The justiciar looked at me. He was broad, but so was I and I towered over him. The justiciars had no precedence over the Duke’s army, though a captain of the justiciars could give orders to a rank and file soldier. I was dressed in my armour, and still wore my captain’s markings on my shoulder. I could see that the man was a lieutenant, and therefore had to tread extremely carefully if he thought to address me with anything other than polite formality.

      He stared at me, eventually breaking away his gaze. There was a cruel intelligence behind his eyes. I knew at once that he’d recognized me, but couldn’t be sure if he’d seen the twenty men I was with. He kept up the charade for a few moments.

      “You’re a long way from Blades, Captain,” he said. His men fidgeted at the bar, unsure what to make of things. One of them pointed to the bar keep and demanded a cup of ale. Bolt and Hacker joined them at the bar, as if they waited their turn to be served.

      “The Duke’s armies spend more time away from the capital than in it, Lieutenant,” I responded truthfully.

      “Indeed they do, Captain. I wasn’t aware that we had any operations here though, so far from anywhere.”

      “We don’t. But a man needs to travel to get to where he’s going. What are the justiciars doing in a place like this? Are there no more easy fruits to be plucked close to home?”

      The man smiled thinly. “The Duke prefers to spread the privilege of serving him evenly amongst his people. We of the justiciars must travel far in order to fulfil his wishes.”

      “I’m sure you must,” I replied. “The Duke has slugs under every rock.” I knew that slugs was a commonly-used derogatory term for the justiciars. It wasn’t a term that they liked to hear.

      “We can’t dwell, Captain,” he replied, pretending that he hadn’t heard my insult. “If there is no room to be had here, we will have to take what we need elsewhere.” He made a signal for his men to leave their ale and turned as if to head for the exit. The movement of his body concealed his hand for a brief moment. I’d seen all the moves before and knew what he was doing. He spun back to face me, with his cosh in his hand. It was dull iron, brutal and unadorned, already raised in the air to strike me. The blow didn’t land – his arm hardly even started its descent before I drove the long-bladed dagger that I’d taken from Leerfar’s severed hand under his chin and into his brain. His eyes went wide and his mouth moved as if to speak words, but no sound emerged. A dribble of blood leaked around the puncture wound as I slid the blade out. It rapidly became a red torrent.

      “You’ll take nothing more from these people, you fucker,” I said in a voice little more than a whisper. I hoped that he heard what I told him, but I was sure he was dead by that point.

      His other five men hadn’t realised exactly what had happened – I assumed they hadn’t known who I was, and their lieutenant hadn’t been able to tell them without giving the game away. They’d seen their officer raise his arm, but the finality of my attack had been hidden from them by the broadness of his body and shoulders. Bolt and Hacker weren’t so blind and they set about the justiciars, using surprise to thrust wide-bladed daggers into the easily-found gaps in the men’s armour. Two of the justiciars slumped over, debilitated but with the crushing agony of their injuries yet to reach their brains. I watched Hacker bring his knee up into the helmeted face of the first man as he fell, and then stab him in the spine for good measure.

      The justiciars were infinitely cruel, but once you stripped away their veneer of power, they soon became little more than snivelling cowards. The men who remained standing were no exception. One of them stammered that their group wasn’t looking for trouble, while the other two held their hands placatingly. At their feet, the one man who remained alive roared out in pain at his wound. Bolt stooped over and silenced him quickly.

      “How many do you have?” I snapped.

      “One hundred and one, sir,” said the first man. That was about the greatest numbers they’d travel in. I’d seen the Duke send out five hundred once, into Graster after it fell, but that had been a long time ago.

      “And what have you stopped here for?” I asked.

      “We’re on our way to Fallow. Captain Jepson said we’d get easy meat here,” said the justiciar. “Said we could do what we wanted to the women. Take a few with us for the journey.” He smiled, a strange rictus expression, as if the talk of rape would get me on his side.

      I wasn’t a cruel man. I didn’t kill where I didn’t need to kill, and I didn’t inflict pain unnecessarily where it wasn’t required. I looked at the three justiciars and knew that I had little choice. I couldn’t let them go, given what we’d done to their fellows and what I intended us to do to the remaining ninety-five of them who would shortly be left.

      I killed the closest. I stuck Leerfar’s dagger through the metal of his breastplate. It made a slight crunching sound as it went through, and then slid cleanly into his heart. I saw a few sparks glimmer along the blade as it punctured the metal. The man died at once and the other two moments after, with Bolt and Hacker doing their best to smother any cries with their palms as they finished the job.

      “Do you know what you’ve just done?” asked the bar keep. “They’ll murder us all now.”

      “There’ll be none of them left to tell the Duke once we’ve finished,” I said. “It would be wise if the people of this town hid whatever mess we leave behind and if any more justiciars come - greet them with steel, rather than letting them walk away with that which is most precious to you.”

      As I said the words I felt an unexpected guilt. It was easy for me to talk of resistance and killing, since those things had been my life for hundreds of years. It was glib to tell this bar keep to kill the next justiciars he saw, as if it were the easiest thing in the world to take the life of a man. I saw in his face that he’d had someone taken the last time the Duke’s men had visited. I saw how it tore him up inside as my harsh words drove home his powerlessness.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him suddenly. “The justiciars are beyond your capabilities. Leave them to us and we’ll see that these ones don’t come back here again.”

      He nodded without speaking, though the pain didn’t leave his face. I could not allow myself to assist with every man’s burden, so I turned my attention to what I needed to do.

      I saw that five of my men had positioned themselves close to the tavern’s doorway, in order that they might take the initiative if any more of the justiciars decided to come inside. The rest had begun to prepare their weapons and shields.

      “Have our packs moved upstairs,” I told the bar keep. There was nothing in them that would be more than an inconvenience to lose and there was little reason to fight with them on our backs if we could avoid it.

      “What’s the situation outside?” I asked Grids. He had his face pressed to the murky glass of the window.

      “They’ve split into groups. There’re twenty-five of them just up the main road, pissing around with their horses and wagons.” The justiciars weren’t cavalry and couldn’t fight in formation from a horse, but they always rode. Grids continued, “The rest of them have buggered off into the streets in groups of what looks like fours and fives.”

      “Just swords?” I asked.

      “One or two crossbows, from what I can see, Captain. Maybe more of them have ranged weapons, but they aren’t in this group.”

      I’d have preferred to use a different exit, rather than the front door which would take us straight onto the main street and in full sight of the justiciars. They’d have plenty of opportunity to raise the alarm, assuming they thought of us as a threat. Unfortunately, there was no choice, since the door we’d entered was the only easy way to get onto the street.

      “Right, men. We’re not going to fuck around. We’re leaving through that front door and then we’re going to run at them with our shields up. Kill the horses or drive them away, I don’t care which, as long as there’s no justiciar riding on their backs as they run. After that, head off in your squads and kill them all.” Whenever we travelled in groups, each man was always assigned a squad in advance, so that we could react quickly without having to coordinate these basic tasks on the run.

      I turned to the villagers who remained in the tavern – it was all men as it usually was. “Stay here until we’ve finished with the twenty-five outside. Then you can do whatever you want. Pray that we can kill them all before they get to your families. The Saviour has come to the Duke’s lands and she will not tolerate this cruelty.”

      With that, we left the tavern. The door only permitted us to leave one-by-one, but we didn’t take it easy and we spilled onto the main street. I saw the justiciars, about thirty yards away from us. They’d brought twenty of their wagons with them – they were meant to hold no more than five or six captives, but I’d seen them filled with as many as twelve. It looked as though some of the horses had already been led away, but there were still a few dozens of them, tethered to the long railings that ran along the street.

      At first, they paid us scant attention, cocky bastards that they were, and it allowed us to get all twenty-one of our number onto the street. With our shields raised and swords in hand, we broke into a sprint. The armour we wore and the weapons we carried were suited to the heaviest of infantry, yet we never became tired bearing it, nor did it slow us much when we ran.

      By the time the justiciars realised their peril, we were only a dozen yards away from them. One man snapped up a crossbow, which he evidently kept loaded. He fired into our midst and I heard the missile clang away from a shield. I saw the metal shaft of the quarrel appear in Weevil’s shoulder – it had taken an unlucky deflection. Weevil left the bolt, protruding through the plate of his shoulder-guard, in order that he not slow in his charge by pausing to rip it free.

      Our opponents scrambled for their swords. I could see the look of alarm and fear on many of their faces, which made me hate them even more. We crashed into them, our front five using their shields to bundle the justiciars from their feet, before cutting them to pieces with their swords. White sparks flashed as our runed blades smashed through armour and into the flesh beneath.

      This group of justiciars had been spread around, talking and unprepared for the possibility of their death, so it was a one-sided fight. Their horses were trained animals – several shied, but they did not panic, even at the sounds of screaming nearby. I was sure these beasts had heard enough of agony that it was no longer a fear for them, though this would have been the first time that it was their riders making the sounds.

      Two men, furthest from where we’d engaged their group, tried to untether their horses so that they could flee. Had they just run they might have had more chance to escape, but they struggled with the reins, giving Stumble the time to kill one by driving a sword into his back, forcing the man face-down into the mud with the point of a sword sticking out of his chest. Ploster burned the other, using the power of his magic to inflict a painful death by setting the justiciar’s flesh alight. From where I fought, I could hear the crackling of fats as they popped beneath the man’s skin.

      I only had time to kill one man before the combat ended. I preferred to face the people I fought, but this one denied me the chance by throwing his cosh at me and trying to hide behind one of his fellows. I cut at the easiest part of his body and took away his arm. Blood spurted from his shoulder and he whimpered as he tried to escape, with his compatriot already felled by Chant. I put the man out of his misery with a violent downswing of my blade, the force of the strike crumpling him and opening a hideous wound across his back.

      “Any sign of their captain?” I asked in a loud voice.

      “Nothing, Captain,” said one man.

      “No sign here, sir,” said another.

      “Let’s get out and find the bastard, then,” I instructed.

      We split up, taking whatever route our hunches told us might lead to the justiciars. I left Ploster’s squad with the horses. I’d told them keep out of sight and try to kill any of our foes who tried to return to their animals. That left us only three squads to search with. I wasn’t concerned that we’d be tested by their groups of four or five men, but I was worried at the damage they’d do to the people of this village if we weren’t fast enough to find them and stop them. There weren’t many places they could go, since there were only two hundred or so buildings in the village. Our initial clash had produced noise, but so far there had been no sign of it producing an organised response. I was in the only group of six, leading Chant, Waxer, Beamer, Lamper and Weevil. They’d been with me throughout the fighting in Gold and I was pleased to be with them again on this journey to Blades.

      “How’s the shoulder, Weevil?” I asked. There was no sign of the injury he’d received.

      “I ripped the bolt out. There was no barb and it didn’t go deep.” He patted the thick plate of his shoulder guard and smiled evilly. We were harder to kill than other men and our wounds didn’t fester, but he’d likely want Maims to check out the damage later.

      There was little time to waste – the scattered corpses on the street would soon be noticed, so we had to find as many of the justiciars as we could before they organized their forces into a more threatening group. We took the closest street, with Bolt’s squad choosing the same route. We split at the next turning and I chose the door to a nearby house, though it was more of a single-storey wooden hut with stone foundations. The door was open a crack and I pushed it open with my sword ready and shield held in front of me.

      There was only death within. An elderly woman had been bludgeoned to death and a younger woman with her. Their faces were bloodied and their skulls had been crushed, the bodies left on the wooden floor as if they were no more important than the furnishings. The justiciars weren’t gentle if they didn’t get what they wanted. I backed out of the house before any of my squad could follow – there was no benefit for us to stare at what had happened.

      The few streets looked empty. I had no doubt that some people had abandoned their houses and fled to the hills once they realised who had come to their village. Others would have found hiding places for themselves inside, foolishly hoping that their doors would dissuade the Duke’s men from searching within. There was a scream from a house just along from us. With no attempt at silence, we barrelled through the shallow, damp mud of the street. This door was also ajar, but I kicked it hard anyway. It racketed open, taking the man standing behind it by surprise. He stumbled forward, his mouth already searching for the words that would threaten whoever it was that had done this to him.

      I had Leerfar’s dagger – my dagger – in my hand now, since it was a more suitable weapon for close-quarters combat in these confined spaces. Before I’d even seen who else was in this room, I’d plunged the blade into the ear of the off-balance man. I was strong, but I marvelled at how easily the weapon cut him. It came out from his skull easily too and the justiciar’s words of condemnation never reached his lips. I pushed his body aside in a powerful shove that hurled him several feet to one side.

      I’d entered a room that was fifteen feet or so to each side. All of the family’s furniture was in here – the main room of these humble people. There was a man’s prone body slumped in one corner, clothed in the manner of a farmer. I couldn’t tell if he was alive or dead. There were four other men in here, dressed in their armour and with their cocks on show. The woman of the house was face down over the table as one of them raped her. She made no sound and I admired her strength that she gave them no satisfaction. The rapist’s back was to me and he was reluctant to look, even though he’d heard the commotion. One of the justiciars was holding a young girl – less than sixteen I guessed. His hand was over her mouth to keep her quiet, but her eyes were tightly closed to block out the sights. She’d likely be raped after her mother and then slung in one of the wagons for the Duke’s pleasure.

      My men were killers, but we were not murderers. I could not say that we were saints, but there was none of us who could tolerate what we saw. I crossed the room in two long strides and swung my dagger cross-ways into the rapist’s torso. The blow was savage and the blade went in to the hilt, while the force of my arm knocked him sideways onto the floor. Furious, I closed in on the next of the justiciars. He was fumbling at his belt in order to cover himself up. It’s strange what priorities a man has when he’s confronted by his crimes. I slew him before he could hide his cock and Waxer had already killed another by the time I had advanced on the man holding the young girl. Where before he’d had his hand over her mouth, the justiciar now had a knife to her throat.

      “Fuck off or I’ll kill her,” he sneered with false bravado. I saw the girl close her eyes even more tightly as the blade pressed against her skin.

      There was a blur of silver and the top half of the man’s head was shattered and smashed. There was an explosion of blood and he fell down silently, the blade of his knife failing to cut the young girl’s throat. Now that the man’s arms were no longer there to restrain her, she slipped to the floor and wept. There was another movement and her mother rushed over, wrapping her in her arms.

      There was another exit to the room and Beamer put his head through the doorway. “It’s empty, Captain,” he called. We left the occupants to their misery and emerged onto the street once more. I’m sure we’d all been affected by what we’d seen – after hundreds of years aloof, we were becoming more upset by the horrors. I gave Waxer a pat on the shoulder to thank him for his quick sword arm and we continued our hunt.

      Over the next hour, we looked in over twenty of the dwellings and killed another eighteen of the justiciars. They were given free rein to complete their duties with cruelty, but they did normally have constraints. Here, those constraints seemed to have been forgotten and we found men, women and children murdered, as if on a whim. I realised that in this village, out in the middle of nowhere, there was no-one to stop the excesses of these men. They’d become nothing more than bandits, sating their own lusts and forgetting about their duties. This was not a good day for them and we were not merciful, nor were we anything less than industrious in our efforts to root them out from wherever we could find them.

      When I judged that we’d done enough, I had us return to the main street, where I’d left Ploster and his men. I saw that they’d taken the time to clear away many of the bodies, but there were more now, lying on the ground where they’d been hacked apart.

      “These fuckers!” I exclaimed, kicking at one of the fresh corpses. I wasn’t normally given to displays of petulance, but I was unable to prevent myself. “How many’d you get?” I asked Ploster.

      “We’ve had nineteen come this way. Including their captain,” said Ploster.

      “Where is he?” I asked. For some reason, it seemed important that I be able to look at his face.

      “His head’s over there,” Ploster told me, pointing to a round object near to a low stone wall. “There are other bits of him close by. He fancied himself as a sorcerer, apparently.”

      I didn’t enquire further, nor did I bother myself with his head. It takes a strong magician to kill us and a much stronger one to ignore what Ploster can do. He wasn’t the greatest sorcerer that ever lived, but he’d been around for so long that he was no easy prey.

      I was just on the brink of ordering my squad to resume the search, but Bolt’s and Maims’ squads returned within two minutes of each other. I had them report their numbers.

      “We’re missing two or three of them,” I said. I was loath to let them escape, but it was dark now and I didn’t want to spend the rest of the night looking for them either, especially when they might have escaped into the surrounding fields. I was saved the effort.

      The people of the village had started to drift onto the streets a few minutes before the last of my squads returned. Word tended to get around fast in places like this and they’d come to see what was going on. Soon, the main street was packed with several hundred of them. Not far away, I saw the signs of a group pushing their way through to a place where they could see us. There were over a dozen men and women, dragging something bulky, which they dropped into the mud. A few of the group spat on the two corpses they’d brought with them.

      “I did as you suggested,” said the bar keep, looking at me. There was something new in his face – pride mixed with something else I didn’t recognize. “It won’t bring my wife back, but I’m damned if I’ll let them do the same to another family. If they come here again, I’ll not sit idly by. Nor will any of us.”

      “You’d best arm yourselves properly then,” I told him, meeting his gaze. “And put all of the bodies we’ve left onto those wagons and abandon them fifty miles from here. Or hide them in a cave somewhere.”

      “We’ll find them where you’ve killed them and we’ll put them somewhere they won’t be found. Even if your Saviour never comes, we’ll not let this happen again.”

      I nodded at his new-found certainty. I took my men into the tavern once more and we retired to the large room that had been given over for us to stay in. The bar keep didn’t have enough bedding for us all, but we were comfortable regardless. Even so, I don’t know if any of us slept. As I lay in the darkness, I had a single image in my mind that I couldn’t escape – that of the mother and her daughter, weeping and bereft on a rough wooden floor.
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      Farmers and soldiers have few things in common, except a requirement to be ready to go at first light. As we trooped out of the tavern in the coolness of the following morning, we were joined on the streets by farmers and their labourers as they made their way to the fields and grazing lands close by. I thought it odd that so many farmers had their homes in the village, since they usually lived on the land that they worked. I spoke to one man on the road as we set off.

      “Why do you all live in the village?” I asked out of curiosity. “Are there bandits in the countryside?”

      “Not bandits,” he’d replied. “There’re other things that live out there. They’ll take a man and his family at night and he’ll never be heard from again. We need to farm, but there’s none of us wants to die for it.”

      We left him in our wake and ignored the road in order to make more efficient progress to the south-east. I asked Ploster what he made of the farmer’s words.

      “There’re not many people in the centre of the Duke’s lands, Captain,” he said. “Only hundreds of miles of hills, with nothing to break up the monotony. Who knows what secrets lie out there?”

      “Something like what killed the people from that other village and threw them into the well?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” he said. “We’ve not crossed this way for years. I’m damned if I can remember why we did it last time, but I do recall that even back then there was talk of beasts that lived in the dark. But there’s always such talk, away from the bright lights of the bigger towns and cities.”

      He was right – there was always talk about deadly creatures, wherever you went. I’d put it down to ignorance and superstition, but then I’d also seen some of the Emperor’s more unusual pets and suddenly it didn’t seem like such a remote possibility that there could be something out here in the wilds, old and malevolent.

      “I can see when you’re interested, Tyrus,” he said with a smile.

      “Aye, that I am,” I confessed. “I don’t like not knowing. It’s always been a failing of mine.”

      “I’m not sure that I’d describe it as a failing, as long as you don’t allow it to interfere with your reason.”

      I acknowledged the truth of his words with a nod. “Perhaps one day, when there’s no-one left for us to kill, I’ll bring the First Cohort here and we’ll see if we can find whatever it is that doesn’t want to be found.”

      “A day when there’s no-one left to kill?” he asked with a dismissive snort. “You’re looking a long time ahead.”

      “I like to think about the future sometimes,” I told him. “Though I try not to hold myself to any plans I might come up with. If I don’t make promises to myself, it’s easier not to break them. Besides, what do you think will happen to us if there’s peace? None of us would know what to do with ourselves. What better for men like us than to travel the land, flushing out dangers where we find them?”

      “You always did have a romantic streak in you, Tyrus,” he said with a laugh. “I’ve not seen sign of it for a long time. I’m glad to hear you’ve not lost it.”

      His words came as a surprise. We sometimes don’t know that we’ve changed until someone points it out to us. Everyone changes gradually over time – it’s a part of growing older and wiser. If you see an old friend after ten years apart, you might seem like a completely different person to how they remember, even though you hadn’t noticed any change whatsoever in yourself because that change had crept up on you. To hear that Jon Ploster – a man I spoke to every day - had seen such a change in me, meant that it was a sudden, big shift.

      “We’re all going back to what we once were, aren’t we?” I asked. “It’s as if we used the Emperor’s magics as an excuse to pretend we were different in the mind as well as in the body. It’s like a veil has been removed.”

      “Who is to say that those magics didn’t force that change upon us, and hide the fact from us, in order that we would not resist? And that the Saviour’s radiance swept away that obscuring veil, so that the men we once were, are born anew?”

      “The thought is an interesting one,” I said. “I wonder what will become of us over the coming few weeks and months, assuming we can survive that long.”

      “Who knows indeed?” he asked. With that, our conversation ended for the moment and we marched in silence.

      There was not much to note during the following ten days. The rains held off and we made excellent progress, since the ground remained firm underfoot and we encountered no threats or obstacles to slow us. The sky was dreary and there was wind, but otherwise our spirits remained good. On the twenty-third day after we’d left Gold, we stopped for the evening at a stone cottage, high up in the middle of nowhere. I’d seen sheep in the fields and thought it would do the men good if I were to haggle for some fresh meat.

      The farmer was an old man – everyone who worked the land seemed to be in their later years, but he had two sons whom he planned to take over his lands when he died, not that he planned to do any dying in the near future, he assured me.

      “What brings twenty-one soldiers to my farm, this evening?” he asked after we’d finally settled on a fair price for one of his sheep. I fancied myself as something of an expert haggler, but the farmer was as stubborn as they come and we eventually settled on a mostly fair price for one of his older livestock.

      “We have business in Blades,” I told him.

      For a while we skirted around the issue of whether or not we were the Duke’s men and whether or not the old man and his sons were in favour of their ruler. Honest folk don’t lie well and, once he’d reassured himself that we were no friends of Warmont, he began to wax lyrical about the problems faced by his family and other people he occasionally met.

      “The Duke’s a bastard,” he told me. “I said he was a bastard as soon as I was old enough to speak and I think he’s even more of a bastard now that my knees creak and my joints ache. Why won’t the old fucker just die?”

      “He’ll never die and he’ll never give up his lands. Willingly, at least,” I said. “He keeps himself alive with his magics and he has the backing of the Emperor. If his people don’t depose him, then you can be sure your sons will be telling the same things to their sons, and their sons after them. It will never end.”

      “I believe you,” said the old man. “But the land will not plough itself, nor will trees cut themselves down, nor houses build themselves. If everyone were to become a soldier, even were they to win, what would there be left for them in the end? Starvation and murder, followed by the Emperor’s troops coming in their tens of thousands.”

      “That may be the truth,” I admitted. “What is better? A quick death or an agonising and slow death, spanning generation after generation?”

      “Those words are easy to say for a man who has wielded a sword for his entire life. I am no coward, nor are my sons, but we do not wish our name to vanish from the world. Who would remember our sacrifice, or give thanks that our line ended so that another’s might perpetuate?”

      At one time, I might have listened to this man’s words and then discounted them as coming from someone who shirked away from making a hard decision. I don’t know if I’d ever seen the world as black and white – perhaps when I was much younger I had, but with age came the wisdom to recognize the infinite array of greys. I couldn’t dismiss what this farmer said – if he lost his sons, there would be no one left to carry his name. It could be that in the future, these two sons of his might marry and have many sons of their own, one of whom could become a great leader and win victories over the Duke and Emperor alike. Trying to guess what lies in the future becomes a game for fools. All we can try and do is influence it through our own actions and not worry over the untried alternatives.

      “I think you should do what you feel is right,” I said after a time. “There is no one who can take away that choice, and no one who can say that your choice is wrong.”

      “You talk well for a soldier,” he said. “If only every man who decided to join the army was capable of such rational thought, there’d be hope for us yet.”

      He knew that we weren’t the Duke’s men, but I didn’t know if he was aware of exactly who we were. Our reputation preceded us in many of the places we’d fought, but I wasn’t conceited enough to think that the First Cohort’s infamy reached even as far as remote farms such as this one.

      “There’s a Saviour come to these lands,” I said. “We fight for her. She has brought us hope where previously we had none. You may one day get the opportunity to see her and when you do, your sons may wish to pick up a sword and declare themselves as free men.”

      “They’re good lads,” he said. “If that time comes, they won’t find me standing in their way.”

      I bade him a good night and joined with my men. The farm was remote enough that I’d felt it safe enough to light a couple of roaring fires in order to cook the unfortunate animal that we’d slaughtered. We were in a small field a hundred yards away from the farmer’s cottage, where we’d camped with his blessing after I’d assured him that we wouldn’t frighten his animals. The smell of flesh charring and roasting reached my nostrils, reminding me of good meals I’d had in the open air. The men were crowded around the fires, eagerly watching the meat until they judged it cooked enough to eat. We’d eaten plenty of raw meat in our time, but we liked to cling onto the trappings of civilisation when we had the chance.

      “Put that back in the flame,” said Waxer.

      Bolt looked up, with his hunk of dripping red meat halfway to his mouth. “Mind your own meal, and I’ll mind mine,” he said, biting into the half-raw meat. It was blackened on one side and bloody on the other.

      “It’s got to be cold in the middle,” continued Waxer as if he’d been personally affronted.

      “This is how I like it. And besides, the smell was making my stomach growl.”

      “I can’t remember the last time my stomach growled,” said Grids. “Usually it lies quietly inside me, not caring if I put some food into it or not.”

      “Do you miss the hunger?” I asked.

      “Aye, Captain, sometimes I do. I’d rather not be as hungry as a starving man all the time, like the bad old days on the road when we’d go three or four days between meals, but when your body feels nothing you’ve got nothing to look forward to.”

      “It’s the bread I miss most of all,” said Lamper. “Maybe not even the taste – just the smell. I used to hang around a baker’s shop when I was a tiny young lad, with parents too poor to buy me even a half loaf of stale bread.”

      “A simple man with simple tastes,” said Nods. It wasn’t meant as an insult and Lamper didn’t take it as one.

      “Yeah, the simple things always appealed to me the most,” said Lamper. He also lifted out a piece of skewered, half-done meat and studied it for a while, before taking a bite. “I’d expected it to be tough and leathery,” he said to no one in particular. “And it is. Not bad, all the same.”

      It wasn’t long until we were all sat in silence, chewing on the tough meat, cooked to varying degrees of incompleteness. The farmer had bread, but not enough to spare for twenty-one soldiers, and I hadn’t even bothered trying to bribe it from his larder. After a time, I stood and walked a few yards away to lean against a stone wall. It was too dark to see anything much, but I liked to stare into it nevertheless, letting my imagination dictate what was out there, beyond the extents of my vision. Jon Ploster came over, picking at something between his teeth with a fingernail.

      “The night is peaceful,” he said. “So far from anywhere.”

      “I am not sure I would like to live out here forever,” I replied. “I do not suffer from loneliness when I am in my own company, but I would not like to be confined to my own thoughts for decades on end.”

      “Nor me,” he said. “I prefer to be with the soldiers and on the road. The journey gives me ample time with my thoughts.”

      “Have you looked for the Saviour again?” I asked him.

      “No, I have not,” he admitted. “I am not sure how I managed to reach so far the last time. I fear that if I tried it again I would become permanently separated from my body. It is odd how we can do things in the extremes of circumstances that we could not do at other times.”

      “I have noticed,” I said. “When I am pushed to my limits in battle, it is as though the world around me slows down, giving me greater time to act and to take in my surroundings. It happens to me so often that sometimes I feel that the control of it is almost within my grasp.”

      “That would be a great power indeed,” he said. “The men talk about your sword arm as though it has some magical qualities to it.”

      I chuckled. “Perhaps it has. Though Leerfar showed me up as a bumbling clot with a blade. She was faster than anyone I’ve seen and I would not like to meet her in a situation where I was alone.” I moved the subject back on course. “Do you think you will be able to locate the Saviour once we get to Blades?” I asked. “It is a large city.”

      “I am sure I will be able to find her,” he said. “Though we might need to roam the streets until I can fix upon her location.”

      “It’s been a long time since we were in Blades. I wonder if the Duke’s ministrations have driven it completely to its knees yet. I think we’ll be too easily recognized to do anything during the daytime.”

      “I agree, Tyrus. The capital is unlikely to be a friendly place for visitors. I am curious to know how it looks now.”

      “Soldiers, taverns, more soldiers. War factories churning out swords and armour. The same as it ever was, with the women outnumbering the men by four to one and every mother worried in case the justiciars come knocking on her door.”

      “I am sure your assessment is accurate,” Ploster said sadly. “I have no love for the place and only a few fond memories of it, but it is sad to think that such a thriving hub of life could be reduced to a skeleton of what it once was.”

      “Whatever he does and however many of his subjects he drains, the Duke is slowly dying. I could see it in his face every time I spoke to him. He knows it’s happening and he hates it, but he’ll have every one of his people killed before he lets go. His lands are dying as surely as he is. There’s no new life coming in to replace the old. The men are killed before they can sire children, or they see so little of their wives that their families remain small.”

      “I did not know the Emperor as well as you, Tyrus, but he is not stupid and he ever seeks to increase his power. I cannot imagine that it will achieves his goals if the Duke continues in this manner.”

      “I do not know the Emperor’s relationship with the Duke. He has shown loyalty to his nobles for as long as I can remember and Warmont is one of them. If he did not, that would make him seem fallible, as though he had chosen the wrong man to look after this part of the Empire. Malleus has few weaknesses, but I would say that pride is amongst them.”

      “Let us see how his pride manifests itself when we kill the Duke and the Saviour builds her army.”

      I laughed, though I knew that Ploster had been facetious in what he said. We talked for a little longer, discussing the past, though without sentimentality. The camp fires had died to their embers when I settled down with my solitude. There was the occasional crack from the glowing wood as a few remaining bits of fat on the bones the men had thrown into the flames spat into the night air. The noise was comforting and familiar, reminding us of times where we’d gathered in our camp sites to talk and bond.

      We left our field early the next day. The farmer and his sons were already up and preparing for a day of toil. We didn’t exchange words, but I raised my hand to him and he raised his in return. I was sure I’d never see him again and in my head, I wished him and his sons well. To myself, I admitted my hopes that they’d never see any more soldiers and that they could work out here in peace until whatever would happen to the Duke’s lands had run its course.

      The weather was kind to us for the remainder of the trip and even though we avoided the roads, we made good time. Mid-afternoon on the twenty-ninth day out of Gold, we reached Blades. Or at least, we got close enough to see the place. I didn’t want us to risk entering the city until it was full dark. There was a long wait ahead for the impatient amongst us, and we hid in an old cattle shed until I deemed it was time to go. Now that we were so close to our destination, I could feel a mixture of trepidation and excitement building within me and I strode back and forth in the confines of our hiding place until the men impolitely asked me to sit down. I complied with bad grace, struggling against my desire to act. Soon, I felt, there would be the chance to atone for my recent failings.
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      Blades – the Duke’s capital city ever since he’d first conquered these lands with the Emperor’s help well over two hundred years ago. It sprawled along both sides of the Dracks river, though from where we stood, the river was hidden by the four and five storey houses I knew flanked the watercourse. As you got further away from the river the buildings become mostly two-storey, with a preponderance of single-storey dwellings in the poorer districts.

      The Duke’s keep dominated the view, squatting like a fat, grey slug in the middle of the city, close to the river. From here we could clearly make out the details – the thick stone walls surrounding the square central tower. The top of this tower had a wide viewing area, from which the occupants could look down into the city. There had once been catapults upon the roof, ready to throw balls of flaming pitch. I had occasionally wondered what they were up there for, since the only possible targets they could reach were the surrounding buildings. Whatever their intended purpose, they were no longer visible.

      The city had always been dirty, since it was perfectly situated for mining and quarrying. There were smelters and blacksmiths seemingly in their hundreds, turning out useful products from the metal ores which came in their cart loads from the shafts in the nearby hillsides. I call them useful – in the distant past, Blades had been enlightened and a home to learning and arts. Now, the only things it produced were designed to kill people, or to feed the people who would do the killing.

      We were almost a mile away from the closest buildings and did our best to remain hidden. There were roads leading away from the city in all directions and it had become increasingly difficult to stay out of sight as we’d come closer. The fields here were intensively farmed and we’d followed hedgerows and walls to reduce our exposure to watching eyes. I doubted we’d escaped notice entirely, but it didn’t seem likely that there’d be many informants or spies out here in the fields. Even if there were, we’d have been hard to identify from a distance as soldiers of the First Cohort.

      “When it gets dark, you’ll go with your squads into the city,” I instructed the men from the cover of our ramshackle building. You all know the streets – find a place that you know is safe and use it as a base. I’ve given you coin for lodgings – make sure you don’t spend it all on ale. I’ll be staying upstairs in the Blacksmith’s Arms. If it becomes unsafe there, I’ll move my squad to the Brewer’s Barrel. You know the place, right? I want to see one man from each squad at least once per day as soon as it becomes dark.”

      “Are you sure we’ll be able to find her, Captain?” asked Hacker. “I mean, I know we could feel where the other Saviour was, but what about this new one?”

      “We’re only splitting up because twenty-one men will find it harder to hide than groups of five,” I told him. “In reality I’m expecting Corporal Ploster to be the one who finds her. But it can’t do any harm to have you all out looking at the same time. Blades is a big place and the sooner we can find who we’re looking for, the better.”

      “What if we get caught?” asked Stumble.

      “You won’t get caught, will you?” I asked.

      “No, Captain,” he said hastily. They all knew the city well enough to avoid capture. I’d be greatly displeased if someone gave themselves away, not that I worried that any of them would divulge any secrets, even under torture. Pain wasn’t an effective weapon against us.

      While I was outlining the plans, such as they were, there was a muted shout from the doorway to the shed.

      “Captain! Someone’s watching! He’s running now.” It was Weevil, who I’d set as a watch. He’d been trying to look inconspicuous and innocent by leaning on the wall outside, but had failed quite miserably at both endeavours.

      I ran to the entrance and looked out. Weevil was there, pointing across a field to where a man was fleeing at a quite remarkable speed towards a road leading into the city. A few of the other men came outside to watch.

      “He’s going to make it,” said Finder.

      “Nah, he’s not,” said Leaves.

      “He is – look!” said Grids.

      Finder and Grids were both wrong. Just as it seemed like the spy was going to reach the road, a figure appeared behind him. There was a flash of metal and the man tumbled over, landing in a heap behind a tall hedge and conveniently out of sight of the road traffic. Eyeball didn’t do anything so dramatic as turn to us and raise his hand in triumph. He simply faded from view and returned to his patrol duties. I would have been stupid if I’d relied on just a single watchman, so close to our goal.

      “How’d he find us, Captain?” asked Beamer.

      I shrugged. “The Duke probably has men posted close to all of the roads into the city. We set perimeter guards around our camps, so I’m not surprised to see the Duke does the same. We have to hope that he’s the only one that’s seen us so far. If he isn’t, Warmont could already know that he has unwanted visitors, though our identities might still be unknown.” I certainly didn’t want to be dodging patrols of guardsmen every twenty paces.

      Come the darkness, we set off in our squads, separating immediately and going our different ways. I was going to lead my squad into the Tolls district, where the Blacksmith’s Arms was located. The plan was to establish ourselves in a safe place and then start our search immediately. We’d brought thin black cloaks with us, which we wrapped around our shoulders and drew the hoods up over our heads and as much of our faces as we could manage. We looked unusual, but I preferred that to us looking recognizable. We’d hidden our shields in amongst the dense growth underneath a broad hedge, since they’d likely have drawn as much attention as anything else. Other men in the Duke’s armies used shields, of course, but not many carried items the size of our heavy, square slabs of metal. Our runed weapons came with us, hidden in their scabbards so that they looked like normal swords. It wasn’t as if Blades was a stranger to the presence of soldiers and I hoped we’d look like a group of veterans dressed in our favoured garb.

      I led us directly to the closest road. We passed the body of the man that Eyeball had killed earlier – he was little more than a dark shape, easily overlooked if you didn’t know what had happened. There was a gap in the hedge close by and we squeezed through it and joined the road. It was well-paved and in good repair, with level stone slabs fitted neatly together. We weren’t far from the city and though there was a reasonable amount of traffic, it was perhaps less than I would have expected even given the fact that it was dark. There were carts and wagons, with a few men and women leading the horses. They almost all travelled in small groups, something that didn’t escape our notice. This close to the capital, the roads should have been completely safe, but the people living here showed no signs that they thought them so.

      We kept our heads down and walked briskly, making no conversation amongst ourselves, nor attempting any with the people we passed. We saw no soldiers, which wasn’t surprising. I was sure that the remnants of Leerfar’s army was way behind us and the other soldiers stationed in Blades were unlikely to be outside the city’s boundaries for an evening stroll. They’d be drinking away their wages in the many taverns available to them, waiting for their inevitable next deployment. Warmont’s soldiers did enough walking that they’d not be keen to indulge in more when it wasn’t necessary.

      Blades had no walls - not even inner walls to protect the oldest parts in the centre. In a way, they’d only ever been needed once, and even then, I don’t think they’d have prevented the city being taken. So, we walked inside without being stopped or questioned. As was so often the case, the buildings which were most distant from the centre were inhabited by the poorest people. In Gold, the outskirts had been almost slums. Here in Blades, there was rather more wealth, so the houses looked merely run-down, rather than decrepit. They were also made of stone for the most part, with wood for their doors and glass in their windows.

      “Many of these look unoccupied,” commented Ploster as we turned off the main street onto a much narrower lane. He didn’t need to keep his voice low, since there was enough of a hubbub that our conversation was easily lost – assuming there were any spies about who were interested enough to listen out for it.

      “The population of Blades has been shrinking for over a hundred years,” I said. “From what I remember, there was a boom for a time after the Duke established himself, then it levelled for many decades before it started to decline. If we come back in a hundred years, the city will be almost deserted, I think.”

      “Not under the Saviour,” he said. We weren’t so shallow that we always had to counter every mention of the Duke with a reference to how he wouldn’t be there once the Saviour established herself. Sometimes, it was relevant to the conversation.

      “There were over two hundred thousand people living here, the last time the Duke bothered to send men out to count,” I said.

      “How do you know?” asked Ploster in surprise.

      “The Duke mentioned it to me for some reason or another. That must have been forty or more years ago.”

      “I didn’t think he cared enough to want to know,” Ploster replied.

      “He’s like a farmer who jealously guards his cattle,” I said. “It probably gave him pleasure to know how many people had to bend their knee to him.”

      “I can’t imagine he’s had a count for a while, in that case,” Ploster suggested with a smile.

      “I’m sure he hasn’t. He must know that his numbers are falling, but to see the actual tally must be galling for him.”

      We continued deeper into the city. We all knew where the Blacksmith’s Arms was, since we’d each of us spent more than our fair share of time within its walls. I didn’t take the most direct route, since I wished to see how things were going on the streets and also because I knew that we’d be less likely to be reported as suspicious if we kept to some of the seedier streets and lanes. Even in the poorest areas the streets were paved and provided with adequate drainage. There was shit in places, but it wasn’t piled high and we didn’t have to avoid buckets of human waste being cast from windows. People sat on their front doorsteps in the traditional fashion, where they’d exchange rumour and gossip with their neighbours. All the trappings of normality were present, but we could sense the fear in the air and it was easy to note how many doorsteps remained unoccupied when in the past, they’d have all had someone sat on them. Blades had once been the most communal of cities, but that appeared to have changed. There’d always been justiciars here, but they’d stepped with a lighter foot than they did in the farther towns and cities. I wondered if they’d been imposing themselves more firmly upon the populace.

      We located the Blacksmith’s Arms, though we didn’t enter by the front door. The tavern had a yard to the back, surrounded by a tall wooden fence. I glanced around furtively and then clambered over it, feeling it shake as it took my weight. Once over, I unbolted the gate from the other side and we entered the yard as if we owned the place.

      I knocked firmly on the back door and waited. There was no sound to indicate anyone had approached from the other side, but eventually a voice called out, laden with suspicion. “Who’s there?” the voice asked.

      “An old friend,” I said, hoping that my voice wouldn’t carry too far into the street outside the yard.

      There was an immediate rattling sound on the other side of the door and it was whipped open. We entered the room beyond without saying a further word to the man who had opened it for us. He closed the door quickly behind and then turned to face us.

      “Tyrus Charing!” said Tobe Jackdaw with delight. “I never thought to see you again! And who are these scruffy layabouts you’ve brought with you to my humble home?”

      Tobe was a man in his sixties, broad across the shoulders and as strong as an ox. He’d been a blacksmith once, before he’d smashed three of his fingers on his anvil. Although he’d run his tavern for more years than I could remember, he still looked as strong as I imagined he’d been in his youth. I walked up to him and shook his hand.

      “It’s been a long time, Tobe,” I said. “We’ve got business here in Blades. It shouldn’t keep us more than a few days. Do you have somewhere safe we can stay? Out of sight of your other guests?”

      “You never were one to mince your words, or to indulge in small talk, were you?” he asked. As the bar keep for his own tavern, Tobe had a liking of chit-chat, though I’d have trusted him with my life when it came to keeping secrets.

      “Small talk is for small men,” I said with a wink. “We of the First Cohort can’t be seen to waste our time on idle banter.” The men of my squad laughed at this and one at a time, they stepped forward to shake Tobe’s hand.

      “Still getting pissed on your own stock every night?” asked Chant.

      “Oh, I like a tipple,” came the reply. “A man needs to have confidence in the products he sells.”

      “And the more products he sells, the more pissed he can get,” said Waxer. The Blacksmith’s Arms was famed for the number of different ales it sold.

      “It’s one of the perks of the job,” said an unrepentant Tobe. “And my fingers still pain me so.” He flashed us a sight of his half-ruined hand. The last three fingers were twisted and bent, two of them nearly black.

      “They weren’t that bad last time I saw them,” I said.

      “They started going black in the last few months,” Tobe said. “They hurt like fuck as well. Almost as bad as when I hit them with my hammer.”

      In the dim candlelight of the room, I could see that the blackness of the fingers was spreading to the palm as well. Whatever infection was eating at them would likely see him lose more than the fingers in the near future.

      “We’ve got Maims with us. Want him to have a look at them?” I asked.

      “Nah, don’t worry about it,” he said, though I could see that it was for show. “He’ll just tell me they have to come off and likely the rest of the hand with it.”

      “That’s probably what he’ll say,” I said with a certain amount of sadness. “At least you’ll get a clean wound and clean stitching. He won’t charge you a week’s takings for the privilege either.”

      “We’ll see, Tyrus, we’ll see. Anyway, business isn’t good. I sell plenty of ale, but no one wants to rent a room these days. There’re not many visitors to Blades any more. Who’d want to chance it? So you’ll have the run of the upstairs. You know where the stairs are, so get up there and make yourself at home. I see a few soldiers through my doors and I know how rowdy you can be, so don’t cause any trouble. Unless you’re looking to destroy a poor man’s livelihood by wrecking his establishment, that is.”

      “You’ve never been a poor man as long as I’ve known you,” I chuckled. Tobe was good with money and I knew he had a large amount of it stashed away, not that he’d ever been in a great hurry to spend it.

      “I’ve got myself an assistant now, to help out in the bar. Debbie, she’s called. I reckon she’s got her hand in the till, but I’m in no hurry to catch her. She’s got the best tits I’ve ever seen and I’d hate to have to sack her. I’ll tell her to watch things out front, while I come up to talk to you. I bet there’re things you’d like to know.”

      I shook my head at Tobe’s lecherous nature. He’d always had an eye for the ladies, though they’d never had an eye for him. Even as a wealthy man in a city with so many more women than men, he didn’t appear to have had any luck with the opposite sex.

      We found the stairs, which were hidden from the view of the bar. We could hear the subdued chatter going on there, the low murmur of fearful men. The last time I’d visited this place, it had been full every night. I wondered if I’d find a similar lack of custom in every tavern across the city.

      Upstairs, there was a choice of rooms, but we would all stay in the same one – the largest room that Tobe had available. It could have slept ten and had rows of beds, which were clean and with proper mattresses on them. Chant dropped onto one of the beds and instantly screwed his face up.

      “Ah fuck, I don’t think I’m going to be able to get any sleep on here. It’s far too comfortable to be comfortable, if you know what I mean,” he said.

      “Do you do anything apart from moan?” asked Waxer, settling himself down with a happy sigh on another of the beds. It creaked under the combined weight of man and armour.

      “I’ve been known to stick my sword into the occasional gentleman,” said Chant, without rancour.

      As it happened, I knew what Chant was complaining about. We’d spent so long sleeping rough and in uncomfortable places, that it was hard to get settled anywhere else. We spent our fair share of time grumbling about the cold, hard ground, but you got used to it in a way.

      The door to our room was pushed open and Tobe entered. “Hope you don’t mind that I didn’t knock. I’ve got my hands full, see?” he said. Sure enough, he was carrying a cloth bag in one hand and had a small barrel tucked under his other arm.

      “Ale,” Tobe announced, as Weevil assisted by relieving him of the barrel.

      “That’s very kind of you,” said Beamer, walking over with interest. “What’s in the bag?”

      “Bread, cheese, a few bits of meat and some cups. I know you’re soldiers, but I couldn’t have you drinking straight from the spigot. Not in my tavern at least. We’ve got standards here.”

      “What about that rat stew you used to serve?” asked Ploster. “Didn’t you tell your customers it was beef?”

      “Ah, well that’s different. There were shortages back then. And no one complained, did they? They thought they were getting a cheap beef stew and if your eyes tell you that something’s beef, then your tongue believes you. The city lost a few rats and some people got fed cheaply.”

      “That’s a load of shit and you know it,” laughed Ploster. “Anyway, your bread and cheese are appreciated. Come and sit with us and tell us how things fare in Blades. It’s been a while since we were here.”

      Tobe was instantly serious and settled himself on the edge of a bed, while Chant investigated the contents of the cloth bag and distributed the contents amongst us.

      “It’s shit here and it’s not getting any better. I know us old-timers always hanker for days gone by, but Blades is fucked.”

      I had already gathered as much, but was interested in the details. “How so?” I asked.

      “Where to start?” Tobe asked. “Until the Duke banned people from leaving, we had hundreds of folk moving out every week. I have no idea where they hoped to go, but if you were a man or if you had children, you had to do something. Maybe head south to Ranks and then it’s not far to get into Baron Vaks’ lands. Or maybe over the border to Duchess Callian’s western towns. From what I hear, things are more settled there.”

      This news was a disappointment to hear. “Is there no talk of rebellion coming from these lands?” I asked. “I had hoped that Warmont wasn’t the only one of the Emperor’s nobles to face hardship.”

      Tobe looked uncertain. “I couldn’t tell you for definite,” he said. “All I know is that people were leaving Blades, looking for somewhere better for themselves and their families. When the Duke caught wind of it, he put paid to it. There were soldiers and justiciars on every road for a time.”

      “There was no sign of them when we arrived,” said Ploster. “We caught a spy, but we haven’t seen soldiers in any numbers.”

      “Aye, that’ll be right,” Tobe said. “I reckon that all the people left are either old folk or soldiers. Them that have children keep their heads down now, caught between a rock and a hard place. If they try and sneak out, they know what’ll happen, so they stay put and hope that no one comes knocking at their door. The Duke’s a crafty old fucker and he’s stopped harvesting so openly from Blades. It’s not good for a soldier’s morale if his children get taken from his house and vanish into the Duke’s keep. We still see the wagons though, coming in from farther afield. Warmont’s not stupid though – the men he’s recruited rarely go back to their home towns. They’re always sent to fight elsewhere. There’re rumours, of course, but never enough to cause a mutiny.”

      “That didn’t work for him in Gold,” I said. “He sent men there who’d lived in the town.”

      “I’m sure he’d have preferred not to. He’s not got unlimited men, though. Have you come from Gold, then? There’ve been a fuckload of men going up that way in the last few months. Far more than normal.”

      “Gold has fallen to the Saviour,” I said. “The town is mostly in ruins now, but she drove the Duke’s men out. They’ll probably start arriving here in the next week or ten days.”

      “This Saviour must be some general if he sent your lot packing, Tyrus.”

      “It’s a she, Tobe. The Saviour is a she. And the First Cohort no longer fights for the Duke,” I told him softly.

      He looked surprised, though he’d likely picked up the clues from our conversation up till that point. “I wondered what all this cloak and dagger shit was about,” he said. “To be honest about it, I’ve never known why you fought for the withered old bastard anyway. You always seemed far more…” he fought for the next word. “Noble,” he finally came out with. “Though I’m not sure that’s exactly the word I want.”

      “We weren’t always like this,” I told him. “We have done some terrible things and I dare say that many of us enjoyed those deeds. Not for a long time, though,” I finished. “We have come here because I know we can trust you.” I left the words hanging. There was no threat in them – if I thought that Tobe would betray us, I’d simply have him tied up and we’d leave for another place.

      “Nothing’s changed,” Tobe said firmly. “The funny thing is, that no one likes the Duke. I say that in all seriousness. I’m sure his justiciars are happy, but most of them are petrified about what might happen to them if the Duke was ever to die. But his soldiers? Fuck, no. I’ll bet they hate him to a man. Even the young and impressionable ones who’re still stupid enough to think they’re fighting on the right side must hate him once they hear the tales from the veterans.”

      “How did we come to this?” asked Ploster. “Hundreds of thousands of people in thrall to a murderous sorcerer to whom this is all a game of power.”

      “We’ve all heard about the Saviour,” said Tobe. “Except that here in the Duke’s capital, no one really puts much store in it. At least not the ones I talk to when I’m serving them their ale. And you can appreciate that I speak to more than my fair share. Maybe she’ll be the one to turn the tide and rid us of the man that no one wants. Rest assured, he’ll never give up willingly. He’ll hide behind his walls and kill as many as he can, long after the war is lost.”

      “I know,” I said. “He’s always been that kind of man. If he loses, he has no alternatives. He’ll get no fair trial and he can’t run back to the Emperor. Malleus wouldn’t greet him with open arms. In fact, the Emperor would hurt him far more than his subjects ever could. It would be no surprise if Warmont stuck it out to the bitter end.”

      Ploster laughed at that, though he wasn’t genuinely amused. “Here we are, talking as if the Duke’s hold on his lands is wavering. Would that it were so. His position is almost as strong as it has ever been. We defeated him in Gold, but at great cost to both sides. He’ll always win in a war of attrition.” Ploster gave no mention that the Saviour was dead and that our appearance in Blades was driven by desperation.

      For all of his appearance as a humble tavern owner, Tobe wasn’t stupid. “I wouldn’t lose hope, Jon,” he said. “Men always talk bravely and you can’t ever be sure if their words are nothing more than sounds in the air, but there’s a change in Blades. Mark my words that there’s a change. The people here might not believe in the Saviour, but that doesn’t mean that they aren’t ready to believe, or that they aren’t looking for something to believe in. It may not happen soon and I’m certain that it will be dirty and bloody, but I can feel it in my bones that the Duke’s days are numbered.”

      “In the face of gloom, it is good to hear an optimistic word,” I said. “The only trouble is, that we know what comes after the Duke topples.”

      We did all know and no one in the room gave voice to his name.
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      We left Tobe to return to his customers and got stuck into our business. We left the tavern by the same way we’d entered, sneaking out of the back yard like children escaping from their bedrooms at night. The street which the tavern backed onto wasn’t busy, but there was someone walking by as we exited. I had to remind myself that our behaviour only appeared suspicious to us, because we knew we were wanted men. To everyone else, we’d have looked like nothing more than a disreputable bunch of soldiers who didn’t want our faces to be seen. So while we didn’t exactly give the impression of being upstanding citizens, we weren’t exactly a cause to raise a hue and cry.

      We split into pairs, in order to cover more ground. I stuck with Ploster, since I was confident that he was going to be the man to locate where this new Saviour was hiding. It was late, but not so late that everyone was in bed. There was a little more menace to the streets now, since most of those abroad were now men, with many of them carrying weapons, poorly concealed beneath their clothing. A lot of them looked as though they’d happily start a fight, uncaring whether or not they’d get punished for it when they were caught the next morning.

      “Soldiers,” I said to Ploster. “It’s a wonder they’re allowed out so late.”

      “I imagine the economy of Blades is in freefall,” said Ploster, showing a side of his knowledge that I hadn’t encountered before. “And the best way to disguise the fact is by encouraging people with disposable income to spend their wages. If there’s a steady supply of money going through taverns and shop tills, people will feel that things are normal. It’s all an illusion though and when it crashes, it’ll be a hard landing for these people.”

      We kept our heads down as we walked. Not through cowardice, simply for the sake of practicality. We couldn’t complete our mission if we were being chased through the city by guardsmen. Luckily, no one threatened us. I always stood out in a crowd owing to my size and it was my observation that instead of dissuading other men from goading me, it had the opposite effect, as though starting a fight with a larger man was somehow a demonstration of prowess. I’d had to show many men the error of their ways and I was not gentle when confronted by such idiocy.

      There was no sign of any justiciars on the streets. They tended to be more active in their interfering, often stopping passers-by to ask about their business. Sometimes they stopped people for good reason, but mostly it was simply to cause trouble. I didn’t want to run into any tonight, since that would certainly result in bloodshed.

      “Any sign of her, Jon?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” he said. “This is not my strength,” he continued, “and it’s difficult for me to keep any sort of focus while we are walking and while I am watching my feet. Also, I can feel other sorcerers watching out for me. Weak men, but trained to search.”

      “Looking for you?” I asked in alarm. “Does that mean our presence is already known? Or that of the Saviour”

      “I chose my words badly,” said Ploster quickly. “The Duke has set these men to look, but I don’t believe they are searching with a specific goal. I can feel them close by and all around, but they do not know what they are looking for.”

      “The Duke is paranoid,” I said. “It may be that these sorcerers are another part of the web he weaves to keep himself on his throne.”

      Ploster didn’t seem overly concerned by this new development so I didn’t labour the point, nor continue to look for underlying causes and motives that would do us no good without proof. I liked to think I was a practical man.

      Even with its depleted population, Blades was a big place. Still, it was not so big that we couldn’t make good progress around the streets and cover a lot of ground. Our road eventually and inevitably led towards the main keep. There were no other buildings within a hundred yards of the outer walls, so we lurked in the shadows as close as we dared. There were torches on the walls, but their light wasn’t sufficient to illuminate us, even if we’d ventured closer. It was better to be safe than sorry, so we stayed put and we watched. The walls looked black in the night and they loomed high above us, with the keep itself reaching higher still, blotting out an irregular patch of the distant stars. The place felt threatening at night and I remembered that it felt no better in the bright light of the summer sun.

      “She’s in there,” said Ploster, telling me something I hadn’t wished to hear.

      I didn’t bother to ask him if he was sure - it would have been a waste of time to bother. I couldn’t feel anything myself, but the radiance of the old Saviour was something that I only felt in close proximity. If this new one was held within the Duke’s walls, I didn’t think I’d know about it.

      “His cells must be filled with children,” I said. For a reason I couldn’t explain, I was sure that we were looking for a child.

      “He must bring them in from all parts of his lands,” said Ploster. “I wonder how many he feeds on now.”

      “Too many,” I said. “Come on, let’s go back and wait for the rest of us.”

      We returned to the Blacksmith’s Arms. It was very early morning, but none of the others had yet returned, so we waited impatiently for them to arrive.

      “I didn’t want to see the inside of his keep again,” I admitted.

      “It looks like we have no choice,” Ploster said.

      The door opened and Chant came through, followed closely by Waxer.

      “Nothing, Captain,” said Chant. “Except soldiers looking for trouble.”

      “Did they find any trouble?” I asked.

      “Not from us, though a few of them tried. Took all my willpower to stop myself from spilling some guts.”

      “Good work,” I said. None of us tolerated being goaded or bullied and I could see that Chant and Waxer had been left on edge by something.

      Eyeball arrived. His squad was staying elsewhere and he’d only come to report his progress, or rather his lack of.

      “Feels like I’ve been round half the city and back again. Not a fucking thing,” he said.

      “She’s in the keep,” I said. There was no surprise, nor, I was pleased to see, fear or concern.

      “The Duke’s going to shit himself when he finds she’s gone,” said Waxer.

      “He might not even know what he’s keeping,” said Ploster. “She may have been a random find, brought in by the justiciars. It’s our ill luck if it’s so. We should wait until we are all here before we speak of our plans.”

      I sent Eyeball away to his squad. “It’s too late to act tonight, more’s the pity,” I told him. “Bring your squad here when it’s full dark tomorrow. Stay out of sight until then.” He saluted and left.

      Other men arrived and I sent them away too. It was still an hour before dawn when I’d finished passing on my orders to all of the squads who’d been out searching. I was pleased that there had been no incidents or fighting that would have brought attention upon us. My men had always been professional and I could have picked mostly any twenty from the First Cohort and expected similarly exemplary behaviour.

      With orders given, we settled down to wait. I expected it to be an interminable one and I was not mistaken. The sun came up and the sounds of normal daily bustle came through the large window in our room. We spent the time looking below, though there was little to see that was interesting, beyond movement and activity to draw the eye.

      Tobe appeared several times, bringing food and some manner of sticky orange fruit juice. We ate and drank out of politeness, not wanting him to think that his hospitality wasn’t welcome. On his second visit to our room, at around mid-day, I noticed a sheen of sweat on the man’s forehead and he had his damaged hand pushed beneath his tunic. After he’d left I told Chant to go and fetch Maims.

      The two of them returned in less than an hour and I called Tobe up to our room. When he arrived, his face was even paler than it had been earlier.

      “Want Maims to have a look at it?” I asked. In reality I wasn’t asking a question.

      “No, Tyrus,” he said. “Really it’s all right. Some days it pains me more than others.”

      I could see that he feared the treatment as much as he feared the symptoms. At least one was a known quantity. Surgery wasn’t something that any sane man would willingly submit to, unless there was no alternative. I’d seen army doctors hack away at gangrenous limbs for thirty minutes at a time, their bone saws blunt and useless. I’d seen what happened to badly-sewn wounds after they’d festered for a week. Even thinking about it brought the memory of the smell to my nostrils, and my mind’s eye saw the mixture of pus and blood oozing through imaginary stitches under the pressure of a fingertip.

      “Just let him have a look, Tobe. Please,” I said. “Maims is as skilled as Corporal Grief with a needle. We don’t have butchers in the First Cohort.”

      Reluctantly, Tobe entered the room fully. He pulled his hand from beneath his clothing and presented it to Maims for inspection. The other men tried to feign indifference, but they were interested and peered over to see what the hand looked like. I watched as well. We all had a genuine fondness for Tobe, since the Blacksmith’s Arms had been our drinking hole of choice for a number of years, and none of us wished him to perish for want of some proper treatment.

      “The damage to your bones has left them vulnerable to infection,” said Maims after only a few moments. “There is such an affliction here now, spreading into your hand. If you leave it, the pain will become worse and it’ll happen soon. Eventually your arm will become black and the pain will be so great that you will spend your days and nights screaming in agony until the infection claims your life. I have seen this before and I don’t think you have longer than months.”

      “Fuck, well that’s not good news, is it?” said Tobe, pretending that he wasn’t especially concerned. He was fooling no one.

      “I can treat it now,” said Maims, unrolling a small leather pack which contained his tools.

      Tobe stammered for a few seconds. “Will I lose the hand?” he asked.

      “Not all of it. Those three fingers and half of the palm down to the wrist.”

      I’d seen surgeons who needed to turn their patients into objects, so that they themselves wouldn’t become worn down by the constant pains that their work produced. Maims had been a soldier for hundreds of years and was so used to death that he didn’t need to shy away from it, and it allowed him to retain a sympathy for those he treated. He put an arm around Tobe’s shoulder.

      “Ten minutes and it’ll be done,” he said. “Today the pain will be great, tomorrow it will be much less and I promise you that in three days there will be less pain than you feel now.”

      “You’ll only have a finger and thumb left to grab your barmaid’s tits with, though,” said Bolt unhelpfully.

      Tobe seemed grateful for the distraction. “She’d cut the rest of the hand off if I tried,” he said. “And my good one as well.” He giggled and I recognized the sound as that of a man trying to distract himself from a terrible choice in front of him. Then, he seemed to steel himself, drawing himself up and taking in a deep breath. “Do it he said. And do it now, before I change my mind.”

      Maims pulled out his knife. It was gleaming silver steel with a curved edge and I knew it to be wickedly sharp.

      “Try this one,” I said, tossing him my dagger without warning. He caught it by the hilt, almost without looking at it in flight. He looked at the runes along the blade and immediately laid his own knife to one side. He took something from his unrolled pack and rubbed it vigorously over the metal.

      “Durnot root,” he told Tobe, though all the rest of us knew what it was. “It’ll clean anything off this blade that might introduce a new infection, and its residue will help stem the flow of blood.”

      Tobe gulped and nodded. I could see his uncertainly and his feet began a slow walk backwards. I didn’t like what I had to do, but there was no choice for it. I got to my feet smoothly and took hold of Tobe, pinning his good arm against his side and putting a hand over his mouth. He was an old man, but he was strong and he struggled to be free.

      “A few minutes and it will be finished,” I said, trying to be reassuring. It wasn’t something I’d ever been good at and his struggles continued.

      With a look of sadness, Beamer gave me some assistance and between us we managed to get him over to a table and pressed his damaged hand onto the wooden surface. Tobe grunted in pain and I could tell that even the effort of trying to clench it into a fist was too much agony for him to bear. Still, he thrashed and he struggled and it was all that Beamer and I could do to keep him from moving too much for Maims to make the cut.

      “Come on Tobe,” said Lamper. “Don’t be daft, you old twat. It’ll be over in two minutes.” He was trying to be sympathetic in his way and it seemed to work. The fight went out of Tobe and Maims pulled the bar keep’s hand into a position where he could get the necessary leverage to cut away the part that he needed to remove. Maims was a battlefield surgeon, and was an expert at working under duress. Without taking more than a glance, he used one of his scalpels to open up a wide flap of skin over Tobe’s palm. A deep, bright line of red appeared, quickly turning into a steady flow. The man went rigid immediately and his back arched, but we were able to keep him in position. He screamed through my hand, but I managed to suppress the noise. We didn’t want anyone coming to see what the commotion was.

      With the flap opened, Maims put the scalpel onto the table and picked up my dagger. He used the blade to push the skin to one side, working blind through the concealing shroud of blood. With a grunt of effort, he pressed down hard in what I knew would be the right place. There was a grisly crunching sound as sharp steel cut efficiently through ruined bone, and Maims knocked the severed fingers and half-palm onto the floor with a sweep of the blade. Tobe screamed again and this time the sound didn’t taper away as he poured his energies into his voice, in the hope that it would draw his mind away from the damage that Maims had just done to his hand.

      Maims was stitching immediately. I marvelled at his skill and deftness, since he was able to accurately pull the flap over the bloody wound and begin sewing it into place without being able to see what he was doing because of the quantities of blood which came forth. Tobe’s scream had ended and he had his head down, while he wept at the pain.

      The stitching was over in less than five minutes. Maims produced a cloth from somewhere and wiped away the thick of the blood from the wound and I could see the closely-spaced lines of the thread where it wove in and out of the part of Tobe’s hand which remained.

      “It’s best to leave some blood on there, rather than cleaning it entirely,” said Maims. “In my experience, it cuts down the chance of further infection. It should be swabbed away in three days, the first time the bandages are changed,” he continued. I didn’t know whose benefit he was speaking for, since Tobe was beyond caring at that moment.

      Maims pulled out a roll of bright, white cloth. I was faintly surprised that he carried it still, since we of the First Cohort no longer spilled blood when we were wounded. I guessed that the bandages were a link to the past – a habit that no surgeon was able to get out of.

      Within another two minutes, Tobe’s half-hand was thickly wrapped in the clean cloth. Blood soaked through in one place, appearing as a wide pink dot, that grew to the size of a coin. It grew no larger and Maims watched it for a few moments, before he nodded to himself in satisfaction.

      “That’s you done, Tobe,” he said. “Just remember to wipe your arse with your other hand for the next couple of weeks.” It was necessary for a battlefield surgeon to have a certain sense of humour. Both Corporal Grief and Slicer had a similar appreciation of bleak jokes. It went with the job.

      Tobe was in no position to respond, but his weeping had subsided and he now groaned rather than screamed. I realised that he had an inner strength, like we all do. Once you can overcome the fear, you sometimes look back and realise that the fear itself was the worst thing. If Tobe had not found the courage to let Maims cut away the infection, then his fear would have condemned him to greater pain and death.

      Beamer crouched down next to Tobe’s bed and gave him a pat on the head. “Good lad,” he said. There was nothing patronising in the way he said it, but our host was unable to give a coherent response.

      After that, there was nothing else to keep us occupied. Tobe lay in pain on his bed for a couple of hours, before hauling himself weakly to his feet and shuffling from our room, telling us that he had a business to run. He was in no fit state to do anything, so I hoped his barmaid would earn her keep. I hadn’t really wanted to do any talking in front of Tobe anyway, so I felt a modest relief that he’d left us.

      “Will he get better?” Chant asked Maims.

      Our appointed surgeon shrugged noncommittally. “It was a clean cut. The Captain’s dagger cut cleaner than my own would have done. There’s always the chance that bad luck will bring another infection and Tobe is an old man. Strong, but old.” He left it at that and we didn’t press him further, knowing that it would be pointless to try and pin him down to a definite yes or no.

      Eventually, after what seemed like days rather than a single afternoon, the darkness began to close in. We all got fidgety, me included and we paced the wooden floor like caged animals. I was conscious that the sound of our boots would be audible below, but it wasn’t enough to force me back to my seat. The other men I’d brought with me to Blades arrived. Their timekeeping was good and we didn’t need to wait long until everyone was gathered. I could feel the excitement building and could see it in their faces. Gold had only been a month ago, but even this comparatively short break left the men thirsting for more excitement. It wasn’t a wanton lust, but it was the desire of men who knew they had something important to do and who wanted to get it done as soon as possible.

      “What’s the plan, Captain?” asked Scratch. “We going to knock on the Duke’s main gate and ask to be let inside so that we can kick him in the balls?”

      “Nothing so complicated as that, Scratch. We’re going to break in through the sewers.”

      “Ah fuck, not sewers,” said Leaves. “I’m tired of smelling like other people’s shit. I spent three days in a drainage pipe in Gold. I swore never again.”

      I smiled. “You sound like you’ve got plenty of experience, then. The perfect man for the job.”

      After that, I provided an outline of the plan. There was some grumbling, but there always was. I permitted it and the men never took it beyond the stage of muttering. I think it gave them comfort. Like any plan with many unknowns, there was the potential for numerous things to go wrong. That was fine – if it came to it, we could see how many we could kill on our way in and out. There was nothing at all that was going to stop us from trying.

      “Let’s go,” I said.
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      An hour later, we clustered on the bank of the Dracks river, deep in the shadow of the Duke’s keep. There was a pipe here, from which dribbled a steady stream of effluent. It dropped from the five-feet pipe onto a stone ramp, where it flowed sullenly into the dark, cold waters of the river, to be washed away for the other people downriver to deal with. Such pipes emerged from the river bank at regular intervals, dispensing their cargoes of waste from the city’s latrines and drainage holes, but this single pipe was the one that interested us, since I knew that it served the keep. There was no one visible, either up or downriver. Few people had any interest in the place we were standing.

      I’d feared the waste might be knee-deep, but luck smiled upon us and the mixture of piss and shit hardly came up to the ankles of our boots. The smell was rough, but nothing we couldn’t handle. Had there been a lot of recent rainfall, I was sure there would be a torrent flowing from here and I reflected that I’d prefer to wade through it as it was, rather than fighting through fast-flowing waters.

      There was a circular metal grate over the entrance to the pipe. It was bolted in place at four points and showed signs of rusting. I grabbed one of the bars and gave it an experimental pull; it was as solid as I’d expected it to be.

      “Linster, Grids, you get that side,” I said, indicating two men at random. “Chant, you get this side with me.”

      There was a sinister whisper as four long-bladed swords were drawn quietly from their scabbards. We didn’t pause and set to the task of levering away the grating, by pushing our swords between the metal bars and the stone pipe and then hauling at them. Any normal weapon would have snapped quickly, but we did not use normal weapons. I pictured the look on the Emperor’s face if he learned that we’d used his prized weapons to lever away the grille from a shit pipe. And lever it away we did. The bolts were strong, but we were stronger. I felt the muscles bunch in my arms and shoulders as I heaved with all my strength, seeing the exertions of the other men reflected in their faces and the cording of their arms. There was a snap and both of the top bolts cracked out of their sockets at the same time. After that, it was just a matter of pulling the grating outwards from the top until the pressure sheared away the bottom two bolts. There was some noise, but not an excessive amount and it was quickly over.

      One-by-one, we ducked our heads and filed inside, with Ploster in the lead and me three behind him. If the darkness outside had been impenetrable, in here it was absolute and melded to a throat-grabbing stench that none of us appreciated. After we’d stumbled a few dozen paces forward, I saw a faint, blue light appear ahead of me, as Ploster conjured up an illuminated globe, which bounced in the air ahead of him, casting shadows madly along the length of the pipe where we stooped. I was the tallest man and struggled to minimise my contact with either the sides or the top of the pipe. I wasn’t afraid of dirt, but there was a thick layer of it around most of the circumference and I had little desire to put my hands in it, nor to get it in my hair. I was sure that a few of the men would have loved to make some wisecracks at my expense, but they weren’t stupid enough to make unnecessary conversation.

      The pipe continued for well over a hundred yards, without deviation and without being joined by other pipes. I knew we were in one of the main sewer exits for the city – further along, the pipe would become smaller and would branch many times, but here there was enough room for us to proceed. I couldn’t remember exactly when I’d learned about this way into the keep. As a captain in the Duke’s service, I’d been party to a lot of conversations with other men of seniority. Perhaps there’d been a security review of the keep at some point and the sewers had been mentioned as a possible method for hostile parties to enter. I just hoped that nothing had happened in the interim to block off this way into the keep’s lower levels.

      The left-hand side of the pipe opened out into a paved platform, fifteen feet long and five deep. It was about a foot above the surface of the sewerage and covered in a thick, slimy layer of greenish gunge. Ahead, the pipe continued to wherever it was that it went, the view ahead disappearing into darkness.

      The platform was part of a rectangular-shaped alcove. The ceiling was slightly higher here, but there was still little more than five feet in which to stand. Right in the middle of the wall, was a square opening. It was five feet to a side, but blocked by another series of metal bars with only narrow gaps between them. There was a short passage leading to steps upwards on the other side. Ploster had already tested the bars and had pushed and pulled, finding them solid. These bars were embedded directly into sockets in the stone and didn’t look like it was intended that they’d be moved. I looked at the metal closely - it was slightly corroded, but almost as strong as the day it had left the blacksmith’s forge.

      I must confess that as soon as we’d set foot into the pipe I’d been playing it by ear. There were probably other ways to get into the keep. We could have hidden a couple of men in a delivery wagon, or tried to brazen it out with some of the guards. The keep saw plenty of traffic, so there was always going to be a way, but I’d thought the sewers to be the most likely method of entry that would take the least amount of time to plan.

      “Can you melt the bars?” I whispered to Ploster.

      He shook his head. “The amount of power it would take would shine like a beacon to the Duke’s watchers,” he said. “This tiny light is about all that I’m willing to risk.”

      I nodded and turned my attention to the only alternative. I gripped one of the bars with both hands, braced one foot on the adjacent wall and the other on the ground. I concentrated and then heaved with all my strength. I thought that the bar might have moved a little, but when I paused to check, it was unbent and as solid as it had been just moments before. I cursed softly.

      For the next hour, we worked on the bars. We hadn’t brought any proper tools with us, but I wasn’t sure that I’d have accepted a plan that would have necessitated a lot of noise. Instead, we worked out a method where three of us could apply almost our full strength to the bars, but they were as stubborn as we were and refused to move. After trying each of the bars in the hope that we’d find a weak one, we tried a different method. It produced a certain quantity of scraping and chipping sounds as we used our sword points to gradually pick away at one of the stone sockets into which the bars had been fitted. This socket was imperfectly made and we were slowly able to widen it. After a time, the stone crumbled, exposing the top of the metal.

      “Go on, Captain. Give it another go,” whispered Hacker.

      I obliged and grasped the bar right at the top, pulling at it as hard as I could. There was definite give in it this time and when I paused, I saw that I’d bent the bar about an inch out of its socket. Heartened, I pulled again, my strength undiminished by the earlier efforts. Once again, I managed to bend the bar an inch from the wall. Now it was possible for two of us to apply ourselves and with the enthusiastic assistance of Scrinch, the bar bent almost double. We stared at the gap – it would be a tight squeeze in our armour.

      Faced with the alternative of spending a further hour chipping another of the bars from its socket, we stripped off our breastplates and left them behind. I wouldn’t have normally abandoned our armour so readily, but I was feeling the pressure of time, and the worry that any further delay might be enough opportunity for the Duke to uncover his unexpected guest before we could find her. Even without our chest guards, several of us found it difficult to get through the gap we’d made in the bars and there was some pushing, pulling and suppressed mirth at the predicaments of those who struggled, much of it aimed at me.

      Eventually, we were through. The first of us to pass had climbed further up the stone steps, in order to give room to those that followed. At the top of the steps was a confined room, with a circular shaft leading upwards and a metal ladder embedded into the walls. I believed that it would take us into one of the lower levels of the keep. We were all familiar with the much of castle’s layout, but I’d spent more time in it than most and was confident that I wouldn’t be surprised once I got up there.

      “Corporal Ploster, is it safe for you to try and detect the Saviour?” I didn’t want us to trample through the Duke’s stronghold, only to find that she was dead or taken elsewhere.

      Ploster concentrated for a brief time. “She’s up there,” he affirmed. “Can’t you feel her yet?” I shook my head to show that I could not.

      “Strange,” he said. “She feels close.”

      With the light of Ploster’s magic to guide me, I climbed the metal rungs of the ladder. They went up about twenty feet, ending at another of the metal grates, this one secured by a metal chain and a padlock. I couldn’t see far into the space above, but I was certain that it was a room. There was no sound at all and nothing to suggest that anyone was close by. I listened carefully for a few minutes, the men below remaining silent.

      After convincing myself that there was no immediate threat, I pushed tentatively at the grating. It lifted an inch or two, before the slack in the chain ran out and it would go no higher. There was no room to use my sword in the shaft, so I pulled out my dagger and jammed the tip between the chain and the grating. I pulled on the hilt, gradually increasing the pressure. The chain wasn’t thick, but it refused to break under steady pressure, so I jerked downwards, as if I were about to jump off the ladder. The chain broke with a ping and I almost fell onto the men below, but managed to catch hold of one of the rungs just in time to prevent an ungainly tumble which would have doubtless seen me the butt of many jokes for years to come.

      With my dignity just about intact, I cautiously pushed aside the grating and put my head into the room. It was too dark to see anything beyond a few shapes, but I got the impression I was in a store room of some sort. I leaned over the top of the shaft and waved my arm, hoping that the men below would be able to see what I was doing in the dim glow of Ploster’s magic. The gentle noise of hard leather boot sole on metal rungs told me that my message had been understood.

      It was Ploster that came up first, in order that we could use his light to see where we’d ended up. We were definitely in the keep, since I recognized the size and cut of the stones that formed the walls. They were too large and costly to have been used in a normal home. Anyway, given the large, open space that surrounded the castle, my sense of direction would have had to be wholly lacking to have deposited us somewhere outside of the walls.

      “Store room?” whispered Ploster. We could hear other men ascending the shaft from the room below.

      “I think so,” I said. I knew the keep well, but I hadn’t been there for a number of years and had never possessed a perfect knowledge of each room, nook and cranny the place had. It was a huge building and I doubted anyone knew all of its secrets, least of all a captain in the army who spent most of his time fighting elsewhere.

      The room was thirty feet square and piled high with boxes and crates. The sort of place where things of little value were dumped and promptly forgotten about for years, or perhaps forever. There was a single, thick wooden door as an exit, with a grille at face height, presumably so that the keep’s staff could look inside without having to open the door to find out if they were at the right chamber.

      “Where is she?” I asked.

      “Across there and down,” Ploster replied, pointing through a wall.

      “In the dungeons.” He nodded.

      I waited till everyone was inside, since here was where the plan became little more than the use of force until we reached our destination. The keep had always been garrisoned with a few hundred men, but they were scattered throughout the many rooms and over two different levels. There was also a large contingent of servants and other staff who were required to keep a place like this running smoothly. The last time I’d visited, it was not uncommon to hear the sounds of torture victims or the wails of the imprisoned as they drifted through the building, almost as if it had been designed to magnify the sounds coming from below. I had always found it distasteful and had noticed that the people who worked here ignored the noises completely, almost as if they weren’t there. I thought their pretence was a cowardice in many ways.

      It didn’t seem likely that we’d be immediately discovered, but I had Weevil drape a cloth over the grille while we hammered out the outline of how we would proceed.

      “We’ve come into the keep, but we’re above the level of the dungeon,” I whispered. “We’re going to stick together, but does anyone think they’ll struggle to find their way if we have to separate?” I looked across at the faces, eerily lit as they leaned towards me. No one shook their head.

      “We’re going to make straight for the dungeon stairwell. Stick with your squads and kill any soldiers you see.” I took a deep breath, since the potential for murder didn’t sit easily with me. “If you see any of the keep staff, use your judgement. Kill them if you’re in any doubt.” I could tell that it didn’t sit well with them either, but they knew what we were here to do and understood how important it was. It was good in a way – we had become much more than heartless killers and I only wished that we wouldn’t have to make a difficult choice on who to kill as the coming events of the night unfolded.

      “If you have to give chase, don’t get lost and don’t lose sight of what we’re here for. Corporal Ploster will take us to the Saviour, we’ll grab her and we’ll come back the way we got in. We might have to swim downriver until we’re away from the city. If anyone gets lost, head towards that old man’s farm we stopped at for the mutton and wait there for a week to see who else arrives.”

      There were no questions and I felt a swelling of pride that they each knew what was expected of them, without requiring guidance or hand-holding. I walked to the door and removed the cloth which covered the looking-hole. There was a faint light outside in the corridor and I remembered that the Duke kept oil lamps burning at all times, in order that his patrols could go about their rounds unhindered. There was a round metal door handle, which I lifted and twisted.

      “Fuck, locked,” I muttered to myself.

      Undaunted, I drew my sword and drove it between the door and the frame. I was in no mood for even this small delay, and kicked hard at the sword’s hilt. There was a ripping, cracking noise and the wood around the lock splintered away. I tore it open and entered the corridor, waiting for the men behind to follow. The passage was only wide enough for us to walk three abreast and I had Chant and Beamer to my sides. We all had swords and daggers drawn. The shorter blades were often more useful than a sword in confined spaces and we carried them with us always.

      “That way,” I said, pointing in the direction that Ploster had indicated. I already knew where we were and my initial thoughts that it was the store rooms had been correct. They were on the ground floor of the keep, towards the back of the building. The door to the dungeons wasn’t far from the main entrance and I thought it likely we’d encounter a lot of armed resistance, even at this time of night. We needed to kill as many of them as we could, as quickly as we were able, in order that their ability to impede our exit would be reduced.

      We marched down the corridor at speed, making little effort to disguise the sound of our footfall. I hoped that our unhesitating approach would convince anyone who heard that we had every right to be here. There were the anticipated oil lamps, spaced evenly along the walls, though only in sufficient numbers to stop the night from completely engulfing the floors and walls. There was no decoration – the Duke had never been a one for it as long as I’d served in his army. The walls were unfinished and grey, though the stone blocks had been cut well enough that there was no need for render. The keep had existed long before the Duke had come and it had been built for defence, rather than show. Warmont had done little to change that.

      We turned a corner. Just ahead, a group of four soldiers were standing together, looking to see who it was that approached. They hadn’t been expecting to die tonight and were woefully underprepared for it, with their weapons in their sheaths and their mouths open in astonishment as we plunged dagger and sword into their bellies or their throats. I saw with disgust that they weren’t even wearing all the pieces of their armour, for all the good it would have done them. Our decisive attack ensured they died with little in the way of noise, though one man made a peculiar hissing and gurgling sound as his life departed. We stepped over and around the bodies as we continued along the new passage.

      Another corridor joined ours from the right, and the sound of our boots made us slow to hear more soldiers approach from this direction until they were almost on top of us, marching three abreast as we were. I guessed there to be eight of them at first glance – a larger patrol than I’d have expected to see at this time of night. Warmont wasn’t rational in many things, which I suppose filtered down to the people who worked for him. These new soldiers saw the gleaming from our drawn blades and asked questions at once, before I could close the ten yard gap to the lead man.

      Nevertheless, they didn’t immediately shout and I drove my sword into the chest of the first. There was power in the thrust and more than half of the blade went through. I heard a cry from the man behind, letting me know that the tip of my sword had cut him somewhere as it protruded from the back of his fellow. We still had the element of surprise and though these men were in their full armour, their swords weren’t drawn and I saw Chant step in close to one. He stabbed his dagger into the gap at the side of his opponent’s metal breastplate, through the man’s ribs and into the heart beneath.

      The guards’ indecision didn’t last long. I heard those at the back call out a number of expletives as they drew their swords. I pushed the first man off my blade and saw that the man behind was bleeding profusely from his wrist. I cut his throat before he could threaten me and kicked him into the next man in their group. Beamer had also finished off his opponent, but lost his footing in a pool of blood which had splashed from one of the injuries we’d inflicted.

      By now, the superiority of our numbers and skill was obvious. Three of the remaining guardsmen had managed to scramble free their swords, leaving them with little choice but to face us. Two others fled along the corridor, heading away from us and abandoning the others to their deaths. These remaining men weren’t game. The man I faced was beyond his youth and with a grizzled face. He’d probably fought in two dozen battles and thanked whatever gods he believed in that he still lived. On this night, his luck ran out and though he fended away two of my attacks, I managed to knock his blade aside and end his life. Another man tried to take advantage of the moment that my blade remained embedded in the veteran’s throat, but Beamer had recovered his footing and cut off the soldier’s arm at the elbow. A second attack from Chant silenced the scream that had been forming on his lips.

      The third man was already dead, though I’d not seen the blow that had killed him - it wasn’t important to know how it had happened. The two guards who’d fled weren’t close enough to pursue. I knew the passage they’d run down would only take them back to the store rooms, where I thought it unlikely they’d be able to raise many reinforcements.

      “Continue!” I said, loud enough for my voice to carry to the farthest squad.

      They fell in behind me as we resumed our course. The route I’d originally planned to take followed close to the perimeter of the keep. It was the longest way, but one which I’d judged would give the least resistance. Now that two of the guards had escaped, I wanted to shorten the journey, though at a risk we’d encounter more guards. I thought the risk worth taking anyway – the corridors were too cramped for us to put our numbers to their best use, which had already let those men get away from us.

      “In here,” I said, indicating a set of wide, double doors. They had the same round, metal handles as most of the doors in the keep had and I twisted one without delay.

      “Fuck me, Captain. This is the mess hall,” said Beamer, though he turned the other handle at the same time as I did.

      “I know,” I said, walking through.

      We entered a room that was not far from cavernous. The ceilings were high and there were tables arranged in neat rows. If the keep were ever to be laid under siege, this was where the men would eat or gather to receive their commands. It was usually home to a number of soldiers both on and off-duty, who had nothing better to do with their time than loiter here. Immediately, I breathed a sigh of relief. It was empty apart from two men, who were seated with their backs to us, twenty yards away. On another day, we could have found thirty or more men, even at this time of night.

      Both men turned their heads in minor curiosity to see who’d entered. By that point, there were three of us bearing down upon them with swords raised to strike. Beamer and Chant got there first, since I had to jump over two tables in order to get to where the men were sitting.

      “What the fuck?” I heard one man say. The other said nothing, either because he was too surprised, or because his brain had told him the futility of saying anything at all.

      “The Duke has let his security slip,” said Ploster in semi-disbelief after the two guards had been killed.

      “Yeah, maybe we should have a punt at the old bastard himself,” said Weevil.

      I actually paused for a moment and thought about it. It was tempting, but then I caught myself before I could commit to anything stupid. The greatest of prizes carried the greatest of risks, I knew, but I was also aware that the Saviour was a great prize. If we failed to kill the Duke, then the Saviour was doomed. I judged that our chances of escaping with her was far higher than our chances of fighting through to the fourth floor and then taking out a sorcerer as brutally accomplished as the Duke was. I’d never been as high as his chambers, but I was reasonably sure he had more things guarding them than just the men we’d seen so far.

      “No. We’ll get the Saviour,” I said, already marching across to the far doorway. Nobody complained and everyone fell into step behind or to the side.

      The exit doors were the same as those by which we’d entered and I threw open my door, as Beamer did the same to his. We entered another passageway, similar to the ones we’d already travelled. By crossing the mess hall, we’d gone right over the middle area of the keep and saved ourselves from walking all around the perimeter. I didn’t need to point the direction of travel, since the dungeon entrance was close to us and I was certain that every man was familiar with the way.

      There was a small guard station just outside the mess hall – little more than a cubby in the wall, to allow the guards to watch who walked the corridors of the Duke’s home. There was a man in there, and by his fluster I could tell that he’d been asleep at his station. Chant stabbed him twice in the neck, and then pressed his palm and the hilt of his dagger over the guard’s face to muffle any sounds he might make. He fell with a sigh, dead and forgotten immediately.

      We reached the dungeon door. I could have announced it, but chose not to waste my breath on speaking the obvious. It was a thick wooden door, bound in black metal. I knew it was just for show, since the prisoners were kept in cells below and the chances that this door would ever be needed to prevent anyone escaping were slim. Wondering if luck would favour me, I grasped the handle and twisted it, hoping that it might have been left unlocked. It wasn’t unlocked and it refused to budge even when I pulled firmly, in case it was simply tight in its frame. I reckoned I could probably get it open, but it would be noisy and would take far more time than we had.

      “Corporal Ploster, we can’t afford the time to hack this down. Please open it for us.”

      Ploster said nothing, but stepped forward until he was in front of the door. A few of the men shuffled away to give him some room. I felt the familiar sensation in the air as I always did when the strands of the warp and weft were pulled at nearby. I felt a riffling in my hair and a coolness upon my skin, though there was no draught. There was no build-up beyond that. After a few seconds of Ploster’s concentration, the door simply crumpled inwards, the iron bands bending and tearing as the door was twisted free of its hinges. The wood made a distressed crunching sound as Ploster’s magic compressed it and crushed it. The door fell away with a loud bang, which would definitely have been heard elsewhere in the keep. There were steps directly behind where the door had been and the smashed remains slid downwards a few feet before coming to a rest at an angle.

      “Can you still sense her, Corporal Ploster?” I asked for one final time, before we committed ourselves beyond the point of no return. He nodded and I started down the steps without delay.
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      The steps leading into the dungeon seemed to exude menace. I wouldn’t say that I was unusually sensitive to such things, but a part of my brain reminded me what had happened down here and it wasn’t something I wished to spend a lot of time contemplating. It could be that somewhere deep within I felt as though I had been complicit in the torture and death which the Duke had partaken of so happily, and when I looked back upon it, there was no way to avoid the conclusion that we in the First Cohort were partially culpable. That is not to say that the Duke would have been toppled without us in his service, but things may have turned out differently. Who can tell what will happen to the future when you change even the smallest of details in the present?

      I walked down the first of the steps. They were wide enough for two men abreast and made of the same grey stone as the rest of the keep. There were oil lamps mounted on brackets in the walls, but the darkness seemed to swallow the light, as if the misery that came from the cells also fought against the weak, flickering glow. The broken door blocked half of the stairwell and we had to walk past it single file. I’d considered having it pulled back up into the passageway so that we could descend in pairs, but it didn’t seem worth the small investment of time.

      The steps seemed to go on for a long time. I’d been into these dungeons before, so I was prepared for the long descent. My previous visits had been few. The Duke didn’t actively encourage visitors and I had never decided if it was because of his shame or because he didn’t want his secrets to become active gossip. I’d not known the man to suffer from feelings of shame, nor had he ever shown any concern about what his people might be saying about him, so I had not drawn any conclusion on the matter. Either way, the sounds in the keep told their tales.

      Even before we reached the bottom I could hear something in the room that I knew lay at the end of the steps. Whoever was down there, they’d been roused by the sounds of Ploster breaking through the door. I’d thought they might have sent someone to investigate, but they seemed content to wait and see what transpired. I wouldn’t have minded fighting one or two guards on the steps, but if they’d sent up more it could have become a dirty business. All things considered, I was happy for them to remain below.

      Once I could see the doorway leading into the guards’ chamber, I checked behind to ensure everyone was prepared for immediate combat. Satisfied that everything was as it should be, I readied my sword in case of surprise attack and entered the guard room, with Chant at my side. What greeted me wasn’t what I’d expected.

      The guard chamber was large and was usually home to anything between four and eight of the Duke’s trusted soldiers – men who wouldn’t gossip and who wouldn’t be upset at the activities that went on down here. When I entered, I saw at once that something was wrong. There were no armoured men waiting to die on our blades. Instead, there were two small figures sat at a low wooden table, which was placed in the middle of the room. The light wasn’t good enough to make out details, but they looked to be little more than children, dressed in filthy rags. I had never been a man to gape at the unexpected and I advanced into the room with my sword pointing forwards, giving the men behind room to enter. Ploster was one of the first inside.

      “Blood drinkers,” he announced at once. Then he raised his voice a little more to be sure that the figures would hear him. “What the fuck are you doing here?” he asked.

      The rest of the men continued to file into the room. They didn’t ask questions and simply spread out to the left and the right in their squads. There wasn’t room for us to stand in a line, but we were able to stand two deep across the room. One of the figures looked up, raising its face so that it caught the light. It had the infinite, teasing patience of a creature that was filled with evil and an everlasting hunger. I saw the face – it was that of a girl aged about twelve years old, though somehow deprived of whatever innocence it had in life. The flesh was sunken and in the imperfect light, there were great shadows beneath its eyes and its cheekbones. There was a mass of dark hair on its head, tousled and filthy. When it stared at me, I saw the longing in its red-rimmed eyes. The blood drinker spoke to its fellow, in the voice of a child, mixed with something deeper and filled with hatred.

      “Why has the Duke sent us these dead men?” it asked. “There is no blood in their veins and no life for us to feed on.”

      The second creature had also once been a girl and it, too, spoke. “They may yet have something for us,” it said. “Can you not feel what it is? It shines brightly amongst them, like the pathetic desires of a starving dog.”

      “Ah yes,” said the first. “There is no blood and there is no life, but these men all have hope. It will make a paltry meal, but I am bored with sitting here for so long. The Duke seems to have almost forgotten about us.”

      I wouldn’t normally have permitted them the time to play out their carefully-staged conversation, but I was genuinely curious to hear what they’d say. I had nothing I wished to say to them in return. I suppose I could have told them they were going to die or that they were evil creatures who didn’t deserve our mercy, but what was the point? There is a time for words, but it is not always necessary to speak.

      I was the closest of my men to the table and the first blood drinker flew at me. There was no warning or coiling of muscles to indicate it was coming. The creature just shot across the room, parallel to the floor, with its hands outstretched for my throat. The table had been in the way, but it was dashed to one side as if it had been kicked by a giant foot.

      The First Cohort had seen the blood drinkers in action before, though we’d never fought them. I wasn’t surprised at the attack, but the speed of it was immense. Still, I was able to half-swing my readied sword at the same time as I leaned to one side. My blade caught the creature a glancing blow across the upper arm, but lacked the power to deflect it from its flight. It felt as if I’d struck a rotten tree stump and white light shrieked along the runes of my sword. The blood drinker shot past me and cannoned into Lamper, who was standing behind. The soldier was knocked from his feet and landed heavily. I saw that a great tear had appeared across his chest and his ribs were visible through the tattered cloth of his vest and his skin. The blood drinker sprang eight feet upwards and across, landing to one side and in front of our lines before anyone could strike at it.

      At the same time, I felt something else. There was a strange sensation that came from nowhere. It told me I was safe and that there was no need for any concern. There was a tugging at my limbs as they struggled with the effort of lifting my sword. I shrugged the feeling off at once, knowing that the second blood drinker had cast some of its magic upon me. I didn’t know why it had chosen that particular spell, but there was nothing about it that had been subtle enough to make me believe it for a moment. I looked at the men around me and saw that a number of them were struggling with the same fugue that I had dismissed. The creature is playing upon their hopes that they will one day find peace, I thought, suddenly realising that the blood drinker was cleverer than I’d given it credit for. Even Jon Ploster had a faraway look on his face, though I could see him struggling to overcome the insidious sorcery.

      The first blood drinker must have noticed that I wasn’t tricked and it sprang at me once again, fast and vicious. This time I was able to see the long, razor-sharp nails that sprouted from the ends of its fingertips as they came for my neck with incredible speed.

      Somewhere inside me, I felt something activate a switch and the movement in the room slowed to a crawl. In the past, the slowing had usually been gradual and in stages, as if it were unconsciously controlled by a part of me that dripped the ability into my limbs and my eyes as I needed it. On this occasion, I felt that the activation had been much closer to something in my control. I knew this to be significant, but could not think on it immediately.

      I saw that my sword would be too slow to block the creature’s attack, so I thundered a fist into its face. It was much heavier than it looked, but my punch stopped its flight and it dropped to the floor, hissing in anger. It was still quick, but I was its equal and I kicked it hard in the ribs, knocking it several feet away from me and into the centre of the room. It was back on its feet at once, but instead of attacking me, it leaped towards Nods and slashed at him in his dazed state. Nods looked surprised and tried to block, but he was much too slow and his belly was ripped open, spilling his entrails halfway down his legs, where they dangled and glistened.

      The other men were already showing signs that they were recovering from the magics that affected them, and three of the closest swung their swords at the creature. In my heightened state, they looked as if they were wading through a thick mud and only the blood drinker was moving at a normal speed. It evaded their attacks and jumped away once more.

      I had become aware that the second blood drinker needed to concentrate on its sorcery and it was less able to attack as it did so. It remained on its chair, unmoving, though its eyes followed the combat. I switched my attention to it, approaching quickly with my sword aimed at its face. At the same time, I felt Jon Ploster shrug himself out of the creature’s weavings. He unleashed a burst of force at the first blood drinker, which lifted it from its feet and hurled it another ten feet, where it smashed into a wall at speed. I knew the creatures were strong and hardy, but the impact had clearly injured it and it fell to the floor, writhing as its concussed brain tried to get its body to stand.

      As this happened, I came close enough to the second creature that it had to retreat in order to prevent me from crunching my sword through its skull. It jumped away as quickly and easily as its fellow had, landing further across the floor. I’d thought that its soothing magic had not affected me, yet I still felt a veil lift as its concentration was broken by my approach. I followed it, forcing it to retreat towards the far wall.

      Having recovered from Ploster’s sorcery, the first blood drinker had got to its feet again and jumped towards a group of three of my men, just as they recovered from the dullness that had afflicted their minds and bodies. Freed from their shackles, the soldiers were too close to use their swords. We all knew that our unmagical daggers would be useless against the dead flesh of these creatures, so no one even had theirs drawn. Instead, they grappled with the blood drinker as it thrashed left and right, trying to cut them to ribbons. It was strong and fast, but I watched as it was overcome by numbers, until it was held firmly by four of us. The faces of my men were grim and determined.

      The second blood drinker had run out of room in which to retreat and I knew it would shortly attack. In my battle trance, I caught the subtle nuances as it prepared to spring at me and this time I was able to avoid the attack with ease, crashing my sword off the top of its skull as it went by. I saw a chunk of bloodless flesh and bone fall to the floor as I spun around to face it again. Before we could engage, Ploster struck it with another concussive wave, which threw the tiny body to the ground. It had no time to recover and I drove my sword through its skull. As soon as I felt the tip scrape over the stone floor beneath, I twisted the hilt to increase the trauma to the creature’s brain. Its eyes opened for a moment, but they were no longer red-rimmed, nor did I detect anything evil there. Rather, I saw for the briefest of moments the eyes of the child that had once lived in this body. I would like to say that I saw relief in those eyes, but I saw only terror – the last emotion that the girl must have felt before she was taken.

      On the far side of the room, the men had the other creature pinned by the arms and legs. It hissed and spat as it struggled with unnatural strength to be free, but could do nothing to prevent Beamer from cleaving its skull with his sword. Even from here I saw the soldier’s muscles bunch as he put everything into the blow. There was no blood, but I saw the damage of his cut and the blood drinker slumped at once. The men laid the body down, almost reverentially. We all had a hatred for the suffering of children and when I thought about it, I wondered if it was the greatest reason we’d turned away from the Duke. We’d fought for him for many decades before our suspicions had become too great to ignore.

      I crossed to where the men were gathered, the world around me speeding up as I did so. I saw Nods stuffing his intestines back into his body cavity as if he were doing nothing more upsetting than pushing a loaf of bread into a bag.

      “No time to stitch me up, is there?” he asked Maims, knowing the answer already.

      Hacker pulled off his shirt and threw it to Nods. “Tie this round your middle till we can get out of here. I don’t want to be slipping over your guts if they fall out again.”

      Nods smiled at the gallows humour and did as he was asked. It had been a long while since we’d felt much in the way of physical pain and sometimes it had its advantages.

      Lamper had been sliced open across his ribcage in the first attack, but he didn’t seem bothered. Similarly, Scratch had a deep tear along his left bicep, where he’d been caught as he’d grappled with the blood drinker.

      “Not to worry, lads…” he said.

      We’d all heard this one before, many times. Grids rolled his eyes and dutifully completed the sentence. “It’s just a scratch,” he finished.

      There was only a single exit from this room and we formed up in front of it. There was a closed wooden door sealing the exit, which had never been locked as far as I could remember it. I swung it open to reveal the passageway behind, which led off into the distance. I could see branches leading to the left and right. There were numerous metal doors set into both walls – these were the cells. We entered two abreast. I had three men injured, but they could still fight almost unhindered by their wounds, so they remained in their usual positions. Chant was at my side, with Ploster and Beamer behind.

      We set off at a measured pace. I wanted us to move quickly, but I didn’t want any unexpected surprises so close to our goal. We all felt the oppressiveness in the air as we walked into the dungeon. It swept down upon us at once and spoke of the frailties of life and the susceptibility of the weak to the cruel and strong. The soles of our boots usually made a crisp noise upon stone, but in here the sound was muted even though I am sure we made no effort to walk in silence. There were other sounds for our ears – sounds that were native to the dungeon. I heard wailing, faint and echoing. There was the occasional bang and clash, coming from a source I couldn’t fathom. The one sound that overrode all the others was that of weeping. This wasn’t the open weeping of someone in distress, but the quiet, rending sobs of people for whom there is no longer any hope. I heard it through the grilles in the metal doors as we passed, with each one hiding its own story of misery and despair.

      Next to me, Chant tried to look through one or two of the grilles as we passed, though the rooms beyond were dark. I put a hand on his arm. “Stay focused. We cannot help these people now,” I said to him softly. From the corner of my eye I saw him nod and he stared ahead once more. I could sense his grip tighten on the hilt of his sword.

      “Left here, Captain,” whispered Ploster. “She’s close now. Can’t you feel her?”

      I shook my head and looked at Chant, who also shook his. The first hints of worry started to creep into my mind, wrapping their tendrils about my certainty. I ignored the doubts – the walls of this place absorbed hope and I doubted that the Saviour was confident of rescue. I also had no idea if this new Saviour would be anything like the old one, who Leerfar had murdered. Would she look the same, would she speak in the same way and would she have the same insight? I had no idea, but it was also beginning to dawn on me that I’d never really got to know the Saviour. There had been talk and discussion, but all the promises I’d made to tell her about myself had not come to fruition. I’d had more than ample time to speak to her, but for some reason I hadn’t. It occurred to me that I might be more guarded about my inner feelings than I thought I was.

      We’d taken the left-hand turn that Ploster had indicated. It took us onto another corridor, the same as the last. We followed it for another eighty feet before Ploster indicated the next right-hand turn. There were no guards along here – the prisoners had no way of escape and there was no reason to have anyone on patrol.

      The right-hand turn ended fairly abruptly at another of the metal doors. It was flat and featureless, apart from a metal ring handle and a wide keyhole.

      “Through there,” said Ploster.

      I felt a sudden lurch of apprehension, though I didn’t know why. Perhaps it was because this was the chance to recover from my own failing to protect the Saviour adequately against Leerfar, and I was nervous in case Ploster was wrong about there being another one born. I peered through the grille. There were no lights in the corridors, but Ploster had summoned his magical light once more.

      I breathed out loudly. “Just another fucking corridor,” I said. “How are we going to get through this door?” I wondered out loud. There’d been no sign of keys in the guard station. In my mind, I could picture a bunch of them hanging from a hook by the door, but that might have just been my imagination. There might never have been a bunch of keys visible on my previous visits and they might have been with the jailer in his room somewhere.

      I cursed myself for not giving the matter of the keys greater thought at an earlier time and was just about to ask Ploster if he could shatter this metal door, when Chant leaned over and gave the handle a turn. With hardly a scrape or squeal, it opened a crack. Chant backed away, as if he’d overstepped his authority in what he’d done.

      “There’s a lesson for me,” I told him. “Always try out the simplest methods before worrying about the more complicated ones.”

      “I’ll make captain by this time next year,” he joked in response.

      I pulled open the door to reveal the corridor beyond. I had no idea why there’d be a door in the middle of the corridor and I wasn’t familiar enough with the dungeons to remember if the Duke had ever kept his more dangerous or desirable prisoners along here. The implication that he knew he’d caught someone special was worrying. We followed the new corridor. It was only forty feet long and with a total of one door at the opposite end.

      “Through there,” whispered Ploster hoarsely. “I can feel her like a beacon now.”

      “I can feel nothing,” I said, feeling my concerns multiply. It felt as if I were in a dream as I watched my hand reach out for the handle of the door to the Saviour’s cell. I grasped the metal and turned, fully expecting to be once more confronted by the question of how to open a door that would surely be locked this time. It wasn’t locked and the door opened as easily as the previous one. There was a room through the doorway and I stared inside, with my eyes doing their best to penetrate the gloom. I heard a slight scraping noise and I stepped through, beckoning Ploster to follow with his light.

      As soon as I stepped through the door, I knew that we’d been tricked. I don’t think I have any more prescience than other men and had never worried about it up till then, when I suddenly wished more than anything that I could be sensitive to the possibilities of a future as yet unwritten.

      We’d entered a cell, much larger than you would normally expect one to be. It was twenty feet to each side, with plain walls and floor. Set into one of the side walls was a barred window – a strange addition to a prison cell. Since there was no view onto the outside from here, it could only connect to another cell, which seemed unusual and unnecessary. There was also a wooden bench embedded into the opposite wall. Someone sat on the bench, dressed in rags and with long hair, as black as the darkest of nights.

      The figure looked up at us and I saw her face, knowing at once who she was. She was a withered old hag, with one eye gone. The socket of the missing eye was puckered and red, as if the pain of the missing organ continued even in its absence. Her nose wasn’t quite rotted away, but it was hanging off her face by a thick band of flesh and the bones of her skull could be seen. She opened her mouth to speak, drawing her lips into what she might have intended to be a smile. I hadn’t seen her in two hundred years, but time hadn’t made me forget.

      “Captain Charing,” she said in the husky voice of a beautiful siren. “The Emperor sends his greetings.”
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      It was clear at once that the Gloom Bringer wasn’t waiting in order to speak with us. Before any of us could react, darkness swirled within the cell, appearing from out of nowhere as if it were a wind-blown cloud come on the bleakest of nights. It was something I felt as well as saw and it gripped at us, holding us still as it quested into our mouths and into our noses as it sought to destroy our minds and our thoughts. It snuffed out Ploster’s flame in an instant, taking the privilege of sight from us, leaving our minds with the struggle of making sense of the sounds around us as we tried to erect mental walls to fend off the assault.

      At first, I kept my eyes closed, as if by doing so it would give me greater strength to fight back. A part of me realised the pointlessness of it and I forced them open. The room was now aglow with blue and white patterns and etchings, as the sigils etched into our skin fought against the will of the Emperor’s Death Sorcerer.

      I was sure the clouds of darkness were meant to bring pain, but none of us cried out as we struggled. Even when you do not suffer from physical pain, there are other ways to bring torment, but I felt pride that we gave no satisfaction to the witch. I heard someone fall and saw the light of his tattoos wink out as he died. There was another sound, a low thump, accompanied by a crunching sound. The sound came again and I was certain it represented another of my men perishing to the magic.

      In my mind, the snakes of the Gloom Bringer’s darkness did their best to violate my brain, striking with hammers of despair at my defences. The Saviour had once sought to overcome me, before she realised my hopes. Then, I had built my iron walls ever higher as she tried to climb over them. In the Duke’s dungeon, I did the same, anticipating each attempt to destroy my mind and placing a solid barrier in the way. Within seconds I knew that her attack was not strong enough to kill me and I battered at the darkness with a glowing sword that my mind conjured up for me. I heard the Gloom Bringer grunt and I attacked again, severing a chunk of the gloom and casting the rest of her magic from my head.

      All at once, the darkness lifted and Ploster’s light flickered alive again. I found I’d been driven to one knee and had somehow come close to the wooden bench, with my sword still in my hand. The Gloom Bringer was gone, but so too were many of my men.

      I looked around the floor of the cell and into the corridor outside, where the last of us had been when the witch began her attack. Several of my men lay together, almost as if they’d been piled intentionally into a heap. I stooped quickly to check them and could tell that they were dead. Eyes stared back at me, clear but unseeing and I ran my palm over their faces, closing the lids as if this last act could protect them on their final journey to wherever they would travel. I had few superstitions, and this was a one I’d never felt the desire to change. I was gripped by sorrow but no guilt – we all of us knew that death hunted us without cease. Noose was on the floor next to these men, his limbs splayed out in a grotesque parody of a string puppet, as if his attempts to resist had twisted his arms and legs into positions they’d never been intended to achieve.

      It was then I noticed with relief that Jon Ploster had survived – he looked dazed and ran a hand over his bald head in a familiar gesture as he tried to gather himself. There was other movement, though I could already tell that less than half of us had survived.

      When I looked through the doorway, the source of the thumping, crunching sounds became clear. Two bodies were in the corridor, but where they had once had heads, there was now little more than a scattered mess of brains and shattered bone as if the force of the assault and their efforts to resist it had burst open their skulls and spread the contents near to them. By the tattoos on their hands, I knew these men to have once been Linster and Finder. Something caught my eye close to one body and I saw the bizarre sight of a mouth and a nose, attached to the bone of a skull, but to nothing else. It could have belonged to either man, but it was pointless to wonder over which one.

      “Fucking shit,” said Grids, pushing himself to his feet. “What’s the fucking Gloom Bringer doing here?”

      I didn’t answer him at once, since I’d sprinted down the corridor we’d followed to get to this cell. I wasn’t surprised to find that there was no handle on the inside of the door that had been placed in the middle of the passage. I was equally unsurprised to find that the door was now closed and when I pushed it, there was no sign it would open willingly. I took myself back to the room where we’d been trapped, in order to see the full extent of our losses.

      Those who would fight again were already standing. Ploster, Weevil, Beamer, Chant, Grids and Bolt were all that remained of the twenty-one who had left Gold a month ago. Then, I noticed that there was someone missing from the dead that surrounded us. Eyeball had been with us as we travelled through the dungeon, but I couldn’t see his body anywhere. Ploster caught my eye and I could tell that he’d just noticed it too. I put a finger over my lips to indicate that he should not speak about it, since it could only serve to our advantage if one of our number had escaped. When I saw another of the men catch on, I got his attention, pointed to my eye and then put my finger over my lips again. None of them were stupid and they didn’t ask any questions, nor did they even nod in acknowledgement.

      I had little intention of standing on the spot bemoaning the trap we’d blundered into, so I headed along the passageway again, in order to see if I could lever the door open that kept us confined. It was at that moment that I heard the sound of a low, indulgent chuckle as it rattled out of lungs that had long since stopped functioning as a means to get air into the host body. I stopped short and saw him – Duke Warmont himself was standing looking at us through the bars of the window I’d seen on one wall of this cell. The Duke hadn’t brought any light with him, but we were able to see him by the light of Ploster’s magic.

      “You look fucking awful,” said Chant, with a soldier’s lack of concern for a man he no longer served.

      The Duke was a man of above average height, but skeletally thin beneath the thick, unadorned black robes he wore. I couldn’t see his hands from where I was standing, but his face wasn’t covered by a hood. I could remember him once having a thick head of long hair, but now his pate was almost bald. Here and there, a few wiry grey tufts stuck outwards, uncombed and uncared for. His lips were gone completely, but I could see that he still had all of his teeth. Yellow and stained they jutted up from his jawbone, with no sign of gums to nourish them. His cheeks were spotted and sagging, though his once fine cheekbones were still prominent, exaggerating the signs of his age. The eyes were as clear as they’d ever been. Whatever it was that ravaged his body, it had left his mind untouched. It was the mind of a madman.

      The Duke ignored the insult and fixed his attention on me. “Good to see you again, Captain Charing,” he wheezed. “I am glad to see you are as easily fooled as you always were.”

      I didn’t answer immediately. He was right – I had been a fool to stumble so easily into his trap. I could see it so easily now with hindsight - there was no new Saviour at all. When Leerfar had killed our lady, she’d have told the Duke at once by means of a communications locket or something similar. Warmont was a man of great power – I was sure he’d have been able to reach out and pull the questing mind of Ploster towards Blades. Then all he needed to do was wait for us to arrive. He knew me well enough to be confident that I couldn’t stay away - I’d never let other people do my work for me.

      “I hope you’re not too disappointed, Tyrus,” the Duke continued. “But you know I couldn’t let you continue with your freedom and your life after what you’ve done.”

      There were many things I could have asked him or said to him, but I had little desire to open my mouth. I don’t think he’d come to gloat as such, though he was prone to doing so on occasions. I believe that he’d come to remind himself what his enemy looked like.

      In the end, I had to ask him one thing. “What happens now?” I said.

      “Your deaths, almost certainly,” he told us. “The Emperor seems to retain a certain fondness for his favourite captain, and he has asked me to inform him when I have got you in captivity. Perhaps he will want you for something, though I don’t think he will be forgiving of your actions.” The Duke paused for some moments. “He is pleased that the Saviour has been killed.”

      He turned and walked away, his footsteps sounding faint as he walked out of our view. There was no sound of doors opening and closing to give a clue as to where he’d gone. I pressed my head to the bars of the window and looked in the direction he’d left, but I could only see another of the featureless passageways that comprised the dungeon.

      I heard a loud exhalation. Jon Ploster didn’t quite sink to his knees, but I could tell he was close to it. “That old bastard,” he spat. “How could he trick me so easily?”

      Weevil put a hand on Ploster’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, Corporal. We had to do something. At least there was only twenty-one of us that came rather than all of the men.”

      “Weevil’s right,” I said. “The Duke’s a clever man and he got you at your lowest ebb. I’m the one who is responsible for us coming here. I could have questioned things more, about how the discovery of the new Saviour came so quickly and so easily. A desperate man with hope is easy prey, it seems. I will not make that same mistake again.”

      Ploster didn’t look completely reassured, but there was no time for platitudes - he could speak about it later if he wished. I headed back towards the sealed metal door with the remainder of my men following behind. I heard Ploster sigh, and he trailed a few paces afterwards.

      I took another look at the door – it was solid and thick. I gave it a kick with the sole of my boot and felt a vibration running through the frame, small enough to tell me at once that I’d not be able to kick it open. I looked around the edges where the metal door and stone doorway met. There were gaps – nothing can be made perfectly – but when I tried to drive my sword in, I was unable to force it deep enough to get any leverage.

      “Shit,” I said. “Corporal Ploster, can you break this door?”

      He approached and knocked it with the palms of his hand in order to get a measure of its weight and thickness. “It’s a lot tougher than that wooden door, but I can probably get through it eventually” he said.

      We stood back to give him some room. There was the familiar feeling of gathering, which Ploster held onto for longer than usual. Then I felt it subside, unspent. I looked at him, querying what had happened.

      “They must have held sorcerers in here,” he said. “No wonder the Duke didn’t seem concerned that we might escape. This door is covered in wards to properly fuck over anyone who tries to use magic on it. It must have taken years to prepare.”

      “Anything you can do?” I asked.

      He smiled, wanly. “I said I could get through it eventually, but now it really will be eventually. I can unravel the markings, but it might take many hours. Days, perhaps. Without the wards, I could have likely had it open in less than an hour.”

      “Get working on it,” I told him. “I don’t care how much noise you make.”

      I strode back into the cell and looked at the bars in the viewing window. They were solid and more than an inch thick. I took hold of one, braced my leg and pulled. There was no give in it at all. I looked at where the bars were embedded into the stone, but there was no sign of weakness or crumbling. Our cell had been well-maintained. With nothing else immediately presenting itself, I swung my sword at the bars, crossways and coming down at an angle. The edge crashed off two of the bars, producing a flare of sparks along the blade, but also along the bars themselves. The sparks were accompanied by a screech and a tiny plume of smoke rose from the place I’d struck. I sniffed at it, and found it had the same odour as the air after a lightning strike, only much stronger. I checked the bars and saw the tiniest of scratches on the surface of one. Suddenly worried, I ran my finger down the edge of my sword’s blade, looking for notches, but fortunately it was as sharp as it had always been.

      “More magic, Captain?” asked Beamer.

      “Looks like this place is locked up tightly,” I replied. Then, I asked Beamer to draw his own sword and positioned him at the opposite side of the window from me. For a few minutes, we took turns swinging our swords at the bars. We were both skilled swordsmen and each blow landed within an inch of the previous one. The noise was tremendous. Each time we struck, sparks flew, and the same shriek was heard, accompanied by the more normal clang of metal upon metal. The smell of electricity grew stronger and more unpleasant.

      No one came to see what we were doing and eventually we stopped, neither of us drained by our exertions. I inspected the results of our handiwork, but had to draw back in disgust.

      “It’s hardly damaged,” I said.

      Beamer peered in. “All that work and we’ve only made these little marks?” he asked. “I must be getting weaker in my old age.”

      I ran my finger over the scratches. The metal was strangely hot to touch, but the grooves we’d made were hardly wide enough or deep enough to fit the tip of my fingernail in. There was no significant damage to the metal at all and I didn’t think it likely we’d be able to cut through them any quicker than Ploster would be able to open the door. I returned to where the First Cohort’s sorcerer was doing his work. He was down on one knee, close to the door. As I watched, he used the palm of his hand to trace an invisible pattern over the surface of the metal.

      “How soon?” I asked.

      “Not so soon,” he replied. “I don’t know where the Duke got this door from, but it’s the work of powerful men.”

      “Has the Duke himself enchanted it?” I asked.

      “No, it doesn’t have his signature. And besides, I can’t imagine him stooping to the level of creating a door for his prisoners. I think this door was made in Hardened and it was designed to hold back more skilful casters than me.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if it came from the Emperor’s capital,” I said. “Malleus has the time and the resources for things like this. Can you definitely get it open?”

      He turned his head and nodded grimly. “I can get it open for sure, given the time. Let’s just hope that Warmont thinks it’s beyond me.”

      “It may be that it’s nothing more than a dangling carrot to keep us occupied for a time, until he decides what to do with us.” I left him to his efforts again.

      “Want us to start hitting those bars some more, Captain?” asked Chant, when I returned to the cell.

      “Let’s leave them for now,” I said. “Corporal Ploster reckons the wards in here are the real deal. I don’t think we’re going to be able to smash our way through them any time soon. Let’s leave him to work at the door, but we’ll check these walls to see if there’s anything else that might present an opportunity.”

      “Like what?” asked Beamer.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “Just look for anything.”

      With nothing better to do, we scoured the walls and floors of our cell. I knocked at the higher blocks with my clenched fist and kicked at the lower ones with my boot. There were no weaknesses that I could detect – the stone was as solid as could be and thicker than we could ever hope to hack through with our swords in a year.

      With our escape in Ploster’s hands, we turned our attention to the bodies of our fallen. None of us particularly wanted to leave our comrades in their undignified repose, so we dragged them to the most distant wall of our cell and arranged them in a seated position. There was nothing left of them apart from their remains, but it seemed like the right thing to do for us to put them side-by-side.

      “No wonder that none of us could feel the Saviour,” said Grids to no one in particular.

      “Yeah, we should have guessed,” said Bolt.

      No one said anything accusing about Ploster, or even implied his fault. We’d been given the clues and none of us had spotted them in our eagerness to fulfil the mission we so desperately needed to complete. I turned the recent events over in my head, wondering how much of our movements the Duke had predicted. He must have known we’d come to his keep, though he probably didn’t know how we’d get in. The method we took through his sewers had seemed perhaps a little easier than it should have been.

      What it came down to was that we’d marched our way through his keep and willingly entered our own cell. I felt like a child that had been tricked into doing something wicked by a manipulating adult. It just goes to show – no matter how old you get, how wise you think you are and how much you congratulate yourself for seeking infallibility – in spite of all those things, we’re still vulnerable to something. For me, it was my fear of failure, so soon after our defeat at Gold. In a way, I’d managed to convince myself that I’d risen above the burden of subjectivity and weakness. I thought hard about that, and wondered how I could learn from it. Was it possible to act in an entirely dispassionate manner? Then the thought came to me that what I was telling myself to pursue was nothing other than perfection. Even the greatest of fools knows not to chase that beast. In the end, the lesson I took from our capture was that I couldn’t hope to always be correct, nor would I be hard upon myself where I failed. Or at least, I’d try.

      Days passed and I took care to note down their numbers. The bodies which accompanied us in our wait seemed comforting somehow, though I couldn’t put into words why that might be so and I realised that most people would think it unusual. The corpses showed no sign of decay and gave off no odour to cloy our senses. Ploster worked ceaselessly at the door, without success. I asked him gently if he’d been overconfident in his ability to break down the magical guards and he denied it, saying just that he had to take great care in what he was doing, in order that he not be destroyed by some of the protections.

      “This door has one purpose and one purpose only,” he admonished. “And that is to keep people like me inside. If it fell apart in minutes, then what would be the point of making it?”

      “Could it prevent any sorcerer from escaping?” I asked out of curiosity.

      “I think Gagnol the Blackhearted or Dag’Vosh would have escaped easily, had they been trapped in here. Or they might have simply shattered the stone walls in order to provide an exit. Alas, I am less than a fraction in my abilities.”

      “We have no other chance to get out,” I told him. “So take care and don’t hurry unnecessarily.”

      “It seems odd that no one has come to us yet,” he said. “Warmont suggested that he was waiting to see what the Emperor required, and Malleus has never been lacking when it comes to making his decisions.”

      “No, he has not,” I agreed. “It may simply be that we are not important enough for him to spare time over. Or he may be content with us remaining within the Duke’s dungeons for a while.”

      “Do you think he’ll have us killed?” asked Ploster.

      “I really can’t think why he’d let us live, Jon. With the Emperor, everything is about gain. What can he gain from keeping us alive?”

      “Perhaps they’ll forget about us,” said Ploster. We both laughed, with something akin to genuine humour.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      I judged we’d been in the cell for almost two weeks. It was difficult to tell for sure, since there was no natural light to tell me when a complete day had passed. We all get a feeling for how time passes around us and I used my intuition to estimate how long it had been. Once, I asked the others how long they thought we’d been incarcerated and to a man they shrugged, making me realise that they didn’t especially care. During those two weeks, no one came to see us and a little voice in my mind did indeed start to whisper the suggestion that we might have been forgotten about. I swept the notion aside, giving it no credence.

      I thought it might have been night outside, when I felt something approach. Ploster left his light glowing when he could – he said it spent his energies to maintain it constantly. It was lit now and I looked at the other men, some of whom dozed, others of whom simply stared into the distance. None of them seemed to have noticed anything. A shadow flickered behind the bars of the window and suddenly, she was there.

      I stood and walked over to her, wary but not afraid. “Have you come for another try at killing us?” I asked the Gloom Bringer. She looked through the gaps in the bars with her single eye, much taller than I remembered her. She was at least as tall as I was, though much spindlier and still dressed in her rags, which covered up the pale white of her rotting flesh. An odour drifted through – putrefied flesh and something else abhorrent. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was.

      “No, Captain Charing. I have not come to kill you, or your men. You did well to resist me the first time, but do not think yourself too strong because of it. I have many ways to destroy you if I wished to do so.” It was hard to associate her lilting voice with the horrors of her face. I had never learned if it was something she did intentionally or not. I didn’t even know if her appearance or her voice were natural, or if they were an artifice that she used for purposes of her own.

      The other men had gathered behind me now and Ploster entered the room, drawn by the sound of voices.

      “What do you want?” I asked simply.

      “The Emperor asks two favours of you, Captain Charing,” she said.

      “Malleus does not ask favours,” I replied, trying not to look dismissive. I was already intrigued.

      “Of course he does not,” said the Gloom Bringer, with the first hint of humour I’d seen in her. “The word is merely a nicety. I could have said demands, but that was not the word that the Emperor used.”

      “I must admit I am curious,” I said. “And as you can tell, we are not going anywhere soon. What is it that Malleus requires of his former soldiers?”

      A look passed across the face of the Death Sorcerer. At first I didn’t recognise what it was, and then I realised with a start that she was uncertain. “Things are happening in parts of the Emperor’s lands that he is not satisfied with.” She paused, before revealing the reason for the uncertainty of her look. “Not just in this Dukedom.”

      I was shocked at that. Malleus was ruthless and I hadn’t heard an inkling of there being problems for him. Even the unrest in Warmont’s lands weren’t really a concern for the Emperor, I’d always been certain – I’d convinced myself it was something he tolerated as part of one of his strange games of power.

      “What sort of problems?” I asked, looking carefully at the Gloom Bringer’s face, trying to spot any flicker of emotion she might betray. This time she remained inscrutable.

      “Nothing that I will discuss,” she said. “All that matters is that the Emperor requires trusted men to serve at his side. Loyal soldiers. He remembers you well, Captain Charing and if you will return to him, all of your transgressions will be forgotten.”

      “What about my men?” I asked at once.

      “The Emperor knows that Tyrus Charing and the men of the First Cohort are one and the same. His invitation extends to you all.”

      “We are to just leave here and return to Hardened?” I asked.

      “That is what he asks. There are no conditions upon your leaving. He does not demand that you kill your former allies, simply that you return to him in his capital.”

      “As easy as that? How can he ever trust us?” asked Ploster.

      “He will trust you because you are trustworthy men. You will do what you say you will do, without subtlety or subterfuge. If you swear to him, that will be enough.”

      I didn’t immediately know what to say, so put the question to one side for the moment. “And what of this second favour that he desires from us?” I asked, not knowing that I was about to be surprised again.

      “The Emperor is not pleased with his Duke and he wishes you to kill him.”

      The words were said simply, and I gaped nonetheless. “Why the fuck doesn’t he kill the old bastard himself?” were the first words I found myself able to say. “Or why can’t you kill him?”

      The Gloom Bringer’s lips drew back in what I thought was meant as a smile. “The Emperor cannot be seen to kill his own, Captain Charing. His nobles would not be best pleased if they were to find out about it.”

      “Since when has that ever stopped Malleus?” I asked. “The Emperor’s nobles rule by his indulgence, do they not?”

      “They do, but as I have already said, the Emperor has some small troubles. It would not be convenient for him to be fighting on several fronts at once. Still, he has decided that Duke Warmont must be killed and you are a convenient tool with which he can achieve this goal.”

      Politics is the most dangerous game of all, even when you know the rules and you have a network of informants and spies to whisper you every secret you need. I could tell immediately that I was being asked to play that same game, though for me it would be played in the dark and in total ignorance. I felt lost, but had no desire to stumble into anything I would later have cause to regret. Even so, we were trapped in a cell and had evidently not been forgotten and I felt my usual urge to take control of the situation.

      “Why did you have to kill so many of my men in order to deliver this message?” I asked, trying to keep the anger from my voice.

      I hadn’t expected an apology, and she scarcely even acknowledged what had happened. “As far as the Duke is aware, his relationship with the Emperor is the same as it ever was. I came here some time ago at the Emperor’s insistence, in order to provide help to the Duke in the defence of his lands.”

      I’d was sure Warmont would have hated that. The arrival of not one, but two of the Emperor’s Death Sorcerers was a sign that Malleus had lost at least some faith in his Duke. Either that or the Emperor had a healthy respect for the possibilities that the Saviour brought to the land.

      I asked the question I’d been working through in my head. “What if I agree to perform one favour, but not the other?” I said.

      “You wish to kill the Duke, but will not return to the Emperor?” the Gloom Bringer asked. Without waiting for a reply, she continued. “Malleus warned me that this would be the likely outcome of our discussion.”

      “And what did he say?” I said.

      “The Emperor is a practical man above all else. He wishes his Duke to be killed first and foremost. While he would prefer to have you at his side as well, he recognizes that the losses you have sustained in recent conflict have diminished your capacity to be an obstacle, should you ever meet his forces in battle.”

      I grimaced at the truth of that, at the same time as I concealed my surprise at how much the Emperor was aware of what was happening in the Duke’s lands, even down to the level of our losses.

      “You’re saying he would let us go?” I asked.

      “That is what I am saying,” she replied. “The death of the Duke is more important to Malleus than the return of a small group of his former soldiers.”

      “How do you propose we kill him?” I asked. “I doubt you could best him yourself, so how are we to do so?” I wasn’t looking to bait her into anger and the question needed to be answered.

      “It is true that the Duke has grown in magical power even as his body has failed him and you are correct in assuming that I would not enjoy a confrontation with him. Warmont is a cautious man and has protected himself with magical shields and guards, however your swords can hurt him, Captain Charing. I am sure that there are days when the Emperor sorely wishes he hadn’t bestowed those weapons so freely upon you, but on this day, I believe he will be thankful that you have them.”

      “How will we get close to him?” I asked. “And what happens when he dies?”

      “I can shroud you from his sight,” the Gloom Bringer said. “I will set you free from this cell and you will accompany me to his quarters above. No one will see you, but you must not engage in bloodshed, for that will reveal you at once.”

      “What happens when he dies?” I persisted.

      “Then, you are on your own,” she said. “I will not help you escape from the keep, nor will I hinder you. I think it likely you will die, but there again I care little. You are resourceful men, which is why the Emperor has asked for you to return. It might be that you can escape into the city and rejoin the rest of your men eventually.”

      One more question remained for me, though I wasn’t expecting an honest answer. “When the Duke is dead, these lands will be without a ruler. What does the Emperor intend to do?”

      “The Emperor’s plans are his own, though I have been party to his intentions. Unfortunately for you, Captain Charing, it is not information that I will divulge.”

      “Very well,” I said. “When are we going to see the Duke?” I asked.

      “Really, Captain Charing,” she mocked. “I remember you as a man who does not ask pointless questions.”

      With that, she moved away from the opening and out of sight. I turned and looked at the other men, who stared dumbly back at me, their faces almost frozen in shock.

      “I reckon I’m nearly three hundred years old and I was not expecting that,” said Grids.

      “You’re fucking telling me,” said Bolt. “You think she’s going to let us go, Captain? After we’ve killed the Duke?”

      “Probably not,” I whispered. “But we’ll deal with that when we get there.”

      There was a rasping scrape along the corridor and we hurried towards it. The door which had sealed us in was open and I could see the Gloom Bringer waiting for us. Except for her face, the only visible parts of her were her hands, and her bony, unshod feet. She held an oil lamp high above her head. There was a strange miasma around her, which blurred her outline unless you focused hard to see it, almost as if she carried a mind-befuddling cloud with her as she walked. When we got closer, Ploster’s ever-present magical light dimmed, as if a far greater force suppressed it. From the corner of my eye I saw him concentrate as he tried to command the light to flare brighter. I don’t think he was interested in the illumination as such, more that he wanted to see how his own power compared to the cloak that the Gloom Bringer appeared to maintain so effortlessly. His light stuttered, then went brighter for a brief second, but when we came to within ten feet of the Death Sorcerer, it was crushed and went out completely. I looked at Ploster’s face and could see that he hadn’t pushed himself greatly - I guessed that he didn’t want to give away too much about his own abilities.

      “Stay close,” the Gloom Bringer said. “You won’t be seen and your footsteps won’t be heard, but don’t walk into anyone, or they will know you’re close. When we get into the Duke’s presence you will not have long before he detects you. He is cunning and suspicious in equal measures, so do not hesitate and remember that I will not be able to assist you.”

      As we clustered around close behind her, I gave thought to what would happen if we failed, since the Duke would know that the Gloom Bringer was complicit in the attempt on his life. I gave up thinking about it – it wasn’t my concern. Even if we were to be double-crossed at every turn, at least we now found ourselves with a chance to kill the Duke. The thought occurred that this chance might also be a double-cross and that we could be ambushed somewhere in these dungeons, but that would still have been no worse a position than being locked in a cell.

      The Gloom Bringer travelled quickly, her long strides retracing the same corridors along which we’d come two weeks previously. She took us through the guard room without pause. There was no sign of any blood drinkers now, and eight men lounged about, appearing to be bored and restless. They looked puzzled as we went by, and one or two stared around the room as if they’d caught wind of something. From their reactions, I took it that they couldn’t see either us or the Gloom Bringer, but that some part of their minds could tell that something wasn’t exactly right.

      “The minds of men are easy to fool,” said the Gloom Bringer with malice.

      We went up the stairs which led onto the ground floor. There was no sign of the broken door, nor was there any indication that a replacement was on its way.

      “It is night time,” the Death Sorcerer said. “Though the Duke does not sleep. He fears that if he does, his body may crumble, casting his mind adrift on the warp and weft.”

      “What afflicts him?” I asked. I had long ago realised that something was wrong with him, but had never spoken to him about it. It wasn’t the sort of question he appreciated.

      “He caught a wasting disease from one of the countless women he used to rape.” I wasn’t sure if I heard a note of disgust in her voice. The Gloom Bringer had little to be proud of herself, so I didn’t know if she had the conceit to judge.

      “It made his balls dry up and then his cock shrivelled and fell off,” she continued. This time I was sure there was relish in her husky voice.

      “The Duke has been hurt before,” I said. “And always his magics have healed his body.”

      The Gloom Bringer chuckled, a rich, throaty sound. “This particular wasting disease is resistant to his magic, but the Duke is not a man to give up on his own life easily and he is reduced to using the life of others to sustain himself. I don’t believe that was the intended consequence.”

      “What do you mean by intended consequence?” I asked.

      The Gloom Bringer didn’t reply, and I guessed she had said more than she’d wanted to. The analytical part of my brain picked up the information, turned it over, examined it and then disgorged one of the many possibilities.

      “The Emperor created this disease to kill the Duke, didn’t he?” I said. “He infected a woman and sent her to Blades for the Duke’s pleasure.” There was still no confirmation forthcoming. Sometimes silence conveys a clearer message than any number of words. I ploughed on:

      “But Malleus hadn’t anticipated what his Duke would turn to in his desperation to cling onto life. And now, after all these years, after all the deaths, he’s finally realised that he needs to take more direct action. I see that the Emperor is fallible after all.”

      “You amuse the Emperor, Tyrus Charing,” she replied. “But do not anger him.”

      “I am not stupid, Gloom Bringer,” I said. “But do not think that I fear the Emperor, or what he might do to me.”

      “He warned me about your stubbornness, Captain Charing,” she replied. “I think I can see why you were amongst his favoured.”

      I didn’t reply to that accusation. I had never curried favour and had always just done my duty as a soldier and as an officer. Now, the notion that I had been the Emperor’s favourite was almost used as an insult against me. I thought it belittling, as if I was a faithful hound or an obedient child, rather than a man who always did his best.

      As we talked, we continued at the same rapid pace that we had maintained since we left the cell. The keep had changed little since the last time I’d been here and I could tell that the Gloom Bringer was taking us to a flight of stairs situated towards the far end of the building. It wasn’t the quickest way upwards, but I didn’t know if the main stairs were more heavily guarded. I’d already noticed that she didn’t take us any closer to the patrolling guards than she needed to and I guessed that the concealing shroud became harder to maintain the more eyes there were looking towards us. As we progressed, I thought I began to feel the cloak, twisting the underlying threads of power that only men and women of magic could manipulate. When we came close to the guards I sensed a strange thrumming, as if the Gloom Bringer was diverting more of her power into maintaining our invisibility. When we passed out of sight, the thrumming faded again.

      She found the steps and we ascended. The stairwell was narrow and doubled back upon itself every twenty treads. We nearly encountered men coming down from above, their heavy footsteps giving us plenty of warning about their arrival. Without pause, the Gloom Bringer turned and led us all the way to the bottom again, where we waited for a patrol of four soldiers to go on their way. The Emperor’s Death Sorcerers weren’t known for their caution, so I was sure that she was treating this visit to the Duke with the greatest amount of respect. I doubted she’d enjoy her meeting with the Emperor if she failed. Up we went again, onto the first floor. The steps continued upwards from this same stairwell and we hurried on, until we came to the second floor. I’d been here once or twice, but wasn’t sure of the layout.

      There was carpet underfoot now – I imagined it had once been deep and rich, but now it was worn through in places, the original red become faded and grubby. We followed a corridor along the perimeter and passed a number of narrow windows. There was nothing to be seen through them – just more darkness. There were wooden doors along one side of the passage. They were dark, sturdy affairs and gave no clue as to what lay behind. Over the years, there had been officers and other important men on this floor. However, the Duke had always vacillated and every so often he would demand a clear out of the keep, as if he feared for his security. On those occasions, the higher floors would be left almost empty, or at least home to only a few of whichever men he decided he trusted at the time. I was fairly sure it was all a game to him, to keep people guessing.

      “What will you do now that your Saviour is dead?” asked the Gloom Bringer, catching me unawares.

      “There will be another Saviour,” I said, after giving the question some thought. “We have sworn ourselves to her service.”

      “Did you not feel yourselves freed from your vows when she was killed?” the Gloom Bringer asked.

      “No,” I said at once. “The Saviour’s body has been killed, but as long as I am sure of her return, our vow remains. We have lived for a very long time, and we will still be here when she comes back.”

      “I wish you good luck, Captain,” she replied. I replayed the comment in my head and could not detect anything other than sincerity in the words.

      There were more guards here, patrolling in groups of four and six. The passage was wide enough that we were able to walk by them easily enough, though it was clear that a number could tell that something was amiss. I knew that a few people were more sensitive to magic than others, but it came as a surprise to notice how many of the guards showed a reaction. It could have been owing to the effort the Gloom Bringer was putting into concealing all eight of us – even the thickest-skinned people could tell when true power was being deployed. I recalled Gagnol the Blackhearted’s assault on the ancient gates of Treads and how the power he called upon brought the wind rustling through our hair, as if there was a cross-over between the world we saw and the world Warmont’s Second used to draw his energies.

      Further along, the corridor opened out into a huge room which must have taken up a considerable amount of the inner space of this floor. Huge, ugly square pillars supported the ceilings and shabby tapestries hung from the walls nearest to us, giving the first sign of decoration I’d seen. In the centre of the room, partially concealed by pillars, was an open, grand staircase, leading to the third floor. Two men were descending it, dressed in brown robes. Their heads were bald and they sported long beards. They were about twenty yards away and didn’t seem in any great hurry. The Gloom Bringer stopped immediately, taking cover behind a pillar.

      “It’s Corporal Ploster’s brothers!” whispered Bolt gleefully, before anyone else could speak.

      The Gloom Bringer wasn’t amused. “They’re two of the Duke’s watchers,” she said. “My shroud is subtle, but I will need to increase its power when they get closer. The magnitude will alert them to our presence.”

      “Perhaps they will turn away from us and head in the opposite direction,” I said. There was an equal chance of them going right instead of left.

      Of course, they did not turn in the other direction. As soon as they had finished their descent, they headed straight towards us. I had a few moments to note the look of surprise on their faces as we materialised a little way in front of them, running with our swords raised to strike. The first one fell to a diagonal cut from Beamer, which split his head in two and showered me in the pieces. The second sorcerer was quicker to react and raised his hand towards me. I felt an outpouring of force strike me in the chest and stomach, but I shrugged it off and finished the sword swing which I had sent in his direction. He surprised me by leaning quickly out of the way at a much greater speed than I’d expected. Even so, my blade took his arm off, and he opened his mouth to scream. No sound escaped his lips and his body ignited in front of me, suddenly burning a ferocious orange. I fancied I heard the air being sucked from his lungs as the heat burned him alive from the inside. The man was tough and I saw the flames dim briefly as his magics tried to suppress the mageflame that covered him. It was not enough and the Duke’s sorcerer died in comparative silence, the tissue of his body crackling as he lay on the carpet.

      “We must act fast,” said the Gloom Bringer. “I do not know if there are other watchers who will have detected that burning.”

      I looked at Ploster, since I had recognized the magic as his. “Sorry, Captain,” he said. “I took a gamble. Thought he was going to scream.”

      “Let us hope that it is no matter,” I replied. We gathered about the Gloom Bringer again. Our encounter with the sorcerers had been brief and I saw no sign that we had alerted others of the Duke’s household guard. Regardless, there were two dead bodies lying on the ground that would be discovered in the near future. We could have dragged them behind a pillar, but the mess was too great to think that such a simple ruse would delay the discovery of our attack.

      The Gloom Bringer had already reached the stairs. “The Duke is up here,” she reminded us. “The time to act is likely to come quickly, but I remember you to be decisive, Captain Charing. There will not be more than one chance.”

      “Climb,” I said.
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      The steps ended at a carpeted landing, with the same decaying tapestries on the walls and little else to indicate that someone of note lived here. There were passages leading to the left and right, whilst straight ahead were two heavy doors, made of thick-looking wood. The doors were ostentatious only in their size, and although I had never been this high in the keep before, I knew at once who lived behind them. I looked along the corridor to both sides, but there was no sign of movement, nor was there anything to be heard.

      “Stay close,” said the Gloom Bringer. “I can’t fool him for long.”

      Without further pause, she strode across to the doors. Upon closer inspection, I saw that they had no handles on them and I thought it likely that they had magics embedded into the wood, to repel any unwanted intrusions upon the Duke’s quarters. Something appeared in the Gloom Bringer’s hand – I couldn’t see quite what it was, but it looked like an amulet of some description, made out of what I took to be gold. She held it close to the door. There was no dramatic signal of the amulet’s success, but a soft click indicated that the door had been opened. The Gloom Bringer pushed upon it and it swung back, gently and quietly.

      I looked around at my men – there were no signs of nervousness and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen any outward display of fear from my soldiers. We had our swords drawn, even Ploster. The First Cohort’s sorcerer could definitely fight, but he didn’t always see the need to draw his sword before every battle. I guessed he thought that his magical blade would serve him better than his sorcery against the Duke. I caught Weevil’s eye and grinned at him. He returned the favour, showing me that he was ready and eager to find out what lay ahead.

      The Gloom Bringer entered the Duke’s rooms. There was ample light, which emanated from small globes embedded into the walls. It was clearly magical in nature and of a peculiar pink shade that was strangely inappropriate for the surroundings. This first room was square and furnished sparingly with a large wooden table and two chairs. It didn’t look like a suitable place to eat or sit, but it wasn’t important for me to know its purpose.

      “He knows I’m here,” said the Gloom Bringer.

      We crossed straight over this room, stepping around the table. There was another door, which the Gloom Bringer opened with the more conventional means of a handle. The first chamber had been without menace – mundane, almost. This next room was anything but.

      “This room is directly in the middle of the top floor,” whispered the Gloom Bringer. “From where the Duke considers it least likely that the screams will be heard.”

      I didn’t know why she thought to tell us, but in a way, I was grateful for what she said. We’d entered the Duke’s torture chamber, though there was little in the way of imaginative tools. There were four low, wooden tables, perpendicular to the door we’d entered. There were binding posts and ropes on each table, where someone could be restrained. All four of the tables were occupied and none of the people lying there could have been older than sixteen.

      “The Duke has convinced himself that the life glows stronger in the younger ones. And that their pain makes it glow stronger yet,” the Death Sorcerer continued.

      I looked at the closest body, aghast at the ruination inflicted upon it. I thought I had seen it all, but the pain that this young girl must have suffered at the hands of the Duke was beyond my comprehension. For some reason, I was given the impression that the Gloom Bringer didn’t approve and she walked on, her face looking ahead. I supposed that there were degrees of commitment even amongst the evillest. We had hesitated behind her, taking in the sight of death, as if to remind ourselves that we’d once served the man who’d committed these atrocities.

      “Come quickly,” she hissed.

      None of us moved immediately. I heard the sound of a low whimper, uttered so quietly as if it sought to escape notice in the knowledge of what that attention would bring.

      “This one’s still alive!” said Grids.

      The young lad’s lips moved, though no more sound came from them. I couldn’t imagine how he had managed to live through the pain. Life is a gift that can often cling on stubbornly, long past the time we might have rather it had left us. I looked at the empty sockets where his eyes had once been and begged forgiveness, though I did not know who from. My sword ended his life, a single blow killing him when the previous hundreds of injuries had not.

      We didn’t speak – none of us had any words to say. There was only one thing we could do to say our apologies to these dead children and we caught up with the Gloom Bringer, our jaws set and our knuckles white from where we gripped the handle of our swords. If there had been impressions left in the metal of my hilt, I wouldn’t have wondered at my strength.

      “He is through here,” said the Gloom Bringer, indicating another door, the same as the others on this floor. “He is already curious as to why I am visiting him at this late hour.”

      We entered a new room, this one being bigger than the other two. There were bookshelves around the walls, devoid of books. There was a low table and a single padded chair. In one corner was a plinth, upon which sat a large globe of purple glass. And there was the Duke. He was seated in the chair, facing the doorway. He looked up and made an expression that was somewhere between a smile and a sneer.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure of this unexpected visit?” he asked. He was dressed in dark robes that covered his body, but did not hide the thinness of his frame.

      “This is the Emperor’s keep and I can come as I choose,” snapped the Gloom Bringer.

      “Of course you can,” the Duke responded smoothly. “The Emperor’s Death Sorcerer is welcome at any time.” With the niceties over, he spoke again. “I assume you have come with news?”

      The Gloom Bringer approached the Duke, slowly and casually. “The Emperor has spoken to me.”

      “And?”

      “He has discovered that he still has a use for Captain Charing and his men,” she said.

      “I am not pleased. Am I to be denied Charing’s death? The man betrayed me, and by doing so he has betrayed the Emperor himself!”

      “The Emperor is not concerned with your desire for vengeance,” said the Gloom Bringer. “He has other things that need his attention.”

      As the Gloom Bringer finished her sentence, I watched the Duke’s eyes narrow in a sudden suspicion. “Who is it that you have brought with you?” he said.

      I didn’t need to hear anything more. The muscles of my legs were coiled with anger and I ran at the Duke, my sword above my head. Behind me, I could hear the other men burst forward as they took my lead. As I emerged from the Gloom Bringer’s shroud I saw the old bastard’s eyes widen in shock. I was less than ten feet from him and my sword was already descending as I anticipated where the first, most important, blow would land.

      The Duke had not troubled himself with battle for a long time, but he recovered quickly and jerked out a hand. There was the rolling sound of thunder and waves of force dashed themselves against my body, punching me until I slowed, but failing to stop me. From my periphery, I saw Beamer and Grids being plucked from their feet and hurled away at speed by the Duke’s magic.

      I finished my sword swing, growling with the effort and the fury. The blade crashed against something, I don’t know what, and it was deflected. A nimbus of pale blue surrounded the Duke for the briefest of instants and I knew he had created a barrier to protect himself. He was unmarked, but the force of the blow had knocked him sideways out of his chair and he put out a hand to cushion his fall. With momentum carrying me forward I delivered a vicious kick at him. I felt my foot connect with something solid and more of the blue light appeared. Once again, the Duke was protected from the attack, but the force of the kick sent him five feet away from me, and he rolled onto his back, sprightly but still with the effort of an old man.

      I didn’t know what had happened to the men who had been with me, so focused was I on my enemy sprawled nearby. All I knew was that there was no one at my side. Without sparing a second to look, I closed in on Warmont again. His face snarled at me, a fearsome look that left me undeterred as I swung my sword once more, feeling it clatter off his barrier. He flicked his fingers in a gesture and something clutched at my body. I remembered the feeling from when Gagnol had commanded me to burn and knew that the Duke was trying to do the same. It came as a revelation that Warmont was weaker than his Second and I scarcely paused, as my inner resistance and the tattoos on my skin swatted the attack away.

      My blade came down again and again as Warmont crawled backwards away from me. Each time I struck him it seemed as if the blue nimbus became weaker. The glimpse of possible victory did not slow me, nor did it lesson my ferocity as I thundered blow after blow upon the man who had ruled these lands for so long. I had seen him use death magic on many occasions before, and had I been alive I would have feared him using it to destroy me. It had been his greatest weapon in the past, but against me it was useless.

      I became aware of movement close by and I was joined by Ploster, who hewed violently with his own sword. A part of my mind felt relief that the Duke’s initial burst of sorcery had not been able to kill at least one of the men who were with me. Next came Grids, who had made his way around to the head of the Duke. As the old man continued his efforts to retreat, Grids kicked him in the temple and this time I saw that contact had been made with the Duke’s almost-dead flesh. My own sword struck again and it thumped against his upturned hand, almost cutting off two of the fingers.

      I remembered the time, several months ago, when we’d killed Dag’Vosh, another of the Duke’s sorcerers. We’d had to chop the man into pieces and bury the parts in order to stop his efforts at magic. I doubted that Warmont would be any less hardy and it proved to be the case. Our swords cut him, but they only left shallow, bloodless wounds, regardless of the effort we put into the attack. There was no fear on the Duke’s face. I don’t know if I felt disappointment at that, or even if I was shallow enough to desire it.

      “Just fucking die,” said Beamer, who had now joined us and attacked with the same enthusiasm that we all did.

      But the Duke didn’t die and I felt the stirrings as he drew on his monumental power. The air in the room was disturbed and it was pulled inwards at speed, drawn along by a tremendous disruption in the warp and weft.

      “You should kill him quickly,” said the Gloom Bringer calmly, from somewhere off to one side. “Before he shatters this keep and it crumbles to shards around us.”

      I remembered her words that the Emperor could not be seen to have an involvement in this matter and knew that we would have no assistance from his Death Sorcerer. I hacked at Warmont again, an almighty cut that almost severed one of his hands. He was openly smiling at me now, which gave impetus to my anger and made me worry that I might lose control of it. I reached inside myself and flicked that switch again, causing the world to slow to an inching pace. My blows landed in a flurry, smashing into his skull and his face, knocking away chunks of the grey flesh, which leaped away as though they were pleased to be freed. It seemed to be to no avail. There were four of us hacking at him now, with no room for others to join in. The gathering of magic continued and a smile of triumph began to form on the Duke’s face, telling me that we were going to be too late to prevent him from delivering his gift.

      There was a tiniest second’s pause as the air stopped rushing in and I hated that we were going to be annihilated before we could kill the old fucker. I hoped that if he brought the building down around us that it would be enough to see him crushed as well, or that the injuries we’d inflicted would be sufficient. Just as the moment arrived, I heard Ploster speak.

      “Not today,” he said.

      There was a burst of power from my corporal, which was directed at the Duke. The signature of it was strange and I hardly recognized it as having come from Ploster. Abruptly, the tension in the air which was a manifestation of Warmont’s spell died away to nothingness. His face changed from triumph to anger again, though it was difficult to make out exactly what his expression meant since we’d made his face almost unrecognisable.

      His destruction magics had dissipated, but the Duke remained defiant and determined not to die. He only had one of his hands still attached, but a flick of it saw Beamer ignited in flame. The soldier’s skin burned briefly and his face showed an outer reflection of his willpower as he quenched the magics which tore at him. The flames dissipated but another spell saw Beamer flung away, followed by Ploster. The Duke tried it on me again. It staggered me this time, but I could tell there was desperation in our enemy.

      Warmont tried to push himself upright, though I don’t know what advantage he thought it would give him. I recovered from the shockwave and resumed, shrugging off a momentary weakness in my arms and legs. At last, it looked as if he had become aware that his time was at an end. It wasn’t fear I saw in his face, nor was it resignation. I thought that it might have been a feeling of helplessness that showed in his battered face. I cared not at all and relished the notion that he might know even a fraction of the suffering that he had inflicted upon the children lying in his torture room outside.

      I cut at him once more, a huge, overhand chop that connected with the top of his skull. The bone split apart and my sword entered the brain tissue beneath. The sorcery that he used to fuse his body together was weakening and I hit him again in the same place. He raised a hand to ward off the blow, but there was little he could do to stop it. The second strike went deeper, almost splitting his head in two and I knew that this battle was won. He was defeated, but still unwilling to die. We were undiminished and I noticed that Weevil was now close, wielding his own sword with tremendous vigour as we tried to finish the Duke as quickly as we could.

      Eventually it was all over. The Duke lay in pieces of grey flesh and bone. His eyes still blinked, so I pressed my foot upon what remained of his head and pushed the tip of my sword into each of the eyes, twisting as I did so. The blinking stopped, but his jaw still moved until Grids separated it entirely from the rest of the skull.

      “Enough!” said the Gloom Bringer, walking over to peer at the remains. “He is dead.”

      I lowered my sword. My eyes knew the truth of what she’d said, but part of me didn’t want to believe that the deed was done. I turned to see if any of my men had perished and was relieved to see that they were all still with me. Bolt’s left arm was twisted strangely, but his sword arm looked fine and his eyes looked back at me with alertness.

      “The Emperor gives you his thanks for doing him this favour,” she said. Then, she stooped over the pathetic remains of the Duke and searched through the torn, ripped robes that still clung to him. It didn’t take her long to find what she was after and she pulled something out – a crystal vial, which looked to be empty, but which I was sure contained something if it was important enough for her to seek it out.

      “I am glad that he made the container hard to shatter,” the Gloom Bringer said, almost to herself.

      Something tugged at my thoughts, telling me that this vial was significant and that I should be interested in it.

      “What have you taken?” I asked.

      “It is none of your concern,” said the Gloom Bringer. “Our business is concluded. The Emperor instructed me to leave you unmolested once the Duke had been killed. You will get no assistance from me in your escape. I suggest you hurry.”

      I remembered what the vial was and something crept into my mind, caressing me and whispering about possibilities and chances that only the very boldest would dare to take. I turned to my men as if I were about to instruct them to follow me out of the Duke’s chambers. Instead, I waited until they were looking at me and then made a signal with my hand. It was a subtle movement in the language we used to communicate with when absolute silence was paramount. Kill her, I said.

      I saw Ploster’s eyes widen for a moment, but he didn’t hesitate, nor did any of the others. I felt the First Cohort’s sorcerer send a burst of energy at the Gloom Bringer. Caught unawares, she stumbled for a step or two and a look of surprise appeared on her face. As she righted herself, Weevil and Beamer struck her with their swords, each landing a heavy cross-bladed cut across her back.

      “What is this?” she asked, more in anger than pain.

      I swung my own sword against one of her outstretched arms. I was expecting it to feel like I was hewing wood, but to my alarm it left no mark upon her skin at all. We had crowded about her and Grids only had room to make a low attack, and his sword connected with her legs, cutting through the black material of her garments. Once more, she gave no indication of injury and lashed out with one of her long, scrawny arms. Grids took the backhand squarely in the face and it knocked him down, but did not kill him.

      The Gloom Bringer laughed at our efforts, not yet trying to respond with her magics. “Your swords were forged in the darkness, Captain Charing. They can’t hurt me.”

      She lifted both arms into the air as we continued our futile attack on her. The force of our blows caused her to flinch, but didn’t break through her skin, nor did they interrupt her as she drew in her powers. I felt Ploster try to interrupt her spell in the same way that he had done to the Duke, but the Gloom Bringer was alert to him and I sensed her blocking his efforts with ease.

      Blackness swirled and closed upon us. I didn’t know if this magic was stronger than that which she’d used against us in the prison cell, or if she’d simply learned how to overcome our resistance, but the darkness drove us to our knees. I felt my sword drop from my hand. The filthy tendrils that she summoned drove deep into my mind and though I threw up my walls, they found their way around and over, probing at the unprotected core of my being.

      “Pathetic little men,” she said, laughing. It was a beautiful, evil sound.

      My eyes were open and I saw the others around me were also on the floor. Ploster was still standing and I saw him glowing brightly against the magics of the Gloom Bringer’s assault. It wasn’t enough and a detached part of my mind saw him weaken and crumble. The darkness closed in on me, teasing me for my conceit in thinking that I had become almost immune to the most powerful of magics. I fought back – I was as stubborn as they come and I would never let myself be defeated without giving every ounce of my strength in response. It wasn’t going to be enough.

      As consciousness faded – as my death approached - I felt something pulling frantically at my belt. I didn’t know what it was and had nothing left that I could spare in order to wonder about it. My eyes started to close, but through the narrow gaps between my lids, I saw a shape appear behind the Gloom Bringer. There was movement and a flash of metal, bright even though the darkness.

      All at once, the magic dissipated, scattering away harmlessly as if it had never existed. I heard the Gloom Bringer sigh and she slumped onto the floor. The shape that had appeared behind her crouched low and the metal continued to flash, embedding itself time and again into the withered hag’s body.

      I was the first to recover my wits. “Eyeball!” I greeted him. “I wondered where the fuck you’d got to.”

      He didn’t pause in his efforts and continued stabbing at the Gloom Bringer’s prone body, plunging sharp metal into her chest and her face, to ensure that any life she had remaining was expunged. We’d all seen how hardy these sorcerers could be and it was good that he took no chances. I reached out a hand and hauled Bolt to his feet. He stood up smoothly, but tottered for a moment, shaking his head to clear it.

      “How come you weren’t thrown to the floor when she attacked?” asked Weevil.

      Eyeball stood up, finally satisfied that he’d finished his work. “The darkness is my friend, too,” he said.

      No one asked him to elaborate and he walked over to me, offering me my dagger hilt-first. I took it and sheathed it at my belt.

      “She said that our swords were forged in the darkness, Captain. Whatever that meant. I took a gamble that Leerfar’s dagger was made by a different smith. I gambled and I won.”

      “That’s one of the best things I ever saw, Eyeball,” I told him, clapping him on the back with such force that he staggered a step forward. I’d couldn’t recall the time I’d been so pleased to see one of my men. “And one of the timeliest arrivals.”

      “Yeah, I think I’m going to have to kiss you,” said Weevil, walking forwards with his mouth open and tongue poking out.

      “Fuck off, will you?” said Eyeball shoving him away. “I had my fingers crossed that I’d be too late to save you anyway.”

      It hadn’t taken them long to descend into their usual verbal horseplay. A minute ago, we had nearly all been killed, now they were trading insults. I let them get on with it for the few seconds that it took me to find and extract the crystal vial from the robes of the dead Gloom Bringer. The container was heavier than I’d expected it to be – it looked empty but had as much heft as if it had been filled with solid gold. I tucked it away and rose to my feet. The Death Sorcerer’s empty eye socket stared back at me and her other eye was closed. I had never been a man who had to avert his eyes from the gaze of the dead. I looked at the Gloom Bringer’s face for a moment, caring not at all about what we had done to her. She’d killed thirteen of my men and I was glad that we had been able to avenge them.
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      We left the Duke’s quarters without further delay, doing our best to pretend that the bodies in his torture room were not important to us. We exited onto the corridor outside his rooms and I was relieved to find that there was no sign of activity yet. If the keep’s guards hadn’t been roused, there was still a chance that we’d be able to escape and now that I’d found the vial I wanted very much to get away from Blades as quickly as possible.

      We descended to the large room below and as we came down the stairs, I saw a small gathering about the remains of the two sorcerers we’d killed. Two guardsmen were stooped over one of the bodies, while another three milled around nearby. They looked worried, but not unduly alarmed. The sound of our footsteps caused them to look up, to see if their commanding officer had arrived to take over the responsibilities. We cut them down, hardly breaking our stride to do so. One of the men who’d been standing attempted to run, shouting loudly in the process. He was too slow and Grids caught him easily, driving his sword through the man’s spine.

      “This way,” I called, waving my hand to bring Grids back to our group. The guards rarely travelled in uneven numbers, so I was certain they’d already sent someone off to summon help. We dashed to the steps and ran down them, eschewing silence for haste.

      When we reached the second floor, we ran along the perimeter corridor, the heavy carpet absorbing the sound of our boots. We were two abreast and we came across another group of four guardsmen coming the other way. We’d already seen that it was very early morning, but the dim light of dawn didn’t reach through to this passage, so we were relying on the oil lamps to guide our way. It was our advantage that we knew everyone we met was the enemy, while these approaching soldiers had no such assurance. They slowed when they saw us, but we did not. Our swords rose and fell, killing them before they could utter any sounds beyond truncated enquiries about who we were. We left them where they died and ran on.

      We reached the staircase that linked this floor with the two floors below and set off down it without hesitation. Our footsteps echoed ahead of us, making it difficult to tell if there was anyone approaching. I realised that our haste had become carelessly fast and I slowed down. The echoes of our footsteps diminished and I was able to hear more of the other sounds that occupied the keep.

      I supposed we’d been lucky to have killed the Duke so early in the morning. It meant that there were fewer guards about, but also that their commanding officers were likely to be asleep. I hadn’t met many soldiers who willingly woke their officers from sleep, and this reluctance ensured that the corridors weren’t filled with well-directed and alert men.

      Our luck ran out as we reached the ground floor. Just when it seemed as if we’d be able to reach the store room and the exit to the sewers, we came across a company of men coming towards us. They marched with a purposeful stride and they were many in numbers. The light in this area of the keep was sufficient for them to identify us as intruders at once, and the lead men shouted when they saw us. We turned and sprinted the way we’d come, with me and Weevil now at the rear.

      “Get to the main doorway!” I called ahead.

      The sound of footsteps was approaching from behind and I had little wish to perish to a sword thrust between my shoulder blades. We got back up to speed and were able to keep ahead of our pursuers. I had no fear that Chant, who was now the lead man, would have any problems following his instructions and we soon reached the main entrance to the keep. During the times that I’d been here, the main entrance was always open during the day – there was too much foot traffic to bother opening and closing the entrance every time someone arrived. It wasn’t like war had reached Blades in the recent past either.

      We took a right-hand turn, followed quickly by a left and we emerged into a wide, high-ceilinged foyer. There were guards here, in smaller groups and not paying heed to anything apart from their own gossip. If they’d been my own men, I would not have been pleased at their lack of attention. We ran through at full pelt, barging them out of the way as we approached the ten-feet wide opening that would take us outside to the courtyard. The main doors were metal-banded dark wood – almost more metal than wood – and they had been swung back and pinned open as I’d expected them to be. We flew through, taking in more than one gaping expression of surprise. We of the First Cohort were easily recognizable and I couldn’t imagine that there were many of the Duke’s soldiers who hadn’t yet heard that we’d changed sides.

      As we cleared the gate, one of the guards reacted faster than his fellows and he stuck out a foot, catching Chant unawares and sending him face-first to the tight cobbles of the courtyard. Beamer wasn’t able to use his sword, since it was in his other hand, but he crunched his fist into the side of the guard’s unprotected head, catapulting him from his feet with the force of the blow. Our momentum carried us over the tumbling body of Chant and I saw him scrambling to his feet as I went by. Surprise was still with us and none of the guards had yet drawn their swords, though their interest was now firmly in our direction.

      The courtyard was huge – even bigger than you might have imagined it to be from outside the keep walls. There were blacksmiths and armourers set up along one of the walls and I knew the Duke kept them operational even during times of peace. He’d always been proud of the strength of this bastion and kept it prepared in case of a siege from without.

      About eighty yards from us, the exit gates that would take us to the streets of Blades were visible and we ran for them. It wasn’t just soldiers who were evident in the courtyard – there were citizens of the city as well, delivering all the goods necessary to keep a place this size operational. We shoulder charged a number of them aside, ignoring the curses from the unfortunates we’d hurled to the ground.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw that Chant had recovered his footing and was trying his best to catch up with us. He struggled for grip on the smooth stone of the cobbles and was now being jostled by a group of townsfolk, who must have thought they were doing their civic duty in trying to apprehend a man who was clearly up to no good. Chant kneed one of the group in the balls and the recipient collapsed, wheezing. The soldier was broad and thickset and was able to muscle his way free. He pushed two others away as he struggled up to speed, before leaping over a second outstretched foot which sought to trip him.

      I continued my run, with our straggler twenty yards behind. I didn’t want to have to stop for him, but told myself we were all going to get away from the keep, no matter what it took and even if it meant sacrificing the opportunity to use the prize we’d stolen from the Duke and the Gloom Bringer. Loyalty was more important than anything else.

      We came near to the main gates through the outer walls. They were similar in appearance to those on the keep and also wedged open. It was my experience that soldiers assigned to guard something are far more likely to be looking outwards than they are to be looking inwards and this was the case here. There were two guardsmen chatting to a man pulling a cart. Grids and Bolt sprinted through the middle, scattering all three to the ground and giving we who followed a straight path out. Over my shoulder, I could see that Chant was still after us, though there was every indication that several pursuing soldiers from the courtyard had been joined by the sizable force from the keep that we’d encountered not long before.

      I paused for a moment, Weevil waiting with me. We had our swords at the ready and stood there until we were sure that Chant was going to escape. He sprinted past and we turned to follow, but not before I’d seen that there were at least fifty of the Duke’s soldiers coming for us. I couldn’t imagine that news of Warmont’s death had reached them yet, but they still had a duty to capture or kill anyone they knew to have been trespassing where they weren’t permitted.

      We ran over the wide plaza outside the keep. The sun was rising, but it was still half-dark and the hour was earlier than most people rose from their beds. As a consequence of this, there were not large numbers of people for us to struggle through before we reached one of the side streets that Grids had decided to make haste towards. There were a few cries of alarm at our sight, but to my relief we didn’t need to kill anyone as we traversed the square. In my mind, these people were not the enemy and though I would have used my sword if necessary, it would have been with reluctance and I am sure that I would have felt guilt afterwards.

      We entered the street which Grids had chosen. We all knew the city well, so I assumed that he hadn’t selected this one at random. The buildings to our sides were two-storey in height, but seemed to loom above us as if their walls were poorly-made and leaned outwards at an angle. They cut out much of the early light of the rising sun, but we were able to travel without worry that we’d trip over objects that we couldn’t see. There were people here, walking to and fro on their business. Blades had been a martial city for so long, that the sight of a group of armed men didn’t cause undue alarm, nor did it prompt anyone to try and slow our progress. Presumably it was safer and easier to assume we were on the Duke’s business, than to categorize us as escaping fugitives. The pack of soldiers in our wake would soon inform them that we were wanted men.

      I guessed we were at least thirty yards ahead of our pursuers, but we were tireless and we weren’t wearing any heavy armour that would slow us down or make us ungainly as we dodged around the people on the street. Ten yards ahead, Grids turned abruptly to the left, into a much narrower lane that could only just fit two people abreast. We remained in single file so that we could get past the people we came upon and once or twice Grids had to push someone roughly out of our way when they meandered slowly and aimlessly into our path.

      The direction we had escaped was to the south, which wasn’t the way we needed to go. Grids was evidently aware of this and his new route took us west - I assumed he would take us to the north as soon as it became convenient to do so. I was still at the rear of our group and therefore able to see how quickly the chasing soldiers fell behind. It wasn’t easy to run in armour for long and I was certain that most of the regulars in Warmont’s army were in less than tip-top physical shape. A man who can march all day isn’t necessarily capable of running for an extended period.

      After only five minutes, the men who followed were no longer visible. I had no doubt that they still searched for us, but to all intents and purposes they were not a threat any more. Regardless, we had no need to slow down and continued for another ten minutes, until Grids changed direction once more and took us to the north. We kept to the narrower streets on the basis that they were sparsely travelled by the city’s people and it was also less likely that we’d run into overwhelming numbers of soldiers. The Duke had many means of communicating that didn’t involve delivering messages on foot, but I felt that his death would have resulted in a great deal of confusion amongst his ranks. I wracked my brain, but couldn’t think who he had left that could assume command of his men. I’d been out of the politics for so long that I didn’t know which of his old officers still lived and which had been sent out to some god-forsaken shit hole to die in a battle against men who were actually motivated enough to win.

      After a time, I shouted ahead that we should stop. We’d been running to the northern area of the city for a number of minutes at this point and hadn’t come across any more than a scattered handful of soldiers. Several of them had stared at us with suspicion, but none were in a large enough group that they thought it worthwhile risking their lives to ask who we were or what we were doing. The justiciars were not in evidence, but I think that most of them preferred to rise from their beds late. If we’d come close to one of them, I’d have probably murdered the bastard just for the sake of it.

      I used our pause to assume the lead position and put Ploster to my side. We sheathed our swords for the time being, since they had started to draw almost constant stares, but we kept our daggers close at hand. The dim light of dawn had gradually increased until its battle with the darkness of night was won for the day. The streets weren’t quite teeming and given what I knew about the city, it didn’t surprise me that there weren’t enough people to fill the thoroughfares at what should have been the busiest time of day. Most of the people we saw were women and I got the attention of one – a lady of middle years in clothes that weren’t rags, but not finely cut either.

      “Could you tell me if any of the Duke’s men have marched recently?” I asked her.

      She crinkled her nose at us, though not disdainfully. “North,” she said. “He’s sent a lot of men north. If you’re hoping to join with them, you’re at least a week too late, I’m afraid.”

      I didn’t bother to ask if she was able to quantify how many men was comprised in a lot. Even a trained soldier’s estimates of the size of an army could be woefully inaccurate and for my purposes, it was sufficient to know that men had gone forth from Blades. I thanked her and was about to move on, when she spoke again.

      “Mind, it looks like a nasty business this time,” she said. “They’ve got Lord Trent with them. Everyone’s talking about it. That can’t be good news for whoever the Duke is fighting.” I thanked her once more and we took our leave.

      “I thought Lord Trent had fucked off to the south years ago,” said Ploster.

      “Me too,” I said. “Maybe the Duke’s had to call some of his old hands back to the fight.”

      “He must have been getting desperate,” Ploster replied. “Before we killed him, that is.”

      I clapped him on the back in belated celebration of our victory. “The Duke may be dead, but who knows what will rush to fill the void?”

      “The Gloom Bringer wasn’t forthcoming about the Emperor’s plans,” said Ploster. “But the fact that Malleus wished to kill the Duke gives us information that we should consider.”

      “I can’t see the Emperor arranging Warmont’s death without having something planned. He won’t want this part of his Empire to fall into chaos, nor to be taken over by an army of rebels. It would be a stupid man who would allow that to happen and we both know that Malleus is not lacking in intelligence.”

      “There are two possibilities which I think are the most likely,” Ploster speculated. “Either the Emperor had given instruction for the Gloom Bringer to rule in the Duke’s stead, or there is already an army heading in this direction from Hardened.”

      “I can’t immediately think of more likely possibilities,” I admitted. “Yet neither of those ideas sit easy with me. If Malleus were to have an army on the way, I am sure that the Duke would have caught wind of it. The man pretended that all was well between him and the Emperor, but it seems likely that he kept a close watch on his back. I would not describe Malleus as treacherous, but he is definitely ruthless. I’ll wager that the Duke’s struggles have been the cause of consternation in Hardened for many years, if not decades. The Emperor has always taken the long view, but his patience must have been stretched to breaking point.”

      “Why do you think that the Gloom Bringer wouldn’t have made a good replacement?” Ploster asked.

      “I am not sure,” I said. “Perhaps she would have made a solid short-term ruler until the Emperor’s chosen man or woman arrived, but I don’t think he would have selected her as a permanent replacement. His Death Sorcerers have always been used for other things, such as imposing the Emperor’s will on the smaller scale. Most of them are not trained tacticians and I have always known them to act under instruction, rather than providing that instruction themselves.”

      “It would be a shame if we were not able to take advantage of the situation,” he said. “When our enemy is in confusion, it can only be good for us.”

      “The rest of our men are a long way to the north,” I replied. “Almost a month, assuming we are not held up by the unexpected.”

      “Do you think that Lieutenant Craddock will have remained in Gold?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “There’s nothing to stay there for, apart from ash and the stench of smoke. But there’s also uncertainty if he leads the men away. The only important thing is for him to keep our forces together and to protect them from destruction if they encounter superior numbers.”

      “We should be able to overtake the last army the Duke sent out,” Ploster said with confidence. “I wonder how many the Duke was able to muster for that expedition. He must have been down to the bare bones.”

      “It seemed like he had unlimited men he could deploy, but that can only have been an illusion. It may be that these men we have heard about are the last big force he could bring together for the foreseeable future. We don’t even know how many soldiers he sent forth. It seems probable they’ll run into the remnants of Leerfar’s army as well. If my calculations are correct, that is.”

      “I wonder if Leerfar’s men will join with them. I’m sure they will be most displeased if they are ordered to walk north again.” Ploster laughed at the idea.

      “If Leerfar was with them, there would have been no one left with the authority to command her to turn about and go to Gold once more. I doubt Warmont’s Fourth would have much appetite left for that course of action.”

      “We find ourselves in the unenviable position of having plenty of questions and very few answers,” Ploster said.

      “That is true and to add to the frustration, we are thirty days’ fast march away from being in a position where we will be able to influence events further. And after that, we are faced with the likelihood that we’ll need to fight another large force from Blades. Soldiers who are fighting for a dead man, but who don’t yet realise that their leader is gone.”

      Ploster chuckled again. “And you don’t like the uncertainty, Captain. I can hear it in your voice and see it in the way your hand reaches time and again for the sword at your belt.”

      “I’ll not deny it,” I replied. “I itch to be in a position where I can feel in control again.”

      At that point, the dictates of our route lead us onto a busy street and our conversation was interrupted by the sounds of daily life and by our need to wend around people who seemed determined to blindly walk in front of us at every opportunity. Even with the crowds, we maintained a good pace and soon we were amongst the buildings that marked the edge of the city.

      I’d long ago discovered that news can travel faster than a galloping horse, but there was none of the hubbub I’d have expected to hear once the Duke’s death became common knowledge. The roads into the city hadn’t been heavily guarded when we’d arrived, but on this occasion, there was a group of four soldiers who loitered in the shadows of the last buildings before the city ended and the surrounding countryside began. They saw us, but didn’t show any concern. The closest of the men even gave me a nod of acknowledgement as one soldier to another. I looked at him without challenge and returned the greeting. With that, we left the city of Blades. The Duke was dead and his armies would likely soon be in disarray, but in my head I was unable to decide if our trip had been a success or not.
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      Prior to our arrival at Blades, with twenty-one men, rather than the eight of us who remained, we’d taken temporary refuge in a cattle shed a mile or so outside of the city. We headed there, since we’d also concealed our shields close by and I thought it best for us to recover them. The shed wasn’t far and it was on our route, so there was no reason for us to leave the shields behind.

      We found the place easily enough and squeezed our way through the hedge that separated the road from the fields. I’d have preferred it if we’d been able to remain unseen, but there were plenty of people travelling and we got one or two curious stares as we pushed our way through the gap. It was of little concern, since I didn’t plan that we’d be staying for long.

      “Look Captain,” said Eyeball. “There’s that spy I killed. It doesn’t look as though anyone’s found him.”

      I looked at the place he’d indicated and sure enough, the man’s body was lying exactly where we’d left it – carelessly hidden, but not exactly hard to find.

      “Who knows?” I shrugged. “I won’t shed a tear for him lying here unburied.”

      We recovered our shields from where we’d stashed them. I’d been concerned that someone might have found and stolen them, but as soon as I’d seen the dead man I’d known that they’d be exactly where we’d left them. We had no qualms about using each other’s shields, but a man gets used to certain things and it was a relief when I picked up what I’d mentally classed as my shield. I saw the others rooting through the pile - I wasn’t alone in my superstition.

      “Man, it feels good to have this again,” said Beamer. He made a few practise lunges and blocks with his shield.

      “Yeah, you don’t realise how shit you feel without one until you get it back,” said Bolt, as he pulled out his own shield. His arm looked too damaged to wear a shield properly after our encounter with the Duke, but he kept it anyway.

      “I know I’ll be pissed off with it in an hour when it’s started to catch my legs, but until then, I’m not going to complain,” said Weevil. He tried to hang it from his pack, before realising that he didn’t have one. “Ah fuck,” he said. “We’ve got no body armour and no packs. So we’ve got the next month of sleeping without a tent and in the day we’ll have to sling our shields over our arms. That’s not what I call a happy march.”

      “You’ve done nothing but complain since we left Gold,” said Beamer mildly.

      “And I’m only just getting warmed up,” Weevil assured us, with a smile on his face.

      “Great,” muttered Chant, loud enough for us all to hear.

      I chuckled and we set off to the north. With our reduced numbers, we were more vulnerable to the unexpected than we had been on our journey here, so I took us a good distance from the road. It wouldn’t bode well for us if we blundered into a group of soldiers, or if Lord Trent’s men happened by. Out in the country there was a chance we would come across outlaws, but the risk seemed preferable to the alternative. There were few groups of bandits that would bother attacking us anyway and even fewer that we wouldn’t be able to slaughter with ease. That’s just the way it was – the lawless always picked easy targets and there was nothing about us which said we were anything other than a bunch of murderous bastards ourselves.

      We’d travelled for a little more than half a day and it was mid-afternoon. The road was far to the west and I did my best to copy the route we’d come to get here in the first place. I knew the lands, but I lacked the almost inhuman ability to find my way around in the way that Lieutenant Craddock could. I didn’t fear that we might get lost as such, but I wanted to travel as quickly and efficiently as we could. It wouldn’t have served our purposes if we spent an extra week blundering our way around the north as I tried to get us to Gold. I didn’t even know if Lieutenants Craddock and Sinnar would still be where we left them, which would mean spending even more time looking to see where they’d gone to.

      The air was clear and though there were a few clouds above, they didn’t threaten rain and scooted along as if driven by a brisk wind that we on the ground couldn’t feel. We followed the straight floor of a valley between two moderately-high hills. There was a stream, but it was easy enough to walk alongside without getting our boots wet. Weevil came up behind and asked the question which I’m sure they’d all been dying to ask. It wasn’t that I discouraged questions from my men – far from it – so I didn’t know why it had taken anyone so long to open their mouths.

      “Captain?” he asked.

      “What is it, Weevil?”

      “That thing that the Gloom Bringer took from the Duke?”

      “This vial?” I asked, drawing it from my clothes and holding it up for him to look at. He stared at it as we walked and I could see him struggling to focus on it owing to the rise and fall of my stride.

      “That’s the one,” he said, as if there’d been several such vials. “What is it Captain? If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “I don’t mind you asking,” I said. “It is my belief that this vial holds the life energies of Gagnol the Blackhearted.”

      “You mean what the Duke stole from Gagnol when they had their falling out?” he asked.

      “The very same thing,” I said.

      “I’m sure it’s all very magical, Captain,” he said, stumbling to find the right words. “But what did the Gloom Bringer want it for? And why do we want it? Is it what you had us kill her for?”

      “There’s more than one reason we killed the Gloom Bringer,” I said. “This vial was one of those reasons, but also because she killed thirteen of us. And we killed her because I thought we could,” I admitted. While it appeared that the Gloom Bringer had acted without treachery after we’d made our deal with her, I didn’t know for sure that she’d have let us leave the keep alive. She might have used her sorcery on us before we’d left the Duke’s chambers, after she’d gained some sort of perverse satisfaction in seeing that we trusted her. I didn’t know and I owed her nothing, so I’d have tried to kill her in any case. There was no way she could communicate what we’d done to the Emperor while we were cutting at her, so our attack would have no specific repercussions. I refused to call our actions a betrayal, since we’d been manipulated all along and it had resulted in several deaths amongst my men.

      “What’s so important about the vial, though?” asked Beamer. The other men had gathered in closer so that they could hear the conversation. A couple of them nearly tripped over each other’s feet as they craned to listen.

      “Gagnol was an evil fucker, but he was also enormously powerful with it,” I said. “If the Emperor wanted these life energies, then I feel that the vial would be better off in our hands.”

      I spoke the truth, but I wasn’t telling them everything. As soon as I’d seen the vial, I’d known what I wanted to do with it. The idea was as potentially dangerous as it was fanciful – if anything came of it at all. I considered leaving things at that and not telling the men anything more. After a moment, I realised that it would be dishonest and almost disloyal of me if I didn’t let them know. I trusted them all implicitly and I had no doubt that they’d follow the path I set us on.

      I looked at Ploster to see him looking at me as well, his expression unreadable. I wasn’t sure if he’d seen the same potential in the vial as I had. Ploster was an astute man and in many ways, we thought in the same way. Or at least, we often reached the same conclusions, which implied a certain similarity in how we approached questions and problems.

      “There’s more to it than me wanting the vial just to deny it to the Emperor,” I said at last. “We came to Blades in chase of a lie. The Duke tricked us into coming. I don’t know how far Malleus was involved, or if he just took advantage of our arrival to snare us into doing his dirty work for him. Either way is unimportant and the fact remains that there is no Saviour. She is still gone – killed by Leerfar and lying dead.”

      At that point, I realised that I didn’t know what had happened to the Saviour’s body. Corporal Grief had sewn up her wounds so that the men wouldn’t see what damage had been inflicted upon her. However, I hadn’t given any instructions about what to do with her remains. I had been so filled with hope and belief that there was a new Saviour, that I’d treated the corpse with the same lack of interest as I usually did to the dead. It had always been my feeling that once you are gone, there’s nothing left behind and while I afforded a certain respect to the remains of the fallen, I didn’t revere them as some men did.

      “Don’t you think the Saviour will come again, Captain?” asked Bolt. He looked almost distraught at the notion.

      “I don’t know, Bolt,” I replied. “There is a possibility that a new Saviour will come to replace the old, but how can we be sure? The hope might well be lost for another hundred years or more. Or there could be a new Saviour born thousands of miles away and living in fear of discovery.”

      “I can wait a hundred years,” said Weevil. There were sounds of agreement and approval from the others.

      “We made our vows,” I said. “And as far as I’m concerned, her death doesn’t break that vow. But it has changed things greatly. I do not wish to spend another decade, or a hundred years or even a thousand, hoping that I can survive long enough to see a new Saviour come to the lands.”

      “Nor me,” said Grids. “It feels like we’ve waited long enough for something to change for us. And then it’s all gone in the blink of an eye. A soldier’s life is never fair, but we all hope for a lucky break every now and again. I can’t stomach the thought that the future holds nothing for us.”

      I nodded at his words. In his way, he’d stated exactly what I’d been thinking. I’d not really had the opportunity to scrutinise the thoughts that swirled around my head, but I’d anticipated there’d be plenty of time to do so on the journey back to Gold. At the very least, I’d have been able to speak to Ploster and see if he had any input, though I knew I was kidding myself with that: Ploster always had input.

      “This vial,” I said, “could be the key to unlocking our future again. Or it could be nothing. However it ends up, I feel that while we have it, there is a chance for us to alter the past and thereby change the future.”

      “But what are we going to do with it, Captain?” asked Eyeball.

      “We’re going to try and bring the Saviour back,” I announced. There was silence and I could see the news sinking slowly into the men who clustered around me. “I refuse to accept that I’ve failed in my duty to our lady, and I refuse to wait another hundred years to see if there’s a new Saviour, who may find herself killed long before we even hear about her existence. The time for us is now and we must pursue every opportunity. Only if we fail will I prepare myself to wait, free from my mind’s constant tormenting questions about whether or not I could have done something different or better.”

      None of them spoke for a while, though I knew what questions would be pushing their way onto their tongues. Beamer was the man who asked.

      “Captain? What if it works, but she comes back, you know, different?”

      “Evil, like Gagnol, you mean?”

      “Yeah. Like Gagnol, only with the Saviour’s powers as well. All rolled up into one and as powerful as both of them combined. Won’t we be trapped by our vows and have to serve her still? Even as she tells us to murder in her name? Or makes us do the same sort of stuff as the Duke used to?”

      “A vow is words and meaning,” I said. “I made my vow because I wanted to change and to become something different – greater – than I had been. We’d descended into the pit, all of us and I made my promise because I wanted to climb out of it. If the Saviour comes back like Gagnol, then the words of my vow hold true, but the meaning will not. Once the meaning is made irrelevant, so too will be my promise.”

      “What will we do then, Captain?”

      “At that point, we’ll do everything we can to kill her again. We’ll have no choice.”

      What I didn’t tell them was that if she had the powers of both Gagnol and Saviour, she’d be able to see the betrayal in our hearts and we would never get close enough to kill her without being destroyed first. The greatest of prizes carry the greatest of risks I told myself, though at the same time I wondered if it was my own determination to absolve myself from failure that was making me act as I did. Even when your conscious mind makes a logical decision, I have found that we can often ignore it, or convince ourselves that the logic we present ourselves with is false. I hoped with all my being that I wasn’t making that mistake.

      Now that the men knew what I planned, they fell into silence as they considered my words and we carried on, picking up the pace again. The day remained clear and we made good progress, though the grass was longer than I remembered it which made each step feel a little more laboured than I would have preferred.

      That night, we settled down to sleep under the stars. The darkness came quickly and the white pinpricks glimmered overhead as we lay on grass that seemed to have retained a large quantity of moisture in spite of the clement weather. I’d hoped that we could have found somewhere sheltered in which to stop, but fortune hadn’t smiled on us and we were forced to camp in the open where a fire would have been inadvisable. Sleeping in the open is a romantic’s dream, but the reality isn’t such a pleasure. I think most would prefer to be asleep in the warmth, somewhere comfortable and safe instead of on an exposed moor in the middle of nowhere. That is not to say that there was no romance within me at all, but it had become tempered by the years of hard reality. I like to think that somewhere far underneath it all, the wishful soul of a young man burned to be free again.

      “Maybe we should have stopped on the way out of Blades and bought some supplies,” said Chant.

      There were a number of uncomplimentary responses sent in his direction at his statement of the obvious. In reality we could have stopped as we’d made our escape, but such was my preoccupation at the possibilities offered by the vial that I hadn’t given the matter the attention it deserved.

      “I bet old Tobe’s sold our packs by now, the greedy old sod,” offered Beamer.

      “Yeah, I hope the rest of his hand falls off,” said Weevil. There was some malicious-sounding chuckling at that suggestion, though I knew they weren’t being serious.

      “Perhaps he’ll have to close the Blacksmith’s Arms for a while. Until he gets better. Given what’s just happened, he might be better having his doors closed for a little while anyway,” Grids said.

      “I wonder what’s going to happen to Blades now that we’ve killed the Duke,” said Bolt, clearly wanting me to provide some input.

      “There is no easy answer to that,” I told him. “We’ve introduced chaos to order and it would be a foolish man who thought he could predict what will happen in the coming months.” I spoke these words little realising that the chaos we’d introduced would end up paling into insignificance against what was to come. They say that ignorance is bliss, but I always liked to know what was coming, no matter how difficult the future might be. Alas, the choice is never ours to make.

      “Think we can take Blades before the Emperor gets to it?” asked Beamer. The men had probably assumed that Malleus would have an army on the way to impose his rule.

      “I am not sure if we have the men or the resources yet,” I replied. “And don’t forget that the Duke’s men are already marching for Gold. They may reach it without ever finding out that their ruler is dead. We might fight them and lose, before they discover they were fighting for nothing.”

      “It sounds like the only thing we can count on is that there’ll be more fighting for us. Lots more fighting.”

      “Can you remember a time when it was different?” I asked.

      “It seems like forever,” said Weevil. “But one day it’ll settle down and then I’m going to marry me a wife.”

      “Which of her two heads are you going to kiss first on your wedding day, then?” asked Eyeball.

      “Piss off, will you? She’ll be a wonder to behold, mark my words.”

      “I reckon a mouldy loaf will look wondrous to a starving man, but that don’t mean it’ll taste good.”

      Their words washed over me. I had to marvel at their ability to switch so easily from the uncertainty that lay ahead. I suppose we can’t all pursue every thought and worry to its conclusion. Ploster had warned me that I should stop doing so and I heard his words, but struggled to change. I had always felt that I must be as well-prepared for everything as I could be. It had become clear that it was fear of failure that influenced much of how I thought and ultimately, how I acted. It was as if I was a puppet, dancing a jig for the invisible hands that tugged at my strings. I hated the notion and just thinking about it made me ever more determined that I would have some sway over events. Not simply to placate my own weaknesses, but so that I could do the best for my men.

      The following day we started early and headed due north. There was no sign of rain, but there was a cold edge to the air, which I would not have expected to feel. I put it down to a night in the open and led us at a pace which was split between a fast walk and a half run. We could keep going in this way almost indefinitely and in the past, we had outlasted cavalry units that had tried to keep pace with us. A horse would beat us for speed, but we had no need to rest.

      There were more hills, more valleys, more streams and the occasional river. The land was so fertile around here that it seemed a shame that its potential had been wasted. Admittedly, much of it was too steep for easy ploughing, but hard-working folk can always find a way if they are given the opportunity. In the distance, we occasionally saw a plume of smoke rising from behind the hills, suggesting that there were some people who had committed themselves to a life outside the cities, but these were few and far between. They were probably at the subsistence level, rather than producing the kind of surpluses that are needed for a population to grow.

      “Twenty-eight more days of this, eh Captain?” asked Beamer.

      “Let’s see if we can do it in twenty-six,” I said.

      “It didn’t feel like we were holding back on the way out,” he replied.

      “We were, but only a little. There’s always room to push yourself a bit harder. There’s no Saviour, but I would like to return to the First Cohort as quickly as we can.”

      “We may be an ugly bunch of bastards, present company excepted of course, but I do find I miss one or two of them.”

      I laughed. “Only one or two?”

      “Well, maybe a couple more. It’ll be good to get back with our boys again. I like to be with the numbers, rather than acting alone. It’s why I joined the army,” he said.

      “I thought you joined the army because you were a dirty criminal trying to escape the long arm of justice?”

      “Have you been speaking to me old mother again, Captain?”

      “She died centuries ago, Beamer. She’ll be turning in her pit to hear you protest your innocence.”

      “She was always proud of me,” he said. “No matter what I did. Not that I was a murderer or anything like that. Just a young lad who was badly led.”

      We ran on, the miles vanishing beneath our feet as our boots pounded their incessant rhythm across the empty countryside. There were few birds in the sky and little sign of wildlife. Truth be told, I wasn’t overly interested in birds or creatures that hid in dens and warrens. Occasionally one of the men shouted that he’d seen a fox, or a certain type of bird. I would glance over, but it was only out of habit. It’s not that I was bored – far from it. I was a man who loved the open road and the journey to my destination, but on this occasion I was eager to see the end of my travels. Gagnol’s vial bounced heavily with every stride, a constant reminder to me that it was there.

      I pushed us onwards after darkness had fallen, trying to drag us closer to our destination through every means I had available to me. It was only when I heard someone fall that I drew us to a halt.

      “Anything broken?” I asked Ploster.

      “Nothing, Captain. I just caught my foot on something.”

      I should have counted myself lucky that this lesson had been taught cheaply. It would have been my fault if Ploster had injured himself so badly that we’d had to leave him to limp his own way north. If we’d been very unlucky, we might have found ourselves carrying him and that would have added days to the journey.

      As it came about, Ploster’s tumble had taken place in a good place for us to stop. The ground was level and there was a low, rocky outcrop which jutted upwards and provided a shelter of sorts. It’s not that there was any wind, but you always feel safer when you’ve got something to protect your back. I saw no harm in the men setting a fire, and had to suppress something that was close to shock when they managed to conjure one in about two minutes.

      “Have we got the Pyromancer hiding amongst us?” I asked.

      “I think you’re just losing your touch, Captain,” offered one of the men.

      He was probably right. I was sure I could still get a fire going, but I hadn’t needed to practise my skills in a long time. Soon, the glowing embers became a cheery, dancing flame. There wasn’t much in the way of fuel around here, but the men foraged and shortly they had gathered enough to keep it burning. We sat with our backs to the rock and the flickering light cast shadows from our faces onto the stone. It was still cold, but comforting also. I was a few feet away from the others and spoke to Ploster for a time.

      “The Gloom Bringer said that the Emperor is having problems,” I said. “It is a shame that she was not more forthcoming with the details, for I would dearly like to know.”

      Ploster nodded. “I have also been plagued with curiosity. The Empire is vast, but I had always thought it to be stable. At least the lands away from here. I have not heard of any threats - indeed, I cannot imagine where they might come from.”

      “And for the Gloom Bringer to mention it, there must be something of major importance. Any empire will suffer from constant, minor problems, internecine fighting and the like. This mention of problems makes me think that there’s more to it than just that.”

      “I agree,” said Ploster. “Whilst I am happy to be away from Hardened, I do miss the flow of information.”

      “We were only ever on the fringes of the politics,” I replied. “Yet even that was far too much for me. I think I would rather put up with the not knowing.”

      “You’re probably right,” he agreed. “It’s easy enough to want the best of everything. Here, we have a use and a purpose. Something that is ours and ours alone.”

      I liked Ploster. Even when he had a similar opinion as mine, he always seemed to express it in a more optimistic way. “That is a fine way to put it,” I said. “Ours and ours alone.”

      “The Emperor’s distraction can only be a good thing for us,” he said. “I would rather he was looking elsewhere, than spending all of his resources planning how to deal with this recalcitrant area of his Empire.”

      “He could still afford to send the Gloom Bringer. And the Pyromancer was in Gold,” I told him. “He wouldn’t usually send his Death Sorcerers if the need wasn’t great.”

      “We could talk all night and our speculation would become nothing more solid through our efforts.”

      “Definitely. It is no reason to stop the effort though.”

      He smiled. It was a familiar situation for us to be in when we talked. The pleasure in the discussion was the equivalent of a journey and the conclusion was the destination. It was a rare thing for us to reach that destination when we conversed.

      More days passed in the same way. We rose early, grumbling about the lack of shelter and wishing we still had our tents and ground sheets. We’d set off at pace, each of us feeling as refreshed as if we’d spent the night soundly asleep, when in fact we’d only been alone with our thoughts for the hours of darkness. The chill which I’d noticed the day after we’d left Blades persisted. These were temperate lands and though it wasn’t unknown for it to become bitter, there was something about this particular coldness that seemed out of place. It was a minor annoyance and nothing more. I couldn’t remember the time that one of us had succumbed to the effects of exposure.

      At the mid-point of the sixth day, I saw something ahead which raised my spirits a little.

      “It’s that old farmer’s house, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “Looks like it, Captain,” said Weevil.

      “That means we’re still on course. We’ve made a little bit better time than the way south as well.”

      “We trust you not to get us lost,” said Chant. I’m sure they did, but I still wished I had Lieutenant Craddock’s eye for the land.

      “Are we going to have some more mutton?” There was distinct hope in Weevil’s voice.

      “I think that’s a good idea,” I told him. “I’ll try and keep the haggling down to a lean two hours this time.”

      “We don’t want him ripping us off, though, do we, Captain?” asked Bolt, suddenly protective of our modest stash of coins.

      I chuckled at his concern and we headed over to the stone cottage to speak to the curmudgeonly old man again, with me secretly eager to get the better of him in the matter of haggling for his livestock.

      We soon realised that something was amiss. Most people can sense such things, but they are so infrequently in a position of danger that they never get to find out. We’d all developed a nose that could tell when something was wrong and fine-tuned the ability over our long lives, until it almost appeared as if we had a sixth sense.

      I drew my sword, and the other men followed suit. We spread out in a semi-circle and approached the door of the hut. It was ajar and creaked slightly as a tiny breeze rocked it on its old hinges. I stepped towards it and prodded it open with the tip of my sword. It creaked more loudly as it swung back into the semi-darkness of the hut. There was a window around the other side of the dwelling, but it didn’t let enough light through for us to see clearly. We didn’t need to see - the smell told us that someone had died inside.

      I made a gesture and Weevil burst through the doorway, followed by Beamer. Grids went in afterwards. There were some scraping noises, but nothing untoward. After a few moments, Weevil stuck his head back outside.

      “There’s no one in here, Captain,” he said. “No one alive, at least. You’re not going to like what’s here.”

      I went inside, leaving Bolt and Eyeball to stand watch. The old man hadn’t had much in the way of furniture, but what there was had been strewn around, some of it smashed. My eyes slowly adapted to the gloom and I saw the two shapes slumped in one corner. There was the faint buzzing of flies to tell my ears about the putrefaction that my nose was already aware of.

      I walked over to the two bodies. There was blood – copious amounts of it, but now dried and crusted on the walls and floor. I nudged one of the bodies with my foot and a cloud of flies took to the air. It was one of the old man’s sons. He’d been murdered, but his wounds were far greater than what would have been needed to simply kill him. He’d been completely shredded and thick ribbons of skin hung from his back and his legs, though his face was curiously untouched. His head was positioned to one side and his lifeless eyes looked at my feet.

      I couldn’t easily tell who the other body belonged to, since it was facing the wall. I stepped carefully over it and saw that it was the old farmer. I’d liked the old fellow and I’d liked his sons. They’d have probably never left this farm, but I remembered that they’d had dreams of doing something more. Now we’d found two of them dead, and though I knew we weren’t guilty of the crime, I was certain that it was we who had brought this upon them.

      I left the cottage, bringing the men with me. They watched me for a moment as I thought about what we’d found.

      “What is it, Captain?” asked Eyeball, curious to know what was inside.

      “Leerfar,” I said. “She’s been here.”
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      At the mention of Leerfar’s name, I saw hands tighten on sword hilts and the eyes of the men looked around as if there was a chance they would spot our hated foe.

      “Is she here, Captain?” asked Bolt.

      “The deaths of these farmers happened some time ago,” I said. “If I were a betting man I would say that it happened not long after we left the place on our way south.”

      “So she was following us?”

      “I’d say so. All that effort to stay away from the road and it looks as if she found us anyway.” I fixed my gaze on Eyeball. “You can do similar stuff to Leerfar, can’t you?” I asked him.

      “I don’t know, Captain,” he replied. “Sort of, I suppose. I just do what I do and people don’t easily see me. I remember what you said she’d done to Twist and that means she’s a lot better at it than I am.”

      “You can track people though, can’t you?” I asked, cursing that I’d not thought to question him about it sooner. I’d told myself that we’d be fine just by putting as much distance as possible between ourselves and the road which carried her fleeing army.

      “I can’t always track people,” said Eyeball. “Sometimes I get this feeling that a person might be in one place rather than another. It usually works, but not always. And I can’t follow someone who’s miles away – I won’t get any sense about where they are. Nothing comes to me.”

      It sounded like Leerfar was more persistent than I’d hoped she would be. I knew of her from our time in service to the Duke, but I had never sought her company, nor made any effort to speak to her. I doubted she would have spared me any time, even if I’d wanted to try. One thing was certain: she was a lot more accomplished at doing what she did than any single man from the First Cohort. I couldn’t blame Eyeball for not realising that she might have ways of finding us. There was still a question left unanswered.

      “Is she still following us?” I asked out loud, not looking for an answer.

      She could have trailed us all the way to Blades with the intention of striking when the chance presented itself. Except we’d travelled too fast and guarded ourselves too well for the one-handed Leerfar to risk striking us.

      “I think we have to assume that she might still be following us, Captain,” said Ploster. “When we reached Blades, the Duke must have told her to keep her distance while he waited for the Emperor’s word on what to do with us.”

      “If she has been keeping an eye on us, there were plenty of chances to attack when we were running out of Blades. Why did she not do so?”

      Ploster shrugged. “I don’t know, but it won’t do us any harm to keep on guard. We’re only eight now, instead of twenty-one. I wouldn’t like to face her, even though she’s missing a hand.”

      “She might want her pretty dagger back, Captain,” said Chant.

      “That’s my dagger now, Chant. I won’t give it up willingly and it’s already kept us alive by killing the Gloom Bringer with the guidance of Eyeball’s arm.”

      I led us away from the farm, with more than a touch of sorrow at the old man’s death. We hadn’t been able to find the second of his two sons. I doubted that Leerfar would have spent the time to hide or bury him, leading me to the probably futile hope that the man had escaped. I knew she often killed for the pleasure of doing so and if she’d not been pursuing us would have likely taken great joy from hunting down any escapees. Another mystery that I doubted I’d ever see an answer to.

      “A shame about those sheep,” I heard Beamer say to another of our number.

      “Just left to run around, waiting for the next hungry man to happen by.”

      They knew we couldn’t have spared the time to butcher and cook a sheep. They’d all been half a mile away on a hillside, roaming freely. Sheep are stupid beasts, but they seem to know when someone’s about to slaughter them and they have a surprising turn of speed when they wish to avoid the cook pot. I couldn’t stomach the thought of Leerfar watching us from a hidden vantage, while we trod through sheep dung in an attempt to kill our supper.

      From that point on, there were no fires in our camp. From what I could gather, Leerfar didn’t rely on sight alone in order to track her prey, but it seemed needlessly incautious to give away our exact position when we didn’t need the warmth and had no meat to cook.

      During the days, we attempted to increase our pace. I knew that Leerfar was fast, but I wasn’t sure how much difficulty she would have keeping up with us. I had to assume that she was always somewhere close, waiting for her chance. At night, we didn’t bother with the pretence of sleeping and we sat in a close group, with our swords close to hand. I didn’t bother to set any watchmen further out – they’d make easy pickings if Leerfar wished to whittle away at our numbers.

      “This is no good, Captain,” said Beamer one evening. “It doesn’t sit easily with me, doing all this running.”

      “Think of it this way,” I told him. “If there was no Leerfar, we’d still be going at the same pace. Why don’t you tell yourself that we’re only going so quickly because we can’t risk losing this vial?” I fixed him with a grim stare. “And believe me when I tell you that if we didn’t have this vial, we’d have waited back in that farmer’s hut until Leerfar ran out of patience and then we’d have cut her to pieces and left her to rot alongside the old man and his son.”

      “Yes, Captain,” said Beamer, realising he’d overstepped the mark. “I know that none of us are scared of her, but we all like to face our enemy.”

      “She’s marked by the First Cohort now,” I replied. “Wherever she goes, she’d better hope that we don’t get wind of it. I’m going to ensure she finds out what happens to our enemies, however long it takes. She might not die of old age, but neither will we. There’s a long time of running ahead for her, once we get back to the rest of our men.”

      Nothing else was said about Leerfar for that night. We closed in upon ourselves, each staring into the impenetrable blackness of the night, with only a sprinkling of tiny white motes above. If Leerfar had been watching, we’d have appeared to be little more than statues, so few were our movements. I was always comfortable in my own company and I found myself relaxing as my mind drifted along its own paths. I should have been fraught with worry about the future, but I wasn’t really a worrier when it came down to it. Night time was my own time, and I was content.

      The routine was more or less the same over the subsequent days and I was pleased with our progress. I was reminded how featureless the countryside was here. I wouldn’t have quite called it monotonous, but the hills and valleys seemed to be never ending. The coldness remained, which I put it down to the clearness of the skies overhead. I preferred cold to rain and wind.

      On the seventeenth day, we reached the large village where we had killed the justiciars on our way to the south. We’d evidently varied a little from our previous course, because we saw the place a mile or so to our west. I was eager to continue, but even more keen to see what we could purchase to improve our morale for the final steps towards Gold. Also, I was sure we were all interested to find out what had happened to the people here since we’d left. We felt as if we had a small stake in their well-being.

      As we’d done the last time, I sent Eyeball in first, so that he could scout for any obvious hazards that would make it too risky for us to approach. He returned not long after he’d left and his report gave me no cause for concern.

      “Looks fine to me, Captain,” he said. “Normal.”

      We walked down the hillside. Here and there I saw men and women at work in the surrounding fields. They raised their heads to look at us and I noticed with approval that they carried weapons. It would have been nice to think that they’d never need to use them, but the Empire wasn’t like that. The fact that they possessed swords and spears, and showed a willingness defend themselves, was a good sign for their future prosperity.

      We entered the collection of buildings, passing swiftly through until we reached the main street. There were a few shops and I bade the men wait as I entered the closest one. After five minutes, I emerged with my arms full of bundled tents and packs to carry them in. I returned to the shop and came out again with ground blankets, made of thick, heavy material. They wouldn’t be any more comfortable to lie on than the ground itself, but they would keep out the water.

      “You’re all heart, Captain,” said Weevil, slinging his own pack over his back. The other men did the same, leaving me to collect the final bundle.

      “Got us anything to eat in there?” asked Beamer, squinting around as if he were looking for some food.

      “Come on, you cheeky bastard. I’ll get you something to eat.” I told him.

      There was a single shop that sold bread. The proprietor also showed himself to be a wily businessman, since he stocked freshly-butchered and cooked meats. I didn’t carry many coins, but they were all of a high denomination. I traded one in exchange for many of his products, but not before he’d gone through the motions of holding the coin up to the light and biting one corner of it in order to assure himself that it contained the expected ratio of gold. I didn’t blame him for his suspicion and in a way I was grateful that the Emperor’s currency was accepted here. I’d been to even smaller places where it wasn’t worth their while to trade their goods for money and they’d only swap their food for other items of practical value.

      “I could murder a cold mug of ale,” said Chant, testing his luck after I’d purchased the food.

      “You’ll need to wait till we get back to Gold,” I said. “Or wherever it is that we end up.”

      There were some mock complaints – quite a few in number - but we’d got what we’d come for. I didn’t begrudge them a drink, but I knew that one drink would become two and after that there’d be a third. Then, the cares of the world would have vanished and we’d find ourselves reluctant to move from our seats. I had to admit I’d have liked few things better than to spend several hours getting drunk, but there were far more important things to deal with first.

      We left the village and no one was stupid enough to continue with their grumblings for ale. They knew when the joke had ended and besides, they had something else to occupy them now. As they walked, they tore hunks from the fresh loaves of bread I’d bought - loaves which retained a residual warmth from the oven they’d not long left. There was roast chicken, too, and I couldn’t help but watch as Bolt pulled the middle from his loaf and stuffed it with lumps of meat, making himself a huge sandwich, which he bit into with relish. He’d broken his left arm in our fight with the Duke but we’d managed to pull it straight for him and it seemed to have healed enough for him to use it almost normally.

      “You don’t realise how much you miss bread till you’re eating it again,” he said, with his cheeks stuffed full.

      “I didn’t understand a word of that. Try emptying your mouth before you speak again,” said Beamer, before following it up with. “You filthy bastard.”

      I laughed along with the rest of the men. No one else tried to speak, so focused were they on their food. I couldn’t deny the pleasure I felt as I ate, and to my great shock there was even a rumble from the direction of my stomach - something I’d not heard in a long while. I had never been a man with airs and graces. I had tried to cultivate an appreciation of finer things – not in order to fit in, but rather so that I could broaden my horizons and gain new experiences. I had eaten the rarest of delicacies and consumed some of the most coveted vintage wines and spirits, but when it came down to it, I couldn’t deny that I would choose a loaf of bread and a cooked chicken over any number of other foods. Wines and spirits were another matter, but it wasn’t often that I got to partake in those anymore, apart from the Grask, and that harsh spirit was never drunk for pleasure.

      “Did you pick up any news from those shopkeepers, Captain?” Bolt asked after a while. The village was over a mile behind us now and most of the men were finishing their meal.

      “Not much to tell,” I replied. “The man who sold us these packs recognized us, but the baker didn’t. They dragged the justiciars off to the east somewhere, dumped them in a cave and abandoned the carriages with them. That man who ran the tavern – he took the horses with him to the market at Scar. He hasn’t returned yet, but it’s a long way. The shop keeper tells me that any money they raise from the horses will be used to support the people who need it.”

      “Like that woman and her daughter?” asked Chant hopefully. He was referring to the woman whose rape we had interrupted.

      “Yes,” I said. “Like them.” I didn’t really know how the money would be spent, but I liked the idea that these villagers had chosen to look after their own.

      “A brave man, that tavern owner. Going to Scar by himself,” said Ploster.

      “Let’s hope no one recognizes them as justiciar horses,” said Beamer.

      “I’ve never heard them to be branded,” I said. “And it’s not as if they’re all racing thoroughbreds, is it? Their riders are only hired thugs after all, not lords or noblemen.”

      The thought that some tiny positive could be taken from the justiciars’ visit was pleasing to us and I spent a few idle minutes calculating the worth of the horses and then assigning the money to imaginary projects and causes around the village. There was definitely a dreamer in me somewhere.

      The next few days were free of incident. Here and there I saw a feature on the land that I thought I recognised from our trip south – a strangely-shaped rock here, or a stunted tree there. I’d long since learned that the return trip can look entirely different to the outward journey, as if the brain is easily tricked by the reversal of an image. Even so, I was happy enough to convince myself that my sense of direction had taken us on almost an exact mirror of the route we’d followed to reach Blades.

      There was no indication that the chill was going to let up and indeed I thought that it had become even more bitter as the journey progressed. I heard the men talk about it – an idle soldier always likes to grumble – but they mentioned it with such frequency that I could tell they thought it unusual. It made me all the more grateful that we’d stopped to buy the tents and ground sheets. We were still wary about the potential for Leerfar to attack, so we pitched the cloth shelters close to each other as we sheltered within. Whoever had crafted these tents was also better at it than the man who’d made the ones we’d left behind in Blades. Once the others from the First Cohort got their eyes on them, I’d be reaching into our money chest again to equip everyone with better tents. Had I been a miser, I’d have been plotting a way to make these new tents vanish before we got back to Gold.

      On the evening of the twenty-fifth day, we reached the village again. I suppose there was an inevitability about it, as if we’d left matters incomplete when we’d passed through it over two months before.

      “It’s that place again,” said Beamer. “With all them dead people in the well.”

      It was directly ahead of us, daring us to walk through the middle. It wasn’t yet dark, but it was getting there. There was another hour of marching time left to us and I had no intention of stopping in this village, with its cluster of wooden shacks and memories of death.

      Accepting the unspoken challenge, I led us amongst the huts. There was something oppressive about the place, which melded strangely with the air of abandonment. We were grown men, but we kept our hands on our sword hilts and remained watchful. We arrived at the well and I was unable to resist the temptation to look inside. I didn’t know what I expected to see that might have been different to the last time, but the bodies were still where we’d left them. The stench remained and flies still buzzed around, eager to take advantage of this bounty of rotting flesh.

      “Something’s here,” said Ploster. His voice was calm and steady, but I could tell from the tone that he wasn’t happy.

      I drew my sword at once and the others followed suit. We formed a circle close to the well as we looked for anything that could be a threat. I reached behind me and unhooked my shield from where I’d hung it on my new pack. One by one the others did the same, with each keeping his eyes watchful.

      “What is it, Corporal Ploster?” I asked. “I need more information than it’s something.”

      Before he could answer, it revealed itself. Hardly more than twenty feet away, a small shape emerged from a doorway leading into one of the huts. It was clothed, but the rags hardly covered it and we could see the pale flesh of its skin.

      “What are you doing here?” it asked. It had the voice of a child. The face looked like it belonged to a young boy, but only an approximation, as if it were a copy made by an imperfect artist. If there was any doubt that this creature wasn’t human, the black orbs of its eyes gave it away, as did the two rows of serrated teeth that were far too large to be fully hidden by the lips.

      “Another blood drinker?” I asked Ploster, ignoring the creature’s question.

      “It’s not a blood drinker,” he replied. “I don’t know what the fuck it is, but it’s not a blood drinker. That’s not its real appearance either,” he finished.

      There are times when a wise man turns to negotiation and there are times when a wise man knows that whatever words he chooses and however skilfully he speaks them, they will not be enough. I counted myself as the sort of man who could instantly identify a situation when there was no point in wasting my breath. There was still room for threats, however.

      “Whatever you are, you won’t find us easy meat like these people in the well,” I said. “Should we kill you?”

      “You are very tired, old man,” replied the creature. “I think I shall put you into the well so that you can play with my other friends.”

      I shook my head at the games. “How about you fuck off?” I asked. I walked slowly towards the creature, with my sword held in front of me and my shield raised. The other men spread out to my sides, while Ploster followed a pace or two behind, which was his usual position when he intended to use his magics. I could feel him gathering it while we closed in. Without warning, the creature turned and vanished back into its hut, the darkness engulfing it immediately.

      “Let’s get away,” I said at once. Whatever it was I didn’t want to risk our lives fighting it. I’d already seen what it had done to the people who once lived there and I’d gathered from Ploster’s demeanour that it was definitely not something we wanted to test ourselves against if we could avoid it. If I’d had fifty men with me, I’d have hunted it down to avenge the villagers it had slain, but now was not the time.

      Before we’d gone a dozen paces, heading along a route that would take us in a wide arc past the creature’s hut, Ploster spoke. “It won’t let us go,” he said. “It’s sensed what you’re carrying, Captain, and it wants it.”

      “The vial,” I said. “It belongs to us and we’re never giving it up.”

      If the die was cast and we were to be forced into a confrontation with this creature, I didn’t want to allow it to control the situation. The tactical part of my brain told me that by vanishing into the hut, it was trying to manipulate us somehow. Perhaps it hoped to ambush us, or simply to instil fear by inviting us to fight it in the darkness.

      “Knock that hut over, Corporal Ploster,” I said.

      There was a whoosh of air as Ploster expelled his energies. His sorcery struck the hut and smashed it into hundreds of pieces, sending planks of wood in a cone many yards long. One of the adjacent huts was caught by some of the debris and it also fell over, its walls sagging inwards with a sigh. All that remained of the first hut was the wooden floor, made of poorly-fitted planks which rested upon stones embedded into the earth. If the hut had ever contained furniture, that was now destroyed and scattered across the ground.

      We approached, looking carefully to see if the creature had been swept away in the blast of magics. Naturally enough it had not - there was a wide, square hole in the middle of the hut’s floor, five or so feet to each side. We gathered around and peered into the pit, though it was too dark to make out anything more than the rough-cut sides as it fell vertically into the ground. A faint draught blew up from the hole, ruffling our hair and carrying with it the stench of something rotten.

      “What is that creature, Corporal Ploster?” I asked.

      “I don’t know if we have a name for it, Captain,” he replied. He summoned his magical light, which hovered over the hole, allowing us to see deeper within. The bottom was almost fifteen feet below and through the shadows it was just about possible to discern that there was a low tunnel heading off to the north.

      We had few choices and they were all unpalatable. We could drop into the hole and hunt out the creature in a place of its choosing, or we could withdraw and test its speed by making a run for Gold. If it had been early morning, the choice would have been easier to make, since we would have had an entire day available in which to put some distance between ourselves and this place.

      “I don’t like to have the terms of our engagement dictated to me,” I said out loud. “And I’d have to be a fucking idiot to go into that hole.” There were a few humourless chuckles at my language.

      I led us from that place. At first, we backed slowly away from the hole, and then we turned and ran. There wasn’t much time left that evening and I was determined to make the best use of it. As we splashed through the wide stream that lay adjacent to the village, the unpleasant thought came to me that we might now find ourselves pursued by two dangerous foes.
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      “Are you any closer to knowing what it was?” I asked Ploster as we laboured our way up a steep, grassy hillside.

      “There were horrors in this land before the Emperor arrived,” he said. “Perhaps that creature once stalked these hills, murdering people who have long since moved on.”

      “And the people of that village caught its attention?” I asked.

      “Maybe. If I had to guess, I would say that they disturbed it or awoke it somehow.”

      “All of the bodies were in the well. Could they have dug into its lair when they were digging down for water?” I didn’t know why they’d even needed a well when they lived so close to the stream. It might have been that the water dried up during certain times of the year.

      “Who knows?” he asked. “It definitely looked as if there were passages beneath the ground. The whole area around here might be riddled with them.”

      “Let us hope there is only one of them, whatever it is,” I replied. “How sure are you that it’s a threat?”

      “It’s definitely got power. Old power and different. I doubt it would test the mettle of a Death Sorcerer, but I wouldn’t like to face it myself.”

      “Fortunately, you won’t have to face it alone,” I told him grimly.

      Night became as black as pitch far sooner than I’d have wished it, and the folly of my plan started to play on my mind. If we’d stayed at the village, at least we’d have had some degree of control over when we fought the creature. Here, in the wilds of the countryside, there was no guarantee that we’d find shelter of any sort.

      I always thought that a long-lived man was a lucky man, especially when he was a soldier. Luck smiled on us in the form of a dark silhouette, scarcely visible against the night sky. It was a stone hut and we made for it at once. I didn’t care if it was deserted or not and I kicked the door open. Inside, there was just a single room, with a wooden floor. If there had been furniture here in the past it had either been taken elsewhere or stolen. Parts of the roof were missing and we were able to see the stars through the large holes above. Whoever had built the hut had clearly abandoned it a long time ago.

      We settled around the room to wait out the night, with our swords drawn and our shields within easy reach. We didn’t have long to wait – out in the distance we heard a rumbling, guttural roar. Whatever had made the sound, it certainly hadn’t come from the body of the child we’d first seen in the village.

      Ploster had conjured up his light again and we looked at each other. I saw no signs of fear – it was an emotion we had long forgotten, but there was agitation and uncertainty.

      “Can’t we keep running with Corporal Ploster’s light to guide us?” asked Beamer. “It would beat sitting here waiting for that thing to come to us.”

      “The stronger I make the light, the quicker it drains me,” said Ploster. “If I make it strong enough for us all to see, I am not certain that I can make it last the night.”

      I’d known of the limitations to the spell, which was why we’d never travelled by its light in the past. The need might be about to change, but for the moment I thought it best if we wait. If the creature chose to engage us here, it was infinitely preferable to fighting in a narrow tunnel underground.

      The roar came again, sounding more akin to a choking noise than the cry of a wild animal. It was closer this time and we all stood on our guard. The silence was broken by a third roar, this time sounding like it was less than a hundred yards away, though it was hard to tell exactly where it came from, since the walls impeded the sound. Without warning, Bolt began to laugh. It was a rich sound, full of genuine humour. We all looked at him in puzzlement.

      “We’re huddled like a bunch of children!” he said. There was nothing accusing about it, nor was he suggesting we were cowards, but there was something in the situation he couldn’t prevent himself laughing about. “And that creature is growling to try and make us scared! Imagine it!”

      “Yeah,” said Grids. “I bet it’s loving the thought that we’re shitting ourselves.”

      “And what’s it going to do to us? Nothing that a thousand men haven’t tried to do to us before,” said Weevil.

      “When I kill it, I’m going to piss on its corpse,” said Bolt. “For the people it shoved in that well.”

      Soldiers - you had to love their perspective on things. I suppose that facing death on a regular basis makes you prone to unusual behaviour. I probably exhibited it myself, whilst at the same time thinking that I was acting in a perfectly normal and rational manner.

      As we spoke, I felt the vibrations of power as something plucked at the warps and weft. It happened in a way I’d never felt before and I’d fought for and against many practitioners of magic. I looked up and watched Ploster’s face. He didn’t return my gaze and I could tell that he was focusing his own strengths, in preparation for what approached. The air within the hut stirred and whispered around us. Whatever Ploster was doing, he wasn’t holding back. Even the other men felt it and they exchanged glances, knowing what it meant.

      There was no further build-up in the tension. I’d guessed that the creature had been trying to play on the fears that we didn’t have. Once it had heard the laughter from within the hut, it surely knew that it wasn’t facing farmers or labourers, who might cower at the sound of their impending death.

      Without warning, one of the shorter walls was smashed inwards. Stones and the rough limestone mortar showered over us, thrown at speed by an impact from outside. I felt two large pieces of rock strike me in the arm and shin, whilst more were deflected by the shield that I’d raised only moments before. Shards of stone crashed and rattled around inside the hut, leaving none of us completely unscathed. I’d instinctively turned to avoid the worst of the splinters, but from the corner of my eye I saw that the whole of the end wall had been destroyed, leaving a ten feet hole, ragged at the edges. On the far side of the hole, something loomed – seven feet tall and stooped. It had wide shoulders, massive with muscle and a broad head. I caught sight of claws at the end of long, thick arms.

      Before any of us could react, I felt Ploster release his pent-up magic. There was a deep vibration through the structure of the building and the creature was knocked from its feet, as if by an invisible hand. A moment later, it was gone, thrown at enormous speed into the night by the force of Ploster’s sorcery. The walls of the hut were caught in the concussion and the far end of the building sagged as more of the wall was ripped apart and hurled away.

      “Outside!” I barked at the men.

      We sprinted through the gap in the wall, with our shields raised. We formed a line, using the hut to protect our backs. Out in the darkness, away from the glimmering of Ploster’s light, something sped by – the sensation of something being seen, rather than anything clearly visible.

      “Who’s hurt?” I asked.

      “I’ve got a couple of smashed fingers, Captain,” said Beamer.

      “I reckon some of my skull got a bit broken,” said Chant. “I can still think straight, so I don’t think my brain’s been hurt.”

      I checked myself where I’d been hit. The two stones that had hit me had left deep scrapes across my flesh, almost down to the muscle. It wasn’t anything worse than I’d taken on a hundred occasions in the past and I paid the abrasions no more heed.

      Something huge and dense raced towards us, appearing from our left. We turned quickly to face it, but it crashed through us, knocking aside our shields and three of the men holding them. Weevil and Bolt had remained on their feet and I saw their swords cleave the air as they struck out, trying to catch the creature before its momentum carried it out of range and into the shelter of the darkness. A flash of sparks from Bolt’s sword and a grunt of anger told me that one of their attacks had found its target.

      “It’s like hitting a stone shit house with a twig,” said Bolt, describing what he’d felt.

      The men who had been knocked over were on their feet now and I waved us forward, hoping that we might catch the creature unawares by following it. The plan was unsuccessful and it barrelled out of the gloom again. This time we were more prepared and were able to jump away from its charge, though Beamer stumbled onto his backside as he did so.

      Our swords cut at the creature’s flesh and I managed to land a solid blow on its shoulder. The sword jumped in my hand and lit up like a hundred stars. Bolt had been right – it felt like I was hitting solid stone, but I had struck it well and was satisfied to see a deep cut appear in the place I’d hit. The creature made the same grunting sound and whirled to face us, giving me the first clear glimpse of its face. There was nothing human about it, except that it was flat, rather than muzzled and beastlike. The black orbs which had been its eyes in the child-form remained, as did the ugly, sharp teeth, though these were now a better fit for its mouth. Its body was hairless and humanoid, but far stronger than even the most freakishly large man could grow.

      We formed a semi-circle around it, pointing our swords at its chest. Blue flames briefly ignited its head and the flesh began to char as Ploster tried to burn it. It gave a slight shake of its head as it shrugged away the magic. It made no outward gesture, but I knew it had responded with an attack of its own. I saw Ploster get punched from his feet and he hit the ground with a thud. This exchange of magic had only taken a moment, but we did not let it go to waste. I lunged in with my sword, feinting to lure out an attack. My shield took the expected response as the creature struck at me with its right arm. Its strength was phenomenal, but I had braced myself and was able to deflect the clawed hand, which made a rending noise across the metal. It took my brain the tiniest of instants to realise that the claws had sheared away six inches from the top corner of the shield.

      Grids and Bolt attacked from the flank, with the former using his shield to defend Bolt from a counterattack. Bolt’s sword tip made contact, penetrating a few inches beneath the creature’s arm. It jerked and the movement pulled Bolt to the side as he still held onto his sword. He was nearly ripped apart by a claw, but Grids’ managed to get his shield in the way. Off-balance, the shield was torn from his arm and the soldier was knocked to the ground.

      I strode in again and delivered a slash to the pale flesh of its bicep. A backhanded blow hit my shield and knocked me two paces away, almost shattering my forearm where it held the straps of the shield. Beamer and Chant took advantage of the opportunity to lunge at the exposed chest. Beamer’s strike was too slow, but Chant drove his blade into the centre of the creature’s chest, the sparks from the blade seeming to pull the sword in to a full half of its length. For his troubles, Chant was hit in the head and he dropped to the ground.

      More flames scoured the creature’s flesh as Ploster used magic from his prone position on the ground. Once again, they caused it a distraction before the mageflame was dispersed by whatever innate resistance it had to Ploster’s sorcery. Then, it was gone. Without warning, it turned and fled into the night, with Chant’s sword still jutting from its chest. We were caught by surprise, but I still managed to catch it a glancing blow on the calf as it fled. Eyeball threw his dagger at it with a lightning-fast flick of his arm. The throw was well-aimed, but the dagger did nothing more than bounce away from the flesh it had struck.

      We waited for a short while, looking warily into the darkness of the fields which surrounded the cottage. There was no more sound and no other movement. I took the opportunity to check on the prone figure of Chant – he wasn’t moving and his helmet had been crushed on one side. I pulled his headguard free and saw that his skull had been similarly flattened by the impact.

      “Dead,” I announced, returning my attention to task of searching for our attacker.

      “It’s gone,” said Ploster.

      “Gone for good or coming back?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, Captain. I can’t read its presence from great distances, but wherever it is, it’s not close.”

      “We’re going to keep going,” I said, having come to my decision. “Corporal Ploster, I need your light for as long as you can maintain it.”

      “Yes, Captain,” he acknowledged.

      I fulfilled my self-imposed last duty and closed Chant’s eyes. “Rest easy, old friend,” I said.

      “I never thought I’d outlive him,” said Grids. “He always seemed to be the lucky one.”

      I added the soldier’s name to the ever-growing list of our fallen and gathered the men close. “One day, when we get the chance, we’ll come back and we’ll hunt that creature until we find it.” I didn’t need to tell them what would happen to it once that happened.

      “Aye, Captain. Count me in for that one,” said Bolt. The others nodded.

      We left the ruins of the hut, picking our way carefully over the pieces of rubble that were strewn around the field. It was a soldier’s superstition that he might survive a bloody scrap and then break his neck by slipping on a patch of mud when the fighting was over. I’d seen it happen and I had no intention of snapping my leg by standing awkwardly on a chunk of stone from the damaged cottage.

      We continued through the night. I set us to a fast walk, rather than risking an outright sprint. Ploster kept his light spell going, which illuminated the ground ahead of us. Even at our measured pace we still had to be watchful to avoid the many imperfections in the ground. On one occasion, we blundered into a dead-end of sorts, where we were surrounded by high walls of rock. The terrain wasn’t mountainous, but there were places where stone emerged from the grassy hillsides. I wasn’t concerned that we’d be ambushed, since we weren’t men who would run away from either Leerfar or the creature we’d met earlier. Nevertheless, it cost us a precious few minutes as we navigated our way back to a place from where we could travel onwards.

      Every so often I would bring us to a halt and speak to Ploster briefly, to check for any information he might have.

      “Is there any sign of it?” I asked again, several hours after we’d left the cottage.

      Ploster looked weary already, but he concentrated and I could feel him questing the area around us to see if there was anything to note. The more powerful sorcerers could seek for great distances, using their mastery of possibilities to harness the warp and wefts. The difficulties became exponentially greater the further the distance over which they sought to impose their powers. I’d often wondered if the greatest sorcerers did not try to encompass all of these possibilities, but instead had a way of ignoring the outcomes they weren’t interested in. Ploster was a good man who knew his limitations.

      “It’s not close,” he said after a while.

      “I think we’d have bested it,” I said honestly. “The creature is probably used to easy prey.”

      Ploster nodded. “It was very old,” he said. “I am sure it stalked these lands in the times before the Emperor came. You don’t reach an old age if you haven’t learnt when a fight is lost.”

      I hoped he was right. I had vowed that I would come back one day and destroy it. My words had not been spoken in anger, rather they were given in the certainty that I would do what I said, assuming the opportunity ever came to me. I clapped Ploster on the back in a show of support.

      “Keep our way lit for another hour and I’ll buy you an ale when we reach Gold,” I told him.

      He smiled in return, both of us aware that there’d be almost no chance I’d be buying him that ale in the near future. We set off along a narrow path which wended down a hillside. My thoughts were not about a cold drink, instead I found myself once more giving thanks for the runed weapons which the Emperor had awarded us over two hundred years before. If we’d had to rely on normal steel, I was sure that the creature we’d encountered would have killed us all.

      Eventually, Ploster’s light flickered and then died out completely. We’d been ready for it to happen, since it had been fading slowly for the last two hours and Ploster had announced that his ability to maintain it was diminishing. He’d done enough – just as his magic died, we saw the beginnings of day on the distant horizon. The early dawn didn’t bring sufficient light for us to keep on with our march, but that soon changed and our forced break wasn’t a long one.

      I walked alongside Ploster. His face looked drawn, but his body seemed unaffected by the exertions of his sorcery and he was able to maintain the pace without apparent effort. I’d always assumed that it only took a toll on his mind and in the past when he’d exhausted his magics, he’d usually been able to cast his spells again after a few hours.

      “Not far from Gold,” he said.

      “We might get there today,” I replied. In truth, I had begun to lose track of the distances in my head. I was fairly sure we’d come across the village with its well only a day or two outside of Gold, but my memory had started to blur a few of the earlier events of the journey. I’d had a lot to keep me occupied.

      “Maybe we should head back to the south road that leads from Gold. Travellers might be able to tell us news we should hear,” he said.

      I gave the idea some thought. We’d pushed on and I was certain we’d be some way ahead of the Duke’s army which had left Blades ahead of us. The woman we’d asked said we’d missed them by at least a week. The crux of the issue was how long she meant by at least.

      “Let’s try for the road,” I said. We didn’t have to walk along it if there seemed to be any risk.

      After we’d escaped from Blades our path had been directly north for most of the journey. Then, we’d changed direction to north-west, which would take us to Gold. Having decided to make for the road, we still kept heading north-west, but now there was a little more west than north, which would bring us to the road a few miles south of the town. As it happened, we were a bit further away from Gold than I’d anticipated and we didn’t reach the road that day, nor see much sight of other people. There were a few more signs of cultivation than there had been up till now, but not much in the way of life, barring the occasional sheep.

      There’d been no indication at all that we were still pursued and I had started to believe that the creature had found us too difficult a bite to chew. Ploster had said that it wanted the vial I carried and it would have known what a great prize it was, yet it must have possessed enough wisdom to realise that its death was almost certain if it had chosen to pursue us. I was sorry to have lost Chant and if I’d had the chance again I would have taken us around that village rather than through it. I’d long since learned the futility of worrying about the unchangeable, so spared the matter little thought.

      That night, I decided that there was no need for us to continue through the darkness and we camped in the lee of a head-high stone wall. We didn’t light a fire, though our new tents continued to provide the extra comfort that turned a miserable night into an acceptable one.

      “It’s still fucking cold,” said Eyeball. He tried breathing to see if it would steam the air, but of course it didn’t.

      “Winter’s due, isn’t it? Looks like it’s going to be a shit one,” said Weevil.

      I privately agreed with him. It was well into autumn, but even so, it was far colder than I’d have expected it to be. I knew little about farming, but remembered that most crops would be harvested soon – in fact we’d seen signs that it had already happened. I’d never worried about such things in the past, but I hoped that the cold wouldn’t damage the wheat, or bring any hardship this coming winter. It wasn’t as if things weren’t already hard enough for people. I would not have enjoyed living in Gold in the coldest months and the people had been left with hardly any time to rebuild. I wondered if they even had the motivation to do so.

      I lay in silence for a time. If I’d been capable of sleep, I am sure it would have evaded me. When I thought about it I could remember nights in the past, spent chasing the elusive state of slumber as it struggled free from my grasping fingertips. Now that sleep was something denied to us, we could find a certain restfulness by lying still and imagining ourselves transported to a world of dreams. On this night, all I could think of was the vial that I kept with me at all times. Our journey from Blades had been completed quicker than any other men could have managed it, but it had still felt like my feet were mired in thick mud, with our destination dangling like a carrot, forever out of reach. Now that the inevitability of time had brought us close, I would soon be confronted by the success or failure of what we’d achieved. I never shirked in my duty, but a part of me suggested that it might be for the best if I never found out.

      After three hours in which the same thoughts spiralled without cease, I’d had enough and left my tent. The night was dark, but my eyes had adjusted as much as they were able and I saw someone sitting alone in his own contemplation. I sat next to him.

      “We’re going to reach Gold tomorrow, aren’t we, Captain?” asked Beamer.

      I nodded, before realising that he probably couldn’t see the gesture through the darkness. “Tomorrow it is,” I replied. “Late morning or early afternoon, I reckon.”

      “It’ll be good to get back to the others again, won’t it?” he asked.

      “It will,” I said, suddenly realising how much it mattered to me.

      “It’s going to be a funny day, though,” Beamer said. “Not ha ha funny, but the other sort of funny.”

      “I know what you mean, Beamer. You’re talking about the vial?”

      “Yeah, the vial. I thought we’d cocked up our big chance at redemption. Now we might have another one. Except that we could get to Gold and find we don’t.”

      Beamer was a thinker, though you wouldn’t have realised it to look at him. He was broad, stocky, with a wide nose and tattoos every place you thought to look, apart from his face. Most people would have guessed him to be a labourer, or a bandit if they were uncharitable. But he was neither of those things; he was an excellent soldier and a man who thought about things. It was my observation that most soldiers became thinkers as they got older. The young ones either talked their brave talk and then died, or they become veterans and started to ask themselves questions about why they were alive when their fellows were not. The longer a soldier lives, the more he thinks, though he will rarely open up about it.

      “If we can bring the Saviour back, it all begins again,” I said to him. “And if this vial does nothing, I don’t know what we’ll do.” I wasn’t afraid to admit uncertainty. All my men knew that when the time came, I’d be ready to make a choice.

      “Whatever happens, we’ve got to keep fighting,” he said.

      “Are you tired of it?” I asked, curious to hear him say what I’d long suspected.

      “Yeah, I think I am,” he said. “Sometimes I tell myself it’d be nice if there was an end to it. Except there never is, no matter which side we fight on. And then on other days I say to myself that fighting is all I know and that it’s not the end of the fighting that I want to see, but the end of the savagery. I’d like to be remembered as a hero, rather than a bastard.”

      “I’ve thought that if we fail to bring the Saviour back that I might lead us away to the south,” I said. “Until there’s no one left who’s heard of the First Cohort or the Emperor. Where the rulers don’t torture their children to cling onto their own miserable lives.”

      “That might be nice.”

      “Is it what you want?” I asked.

      “No,” he said at once. “We’ve got debts to pay to the people here. I like to pay my debts.”

      “As do we all, Beamer, and so we shall. I think that one way or another, we will be staying in these lands until events have played out to a conclusion.”

      “Maybe then I’d like that trip south,” he said. “Shame it was Chant’s round at the bar, eh?” I heard his voice catch and I gave him a few moments of silence to gather himself.

      “If we live, we’ll have paid our dues. If we die, we’ll see them again in the next life.”

      “You believe in that, Captain?” he asked.

      “I don’t,” I replied. “At least I haven’t before. But the more of us we lose, the more I find myself wanting to believe that we’ll see them again.”

      “Another life, another place, another war to fight. An eternity of fighting,” he said. “Yet for all that, I want to see what’s ahead of us. I don’t want to die.”

      “Nor me, Beamer. Nor me.”

      We sat in silence for the rest of the night, with neither of us feeling the need to disturb the quiet with any other words. I mulled over what Beamer had said, as well as my own acknowledgement that maybe it would be nice to think that there was something after our deaths – something other than oblivion.

      Pale yellow light appeared as the thinnest of lines along the lowest edge of the sky and I heard the other men stirring.
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      We reached the road that led south from Gold early the following morning. It turned out we’d camped only two or three miles from it and we also intercepted it further south than I’d intended. The mud which covered the rough paving had naturally enough not gone anywhere, but now it was hard underfoot, as a reminder of how cold the air had become. There were still pools of water waiting for an unwary foot to step into them, so I knew that it was not yet cold enough for them to have frozen.

      We followed the road, coming across few travellers. Those we did meet looked at us with the expected amount of suspicion that men of our appearance would justifiably warrant. I asked a pair of middle-aged farmer types if they had any news from Gold. They replied that they’d not been there for some weeks, focused as they were on gathering in their crops before it became any colder and the plants became damaged by frost. Another person I hailed said that he’d heard rumours of strife to the north, but had no details.

      In the end, I gave up asking. No one seemed to know if the Saviour’s army was still stationed in the town. Those that volunteered an opinion seemed to be such poor sources that I didn’t want to give any credence to their words. As it was, we weren’t far from the town and it seemed preferable if I just wait until I could see things with my own eyes.

      It was close to noon when we saw the blackened structures that made up much of the south part of the town. There had still been smoke when we’d left for Blades, but the skies were now clear blue above the ruins. We trotted through the outskirts, curious to see what had happened to the folk who had lived in this most rundown area of Gold. There was life, but little in the way of industry. Those we did see moved with the sullen slowness of people bereft of hope and without the aspiration to try and change things for the better. Children dashed here and there, balancing fearlessly along precarious beams and ledges that had escaped the worst of the flames. The adults showed none of the vibrancy, many of them staring at us with barely-concealed hostility. One or two sneered at us or sized us up for robbery, but none were stupid enough to take their intentions further.

      I remembered how I had once hoped that the destruction of these homes would give the inhabitants a chance to rebuild their lives, better than they had been before. What I saw before me was a reduction in hope, rather than a way forward. I didn’t know if I blamed them for their predicament or not. Sometimes a hard-working man or woman needs guidance and leadership to show them how to get started. Without resources or assistance, there was little these people from the outskirts could do. If Lieutenant Craddock was still based here, I determined to speak to him about it.

      As we got deeper into the town, I saw signs of demolition and rebuilding. Here and there, squads of men were pulling down the ruins, and the rubble was being carted away to other places. It looked as if they were reclaiming some of the bricks and stones that hadn’t been too badly damaged, so I had misjudged in my earlier assessment of the efforts to start afresh.

      We crossed the river Fols and entered the north of the city. The bridge that Xoj-Fal had destroyed was still wrecked, but there had been some clearing of the area, as if there was an intention to rebuilt it. The Fols was so shallow that I couldn’t imagine it would be a priority, since there were other bridges still intact.

      If you didn’t know of the recent trauma the town had suffered, it would have been easy to imagine that all was well if you took the north side of town in isolation. Shops were open and people hurried about their business. We attracted a few furtive glances, but nothing more than that. I saw a group of soldiers, standing on a street corner. They watched the people going by and had the air of men who’d been positioned there with a specific purpose. I approached them and addressed the group as a whole.

      “I’m Captain Charing. Where is Lieutenant Craddock?”

      A couple of the soldiers narrowed their eyes as they evaluated us. We could have been anyone, though our tattoos gave us away as men of the First Cohort.

      “Lieutenant Craddock is headquartered over in the old warehouse,” said one of the men, pointing in that direction.

      “I know where it is, thank you,” I said. A couple of them made uncertain salutes, but I didn’t think it the time or place to impose myself, given that they had no proof of who I was.

      We knew where the warehouse barracks was located. It was where the Saviour had been murdered by Leerfar and was the most practical place to house a large number of men. I’d have been disappointed if Lieutenant Craddock had been sentimental enough to move out of there on the basis of our lady’s death. Craddock hadn’t ever disappointed me before so it was little wonder that he didn’t do so now.

      We found the place and entered it, dealing with the formalities of assuring the guards as to our identities as the necessity arose. It seemed as if Lieutenant Craddock had taken over my old office. I dismissed the men, shaking their hands in thanks for their efforts. Ploster came with me. He was only a corporal, but in reality, his position as our sorcerer gave him much more clout than his rank alone.

      I entered without bothering to knock and found Lieutenant Craddock seated. He was studying some paperwork or other on his desk and he delayed for a moment before he looked to see who had come. When he saw who it was, his face lit up with a wide, genuine smile.

      “Captain,” he said, nodding to me. “Corporal Ploster.” Another nod. “How goes things?”

      “We have lost many men, but we are back. Things have been a mixture of better than expected and also much worse. Where is Lieutenant Sinnar? I would like him here before I continue.”

      Craddock rose and went to the door. He leaned out into the passage and I heard words spoken. He came back into the room and closed the door behind him. “He’ll be here soon. I think he’s out with the troops taking some of them through their paces. The man never lets up.” He smiled again, as did I. We knew what Sinnar was like.

      “How is the situation here?” I asked.

      “Not good,” he admitted immediately. “We’ve lost many men already. Most of them simply returned to their cities in the west. Neither goading nor threats would make them change their minds. Once they knew the Saviour was dead, their morale died with it.”

      “I’d hoped it would be otherwise,” I said. “But in my heart knew that I was leaving you with a fight you couldn’t win. How many do we have remaining?”

      “A little over three thousand.”

      “Shit,” I said. “I’d hoped we’d be able to keep more than that.”

      “The men who stayed are mostly our own and those from Treads and Gold. They’re good men, Captain. I’d be happy to fight alongside any one of them.” He paused and I could tell that there was other news - news that I would not enjoy hearing. “There’s something else though. Things are happening to the north,” he said.

      I stared at him expectantly until he continued.

      “We’ve had people arrive from Turpid and Nightingale. And others from places I’ve not heard of before – places outside the Duke’s lands. They’ve brought with them tales of death, Captain. If you believe the tales, both of those towns have been destroyed utterly. The refugees have been few in numbers and they claim that there are no more to come.”

      “Nightingale is not a large town,” I said. “But Turpid is something more. There must have been twenty thousand people living in Turpid from what I saw of the place.”

      “Fifteen thousand only, according to the people I’ve spoken to,” said Craddock. “But fifteen thousand who have been killed nonetheless.”

      “What has killed them? And what has destroyed their towns?”

      “I have spoken at length to those refugees who seemed the most trustworthy. Their details are not clear. They have talked of a thick, impenetrable fog, which rose up to the north and rolled through their streets. Accompanying it was a relentless cold. There was something in the fog, Captain, that has killed these people. I believe them to be speaking the truth.”

      “What have you done to corroborate the reports?” I asked.

      “I’ve sent out runners, Captain. Men of the First Cohort and others we have. I await their return with news.”

      “How long ago did you send them?”

      “A week ago. On the day the first refugees arrived. Nightingale is ten days distant and Turpid closer to twelve. I would not expect to hear back from them soon.”

      I swore. “I take it you don’t think these are the Duke’s men? Or the Emperor’s?”

      “It doesn’t seem likely, Captain. When did the Emperor’s troops ever see the need to shroud themselves in cloaks of fog? And why would they come from the north instead of the east? If the reports turn out to be true, I think this might be the first threat to one of the Emperor’s lands since he conquered them.”

      The door opened and Sinnar invited himself in. He looked as evil a bastard as I remembered and he grinned at me.

      “Good to have you back, Captain. There’s some shit stirring and no mistake. It’ll be good to see what we’re going to do about it.”

      “Thirsting for the fight, Lieutenant Sinnar?” I asked, clasping his wrist in greeting.

      “The lads tell me you’ve had your fair share of it in Blades. We’ve been holed up here for too long.”

      “We’ve lost some good men,” I said, though he must have already known if he’d spoken to the others. “And we’ve been tricked. Properly tricked, but some good has come from it.”

      I spoke to them about what had happened on our trip to Blades. They were as surprised now as I had been when I’d stumbled into the Duke’s trap.

      “I’m glad you’ve killed the old fucker,” said Sinnar. “The Gloom Bringer makes a nice bonus.” We didn’t have any specific grudge against the Gloom Bringer from our time serving the Emperor, but she’d killed our men and that was enough.

      “It would be nice to think that we’d taken a step forward,” I said. “As it stands, the Emperor is likely sending tens of thousands of troops to Blades and there’s no Saviour to stand against him. On top of that, there’s something else coming south and we have no idea who, what or why.”

      “That seems to sum it up,” said Craddock.

      Sinnar chuckled and I could see that he almost wanted to rub his hands together in glee. At one time, I’d have said it was because he was bloodthirsty. Now I knew him better, I realised that he simply thrived on a challenge. The harder the challenge appeared, the greater his lust to face it. His service to the First Cohort had been immense.

      “The men mentioned you’d found Gagnol’s potion,” he said. “I asked what it was all about but they told me I’d best speak to you about it first.

      I drew it out for them all to see. They leaned in close and peered at it. Craddock reached out a hand in curiosity and I let him hold it.

      “Heavy,” he said.

      “There are times I grew tired of its presence,” I admitted.

      “What’s it for, then?” asked Sinnar, taking his turn holding it. He twisted it in his hand and looked through the facets.

      “I will use it to bring our lady back to us,” I said. Sinnar and Craddock looked at me, their expressions unclear. Finally, Craddock chose to speak.

      “She’s gone, Captain,” he said. “Corporal Grief has done his best to preserve her, so that the men will not see what she has become. His efforts have not been enough to make her pretty again and she lies rotting in a cold room below us. If this vial works and if it brings her back to life, she may not thank you for what you have done.”

      “Aye, Captain,” said Sinnar. “There are none of us who have judged you as failing to protect her when she lived. If you are determined upon this course, make sure that you are doing it for the right reasons, rather than because you think it might assuage your guilt. There is no guilt for you to bear.”

      He spoke to me like a friend and a fellow man, rather than as an officer to his superior. He’d been a teacher before and there was a burning intelligence behind his heavy, scarred brows. I appreciated his honesty – I had searched within myself on our return trip to answer the very same questions he’d asked me. I did feel guilt that the Saviour had died and I did carry the majority of the blame for it happening. On the other hand, we all had our burdens and the Saviour had the greatest burden of all. Those who carry the heaviest loads might hate their responsibilities, but the unfairness of their allotted role does not absolve them from their duties. When it came down to it, the Saviour carried the hopes of so many people that I could not let her escape from her obligations, even if I had to bring her back from death so that she could continue. I was sure that she would hate me for what I was about to attempt, but I would do my own duty, no matter what the cost.

      “We swore to serve the Saviour,” I said. “And this is the only way I can think of doing so. If I dropped this vial into the deepest ocean, we would have denied her the only remaining chance to fulfil the reason for her existence.”

      I looked each man squarely in the eye and one by one, they nodded.

      “Take me to her,” I said.

      We left the room and Lieutenant Craddock led us along a series of corridors. I thought he was going to take us directly past the room where the Saviour had been murdered, but he did not. On two separate occasions, we met soldiers from the First Cohort and I paused each time to speak to them and let them know which of us had returned safely. I could tell from their expressions that they’d hoped not to hear of any more deaths amongst us, so soon after the defence of Gold.

      We reached a set of steps and Craddock reached for an oil lamp which was dangling from a hook on a wall. Sinnar took a second lamp that was hanging close by and we looked downwards, the steps seeming to invite us to descend into a pit of our own devising.

      “Shit,” whispered Sinnar to himself.

      The steps were narrow and made of stone. There was only room for us to walk single-file and this we did, with Craddock in the lead. At the end of the steps was a small area for standing and a metal door. The surface of this door was covered in a patina of orange rust. There was a handle, but it was otherwise featureless and somehow it reminded me of the doors in Warmont’s dungeons. There was a rattling as Craddock fumbled with a bunch of keys that he’d brought with him from his office.

      “We kept her down here because the walls seem to exude a chill beyond that which you’d expect. Perhaps there is sorcery at play, employed to keep meat fresh in times past. It seemed for the best that her flesh remained preserved for as long as possible.” He didn’t expand on why he’d thought like that – I was sure I’d have done the same thing myself.

      He located the correct key and slotted it into the lock. It turned easily for him and he pushed the door inwards without further ceremony. A wave of cold wafted out immediately, even cooler than the unnaturally chill air above.

      “Corporal Ploster, can we have some light?” I asked. He complied and the familiar magical glow appeared in the space before us, causing spots to dance before my eyes for a few seconds until they adjusted.

      We filed through the doorway and I found that we’d entered an unexpectedly large stone walled chamber, thirty feet to each side, but with a low ceiling. The light was sufficient for me to see that it was empty, apart from one feature. There was a stone bier in the centre of the room, which I could see had been made from reclaimed stones from the houses above. It was surprisingly even and well made, as if an inordinate amount of time had been invested in making it as comfortable as possible, though the idea of making the dead comfortable struck me as strange. I couldn’t deny that the body lying here was due the respect.

      We gathered around her. A part of me wanted to avert my gaze, but I wouldn’t permit myself the weakness, so I forced myself to look and see what she had become. She had been dressed in the richest of red robes – they looked pristine and unmarked. Her skin, normally pale, was as white as I could remember seeing the flesh of anyone. Her eyes were closed and her lips slightly open. The robes reached high up to her neck line, but I could still see where she’d been stitched. Corporal Grief was a master of the needle and there was no puckering to the sides of her wounds.

      “She has not decayed,” I said. There was relief in my voice. I had seen the bodies of dead men reduced to sunken parchment-flesh in only a few days where the temperatures were warm and nobody was of a mind to remove the corpses.

      “Corporal Grief has his tricks,” said Ploster. “And the temperature of this room is low enough to delay the putrefaction. Even so, you can see that it has begun.” He pointed at her face again and this time I could see that her flesh looked more sunken that it had been in life.

      I stared at her for a time longer, lost in my own thoughts and fears. Someone nudged my arm and I was brought out from my reverie to see my companions looking at me with concern.

      “Tyrus?” asked Ploster.

      “I am fine,” I said. I put my hand inside my clothing and took out the vial. It felt heavier than it had the first time I took it from the Duke’s body, but when I looked, it was just the same as it had ever been. It then occurred to me that I had no idea what to do with it. Craddock and Sinnar shrugged, their gestures telling me in advance that they couldn’t help.

      “Can your magic do anything with it?” I asked Ploster.

      “I don’t think so,” he replied. “Whatever the Duke did to extract this from Gagnol, it wasn’t sorcery. Or if it was, it’s nothing that I have seen before.”

      I stood there for some time, clutching the vial tightly in my hand. I was faintly aware that I was squeezing it tightly, though I felt a peculiar lack of worry or tension. Now that I had confronted my fears by seeing our lady again, I was filled by a determination to repent for my failings to her and the people of this land who had waited so long for her to come.

      Since when did you become so noble, Tyrus Charing? whispered an insidious voice in my mind. I ignored it and dismissed it from my thoughts. If a man is denied the opportunity to change, then what is the point in trying to become better than we are? I was stronger than my own petty fears and I still had much to do.

      I felt my consciousness sink. It was a strange feeling that I had experienced in the past. My feet seemed to have become anchored into the ground. I didn’t know if I could force them free – it didn’t seem important that I try. Some inner part of me sank deeper and deeper. I was faintly aware of my body, but I could no longer see the room, or my fellows who were standing close. There was a feeling something akin to a great lurch, as though I was torn completely from my body. Then, I could sense other things around me. It was different to seeing – something both greater and lesser at the same time. The fabric that underpins the world became revealed to me, stretching away in all directions, an impossibly vast web of interlaced facts and future possibilities.

      This is what the sorcerers see when they marshal their powers, a part of me thought. I fumbled around, clumsy and uncertain as to what to do. Away from me, the skeins of power were infinitesimally small as the possibilities multiplied into infinity. It made me feel almost giddy just to know that they were there. Here, close by they were still vast in number – even with only four of us present, there were so many things that could happen, so many things we could do. Nonetheless, I found myself able to make sense of my immediate surroundings, though I was sensible enough that I didn’t try to influence any of the strands.

      Then I saw the reason for me to be there. Some of the threads were broad and thick. They looked stronger than many of the others. I realised that some of them were my own, but others were different. These ones twirled around in a spiral, spinning slowly. The threads nearest were drawn closer to this spiral as if they were planets circling a distant star. I studied the spiral, following it down as far as I could, not knowing what I would find. At the end of the spiral, the threads stopped abruptly as if they’d been severed by something of great power. I used my mind to pick up one of these threads and looked at it. If I expected to feel a sense of hurt, there was none to be found - the warps and wefts were not capable of suffering such human emotions.

      My consciousness reached about, gathering all of these severed threads into a single space. I discovered that I could weave them together as if I were making a rope and this I did, working them this way and that until they were bound. The splayed ends were severed and something told me that it had not been intended for them to become detached from the fabric they had once been a part of.

      Something new impinged itself upon my consciousness. A glow that I had not previously been aware of was here with me. The light from it was pure white, but not so bright that I couldn’t see and understand what it was. I reached for the light, pulling it along the threads until it contacted the ends of the rope I carried. There was no bright flash, nor was I granted a sudden epiphany about my place in the world and my own worth. The white glow formed new threads, which snaked out to the surrounding areas of the web and merged with them. In a detached fashion, I noticed a few of these threads behave differently. These ones joined themselves to my own strands, connecting me more widely to the warp and weft, though I felt no different.

      Something inside told me that my purpose here was complete and I began the process I knew would take me back to my body. There was a fragment of me that wished to test my mettle against the distant threads, to see if I could tame them or harness their power, but I was not so foolish as to attempt another foray into the unknown. Not yet.

      My descent had been accompanied by a lurch, my return was not. There was no transition that I was aware of, and all at once I was back in the room with the others.

      “He’s back,” said Ploster with evident relief.

      I felt no weariness or grogginess from my experience and my mind was working immediately. “How long was I away?” I asked.

      “A minute. Perhaps a little longer,” said Ploster. “You went further than I could follow and I worried that you had become lost.”

      I said nothing further, having become aware that the vial in my hand was no longer heavy. Now it felt like nothing more than a normal piece of hollow crystal.

      “It is done,” I whispered.

      We looked at the body of the Saviour. At first, she seemed unchanged, but then I noticed a steady rise and fall in her chest, almost imperceptible. Her hands had been crossed over her chest, I took one and held it between my own two. The fingers were as cold as the grave, but I felt the beginnings of warmth seeping into her palms. I rubbed her wrist and the back of the hand as if the chafing would somehow be an assistance.

      We gathered round, none of us really knowing what to do. In the end, we didn’t need to do anything. The Saviour’s eyes fluttered open and the first emotion I saw was surprise. Her lips moved and I heard faint words come from her mouth.

      “Where am I?” she asked. “I’m so cold.”
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      She wept for a long time. When the trembling in her shoulders subsided, we helped her up the steps and out of her resting place. She walked stiffly, as if the wounds she bore tugged and pulled at her with each step. I saw her grimace and she leaned against me, so I put an arm around her and held her upright. Once we reached the top of the steps I lifted her up and carried her in the crook of my arms. She’d have never permitted me to do so before and I knew it meant she was still too hurt for simple things like pride.

      We took her to Lieutenant Craddock’s room. Had we not been men, we’d have probably not been so stupid and would have made advance preparations for her comfort. As it was, we were left to chastise ourselves as I put her down on Craddock’s firm, thin mattress in his cramped room. We’d met other soldiers on our way here, but I’m not sure if any of them realised who it was that we came with. They deserved to know, but the Saviour also deserved some time to gather herself.

      She shivered violently. Craddock’s bed wasn’t dressed with sheets, even in the cold weather, so I asked someone to find something warm. Sinnar leaned out of the door and bellowed commands in his most imperative tones. I could make out the noises of soldiers scrambling to fulfil the orders.

      “It hurts so much,” she said. This time there were no tears, but she continued to shiver as if the cold would never leave her.

      Watching her there, she seemed so small and fragile as she drew closer into the cloth of her robes. Like any man who has not had children, I felt like I should do something, but didn’t know what she needed. I had fought so many times that I had lost count, but what I did then was harder than any battle I could recall. I sat on the bed next to her and gathered her in. She didn’t shy away and I felt that she took comfort from my gesture.

      “I have no warmth to give you,” was all I could say. It was enough and she wept again, while I fought to remain impassive as ancient memories came back to me, of plans made with my long-dead wife to have many children of our own. Jenna was nothing but dust and a distant shining bead locked away deep inside me, but this girl could have been a daughter to me.

      Blankets arrived, along with Corporal Grief, who carried with him his ever-present case and a hot drink, which he handed to our lady at once. His face was locked in his battlefield expression, that place he went into in order that he would not be affected by the things he saw.

      “What is it?” she stammered through her chattering teeth.

      “It’s nothing but tea, my lady,” he said.

      We wrapped her in the blankets and gradually the shivering subsided, though it took more than an hour. In the past, her pale skin would have developed a slight pinkness as the warmth returned, yet on that day and for every day after, it remained so pale that she could still have passed for the dead.

      Soldiers gathered in the corridor outside, standing silently and patiently. I looked out of the door once, and saw the expectation in their faces. More of them arrived and soon the passage was filled to overflowing with them. It was at that point that I realised that her radiance had been renewed. It must have grown so gradually that we who were close to her in that room hadn’t felt its return. Now that I opened myself to it, I could feel it as clearly as I always had. Except there was something new to it, something different and more powerful, as if she had increased in stature.

      Her composure started to come back – I could see it in her eyes and in her face. I did not offer her the comfort of my embrace again and stood with the others. Corporal Grief examined her, carefully and gently, his thick fingers pressing and prodding here and there as he inspected the jagged rends that he had sewn up.

      “The skin is joined again.” He hesitated. “There is scarring where the cuts have sealed. I am sorry, my lady, but I don’t think they will ever fade.”

      Corporal Grief was the finest battlefield surgeon I’d ever come across and I was eternally glad that he was with us. However, he only ever dealt with the wounds of men and his manner was factual and descriptive. He delivered his news in sympathetic tones, but the words he’d chosen were not those that a young woman would have wanted to hear. I watched as our lady reached tentatively up to her neck. She ran her delicate fingers over the stitches and I could imagine what it was that her fingers felt. I had countless scars of my own – they weren’t a badge of my pride, rather they were records from my history. I wished more than anything that I could take the scars from her body and wear them alongside those I already had.

      “Corporal Grief, take out my stitches,” she said. Her face hardened in a look I knew well. “I should be thankful for the scars. Now there will be no one who can look upon me and think that I am scared of death, nor will they think that it is a stranger to me when I command them to fight.”

      She pulled her robes away from her neck, revealing the criss-crossed patterns where she’d been slashed by Leerfar’s daggers. With infinite patience and care, Corporal Grief snipped away the black threads from her neck, pulling the ends free with a pair of tiny pliers. With the stitches removed, we could see the skin beneath – it was a light pink around the scarring, the colour looking strangely healthier than the pallor on the rest of her body.

      After that, Grief took out the stitches from her back. I knew he’d needed to do much more work to sew up the wounds there and it took him two careful hours to undo his needlework. Throughout it all, the Saviour made no sound – our surgeon was skilled and I was sure he caused no unnecessary pain. In the end, it was done. He put away his tools, rolled up his pack and looked at me for guidance.

      “Thank you, Corporal Grief. That will be all,” I said. He nodded his head a single time and turned in the direction of the door. Another voice made him pause briefly.

      “I am grateful for your gentleness, Corporal Grief,” she said.

      When Grief was gone, she propped herself up on the bed. Now, she was surrounded by more drinks, plates of food and blankets than she knew what to do with. There was even a modest bunch of flowers that someone had found – probably stolen from a garden nearby – which sat forlornly in a jug.

      We’d already given her an outline of what had happened to her and how she had been brought back to us. I wasn’t able to judge if she was shocked or if she’d taken it all in her stride. She’d come a long way in the short time since we’d taken her from her village. She had to be strong and I was hopeful that she would continue to be the leader that we needed.

      “What is our current situation?” she asked.

      Lieutenant Craddock deferred to me, so I answered. “The Duke is dead, but he has sent his soldiers to kill us. We don’t know how many men he has and may not know for several days.” Lieutenant Craddock already had his scouts posted to the south, since he’d known the arrival of another army to be inevitable. As yet, they’d brought him no news.

      “Can you speculate on how many there will be? Ten thousand? Twenty?”

      “If I had to guess, I would say no more than ten thousand and those not well trained. Lord Trent is with them, but he only had fifty riders last time I had dealings with him.”

      “What is it that we should fear from this man?” she asked. “I assume there is more to him than his mere numbers, which are small?”

      “He used to lead the justiciars and is rumoured to have had some part in their founding. After a time, it became hard for the Duke to allow the man to roam unchecked, so Lord Trent was sent to the south a long time ago. He is a sorcerer of a reasonable power. All of his men are sorcerers, though none of them individually strong.”

      “But fifty-one sorcerers acting in concert is something we need to take into consideration,” she said.

      “Exactly that,” I replied.

      “What else is there, Captain Charing?” she asked. “I can see by your face that we have more things to worry about than the last of the Duke’s men.”

      I was surprised by her question. I’d always thought I had a face that gave away nothing, but apparently my abilities were not as good as I’d thought. “There is something to the north of us as well, my lady,” I said. “We’ve had reports that Nightingale and Turpid have been destroyed and all the people living there killed.” I allowed Lieutenant Craddock to fill her in on the scant details we’d managed to gather. She looked upset and I knew why.

      “My village was not far to the north of Nightingale,” she told us. “They must be dead too. I hope that some of them managed to escape. We knew the hills well.”

      I had my doubts – we of the First Cohort had encountered little difficulty in rounding up all the people there when we’d been looking for the Saviour. Back when we were under the sorcerer Dag’Vosh’s command. Unless the villagers had started posting sentries, they’d still have been easy prey. I kept my thoughts to myself.

      She continued speaking, with a faraway expression on her face as she called up memories of her past. “I have visited the lands to the north,” she said. “I used my power to fly over them from the safety of my bed. There are mountains a long way distant that I could not see beyond.”

      “I recall you mentioning it, my lady,” I told her. “The matter seemed of little importance when we had only six hundred men and all our attention was focused on reaching the town of Treads. Now I would dearly like to know what is beyond those mountains.”

      “What actions do you recommend, Captain?” she asked.

      “I don’t think there’s a single best answer,” I replied. “I do not relish the thought of more conflict in the streets of Gold and I would not wish to encounter the unknown here. The people of the town have seen enough violence and death. If indeed there is an army coming from the north, I would prefer to meet it out in the open, somewhere away from the town.”

      The coming decision wasn’t mine to make. From a practical point of view, I’d have most likely waited to see what reports came in from the scouts. But there again, I knew that waiting might not be the best course of action for the people in Gold.

      “So then, Captain,” the Saviour said with a grim smile. “You’ve roused me from the peace of death, to tell me that half of my men have deserted and that we are caught between two potentially superior armies. Perhaps it would be for the best if I slit my throat open again and returned to the void.”

      I stood there in dismay for a second, before I caught Lieutenant Sinnar trying to stifle a grin. “You might want to borrow the Captain’s dagger for that,” he said, making a joke with an appalling lack of sensitivity.

      The Saviour looked closely at the dagger I had tucked away. The blade was hidden, but the hilt was not. “At least my killer lost something,” she said, not at all perturbed by Sinnar’s jest. With the smallest grunt of pain, she pushed herself upright from the bed.

      “I must think about our choices for a short while,” she told us. “Before that, there is something more pressing that I must do. Captain Charing, would you accompany me for a time, while I show the men who remain that I will not be held back by the inconvenience of death?” There was another smile from her. I’d been stupid to overlook her resilience.

      “Of course, my lady. I must insist that Lieutenant Sinnar and Corporal Ploster accompany us.” I turned to Craddock. “Lieutenant, I need you to pick twelve men from the First Cohort to act as permanent guards for our lady. They will be with her at all times. Let me know their names as soon as you can and I’ll promote the lead man to corporal.”

      “Yes Captain,” he said with a salute.

      “And arrange for a room to be furnished. I am sure you’d be happy to give up your own, but I suspect that our lady would prefer to sleep on a mattress that is greater than two inches in thickness. One with a sheet as well, I would imagine.”

      He smiled and repeated the salute.

      We left the room. I offered my arm for support, but she declined and straightened to her full height which was only close to my shoulders. I was sure the scars pulled cruelly at her when she changed her posture, but not a sign of it showed on her face now.

      When they saw her, the soldiers who had gathered pressed themselves against the wall so that we could pass. Most of them chose not to speak, but I heard a number of them say what they hoped were words of encouragement and support.

      “Welcome back, my lady.”

      “Good to see you with us again.”

      “We’ll not let anything happen to you.”

      We made our way through them and I could tell that her return from death did not seem at all strange to any of the men. It was as though they had been tested and had come through it stronger than they had before. With a shock, I realised that the same had happened to the Saviour. I had worried that she would hate me for what I’d done. Instead, she already seemed to have grown in presence and stature, as if what she’d gone through had only hardened her resolve and taken away her fears. After all, if you have died and returned, what other fears are there to impinge upon how you act? I knew that she had so much more than her own personal wellbeing to be concerned about, but I felt sure that she wouldn’t ever divert from a course where the spectre of death loomed. We of the First Cohort had long since learned to put aside fear and I hoped that the Saviour would do the same, whilst continuing to temper her it with compassion for the people who followed her.

      Our journey took us through the barracks and onto the streets of the town, though not before I’d gathered fifteen extra men to walk with us. The coldness of the air washed over us – it seemed to have become more bitter over the last few hours. We headed along a few of the main streets, with the people stopping open-mouthed to stare. Her radiance flooded over them, soothing and powerful, letting them know that the death of hope was an impossibility.

      “Captain Charing, let us return to my room. I am worried about what comes from the north and I would like some time to search.”

      We returned, to find that Lieutenant Craddock had already located and appointed a suitable room. It didn’t seem appropriate to use the same ones that she’d been murdered in, but the warehouse was a rabbit warren of rooms and offices, so there was plenty of choice. There were twelve of my men in the corridor outside, lined up against the wall. I went to them and spoke briefly about their new duties, though I was sure that Craddock had already given them everything they needed.

      “Corporal Heavy,” I said, promoting the man on the spot. “Don’t let us down, will you?”

      “No Captain,” he grunted. “She’ll be safe with us.”

      I leaned in close and whispered. The Saviour wasn’t close enough to hear what I said. “Good. If in doubt, do what you think is best, even if she orders you to do otherwise.”

      He nodded his understanding. “We’ll keep her safe, no matter the cost.”

      I knew that Corporal Heavy was a man of few words, but generally when he spoke it was something worth listening to. I was sure that he’d treat his new responsibilities with the utmost respect. The others that Craddock had chosen were all similarly burly, but paired their strength with intelligence. They’d not be fooled into an error, nor pressured into one by a strong-willed young woman.

      With the Saviour’s protection now less of a concern, I ventured into her room. She was lying on her bed and stared upwards at the wood-panelled ceiling. She turned her head to face me.

      “A part of me wants to hate you for what you have done, Captain Charing,” she said. “But I know you have lost much in doing your duty. I want you to know that you have done the right thing and you have my thanks.”

      I was relieved that she understood and that she hadn’t let anything hang between us.

      “I am sorry that it had to happen this way,” I replied. She said nothing else on the matter, but her expression was easy to read. I didn’t see any blame in it.

      “You can leave me now, Captain,” she said. “The seeking is easier if I am left alone.”

      I gave her room a final check for weak points. It had no windows and only the one door. Leerfar wouldn’t have been able to get in even if she’d still had two hands, rather than one.

      “Very well,” I said. “I will await your news.”

      I made my exit. She knew the urgency of the situation and I didn’t bother to emphasise it by opening my mouth again.

      In the end, the luxury of time was taken away from us. Only an hour after I’d left the Saviour to her search, Sprinter burst into the office I’d reclaimed from Lieutenant Craddock. The man always looked as if he were out of breath, though I knew he could run for days without having to slow down.

      “Captain,” he said, betraying no surprise at my return.

      “What have you found, Sprinter?” I asked.

      “Horsemen to the south, about five miles distant. Few in number, but if I was forced to express an opinion I would say that it’s Lord Trent.”

      “It is Lord Trent,” I said. “Any sign of others? I’m expecting a few thousand footmen to be coming soon.”

      “I didn’t see any sign of them, Captain. Flight is still out there somewhere. I came when I saw what I took to be an advance force.”

      “That’s fine, Sprinter. Get back there when you’re ready. Keep us informed.”

      He left the room, but not before I’d told him to advise Sinnar, Craddock and Ploster that I wanted to speak to them.

      “Trent’s here,” I said.

      “Does he know we’re here?” asked Sinnar, cracking his knuckles as if he were already imagining raining blows upon Trent’s unprotected face.

      “Probably,” I said. “I doubt he’ll come rolling in before the rest of the men arrive. I don’t recall him being renowned as the first man into the breach.”

      We laughed nastily at that. The First Cohort hadn’t spent much time with Lord Trent. I’d met him once or twice and found him to be an over-confident and arrogant bastard. It would have been no surprise if he’d played the rumoured part in establishing the justiciars in their enforcement role.

      The discussion was interrupted by the sound of tramping feet in the corridor. They stopped outside and our lady came in, looking flustered.

      “Am I to put up with these twelve men escorting my every footstep?” she asked.

      “I’m afraid you are,” I told her. “There is absolutely no chance that I will allow you to be murdered again.”

      “I will not be such easy prey this time,” she muttered, and I understood from her words that she blamed herself more than anyone. She was young and inexperienced, but most definitely not lacking in sorcerous powers. The matter was forgotten when she spoke her next words.

      “We are in trouble,” she said. “Not just us, but everywhere from here to Blades and beyond.”

      “What is it, my lady?” asked Ploster.

      “Whatever it is that comes from the north, it is determined to destroy us.”

      “Have you seen what it is?” I asked.

      “It remains shrouded from me. I have followed the threads of power and I can sense that something passes over them, but whatever it is, it is far older than anything I have come across before. It sees us and it hates what we are. Yet I cannot pierce its veils and it remains hidden. Even so, I can feel the malice.”

      “Could you learn more if given time?” asked Ploster. He leaned forward as if to express his worry.

      “Nothing can remain hidden from me forever,” she said without pride. “My powers have grown, but my skills in its use are still only part-formed.”

      There were many questions to be asked and I was sure that even with Warmont’s men on our doorstep there was time for me to ask them. Still, I focused on the ones which might have a direct bearing on our next course of action. I waved the other men to silence so that they would not interrupt with their own questions, however well-intended.

      “This thing you describe – is it men or something else? And does it come for us here in Gold?”

      “I do not think it is men,” she said. “And it does not know us specifically. I believe it will sweep to the south until it is stopped or it has killed us all.”

      “How far away is it?” I asked.

      “I believe that it has ventured little further than Nightingale, but its movements are sporadic and I have not been able to see if it can move quickly.”

      “Lieutenant Craddock has heard reports that the attacks on Turpid and Nightingale came swiftly. I think we must assume that our enemy can move at speed if it feels the need to do so.”

      “I think I know what you are building up to, Captain Charing,” the Saviour told me. I let her continue, hopeful that she had enough grasp of our options to have distilled the choices to their logical possibilities.

      “We can either venture north to see what we face. Or we can go west to Septic. With either of those two choices we have to abandon the citizens of Gold to the Duke’s men. I assume that this time they will simply burn the town to the ground and the people with it,” she said.

      “I am sure that the Duke’s patience with Gold was worn out when he dispatched his latest army to the north,” I told her. “Their orders are unlikely to involve any sort of negotiation with the townsfolk. I would say that the town will be destroyed within the week, assuming we don’t remain to stop it.”

      “I won’t let that happen,” she said. “These are my people now and I will protect them.”

      “Since there is no time to evacuate the town before the Duke’s army arrives, you are aware that the only remaining choice is to fight them.” I said it as a statement, rather than a question.

      “My soldiers are ready to fight, are they not?”

      “They are, my lady. They will be outnumbered, but Lieutenant Craddock has told me that he is impressed with their skills and how much they have improved since they joined us. Many of ours have survived the siege of the town and could therefore be classed as veterans, whilst I am sure that the ranks of the Duke’s army have been bolstered by unblooded young men. I doubt that many of them will retain their youthful exuberance once they meet our shield wall.”

      She looked glum as I said that. “It is always the young ones they send in first,” she muttered. “How I wish they did not have to die for a leader who is already dead.”

      “We can only hope that rumour has already reached them and that their morale is low because of it,” I said. “They might run when they see that their numbers will not break our line as easily as they would like.”

      “Muster the men, Captain,” she said. “We’ll meet them to the south. I do not wish for another street-by-street battle. I will risk everything for a decisive victory.”

      I bowed my head in acknowledgement. I couldn’t find fault with what she said – sometimes it is best to chance everything in order to achieve the desired result. A slow loss from attrition was the cruellest form of warfare.

      “Good news, eh Captain?” asked Sinnar. “You get to trip over guts in a muddy field filled with men screaming in agony. Just how you like it.”

      We all laughed with genuine humour, except the Saviour. She was familiar with our bleak outlook, but had yet to become inured to our soldier’s fatalism.

      It was late in the day and there was no chance that we’d see an attack before darkness, so I put things in motion for the men to be supplied and ready for the morning. Secretly, I must confess that I was itching to see what the next day would bring.
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      I didn’t get any sleep that night, nor did I even pretend to myself that I should bother trying. I spent some time with the men of the First Cohort, checking their equipment and their readiness. I wasn’t worried about either and, as I’d expected, all of the men were ready to fight. We numbered only three-hundred-and-twenty-nine now. I had yet to confront the enormity of our losses, but hearing this precise quantity of our strength at least cleared up some of the uncertainty I’d felt since I set off for Blades.

      Sinnar had spent the evening passing around the word about what was to come. I guessed there’d be quite a lot of surprise at the suddenness of it, but I knew that a soldier’s morale tended to wither if he knew of a battle weeks in advance. With any luck, I thought it might play to our advantage.

      I met with Lieutenants Trovis and Faye. I wasn’t at all surprised to find that the latter had stayed with us – she had impressed me enough with her skill and her loyalty.

      “Gold is starting to feel like an old sock that two dogs are fighting over,” said Trovis. He tended to get carried away with his imagination.

      “There’ll be nothing left of this sock soon,” said Faye. “Good to see you back, Captain Charing.”

      I realised that they hadn’t been party to the discussions about the attacks from the north. I mentally chided myself for this oversight. I wasn’t a man who needed to keep an inner circle of favourites. Trovis and Faye deserved to know, so I filled them in on the details.

      “Fuck!” swore Trovis, though Faye was quiet for a time. When she spoke, she had already considered the possibilities of what this might mean.

      “There are six of the Duke’s bigger towns and cities which are about as far north as Gold,” she said. “It would be a disaster if they were all to be destroyed.” She didn’t need to say that one of those towns was Bunsen, where she hailed from.

      I looked into her grey eyes and saw her fear. I was satisfied to note that it was the sort of fear that would drive her to fight, rather than drive her to run. I’d always liked Lieutenant Faye and I was pleased to see that she remained steadfast.

      “We don’t know what might happen,” I said. “Though I will not lie to you and pretend that I think we will not be greatly challenged by it.”

      The two of them knew what they had to do and they set about their tasks with dedication. Flight returned from his scouting duties at one point to let me know that there were nearly eleven thousand men heading towards the town. I’d almost stopped pondering the capacity of the Duke to keep finding so many men for his army, as well as being able to supply and pay them. At least here in Gold we didn’t have to worry about paying our soldiers yet, but I very much doubted any of the Duke’s men fought without requesting a pay packet. Supplies were starting to become more problematic for us, which was no longer my direct concern since I’d passed those worries onto Chartus. He’d once been our cook but was now our quartermaster.

      So it was, at first light the next morning, three-thousand-two-hundred-and-fifteen men mustered in the plaza which had once been the home of the Farmer’s Market. A few of the stalls had returned, but it was easy to see that the town was finished, or at least would be on its knees for years to come.

      I walked around the men we had gathered, noting to myself that their weapons were sharp and their armour well-maintained, though battered in places. I preferred it if a soldier was comfortable with what he carried and wore, rather than insisting that they kept their items pristine. They all wore a white cloth band on their arm, and on each band was a yellow circle to depict the sun. These were replicas of the Saviour’s banner and it was all the uniform they needed to identify them.

      I had been away in Blades for a significant amount of time and I had never got to know these men as well as I’d wished. Still, I recognized a few faces. The jaws of many were set, clenched firmly closed, as is often the case so close to a battle. I met the eyes of each man I passed, hoping that my outward show of confidence would rub off onto them. Here and there I saw men who displayed new tattoos on their faces and the bare parts of their limbs. I thought it good that they wanted to be like us and kept my fingers crossed that their deeds would match their aspirations.

      We marched out of the town, heading through the broken buildings of the south side. The cold was sharp and the breaths of the living steamed in the air as the soldiers shivered in their armour. They’d warm up once we got properly moving and there are few activities that can warm you up as much as swinging a sword and doing your best to avoid being stabbed in return. The townsfolk stared at us, mouths open in surprise. One or two shouted questions, though we didn’t provide answers. There was little need to spread panic amongst the town’s populace, since we weren’t leaving anyone behind to keep the peace.

      I was at the front, alongside our lady. She was the only one who rode and she sat atop a white horse. I had no idea if it was the same beast that she’d always ridden since Treads and didn’t bother to ask. I disliked horses, thinking them to be skittish and stupid creatures. The Saviour had her bodyguard of twelve grouped close by. I noticed that Heavy carried her banner for the moment, since her previous standard-bearer had been killed by Leerfar. Lieutenant Sinnar was next to me and I spoke to him.

      “Will the new men hold up in battle?” I asked. It was Sinnar who had been assigned the task of instilling discipline.

      “I think so, Captain,” he said. “Most of them are good lads. Strong and ready. They are fired up by something they believe in, but not eager to throw their lives away. It makes a good combination.”

      “Today is going to be a tough one,” I said. “Especially since we don’t know exactly what we’re facing.” We’d had reports, but they weren’t filled with detail – most of our scouts’ sightings had taken place in poor light, which would make any commander think twice before relying on what he heard.

      “Aye, Captain. There’ll be no men from the coast coming at the last minute to turn the tide. Not this time.”

      About half a mile outside of Gold, we caught our first sight of the enemy. On top a hill a few hundred yards away, we could see a dozen or more men on horses.

      “Trent,” I said.

      The horses remained where they were, their riders watching us insolently. It mattered little, since I wasn’t expecting to remain hidden. We reached the place I’d chosen. It was a sloping field, just away from the main road that led to the town. It was surrounded on all sides by a waist-high stone wall, which was enough to prevent the escape of sheep and to slow down men and horses alike. We took command of the high ground, since the field stretched close to the top of a low hill. I wanted any attackers to either run uphill or to be forced out of formation by climbing over the walls. I immediately set squads of men to the task of knocking over part of one wall where it came closest to the road. I didn’t want the Duke’s men to simply hem us in with a few thousand while the rest marched on the town. We needed to be able to get out of the field and onto the road if the situation dictated it.

      “The Duke’s men always liked to rise at mid-morning, eh Captain?” asked Bolt. I was pleased to see him close to me in our ranks.

      “Lazy fuckers, one and all,” said Lemon. I’d not been near to him in our line for a while. His pinched face didn’t look any mellower than the last time.

      A couple of our scouts came back to report that the Duke’s men were on the move and little more than thirty minutes away. Both men estimated the numbers at close to eleven thousand, with no archers or cavalry. Warmont had always favoured his infantry over mixed troops – it was all he’d ever needed. In other parts of the Empire, there were armies with huge numbers of archers or horse. I was glad that we weren’t going to fight against all of these components. I doubted we could win against charging cavalry while arrows rained down into our ranks and footmen bore down upon us.

      I checked over our positions. I’d placed the First Cohort to the left of the field as you looked towards the road. We were on the farthest flank from the town and I wanted us to be closest to the wall which our enemy would likely try and climb over to attack. In the middle was Lieutenant Faye and to the far right was Lieutenant Trovis, standing in lines four deep. I was already cursing myself for not having a horse. Usually I commanded fewer men than this and liked to be in the fray. Here, it seemed likely that I’d need to stay back, in order to obtain a better overview of the situation. The Saviour was right in the middle of the field, behind all of the troops. They didn’t need to see her, and we could all feel the power flowing out of her, comforting us with its warmth.

      I wanted things to get going quickly – if our enemy tarried, there was the risk that the hands of our men would become too cold to properly feel their weapons. I’d known swords and shields to fly from the hands of soldiers on the coldest of days and it was a certain death for the unfortunate men to whom it happened.

      “I think my balls are going to freeze off,” I overheard one man say. I worried about what was to come and whether this chill was going to be something they’d be feeling forever onwards.

      Away from our field and across the road was another field. Unlike ours, this one was on level ground, but covered in the same thick grass. We had a clear view as fifty-one horsemen trotted lazily down a far hillside and entered this other field. I couldn’t make out all the details, but the horses were near black, and the armour the riders wore was black as well. I remembered this armour to be mostly leather in origin, in sympathy to the animals. There were plumed helmets, of course. I wondered if there was a cavalryman anywhere in the world that didn’t wear one, pretentious bastards that they were. They came towards us as if they had all the time in the world, though I was sure they didn’t wish to be held up in the north for any longer than they could avoid. There’d be people to murder in Blades or Ranks that they’d likely prefer to return to.

      “Justiciars AND cavalry all rolled into one,” said Sinnar cheerfully. “Does it get any better than that?”

      “Cocky bastards, aren’t they?” said a nearby man from Lieutenant’s Faye’s contingent. I didn’t recognize his face.

      “It makes it all the more fun when they shit themselves before they die,” said Sinnar, raising his voice so that the man could hear.

      Eventually, the horsemen stopped, almost a hundred yards away from us. I had no idea which one was Lord Trent, since he didn’t seem brave enough to differentiate himself from his men. This was a shame, since I’d have definitely tried my hardest to have him killed immediately. As it was, I had to rely on luck.

      “Lieutenant Faye, can you have your archers shoot at those men?” I asked. She had sixty or so men who had come from our fight in the town of Treads. They’d been assigned to her command.

      Bows were unslung and arrows lifted from quivers by trembling fingers. Before they could draw and fire, I became aware that the vanguard of the Duke’s army had arrived. We were high enough on our hill to see them emerge from where the road dipped behind another slope over half a mile away. They were four abreast across the road, which meant the men at the rear were still several minutes’ walk behind them.

      The men with bows stuck to their task, which I’m sure was made more difficult by this recent distraction. Upon Faye’s word, they fired. A little over sixty arrows flew into the sky, making their distinctive whip noise through the air as they left the bow strings. As soon as they were released, I guessed that they’d do no good. I couldn’t imagine that Lord Trent would be ignorant to the range of a longbow, nor did it seem likely he’d lived this long if he willingly entered the range of archers without some sort of protection.

      I was right. The arrows flew over our own lines and dropped towards the horsemen. The Treads archers weren’t an elite unit, but they knew how to fire a bow and how to hit a target as large as a horse from such a close range. Not one of their arrows hit home, being deflected at the last moment by what I assumed was an invisible shield projected by the riders.

      Ploster was nearby. I liked to have him with me during battle, since his talents could turn a probable defeat into a victory if used wisely. He was already concentrating and I could feel that he was testing the magical barrier.

      “I can’t remove it,” he said through gritted teeth. “Alone they are weak, with the exception perhaps of Trent himself. Fifty of them together are more than I can disrupt.”

      “How did you manage it against the Duke?” I asked, reminded of a question I’d meant to ask him weeks ago.

      “I got lucky,” he said. For some reason, I got the impression he was withholding something. It wasn’t the time to pursue it.

      Our lady wasn’t too far from me and I headed in her direction - I’d had a thought that I wanted to speak to her about. Before I got there, I heard screams from our front ranks and though I wasn’t able to see exactly what was happening, I had seen mageflame often enough to realise that Lord Trent’s men were using it against Faye’s men. The greasy smoke of burning flesh and fat filled the air about forty yards away from me and I saw the back lines inch up the hill as the men tried their best to avoid being injured by their burning fellows.

      I checked again to see how far the enemy’s closest footmen were and did some fast calculations. I ran back to Lieutenant Sinnar. “Take our first rank forward at full run. See if you can drive Trent away before he can whittle away at our numbers and morale.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he said over his shoulder. He was already on his way to give the orders.

      I made haste to our lady, reaching her just as Sinnar’s detachment – eighty men – ran at a full sprint over the field towards the smugly-waiting cavalry. There were more screams from close by as Trent’s sorcerers picked their targets at random, trying their best to split us apart before the foot soldiers had even arrived.

      “My lady,” I said to her. “Can you destroy their shield?”

      “I can, but I will not,” she said, sadly.

      I remembered our conversation not long after we’d defeated another one of the Duke’s armies inside the walls of Treads. At the time, she’d told me the words I’d wanted to hear – that if she used her magic to overcome every obstacle, her men would come to rely upon it. Then, the victories would no longer belong to them, but to this young lady who was meant to be a figurehead to help the people take charge of their own destiny, rather than the one who won the battles for them.

      I watched Sinnar’s men as we spoke. His eighty covered the ground quickly, drawing the attention of Lord Trent’s men. A few of the horsemen tried to burn the charging infantry. I could see patterns of wards glowing upon the skin of my men as they shrugged off the magics. Smoke poured from one man – I couldn’t see who – and he faltered, before regaining his footing and setting off again. I guessed that many of Trent’s men were familiar with our resistances and they continued to ignite the easier targets in Lieutenant Faye’s lines. The bowing of her line continued and I heard her voice shouting above the clamour.

      As my men came closer, Sinnar several paces ahead and without a shield, the horseman wheeled around and cantered off – not directly away from us, but parallel to our front lines, so they could continue their attack. Sinnar harried them, seemingly unworried by the magics they threw in his direction. For a moment, I was concerned that the bloodlust had overcome him and that it might blind him to the needs of his situation. I should not have worried and he drew the men up short and began to lead them towards our field at a run. Predictably, the horsemen turned to follow, keeping pace but not charging.

      “My lady,” I whispered. “If you remove the magics of those horsemen, there will be none here the wiser that you have done it.”

      “Except for you and the twelve men around me,” she answered softly.

      “We must talk about this later, my lady. It is possible for you to use your powers to inspire a great victory, without the credit belonging entirely to you. Inspiration is what a leader brings, but without taking away from what her men have done.”

      “Very well,” she replied thoughtfully. “I will remove their barrier. Have the archers ready to fire.”

      Lieutenant Faye was occupied with keeping her men steady. I ran to the archers, who looked worried - their unit had not as yet suffered the pain inflicted upon the other men.

      “Draw your bows,” I said to them, loudly and calmly. “We’re going to have another go at those bastards, as soon as they stop chasing Lieutenant Sinnar.”

      The archers looked uncertain, but did as they were told without question. As I’d thought, Trent’s men had no intention to engage Sinnar in hand-to-hand and were just following to taunt us for our inability to touch them. I scanned their numbers, hoping to spot which of them was issuing the commands, but their leader still didn’t give himself away. Lieutenant Sinnar and his men entered our field again, and didn’t slow down until they’d returned to their positions on our flank. I felt it then – a surge of power flashed out from the Saviour, accompanied by a gusting of the air. I had always been sensitive, but this was as clear as day to me and I wondered how much my manipulation of Gagnol’s life essence had affected me, since none of the other soldiers seemed to have noticed.

      “Fire!” I said, clearly enough for my voice to carry over the nearby screams of the dying.

      Drawstrings twanged and arrows flew. They flitted into the distance, dropping like black streaks into the gathered horsemen. This time there was success and I saw more than a dozen horses fall, spilling their riders onto the field. Other missiles found men rather than beasts, and shafts appeared suddenly in the flesh of at least fifteen of Trent’s numbers. Their cockiness was gone and they raced in several directions away from us, with several of their number leaning out of their saddles as they tried desperately to cling on with arrows piercing their innards. Those who had been unhorsed scrambled to their feet, just as another volley of arrows landed amongst them.

      Their thoughts of sorcery were gone and they had to listen to three thousand cheering men, mocking them as they tried to escape. An even louder cheer went up as Ploster burned two of those who had been pitched from their saddles, and we watched them stumble around blindly as the flames burned out their eyes and charred the flesh to their bones. I was pleased to see that we didn’t break ranks and attempt to give pursuit. Sometimes it’s a soldier’s lot to just stand there helplessly as his enemy escapes.

      When the excitement was over, I estimated that Trent had lost at least half of his men. Some of those were probably still alive, but without their horses. The horsemen gathered at the far side of the field over three hundred yards away. I smiled at our lady and she nodded back. Then, I made haste to the First Cohort. The foot soldiers of Warmont’s army had begun to file into the field opposite, from where I assumed they intended to attack us. I considered a brief foray to disrupt their preparations, but it would give a quick-thinking commander a chance to catch us out of formation by splitting his troops and coming over the wall to attack in the place we’d taken the men away from. It was one of those risks I wasn’t prepared to take and didn’t need to worry about. There were other considerations for the moment, though only petty ones.

      “Shooter,” I said, speaking to one of the First Cohort’s archers. Eagle was the other, but it was Shooter who had the black bow that could send an arrow eighty yards further than any other longbow.

      “Which one do you want me to hit?” he asked, arrow already nocked.

      “See that man who’s doing all the waving of his arms? I reckon it’s an evens chance that it’s Trent. Why don’t you see if you can surprise him?” I asked.

      “It’s a long shot and he’s moving around quite a bit,” replied the soldier, already drawing a bead on the man in question.

      There were evil chuckles around us. We liked the spectacle of an unsuspecting horseman taking an arrow in the throat. It was all the men would talk about around the campfire when Shooter pulled off a good kill and it made him something of a celebrity in our unit.

      He drew. His arms were long and thin, but he could pull his bow as tight as any other man I’d seen and hold it for longer. The wood bent with hardly a creak and we all froze as Shooter held his pose for a moment. The archers from Faye’s section looked over with more than a passing interest.

      Shooter released the string, the tension from the bow whipping the arrow from his curled fingers. There was a blur, briefly visible, before it became lost against the background of the overcast sky. The heads of more than two hundred men moved, following the arrow along its imagined arc as it sailed towards its target. There was a twang as Shooter sent another on the same course.

      We didn’t hear the sound, but far over yonder, the man we were watching stiffened and arched his back. I wondered if the arrow had struck him a glancing blow, but then a second one took him in the temple and he fell over. The first arrow had pierced his side, but the black shaft had been indistinguishable from the colour of his breastplate until he’d toppled. There was another cheer as the man slumped over the neck of his horse. The beast made off at a gallop towards the town and we soon lost sight of where it had gone.

      Those closest to Shooter clapped him on the back. Some of Faye’s archers applauded enthusiastically for the skill in his shot, while a few of the others stared enviously at the bow. Shooter slung the bow around his shoulder again and settled down with his shield. He could have landed a few more arrows in the approaching footmen, but there was little point in it. We used him for the shots that mattered.

      Our enemy kept on coming, while we stood and watched. Trent’s men had burned over a hundred from our centre, but Faye’s archers had taught them to stay out of range. Whoever the commander of the foot soldiers was, he was good. I’d earlier dismissed the option of a surprise attack against them and chewed my lip as I thought about it further. Unfortunately, the enemy soldiers left the road some distance away from us and walked over the level ground until they could enter the opposite field at the far side. They were tantalising close, but not so close that I wanted to throw men at them to see what would happen.

      I ambled over to Lieutenant Craddock. “Who do you reckon they’ve got?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure, Captain,” he said. “I’ve been trying to figure it out by their formation. They’re neat and tidy, but nothing unusual that might give it away.”

      “Sometimes I think it would be easier if there’d been five Bonecrunchers. That way I’d know what to expect every time.”

      He laughed. “And we’d get the pleasure of cutting him to pieces more than once.”

      Bonecruncher had been hard and brave. In reality we were both glad that we’d never have to see the bastard looming above a battleground again.

      “Leerfar?” I asked. “I didn’t get to see that much of her style in Gold.”

      Craddock scratched at an imaginary itch on his chin. “I don’t think so, Captain. She was slow to react and messy in her implementation. I’d be happy if I knew she was in charge today.”

      I knew it wasn’t Leerfar, even before I’d asked the question. Sometimes you just have to say a thing which you know isn’t true in the hope that it’ll lead you on to the answer. Lord Trent wasn’t their leader, since he was widely detested, even by his own side. We’d killed off most of the other possibilities, so I could only hope that Warmont had trusted one of his human commanders with this one. At least then we’d know that a single sword thrust would be sufficient to kill them.

      Our lady called me to her side and I left Craddock’s company, with a sudden bad feeling. She had a look on her face that suggested to me that she was about to say something she imagined I wouldn’t like. I was correct, which informed me that I knew her better than I thought I did.

      “Captain Charing,” she said, furrowing her brow and pretending to stare into the distance.

      “Yes, my lady?” I enquired.

      “It seems to me that the Duke’s men may not be willingly fighting for their now-dead master.”

      “There are probably many who aren’t.” I also pretended to look at something in the distance.

      “From here, I am unable to reach them. The range is too great. However, if we were to meet somewhere closer to the middle, under a flag of truce, I might be able to affect some of their closer units.”

      “You mean we should pretend that we are going to surrender in order to get ourselves close enough to sway a few of their wavering soldiers?” I asked.

      “Not quite, Captain. We should ask them to surrender. I will not be diverted from my path.”

      I smiled at her gumption, but was not overly keen on the underlying plan. Nevertheless, I knew when her mind was made up. In the opposite field, it looked as though almost two-thirds of the enemy had gathered. They’d formed up in defensive squares, with their shields ready to use at a moment’s notice. It was how an experienced, but overly-cautious commander might deploy his men, since there was little chance we’d attack them from our superior, elevated position.

      “When they’re almost in place, we’ll go forward with twenty men,” I said.

      “Agreed,” she replied.

      We waited, though she betrayed no sign of nerves. In fact, I could feel her energy coursing through me as she pulled and pushed at the fabric of power, testing possibilities and ideas. I was reassured – at least she wasn’t planning to put herself at risk without taking steps to look after her safety.

      There is usually a period when two sides have mustered where they will face each other for an indeterminate amount of time. The opposing commanders will each have their own rituals and checks to go through, nerves to contend with and so on. Eventually, one of the two will crack and make the first move. Usually it’s the strongest party that attacks first. Although we were definitely on the weaker side, I was sure there’d still be time to approach under a flag of truce, and so it was.

      By the time the last of their men had filed inside, the opposite field was a hive of activity and manoeuvring. This activity increased markedly when a group of us made our way to the road between our two positions. One of our lady’s bodyguards was now holding a white flag as well as her personal banner. Ploster was with us, as was I and three hand-picked men from each of Lieutenant Faye and Trovis’ men. We didn’t want them to feel left out.

      “Their leader’s in amongst that group over there,” I said, pointing towards their rear. “You can’t make them out clearly – they probably have a sorcerer working to produce a shimmer in the air.”

      “I’ll have a look through their veil,” our lady said with confidence. I glanced up at her, where she still rode in the saddle. She wore a frown. “Odd,” she said. “I can’t get through it.”

      That should have set the alarm bells ringing, and it did. “What does that mean?” I asked. “Surely you should be able to brush away the magics they have available to them? Even if Lord Trent and all of his men worked in tandem at it.”

      “You’d have thought so,” she said, exerting herself again. This time thought I could feel a ripple beneath my feet as she quested forward. “Nothing,” she said.

      “We should return to our men,” I told her.

      “And miss out on the opportunity to discover who it is that so dearly wishes to remain hidden? Come now, Captain Charing.”

      I caught Heavy with a big grin on his face to hear me being spoken to thus. I didn’t mind, truth be told. I was not always the humourless bastard that I made myself out to be.

      We reached the road and then crossed it, making our way a few yards into their field. We were now closer to them than we were to our own troops. If we had to make a run for it, things would get tight.

      “Can you reach their men?” I asked.

      “The joy of hope should be reaching almost half of the enemy troops,” she said. “But something is suppressing it. They are not at all affected.”

      “We are taking too big a risk with the unknown,” I replied. I was right – it’s important to know your enemy’s commander, but not so important that you’d risk your own leader to find out. I began to think that she was being stubborn, or overly-confident. The latter in particular would be foolish in the extreme, since she’d already found herself unable to pierce the protective veil.

      After a period of five minutes, their own contingent came forward, breaking out of the shimmering that protected their leader from identification. There were ten of them, all on foot. One of them carried a hastily-made flag of truce, which seemed to be no more than a table cloth tied to a stick.

      I recognised the lead man at once, even though he wore a helmet to match his breastplate and his greaves.

      “Captain Elias Johns,” I greeted him, letting the Saviour know the man’s name.

      “Captain Tyrus Charing,” he responded. There was a small amount of warmth between us. We’d met before, briefly, and I thought he was the sort of man I could probably like, given the opportunity. He was a competent man, but not one that I would be afraid to face in battle.

      Our lady looked at Captain Johns. “Do we need to fight each other? The reason for our conflict is gone.”

      “Alas, I do not command these men,” he replied. “The Duke has more important assistants for this work.”

      “The Duke is dead, you know?” she told him. I was already pondering why he’d used the word assistant instead of servant.

      Captain Johns’ eyes flicked left and right. I could see that he was nervous, and beads of sweat had appeared on his upper lip in spite of the cold weather. The men he’d brought with him looked similarly ill at ease.

      “It does not matter,” he said. “The Hangman does not answer to the Duke.”

      My heart sank. “What’s the fucking Hangman doing out here in this forsaken part of the Empire?” I asked, breaking rudely into the conversation. I didn’t care that my manners were lacking.

      “There will be no peace today,” said Captain Johns. Then he dropped his voice to a hoarse whisper. “You need to leave. Now.”

      Neither me nor my men gave our lady an opportunity to voice any dissent. We spun around and pulled at the reins on her horse until it turned and started moving. The six men from Faye and Trovis’ units looked confused, but didn’t let that delay their feet.

      “On guard!” hissed Ploster to our lady.

      “Thank you, Captain Johns,” I said over my shoulder as we began to run. He didn’t respond and I thought it likely that his words would cost him his life.

      We had scarcely made five yards when I heard a muffled choking sound. I looked back and saw that Captain Johns had vanished from his group, as if he’d never been there. The remaining nine looked petrified, as if they didn’t know what action they could take to escape death.

      “Run!” I shouted at them. It was a below-the-belt command, since I hoped for them to come with us only to increase our own chance of a safe return to our ranks. They obeyed and I heard them follow, presumably gambling that at least a few of them might escape.

      I heard the choking noises again and drew my dagger, not quite sure what good it would do me. From my periphery, I saw a thin, black cord of what seemed like heavy smoke. Lightning fast, it whipped into our group, catching one of Faye’s men around his neck. I could see it constrict at once, causing the man’s eyes to bulge and the veins on his neck to pop. Then, he was gone, pulled away at enormous speed.

      There was a clank just behind me, accompanied by the sound of something fast snapping through the air. This time I didn’t turn – I knew exactly what had happened. A moment later, another of the Hangman’s cords took Furrow around his neck. He was in formation about the Saviour and I saw his thickly-muscled neck tighten as he fought the strangulation. His face tightened in a grimace of pure bloody-mindedness and his tattoos flared against the magics of the noose. It wouldn’t be enough – I saw him falter and he fell out of stride. I did what any man who lived with violence would do – I cut out with my dagger. My arm moved with tremendous speed and the magical blade severed the black thread. It cracked away behind us, gone in an instant. Furrow shrugged and the remaining darkness around his neck dissipated.

      “Can you block it?” I asked Ploster and the Saviour both.

      “I’m trying already,” replied Ploster through gritted teeth. “He’s not exactly a hedge wizard!”

      We’d covered almost forty yards and the noose whipped amongst us again, this time taking Corporal Heavy around his neck. He held our lady’s banner in one hand, but used his free hand to grasp at his noose. To my surprise, he ripped it away with a growl.

      “No,” I heard him say. It wasn’t clear if he addressed us or made imaginary conversation with the Hangman.

      Another two of the Duke’s men were plucked away from the back of our group. I caught a sight of the last one as he arced through the air and was pulled into shimmering miasma that hid the Hangman from our sight. I was relieved to note that none of the enemy troops had broken ranks to give chase – I didn’t want them hounding us as we ran.

      After we’d covered another twenty yards, the attacks stopped. I assumed we’d made it out of range, since it wasn’t like the Hangman to stop when there were still people alive. We didn’t slow and took up our positions again. The new men who’d come with us joined with Lieutenant Faye. I guessed they’d fight well for us today.

      “He’s broken a flag of truce!” said the Saviour hotly.

      “Such flags are rarely worth the effort,” I said. “At least when one side has no desire to parley. I am more concerned about why I have seen three of the Emperor’s Death Sorcerers in the last few months.”

      “We can think about it later,” she said. “What magics can this Hangman cast?”

      “You’ve seen the most of it,” I told her. “Given time, he can strip an army bare of numbers. He’s wasted against mere men. I’ve seen him kill things that put up much more of a fight.”

      “What are his weaknesses?” she asked.

      “I don’t know if any of the Death Sorcerers have weaknesses. I’m afraid that he’s your challenge to overcome, my lady. And mark that you will need to stop him, else we will definitely lose today.”

      She didn’t reply at once and I saw her eyes flick over the opposite field. “They are moving,” she said.

      I looked too. Without fanfare, the men we faced had begun to move towards us. Rows upon rows of them marched across the grass, dwarfing our numbers.

      “Get ready!” I bellowed. The words were more for effect – we all could see what was coming.
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      We were arrayed in three companies and they were similarly split. Their numbers were so much greater than ours that they likely hoped to spill around us and separate us from each other. We of the First Cohort were the fewest in number, but I assumed that the enemy had recognized us since they sent well over two thousand men towards our position. It was going to get messy for us.

      They made surprisingly little sound as they marched across the field, the thick grass softening their footfall. The distance was still too great to make out all the details, but I fancied I could see the scared eyes of youth looking through the open-faced helmets that they wore. Even from here I could tell that they were under-equipped. They had chest plates, but their shields were of different sizes and they carried a mixture of weapons. Uniformity was the best way if your ranks were lacking in experience. What they did have, was men – many more of them than we had. Even if they were badly trained, they could overcome us if we didn’t fight well. On top of that, they had the Hangman on their side.

      Their three leading units held a line well and they stepped over the rubble of the broken wall without losing their formation. I heard Lieutenant Sinnar shout, his voice carrying clearly over the battlefield. I saw the helmet of Lieutenant Faye as she made her way through her own men to the position she’d take during the fighting. Lieutenant Trovis was standing calmly. At one time, I’d have had doubts about him, but I’d heard the tales of his bravery in the defence of Gold. He was resourceful, clever and much more dangerous in battle than he appeared. Sinnar had told me that some of the men with Trovis were amongst the dirtiest fighters he’d ever seen, and coming from Sinnar that was a great compliment. I’d fought for many things, but I wondered if the single thing I lacked was experience in fighting to save something I really cared for. I had my chance on this day.

      I watched the Saviour from the corner of my eye. She stared out impassively across the sea of men before her. I knew that she didn’t like death – it was the reason I hoped that she’d become everything that these people needed – but she could steel herself against it. Around her, the twelve body guards were alert, their swords drawn. Heavy had planted the banner into the earth and met my eyes for a moment. I winked at him and he grinned, his pristine, white teeth shining brightly against his weathered skin.

      “Is that the Hangman, Captain Charing?” our lady asked.

      “That’s him,” I said. “Don’t let him have it easy.”

      The cloaking magics had gone and we could see where the Hangman was standing. He was tall – close to eight feet I knew, and rangy. He wasn’t dressed in armour, instead he was clothed in black leggings and tunic. His face wasn’t visible, since he always wore a black hood which covered his entire head. He didn’t even have holes cut for the eyes and had never seemed to need them. He wore gloves and boots also, leaving no part of his body open to sight. He came forward with his men, as part of a smaller fourth group of fifty, which stayed forty yards back from the rest.

      “I’ll take command, Captain Charing. Please join your men.”

      I didn’t know if I was surprised to hear the words, but a part of me was pleased that our lady felt confident enough to take direct control. “As you will,” I said.

      “Good luck, Captain,” I heard her whisper. I didn’t turn – I embraced luck when it favoured me, but I did not like to invoke it. Another of my small superstitions.

      Lieutenant Faye had given the order for her depleted squad of archers to fire what they could and arrows whipped over the field. The missiles rose and the missiles fell. Men fell with them, tumbling over with barbed shafts piercing their bodies, only to be trampled by the unceasing strides of their fellows. Two more volleys descended, finding easy kills amongst their close-packed ranks. It was like pissing against a storm.

      I joined the First Cohort, noticing again how depleted our numbers were. If we’d been at full strength, I’d have happily had us charge into the approaching enemy and broken them into pieces that wouldn’t stop running until they reached their homes in the south.

      “Welcome back, Captain,” said Cricks from his position adjacent.

      “You’ve been looking a bit rusty, Captain,” said Vinta. “Come to remind yourself how it’s done?”

      There was some laughter around me and I let it wash over me, feeling an approaching joy at fighting with these men again.

      “That spear’s only eight feet long, Vinta,” I told him. “I think it’ll fit sideways up your arse.” There was more laughter. We were at ease and that made me happy.

      The enemy was close now and Faye’s archers ran back another fifty paces until they were standing behind our lady’s position. They’d continue to fire until they were out of ammunition and then they’d join in the close-quarters. Fortunately for them, there were plenty of arrows to go around – good archers could sap the morale of even the most well-disciplined troops if given the time to do so.

      Craddock had arranged the First Cohort in a line eighty long and four deep. The front two ranks held long, iron spears, which we pointed outwards at the approaching soldiers. I knew that Lieutenant Sinnar had begun to train the other regiments in the same technique and I watched with approval as the front ranks of Faye’s men readied their own spears. I couldn’t see Trovis from where I was, but could see their bristling array of dull grey iron. Some of theirs had shafts of wood – the ironmongers in Gold had not been capable of producing sufficient of the weapons in time.

      I was in the third rank, close to the middle. I had my shield raised and my sword drawn. The enemy was less than twenty yards away, their line starting to break as the eager men began to pull ahead of the waverers. I felt an insistent tugging sensation in my mind as my brain tried to force me into the battle trance. I held it off for the moment – I was sure the time would come for me to let go.

      In the moments before impact, I saw the black strands snake out again. They came from the Hangman’s group and snaked over the heads of his own men, before dropping into Faye’s ranks. Each time the noose descended, it pulled a man from amongst his fellows, hauling him into the air at a speed quicker than any arrow. In the space of two or three seconds, I watched seven men pulled into the sky. When their necks had been broken, the strands simply vanished and the bodies fell to earth. On the eighth occasion, I saw a man’s severed head sail high upwards, showering blood onto the soldiers below.

      The enemy thundered into us, wider than our line and many ranks deeper. We were near to the wall on one side and Lieutenant Faye’s flank on the other, so they were not able to circle us. Their first rank tried to knock our spears aside with their flimsy wooden shields. We were familiar with the tactic and we held firm, shattering their barriers and raising our own heavy shields to defend against the few attacks that got through. Those who were only wounded by the spears were trodden underfoot, slowly crushed and broken by the hard boots of the next rank – it was a shitty way to die. If we survived what was to come, I vowed that I’d raise a toast for the enemy fallen as well as our own.

      I faintly heard the screams, my mind already filtering away the unimportant details so that I could focus on the men around me. Their second and third ranks tried to pull away our spears, desperately using their hands to try and disarm us before the weight of the men behind could drive them onto the sharp tips.

      “Forward one pace!” shouted Sinnar. Our line advanced a single step in unison, thrusting outwards as we did so. More of their men fell, clutching at their ruptured bellies, spilled entrails steaming in the freezing air. We stepped back again, as the crush of the enemy increased against us. Here and there I saw spears ripped away from us, to be lost in the scrum of bodies.

      A rumbling sound reached our ears from somewhere to the right. There was a shudder and I could feel a collection of minds pulling at the threads of power. Something detonated amongst Trovis’ men and bodies flew into the air – dozens of them thrown into the sky, to come crashing down on the field around their fellows.

      “Trent’s men, somewhere,” I called to Ploster. He was in the last of our ranks, lost in his focus.

      I succumbed to the insistence of my brain and the events around me slowed. The maelstrom of battle become a manageable series of incidents that I could view and evaluate. It was as if I were at the centre of a sphere in which I was the omniscient being. I couldn’t sense as far as Lieutenant Trovis, but I had knowledge of much of the battlefield.

      Something flooded out from Ploster, shooting away to the road. There was a shimmering and a group of more than twenty horsemen came into view. Whatever had been hiding them, Ploster had disrupted their magic. Before they could recover from their surprise, Ploster used his sorcery again. He was angry for reasons I didn’t know, and it fuelled his attack. The head of one man exploded in a bloody thump, scattering his skull and brains over the men around him. Another man clutched his chest and fell from the saddle. Their horses became skittish and their riders struggled with the reins.

      Our spears were mostly gone, replaced with swords that killed more easily at close quarters than our spears did at range. The enemy was dismayed by our lack of concern at their numbers, but this did not slow down their attacks and they hewed at us with axes and swords of their own. They pressed us and I could see from their faces that they did not want to be here.

      “Harts, get into that gap!” I shouted as a sudden surge pushed us stumbling back a pace.

      Craddock was close by. His head never stopped moving as he worked out the ebb and flow, trying to anticipate where the pressure would overcome our resistance. Another shudder caused the ground to tremble with the impact of magic and more of Trovis’ men were thrown high. All the while, the black rope of the Hangman’s sorcery flicked in and out of our ranks, pulling dozens of men into the sky and letting them crash below. Arrows continued to fall, dropping endlessly into the massed ranks of the Duke’s men.

      The Saviour answered the Hangman with magic of her own. It was something brutal and nothing I’d ever seen her use before. It was like the spell that Ploster had used, only magnitudes greater in power. There was an expulsion of air to accompany the spell’s unleashing and without warning, the group of fifty surrounding the Hangman simply exploded. There was no sound to herald their destruction, but a red cloud appeared, expanding outwards at tremendous speed. In my heightened state, I could almost see the individual droplets that had once been part of living creatures as they travelled forty or fifty feet from the centre. When the blood had cleared, I saw the Hangman, somehow untouched by the gore. I thought that he wobbled for a moment, but he was not a creature to be easily overcome and his threads snaked out once again.

      I felt another blast strike him, throwing up clods of dirt at his feet and making a wide crater around him. Still he stood, though his cloth hood had been torn away. I’d never seen what lay beneath and it was now clear why he kept it hidden. Whatever he’d once been, there was now nothing left but a skull, yellowed and without skin. It was human in appearance, with sockets that were nothing more than empty holes which seemed to absorb the grey light of morning. The feathered shaft of a black arrow appeared in his chest and I assumed that Shooter had tried his luck. The Hangman ignored it and another one appeared in his shoulder. The skull turned towards us, the movement slow and full of menace.

      Our own line was unbroken, but we were being gradually pushed back by the weight of their numbers. We were tireless, seeking to destroy the enemy’s will by making them fight for every inch they gained over this nameless field. A black tendril flicked into our front line close to me, pulling a man away and dropping him in the distance. There was another to follow it, this one catching Lieutenant Sinnar around the throat. He shouted, a sound of animal fury. His skin flared a bright, dark blue and the thread snapped, defeated by whatever strength Sinnar had found within himself.

      Two more of my men were taken from our midst and I sensed the early signs that our measured steps back were becoming less controlled.

      “Grids, if you take another step I’m going to cut your fucking legs off!”

      The enemy soldiers pressed onwards. They had many times our number, but this was only an advantage if they could bring them to bear. If they could encircle us, our destruction would likely be assured.

      I looked at their eyes, trying to gauge their state. They had the glazed look of men who knew nothing of the world, apart from that which was in front of them. There were young men and older men alike, each feeling the same fellowship as we of the First Cohort did with our own. They drew upon each other and strained against our swords and shields as we cut them down in vast numbers, caring not at all for their lives or their loves. This was no time for compassion and they had none to give us either.

      “Vinta get up and into that space!”

      “Flurry, don’t piss about with him! Stab the bastard! Do it now!”

      Step by step we were pushed back and my anger built, trying its best to destroy my reason. I had long ago gained control of it and I harnessed the strength it gave me. I joined them on the front rank, pushing my way through to take my space. When you’re on a knife edge, sometimes it only takes a single man to make the difference between a rout and holding fast for another minute. The black rope of the Hangman visited us once or twice. I think it may have reached about my neck at some point, but if it did I hardly noticed it, or maybe one of the men cut it free.

      Concussive strikes boomed nearby and dirt, sharp with fragmented stone rattled off my helmet, cutting my arm and leg as it shot by. I crashed a blow against the helmet of the closest man, sundering the metal and his head beneath it. The blade of my sword slid free easily, or perhaps it was just that I had the power to wrench it out without a struggle. Someone stabbed at my guts, with an axe of all things. Cricks cut off the man’s hand and I returned the favour by smashing my shield into the helmeted face of a man with a mace.

      “Don’t you dare die yet!” I heard Craddock shout. “Get up and kill them!”

      There was something tangled around my foot – intestines, glistening and tough. I kicked them away, catching a man in the shin with the hard cap of my boot. My sword took the man adjacent through the chest, puncturing the thin metal of his ancient breastplate with ease. Another sword stabbed the same man under the arm and the only thought I had was that one of us had wasted a blow.

      I took a step back as we were forced further away from where we’d started. I embraced my battle madness and saw the world in what seemed like a series of static pictures, each representing its own frozen moment of the battle. There was Lieutenant Sinnar, his sword held two-handed and his own look of insanity on his face. I saw the faces of two of the enemy as they looked at the sky, falling and with their throats cut by a single slash of my sword. I caught the moment that Flute took a dagger in the guts, his mouth open, but his resolve unbowed. I saw Ploster on the ground at my feet, his eyes were closed and the man behind us was pulling at him, trying to drag him away from the melee.

      Then it was back to the killing. My shield was gone, replaced by my dagger. I blocked with it or stabbed, using my sword almost like a bludgeon. The incoming strikes seemed so slow that I almost laughed at the enemy’s pathetic attempts to kill me. I saw the first signs of fear creep into the expressions of those in front of me. I cut them down without mercy. Something caught me on the helmet – a mace I think, but it didn’t addle my senses and I slew the man and those around him. Beamer’s shield deflected another blow aimed at my ribs and my word of thanks felt like it took an eternity to reach my lips. By the time it came and was spoken, another two men had died, their agony mattering to me not at all. My runed sword and dagger glowed so brightly that I swear they’d have lit up the main room of our barracks and they sang in a language only I could understand. Metal shrieked and tore, falling molten to the grass as I shattered armour and flesh alike.

      With each death, I felt our enemy’s certainty ebb, and in a way I could not understand I found that I could impose myself upon them – not just with my weapons and not just with my battle shouts, but something more, as if I drove the fear directly into their hearts and washed away their bravery. Our slow retreat ended and we stood toe-to-toe. Lieutenant Sinnar had found his way closer to me and our eyes locked for the briefest seconds. He was lost, deep inside himself in the same manner I had once seen him in Gold. I don’t know if he recognized me – it didn’t really matter. He killed our opponents with unending strikes, but even his movements seemed painfully slow to me and I danced my dance, leaving human detritus in my wake as I strode forward, pulling our line with me. Behind it all was Craddock, taking what we gave him and moulding it into a sharpened point that he directed and kept moving.

      They broke. They had tried to beat us and failed. Their front rows realised that they did not want to die today. They tried to squeeze through the ranks behind them, but those men didn’t want to face us either. It only took moments until their front four lines were pushing at the men coming forwards. The panic spread and they scrambled to get away from us, injuring each other as they fought to escape.

      We gave them no respite and allowed them to gain no distance. A few of our men picked up fallen spears and charged into the enemy, cutting without shame through unprotected spines as we did our best to rout them.

      The footing was treacherous and the bodies were piled three and four high in places. I scrambled over them, aiming a cut at a man nearby. I missed and he ran even faster. Today was his lucky day and I did not single him out for pursuit, though two of his fellows did not escape.

      I paused to see how Faye and Trovis fared and the news was not so good. Faye’s company was the largest by number, but it had also faced the greatest number of the Hangman’s soldiers. Her men had been pushed many paces away from their starting position and they were bowed in several places. I thought it almost a miracle that they still held together. I couldn’t make out the details of Lieutenant Trovis’ forces, but I could see that the Hangman was now directing his attacks almost solely on where they’d been standing.

      I heard another of the thumping percussive booms as sorcery was unleashed and I watched as more of Trovis’ men were flung into the air. Less than a second later, something flashed across my retinas, blue and incredibly bright. There was a crack, sharp and abrupt like a hundred trees snapping at once. I didn’t see the impact, but when my turning head caught up, there was char and ash amongst the few of Lord Trent’s horsemen that remained. Before they could change their positions, it happened again, but this time I caught sight of the jagged lightning that came down from nowhere, striking amongst them and reducing men and horse alike to blackened bone. The cracking sound followed again, but I had already ceased following the trading of sorcery between our lady and the enemy.

      The men we’d routed fled directly away from us, and the farthest of them crossed the road in a blind panic. I could have taken us crashing into the flanks of the enemy centre, but I did not. Craddock caught on immediately and it took only two shouted commands before we changed course and charged full-pelt down the hill. We passed the enemy centre, locked in their own struggle and too far within themselves to even notice us. The Hangman noticed us, but made no effort to flee. My legs carried me effortlessly over the tufts of grass and I was first to reach him. This close he loomed above me, almost a foot and a half taller than I was.

      I covered the last few strides in an enormous leap, my sword high above my head. The men would laugh at me for my acrobatics, but they were welcome to do so if we lived long enough to enjoy the humour. The Hangman didn’t even bother to try and avoid the attack and my sword clashed off the rotten, yellow skull. I’d hit enough of these bastards recently to know what to expect and was prepared for the violent jarring impact, which shuddered along the blade and into my arms. The Hangman hardly even flinched, but I was not dissuaded and attempted to cut away one of his arms.

      Sinnar joined me, his own sword landing across the Hangman’s back. Our enemy staggered only slightly and the cloth of his tunic flapped open to reveal more bone underneath. Weevil got there and used the momentum of his charge to push the end of his sword through the Hangman’s chest. The blade sank in and came out smoothly. It’s nothing but a skeleton, I thought.

      Other men of the First Cohort arrived and surrounded the Death Sorcerer. For a moment, I thought that he was going to wait patiently as we whittled away chunks of his stone-hard bone until we eventually wore him down. He was not so passive and he raised one fist, still within the cloth of a glove. The clenching motion was clear and I felt a constriction take my throat, far stronger than the black threads had been. It lifted me from my feet and left me dangling three feet from the ground. I could still move my head and saw that at least another dozen of my men had been grasped by the magic.

      More of us arrived, and they rained blows upon the creature, but there was only so many of us who were able to attack at once. Another black arrow appeared from out of nowhere, embedding itself in one of the empty eye sockets. The force of its flight knocked the skull to one side, but I knew that you could have filled the bastard with arrows and he wouldn’t have cared at all. The hand raised again, clenching, and another few men were lifted upwards.

      I felt strangely calm. The glowing of my sigils warmed my body as they did their best to stave off the magic. I could tell that it wasn’t going to be enough and my vision began to dim. Even so, my brain continued its evaluation of the battlefield, or at least the part it that I could see. I noticed with some pride that Lieutenant Craddock had marshalled the remainder of the First Cohort and had set them in a defensive square against any counterattack from the fleeing men, or from the back ranks of the enemy centre. I watched him dispatch another group of ten to surround the Hangman and continue with their hacking at the unyielding bone.

      I don’t know where I have heard it said, but I have been told that in the final moments of strangulation, the brain feels a sense of euphoria. As I hung there, helpless against the Death Sorcerer’s magic, I realised that the chemicals in my brain were lulling me into accepting my fate. The knowing made me fight it and though the calmness remained, it was joined by a desire to fight, rather than to die.

      Whenever I got a feeling for the threads of the warp and weft, it was as though I sank through the ground until I was so low that I could see the tapestry. In the grasp of the Hangman’s sorcery, I had no connection with the ground, but I made a conscious effort to push myself into that place where I could see the intertwining of events and actions. It happened in the blinking of an eye and suddenly I saw the pattern, beautiful and strange. On this day, it was also deadly and I saw hundreds of unbound threads. They drifted away from the others, shrinking and withering as the lives they had been tied to were ended by steel and magic.

      There was something else: all around there were other tendrils, ephemeral, dark and strong. They had no business being there and they joined into the tapestry through the monumental force of the Hangman’s will. I couldn’t say how I did it, but it seemed easy to trace these impositions to their source. My ignorance of sorcery did not prevent me from using the power of my thought to sever the Hangman’s ties.

      I fell to the ground with a thump, landing with straight legs and jolting my spine. I reeled for a moment with my vision swimming. When my sight cleared, I saw that the Hangman had been staggered by my unexpected disruption of his sorcery and had dropped to his knees. Trusty was there, raining blows upon the exposed bones of the Death Sorcerer’s neck, whilst Sense and Cricks used their swords as levers and tried to pry apart the creature’s rib cage.

      I shook my head clear, aware of the men writhing around me as they struggled to recover from the Hangman’s spell. Something in my face must have told Trusty that it was time for him to step aside and he did so, just as I thundered in a giant slash. A chip flew up from the place I’d struck and the Hangman stayed low, as if it were now his turn on the executioner’s block. I hit him once more, as hard as I could remember hitting anything. As the men watched, I hit the Hangman time and again, my sword rising and falling in a blur, each blow as hard as the last. I didn’t know if he was trying to resist. It could have been that the relentless punishment against his bones took all of his sorcery to defend against. I doubt that he’d have just crouched there as I destroyed him. He was far older than any of the First Cohort and I knew that the evillest of creatures would do anything they could to cling onto their lives.

      With one last crashing blow, I separated his head from his neck. It fell to the grass and rolled unevenly for a couple of feet before it stopped, the eye sockets staring emptily at the ground. The Hangman’s body remained where it was, almost seeming to defy gravity. Slowly it keeled to one side, but I helped it on its way by planting my foot on one shoulder and giving it a push.

      “Is he dead?” asked Sinnar.

      “I don’t know,” I confessed. I stooped and picked up the skull from where it lay. It was heavy and felt like it was made of iron rather than bone. I wheeled around once and extended my arm, sending the skull flying over a wall into the long grass of an adjacent field. “We certainly don’t have the time to chop his remains into shards.”

      I looked at the other bodies on the grass around us. I’d not been quick enough to save three of my men – Vinta, Pog and Flute wouldn’t be continuing the fight.

      “I think I’m going to miss his music,” said Sinnar. In truth, Flute couldn’t play for shit, but we’d definitely miss the man.

      The Hangman’s death had gone unnoticed by his own side and as I surveyed the ongoing battle I could tell that they sensed victory. I reckoned they’d break through Faye’s lines sometime in the next minute or two. I didn’t spend any time thinking about it.

      “Come!” I shouted, waving an arm to bring the others with me. Craddock was a little way off, warily watching a few of the Duke’s army who had stopped out of range to taunt us. It was the bravado of beaten men and I doubted they’d be a threat. Still, it didn’t pay to take risks.

      We ran up the hill, meaning to detour around the bloody scrum at our centre. When I’d severed the Hangman’s magic, I’d felt the sudden realisation that his presence alone had been enough to keep his men in check. They knew that the Duke was gone and that they were risking their own lives not only for a man they despised but a dead man whom they despised. Even so, their hope was gone and they wished only to win this day and then return to their families and see what the future brought. Something told me that now was the time for the Saviour to make herself felt – not with her destructive magic, but with her radiance.

      I discovered that I had underestimated her again – a habit I was letting myself get into. As we sprinted up the hill, I felt her presence seeping into me, as strong as it had ever been. I could see her banner further away between Trovis and Faye’s men. I didn’t know when or why she’d moved from her position dead centre, but she wasn’t moving now and sat regally in her saddle as the waves of calm washed out from her, encompassing the fighting men.

      I was still over a hundred yards away when I saw a figure appear amongst the twelve men I’d left as bodyguards. Shining steel caught the wan sunlight, rising and falling at such speed that it left traces across my vision.

      “Leerfar!” I said.

      Ninety yards.

      Sprinter was close by. He’d been keeping to my side, but didn’t need to hear orders to know what he had to do. He streaked away, leaving me and Sinnar bewildered at our lack of pace.

      There was confusion around the Saviour and I thought that two of my men had already gone down. Our lady turned to face the tumult, but it all looked to be too slow, as if Leerfar were the only one acting at normal speed. It will not happen again, I thought, feeling a surge of power as my legs pulled me ahead of Lieutenant Sinnar.

      Seventy yards.

      Still too far away for me to do anything, I watched as the spindly shape of Leerfar leaped six feet vertically upwards. I thought my eyes were deceiving me, for it looked like she had a blade in each hand again, though I’d utterly smashed the one she’d lost. Warmont’s specials seemed to be able to grow their lost body parts back almost at will.

      Fifty yards.

      As Leerfar leaped, one of her blades lashed out towards the Saviour. Our lady fell from the saddle, as if she’d been knocked from it by a giant club. Leerfar dropped from the height of her jump and I saw Heavy catch her across the chest with the thick pole of our banner. Heavy was a big fucker and it looked as if the force of his blow had swatted Leerfar away like a fly. The banner pole snapped and he followed in with his sword. Sprinter arrived, with his sword drawn.

      Thirty yards.

      Leerfar vanished, but Heavy swung his sword in a big, wide arc. Sprinter did the same - he’d been closer to the place where our foe had vanished and his blade sparked as it made contact. Leerfar appeared again, her cloaking magic disrupted. My first thoughts that she’d somehow grown her hand back were wrong, though I couldn’t see exactly how from where I was. She deflected an incoming blow from another of the Saviour’s bodyguards and tumbled further away.

      Ten yards.

      With relief, I saw the top of the Saviour’s head as she pushed herself to her feet. Leerfar performed another acrobatic roll, her speed and weight carrying her under one sword and between two of my men who were attempting to crowd her out. I realised that I hated her.

      My own sword was raised, but I could see that I was going to be too late to intervene. Leerfar recovered from her roll and rose smoothly to her feet, a dagger in one hand and directly in front of the Saviour. Our foe was facing away from me and I could not see the expression on her face, though it would have done me no good to know whether it was a one of triumph or not. Swords descended but I could tell they would be too late to stop the killing blow. The Saviour looked into the face of Leerfar, tiny in comparison to the height of Warmont’s Fourth. She looked serene, without a trace of fear.

      The killing blow did not arrive. Indeed, Leerfar did not move at all and her dagger was frozen in mid-descent.

      “Hold your men, Captain Charing,” said the Saviour. Her voice was as calm as her face.

      I ordered the hold, but we all kept our swords pointed at Leerfar, inches from her body and throat. I could see her face now. Her once-fine features, grey and shrivelled with age, looked worse in the light of day than they had the last time we’d fought her in Gold. Leerfar’s eyes were bright and clear and they looked over at us. Her damaged arm was by her side and I saw that her hand had not grown back, but that she had somehow embedded a sharp steel blade into the stump. There were signs of stitching and the flesh was red sore and swollen where she’d pushed the blade into her wrist bone.

      Waves of magic pulsed out from the Saviour, heavy and vibrating. They held Leerfar unmoving, her killing strike incomplete. I could feel the power of our lady’s sorcery and this close to it my limbs were heavy, as if they were wrapped in a dense metal.

      The Saviour and her murderer held each other’s gaze for a long time, neither unflinching. Eventually, it was Leerfar who spoke, a single word I had not expected.

      “Gagnol,” she said, forcing her face into a sneer. She almost spat the word out.

      “You are mistaken,” said the Saviour. “I am not Gagnol.”

      “I can feel it in you,” Leerfar said, wheezing as she spoke.

      “My lady, we cannot delay,” I said. “Kill her and have done with it, else we might be overcome.”

      “Is there nothing else for it?” she asked. I saw the vulnerability surface for the briefest moment.

      “You will not be rid of her!” I said. The Saviour looked lost. It must have seemed so alien to her that she be confronted by her own killer. I wonder if she feared that she was being tested somehow and was scared in case she failed.

      “I cannot,” she said. “I must forgive her. I am not a murderer like she is.”

      Leerfar tried to keep her face unreadable, though I was sure that the corner of her mouth twitched upwards in suppressed glee. I crunched my sword through her temple in a single, sudden, powerful movement. The force of my thrust pushed the blade all the way through. She was much tougher than any normal person and it took me a great effort to accomplish. I twisted the blade and bore down on it, opening a huge hole right through her brain. Leerfar didn’t make a sound, but her death must have freed her of the Saviour’s binding magic and she fell to the ground. I pulled the weapon clear and faced my lady.

      “You may forgive her, but I could not. I vowed to hunt down your killer and I have fulfilled that promise.”

      I’d had no choice but to do what I’d done. Even so, I hadn’t been sure if the Saviour would accept my explanation. She met my eyes and I saw no threat of punishment in them. If anything, there was relief.

      “I understand, Captain Charing. I am not angry with you for it.”

      We had no time for standing and staring, but I found it difficult to wrench my eyes away from Leerfar’s body. Many times, I had wondered if I would feel pleasure or satisfaction when this moment arrived, but I felt neither. Perhaps I just wasn’t that sort of man. The others nearby were also looking and in their faces I saw the same feelings that I had – something akin to disinterest. We’d simply finished a job we should have done weeks ago and now it was time to move on. I crouched down and pulled Leerfar’s second dagger away from her hand. Her grip was limp and the weapon came away easily. I turned it over in my palm and discovered that it was identical to the one I’d already taken from her. I put it in my belt.

      “We need to end the killing,” I said to the Saviour, bringing her attention to the situation at hand.

      She didn’t respond, instead turning her attention to the conflict nearby. Where it had once been a cacophony, now there was only the occasional harshness of metal on metal. There was still shouting, and the screams of the dying had started to rise above the other sounds. In the confusion of our confrontation with Leerfar, I realised that the radiance had never stopped washing outwards from the Saviour. I looked down the slope, over the tops of the men’s heads and saw the dazed looks on many faces. Here and there, soldiers chopped at each other, but it was without intent or enthusiasm.

      “Lieutenant Sinnar. Call Lieutenants Faye and Trovis into a withdrawal,” I said.

      Sinnar opened his mouth and made the order. I saw the Saviour flinch as she took the full force of his voice at such close range. The combat tailed off – not immediately, since such things can never stop at once. Within a few minutes, the two sides looked at each other across a gap of twenty feet, the intervening space piled high with steaming bodies. The cries remained as those still dying begged for their mothers. They would not see their mothers on this day, but if they were lucky, they might see the kind faces of Corporal Grief or Slicer.

      “There they are,” I said to the Saviour as I pointed at the Duke’s men. “It’s time to go amongst them and make them your own.”
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      It was evening on the day in which we had defeated the Hangman and the last of the Duke’s armies. We had returned to Gold and our barracks. None of us particularly wanted to see the town again, but for most of the men, it seemed preferable to camping out in the freezing air in a field filled with bodies. I weighed it up and conceded that the barracks was probably a better option than staying outside.

      There was much business to conclude, but it wasn’t as if I needed to get to bed for sleep. There was the important part to get out of the way first. We’d run out of Grask some time ago, but Chartus had recently obtained a small barrel of it, presumably secreted in a cellar somewhere about the town. We raised a toast to our lost as I read out the names of those who had died. All things considered, we’d come out of it much better than I could have expected. Our engagement with the Duke’s foot soldiers had hardly cost us a dozen men, though many carried injuries. We healed fast and even the most badly injured would be back on their feet soon. Our close-quarters attack on the Hangman had cost another three lives and Leerfar had killed two of our lady’s bodyguard.

      I read out the names as was my custom and we all gave our thanks for their service. At the end, I raised another toast for the lost men of Lieutenant Faye’s and Lieutenant Trovis’ regiments, before concluding with a call to remember the fallen amongst our enemy.

      “For they are no longer our enemy, but are now pledged to our lady. They fought as bravely as any for a cause they did not believe in. They did as we once did and we should give thanks for their strength.” No one offered any dissent and we all lifted our cups silently.

      Afterwards, I spent some time talking to the men, passing mock judgement on the state of their injuries and their martial prowess. They gave as good as they got, pointing out the swollen flesh on my throat as well as three other minor injuries that I couldn’t remember receiving. Corporal Grief had sewn them up earlier and as far as I was aware he was still hard at work with the other men. We had surgeons from the town to assist him, but Grief was an exacting man and I doubted he’d be pleased with their work.

      After a time, I left our barracks area and took myself to my room. I saw Jon Ploster and beckoned him to follow, thinking it would be good to pass the time in discussion of the day’s events. We settled down in the uncomfortable wooden chairs I’d commandeered for my use. Ploster looked like shit, with a huge bruise across one eye and his skin had a blue tinge, visible on the parts of his flesh that had no tattoos. I gave him my opinion on his appearance.

      “I feel like shit as well,” he said. “I’ve not felt like this in as long as I can remember.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “My reach exceeded my grasp. I discovered what happens when I challenge the might of an opponent as strong as a Death Sorcerer. You would not have seen it, but the Saviour attacked him constantly and he in return did the same to her. She’s grown, Tyrus. The old Saviour would have been killed through a lack of power, but today it was only her inexperience that held her back. Meanwhile, there was I, trying to unbalance the Hangman with my own magics. He noticed me and this is what happens when your innards are ruptured.”

      “You held him off, though,” I observed.

      “Aye, that I did. I’m quite proud of myself, too. I’ll admit it.”

      “We had a good day today,” I said. “It could have gone worse.”

      “It was shaping up to be a disaster when the Hangman appeared,” he replied.

      “There are only three hundred and twelve of us left, now. Soon there will be fewer than three hundred. We can’t lose many more before we start to become an irrelevance in battle.”

      “Let us not think about that now, Tyrus. I can see from your expression that the significance of the day has been lost on you.”

      I looked at him without speaking, trying to think what he was getting at. My brain was still whirling and I couldn’t put my finger on what he meant. He told me.

      “After today, not only is the Duke gone, but also the last of his armies. We’ve won, Tyrus. That man has choked his lands for more than two hundred years and now it’s over.”

      “I’m neither an optimist, nor a pessimist, Jon, and I know you to be the same. Your evaluation of our victory falls definitely into the side of optimism. We do not know what the Emperor is doing and you can be sure that he will not be scratching his arse while Blades remains ungoverned. And there is something coming from the north. I am struggling to see how we have won.”

      Ploster laughed. “Tyrus, you’re definitely becoming a miserable old bastard. You’re thinking too far ahead. Like a politician.”

      I could tell he was jesting, at least in part. He knew my disdain of politics.

      “Just think about the now for a moment,” he continued.

      I stared back. “You can only kill the man who’s in front of you,” I said.

      “And if you keep killing the man in front of you, eventually they’ll stop coming,” he replied.

      “I appreciate the perspective,” I said, feeling a small amount of relief at being reminded of this soldier’s refrain.

      “Anyway, I hear you have become something of a sorcerer’s nightmare,” he said.

      I nodded – a few of the men had already asked me about it, having seen my speed with the blade and the relentlessness of my assault on the Hangman.

      “I’ve always been able to feel the patterns of warp and weft,” I told him. We’d discussed it many times in the past. “Recently it has changed and I feel more in control of my battle trance, as if I can trigger it whenever I choose. And there is more – the attacks of magic seem to glance off me. I hardly even notice them if the caster is weak.”

      “The Hangman is not weak, nor was the Gloom Bringer.”

      “The Gloom Bringer nearly killed me. Just before Eyeball got her with my dagger. She was too strong for me, no matter how hard I fought.”

      “The Hangman was her equal in power, if not greater,” said Ploster. “I saw what he did to you and I could feel how you severed the links of his magic. I could not do that, Tyrus. I could not even come close.”

      “There is something else. When I used Gagnol’s life energies, it was as if I shared a part of them. I don’t know if that’s the right way to explain it, but I have no other way to say what happened.”

      Ploster looked more excited than worried. “I am very interested in this, Tyrus,” he told me. “If you get the opportunity to face any more sorcerers, please take note of what happens.”

      “I will be sure to do so,” I told him drily. In truth, I was also intrigued, as anyone would be.

      There was the sound of tramping boots and the office door opened. Lieutenant Sinnar poked his head inside. “Got someone here to speak to you, Captain,” he said. “I was on my way here myself, so thought I’d accompany her and the fine men who are acting as her guards.”

      Our lady came into the room. Her robes were clean and her dark hair was well-kept. It was only the haunted look on her pale face and the sunken eyes that spoke of the efforts she’d made against the Hangman. We both scrambled gallantly to our feet. There was no padded chair in the room to offer her, so I made a feeble gesture towards the final wooden one.

      “I’m not unfamiliar with discomfort, Captain Charing,” she said with a smile. She sat in the third chair, while Lieutenant Sinnar looked at me with an eyebrow raised questioningly.

      “Come in, Lieutenant,” I told him, waving him forward. “You know we have no secrets here.” I looked at our lady for confirmation and she smiled wanly. Sinnar came inside and pretended to give Ploster’s beard a playful tug. I’ve heard it said that you never truly grow up.

      “A successful day, my lady,” I told her. “It could have gone differently.”

      “I am pleased and saddened in equal measures,” she said. “So many are dead, but we have managed something important today. The people will be emboldened by our actions and by the death of the Duke.”

      “As long as we can get the message to them,” I told her.

      “I knew what my life would entail as soon as I met the First Cohort,” she said without rancour. “I am here for your counsel about how I should proceed. Things are no simpler now than they were before our victory. In fact, they are more complex as there are choices spread before me, whereas yesterday morning there was no choice but to fight.”

      I’d been giving the matter some thought, as I’m sure we all had. I summed the choices up in their simplest terms. “We can either stay in the north and rally the coastal towns to the west, or we can strike south for the main prize and hope to capture Blades. We now have somewhere between eight and nine thousand men.” The casualties had been huge and many of the men who had been routed by the First Cohort had not returned.

      “What about the cities to the east?” she asked. “Those which border upon Duchess Callian’s lands are large and wealthy.”

      “Church, Fallow and Sinew are a long journey, my lady. And they are close to the lands of one of the Emperor’s loyal servants. Even if they flocked to your banner, you might find hostile troops massing across the border. You cannot afford to engage in a war of attrition – at least not until you have made more friends here. Septic, Bunsen and Demox are as far from the Emperor’s grasp as you can get.”

      “But they are too far north,” she said.

      “Have you learned more about what we face?” asked Ploster, sitting upright.

      “I have not had the time nor the energies to search,” she said. I could tell there was something more.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She looked pensive, not quite meeting my gaze. “I just have a feeling,” she said. “We lack the strength to fight what comes.”

      I remembered how she had once told me of a vision where the town of Treads had been in flames. We’d defeated Gagnol and Bonecruncher both within the town’s walls, and I had thought that her vision may have been only a glimpse of a possible future, rather than the future itself. We later found that Xoj-Fal the Wyrm had burned the town into ashes and I’d learned from that single occurrence that our lady’s visions may portend the unavoidable.

      “If we lack the strength to fight, we are left with a single option – we must leave for Blades as soon as we are able and hope to establish our position before the Emperor can do so,” I said.

      “Perhaps Malleus believed that he was already secure,” she said. I asked her to clarify and she continued. “He has only eight of his Death Sorcerers. To send three of them here would suggest that he hoped one of them could take over from the Duke.”

      “Once we’d murdered him,” I said grimly.

      “If you’d failed, could the Gloom Bringer have completed the task?”

      “She was wary of the Duke,” I replied. “And she did not desire a confrontation. If she had been accompanied by the Hangman or the Pyromancer, then Warmont would have been overcome. By the time my men were brought into the equation, the Hangman was already a week into his northward march. We have no idea where the Pyromancer has gone.”

      “Are you sure that the Hangman left Blades with the Duke’s army?” she asked.

      “That is an excellent question,” I conceded. “It is entirely possible that the Hangman was still in Blades, or that he was diverted from elsewhere and joined the Duke’s army at a later time. But it doesn’t make sense for the Emperor to send him north.”

      “Unless there was another of the Emperor’s chosen already there,” she said. I had to admire her incisive mind.

      “The Pyromancer in Blades? It is possible,” I said. “And if it is true, we must confront the possibility that Blades will be the scene of more fighting.”

      “Only if the people want to fight,” she said.

      “There was little joy left in the people we saw,” I replied. “They were tired of the Duke. They endured, but they did not do it with relish.”

      I wondered at my words for a short time. Were the people in these lands tired of war in all its forms, or were they just tired of fighting for the Duke? The different towns and cities had varying experiences of his rule, with some few thriving, whilst most languished as their populations declined, their men sent to war and their children stolen. I didn’t know enough of history to decide if these people were a martial race, or if they were simply strong-willed and would fight for their freedom. Whatever happened from now, I sensed that the fighting would reach to their future’s horizon and far beyond.

      They were looking at me, all used to my moments of contemplation. “There is always uncertainty in war,” I said. “Even death can be avoided.” I looked at the Saviour. “If you think that the time to challenge what comes from the north has not yet come, the only way lies to the south, and Blades.”

      “I didn’t say that we lacked the strength to fight what comes from the north yet, Captain Charing. It might be that we never have that strength.” She waited for a moment as that sank in.

      “Let us hope that it loses interest or finds nothing that it desires,” I said.

      “It will not stop, I know this at least. If we cannot defeat it, it will continue across the Empire until everything is destroyed.”

      “This is the problem that the Gloom Bringer said the Emperor faces,” said Ploster.

      “Malleus is worried,” the Saviour said, before reconsidering her words. “Though worried is likely not the correct term. I think he sees the possibility that his time has come.”

      Sinnar swore loudly, voicing the thoughts that had appeared in all of our heads.

      “Malleus must have sent the Hangman north to see what success he would have against the Empire’s enemies,” I said. “He must have thought it worth the risk. I told you before that the Hangman was wasted against mere soldiers – perhaps the Emperor thought his Death Sorcerer would have success where others have presumably failed.”

      “Why did he engage us?” asked the Saviour. “He could have parleyed and moved on. We could have even fought alongside them!” She looked annoyed as she wondered at the potentially needless loss of life.

      “The Emperor evidently doesn’t think the war is lost,” I said. “He’s fought on more than two fronts before and come out of it unscathed.”

      “Indeed,” said Ploster. “It may be that these attackers from the north are the ones who are surprised by what they face, rather than the Emperor being taken by surprise. I doubt there is much left that can catch Malleus unawares.”

      “You all sound like you admire the man,” said the Saviour.

      “We do,” I told her. “Not for his cruelty towards his subjects, but from the perspective of his absolute determination and unwillingness to bend. He has proved himself time and again in battle and has defeated everyone who stood before him. There is no shame in admiring the qualities of another, even if he’s your enemy.”

      She looked uncertain at my words, but I was not, since in this I knew I was right. If she didn’t understand it now, with time she would.

      “We digress,” she told us, not yet willing to accept what I told her. “Captain Charing, what is the earliest time I can set off on the journey to Blades and how long will it take?”

      “The day after tomorrow, is the earliest we can leave if you are set on that course. We’d need to commandeer much of the town’s resources to do so and they have little enough as it is.”

      “And if we delayed for another week?”

      “The situation would probably be the same. When the Duke lived, the town received regular supplies from elsewhere. These have already begun to dry up. The town can support itself, even though there will be hardship, but it cannot support all of your men.”

      “Very well, I will leave the day after tomorrow,” she said. “Please see that it happens.”

      I acknowledged the order. “It might take as much as forty days to reach Blades and I am sure there will be many unwilling marchers amongst the group.” I looked at Lieutenant Sinnar. “I think we will have our work cut out to bring the march down below thirty-five days.”

      “I will be commanding the men,” the Saviour said. “I would like the soldiers of the First Cohort to go elsewhere.”

      I wasn’t stupid and had already guessed that she was planning something. Nevertheless, I allowed her to continue until my suspicions were confirmed.

      “I want you to head north, Captain Charing. I require men who can move quickly and without rest. We need to find out what has destroyed Nightingale and Turpid. If this is a threat that gives even the Emperor a cause for concern, then I am doubly worried for I have but a tiny fraction of his resources.”

      “What of the coastal towns?” I asked her. “I am sure they have heard the rumours. And they provided support when you needed it to take Gold.”

      She looked upset. “I fear they are already lost, Captain. Their leaders are stubborn and proud. I will send messengers in the morning to warn them of the threat, but I need the resources of the southern cities, rather than these smaller places to the north.”

      The southern cities she mentioned had always been wealthier than those in the far north. Places like Spite and Chore had thrived from their trade with the cities of Baron Vaks and Duchess Callian. Here in the north, there was next to nothing. Bunsen, Demox and Rival had the sea and had thrived from it, but their trade routes had always remained small owing to the inward-looking nature of their leaders and also the Duke himself who had never encouraged the pursuit of wealth.

      “Very well, my lady. We will leave in the morning and see what we can see.”

      “Do not risk yourself, Captain Charing. There are so few of you remaining and I will need you for the battles to come.”

      “I do not risk my men where there is no need,” I reassured her. “Though if I see a chance, I will not hesitate to test their mettle against whatever it is that comes.”

      I caught Lieutenant Sinnar’s eye. He grinned at me and cracked his knuckles. I could tell that he was itching to find out what lay ahead of us. Ploster looked worried and strangely tired, but I was sure he’d be back to his usual self in the next day or two. Excessive use of his powers always left him drained.

      The Saviour got to her feet and left the room. Her footsteps were drowned out by the sound of twelve pairs of boots. Two of her bodyguards had died earlier and they’d already been replaced. Sinnar and Ploster remained in the room with me. I had Lieutenant Craddock summoned and we sat and talked until the early hours.
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      The next day, we mustered before most of the other soldiers had begun to stir. I don’t say this to suggest that the other soldiers were lazy, since it was not a fair comparison – they needed to sleep and we did not. With sympathy for our slumbering fellows, we crept out of the barracks, though I’m sure we woke up almost everyone with our clanking of metal armour and weapons.

      I’d given Chartus the bad news the previous night – he was staying with our lady. He was the best man to act as her quartermaster and she’d need his talents over the coming weeks. He grumbled some, so I promoted him to corporal, whereupon he grumbled some more. I clasped his wrist and wished him well and he expressed his hope that he would see us soon. In truth, Chartus was not one of our better swordsmen, which was why he’d formerly been our cook. Still, he was one of us and I’d have rather had him coming north than sending him on his way to Blades.

      The twelve men I’d assigned to our lady were not upset that we were to part ways for a time. They knew their duty was the most important of all and I think they’d have offered dissent if I told them someone else was to take over.

      The First Cohort lined up in the Farmer’s Market plaza. I looked over their impassive faces, seeing hard eyes looking back through the openings in their dull steel helmets. They had their shields raised before them as we did when we mustered, and their swords were in their sheaths. We bristled with spears and I felt pride swelling in my chest as I witnessed their fortitude and eagerness to confront the unknown. They could have been statues, so silent and still were they, as if hewn from granite and clad in defiant steel.

      “Move out!” I called, my voice echoing hollowly across the otherwise deserted plaza.

      They fell into step behind me. The three men that Craddock had sent to Nightingale a week earlier hadn’t yet returned, so we were four shy of three hundred men. Our hard-soled boots set a resonating clatter and the sound ricocheted from the tall buildings we passed through. I judged the temperature to be close to freezing, though I had lost faith in my own accuracy when it came to such things. I could sense degrees of coldness, but they were no longer important to me. I remembered a time when it mattered, and thought to myself that even now, the variances of the weather could affect my mood. Today’s skies were clear and there was something about a cloudless sky that cheered my heart and lifted my spirits. It had ever been thus, even when I was a young man.

      “Who gives a fuck if we die, as long as it’s on a day like this?” asked Sinnar from his position next to me.

      “I can stick a spear up your arse if you don’t mind dying, Lieutenant,” said a wit from somewhere close behind.

      “Who would be left to keep your sorry feet moving if you did that, Cricks?” asked Sinnar, without turning. He knew every man by his voice in the same way I did.

      We headed north, soon leaving Gold behind. I wondered if I’d ever see its streets again. I asked myself the same question every time I ventured away, yet I always seemed to find my way back again. Perhaps this time it would be different, I told myself without optimism.

      Farmlands surrounded the town to the south, but here to the north they did not stretch for so many miles. I saw a few late crops in the fields, rimed with white frost. I hoped that it would not be too late for them to be picked.

      “It’s beautiful, is it not?” asked Sinnar.

      “I have always liked the winter,” I said. “It changes the landscape in ways that summer does not. There is something about the harshness that appeals to me.”

      “It is the same with me,” he replied. “I enjoy the feeling of summer’s warmth on my skin, but when I was young there was nothing that made me feel more alive than walking through the coldest of days, relying on the speed of my travel to keep me warm. I taught the children to love it too. I taught them not to fear the cold for what it did to their skin, but to embrace it for the irreplaceable sights it brought to their eyes.”

      “I think we’re going to see a lot more sights like these,” I told him, waving my hand to encompass the fields nearby.

      “We can enjoy them while they are here for us. I hope that I do not tire of the sights. If we reach the Northdown Moors, they will be unforgettable in their bleakness.”

      I remembered the moors well. The rain had never seemed to end; the winds and clouds had never cleared. They had been a dreary place to trek.

      “How long till Nightingale, Lieutenant Craddock?” I asked.

      “Eight days, possibly nine,” he said. “Assuming we don’t run into anything before we get there.”

      “Are we planning to engage with whatever we find, Captain?” asked Sinnar, distracted from his musings about the countryside.

      “We should be careful,” I said. “Since we have no idea what’s destroyed Nightingale and Turpid. The latter was not a small town and we don’t have the men to defeat anything large enough to have overrun it.”

      “It would be nice to test our arms against something the Emperor fears,” said Craddock.

      “Don’t fall into the trap of thinking Malleus is scared,” I cautioned, feeling as if I were repeating myself from the previous evening’s conversation. “If we get the chance, we’ll see what we’re up against.”

      We left the fields behind us. The road leading north was badly laid and after only a few miles, there were more stones missing than there were remaining. Most of the traffic into Gold came from the south, with the north-bound roads seeing far fewer people. I had no doubt that if I had the time and the inclination, I’d find a quantity of the missing stones from the road embedded in the walls of the cottages and cattle sheds that we saw here and there on the high hillsides.

      The poor quality of the road was no great hardship, since the coldness had left the muddy ground firm underfoot. There were ruts and bumps to avoid, but no great hazards. A few times, I heard cursing as someone trod into a deep puddle, where the water had not completely frozen over. The road branched off once or twice, but eventually petered away to nothing before we’d even finished our first day’s marching. At the place it ended, there were signs of foundations and half-built walls, as if there’d once been a large village here. There was moss and roots growing through the gaps and poking through the mortar, telling me that whatever had been here was abandoned long ago.

      “Any idea what this place is or was, Lieutenant Craddock?” I asked.

      “I’ve not got a clue, Captain,” he said. “I’d say there’s no one been living here for at least a century.”

      We could have fought here before, came the thought into my head. We’d been up and down these lands so often that I’d lost track of everywhere we’d stuck our swords into someone. I’d like to say that I retained a memory of everything I’d ever done, and that each man I’d killed had left a mark upon me, no matter how small that mark might be. I made no claims to perfection but I must confess that I had likely forgotten the details of more fights than those I remembered. I meant no disrespect by it, but such were my limitations and I made no effort to maintain paper records of what we’d done. I dreaded to think how much of a burden it would be to carry fragile record books everywhere we went.

      We passed quickly through the abandoned village and I won’t deny that my eyes looked carefully around, as if I would see another drinking well, packed full of dead bodies. There was something about that experience which I had found particularly unpleasant and I wished that we’d managed to kill the creature when we’d had our chance.

      That night, we camped. As I’d expected, we few men who’d obtained the better-quality tents on our return from Blades came in for some ribbing over our possessions.

      “Here, Captain? How come you lot have these fancy tents, while we have to sleep in these shitty ones?” asked Limpet.

      “Yeah, there’re holes in mine,” said Scholar. “The wind whistles up me leg when I try to sleep.”

      I waved them away with promises that our kit would be updated at the next reasonable opportunity. They raised a fair point, since some of their tents were dozens of years old. Not that they really needed somewhere opulent to sleep in, but I knew that we all valued the time we had to ourselves when we took shelter for the night.

      I saw little harm in camp fires and we set a number of them. We’d stopped in a shallow indentation in the grasslands, so I didn’t think the light would betray us too much. I’d set a number of sentries anyway – twice as many as I’d normally assign. For some reason, I was feeling particularly cautious.

      I wandered from fire to fire, talking with the men. They were still abuzz with the events of yesterday. It wasn’t so much our victory that excited them, as it was the fact that our lady, so soon returned from the dead, had effectively recruited the Duke’s men.

      “It’s a turning point, I tell you,” said Grids to the men around him. “It means that the war is over in these lands. At least as far as the Duke is concerned.”

      I thought him a little premature. “Not quite, Grids,” I said. “It’s a step, that’s all. The Duke’s gone, and we were always going to have to kill him, so that’s a good start. All it means is that we’ve got an opportunity to unite everyone under our lady’s banner.” I didn’t want to sound too pessimistic, so made a few more comments about how important it all was and how well things were going, given the early expectations.

      I retired to my single-man tent. When we’d been at full strength, we’d had a few horses and a wagon, in which my larger tent was carried. Now it seemed like an unnecessary luxury, especially since we were all on foot. Having heard Scholar’s complaints about his tent, I’d offered to swap my new one for his, not because I wanted to martyr myself, but because I wanted him to know that I had sympathy with his complaints. He’d looked sheepish and waved me away, telling me that he’d perhaps exaggerated the extent of his concern, even though I could see that his tent looked particularly moth-eaten. Still, I wasn’t going to spend all night trying to convince him, so I kept my new tent and he lay in his old one.

      The days passed and we saw no one, not even a distant horse and cart. The sky remained almost completely clear and when the pale sun rose, it became an astonishingly pale blue, more white than it was azure. We crossed endless numbers of low, rolling hills dotted with stunted trees. We jumped across half-frozen streams, unwilling to test our footing upon their icy surfaces. The grass was wiry and tufted, and crinkled underfoot when we trod upon it early in the mornings when the day had not yet started to warm. Not that it ever got warm, but the sun did its unsuccessful best to brush away the crystalline frost that greeted us every day at first light.

      Our morale remained as good as I could remember it, even taking into account that we had lost almost half of our numbers in the last few months. I spoke to a few of the men about it – not asking directly, simply talking around the subject to see what they would volunteer.

      “We’re fighting for something now, Captain,” said Ragger. “I feel better about myself than I ever have done. It’s a shame we’ve lost so many, but they’ve not died for nothing, have they?”

      “No, they’ve died for something worth having,” I told him.

      “So, the way I look at it – if the ground swallows me up tomorrow, I’ll have done all I can to make up for what I’ve done in the past. I’ll not have paid my debts, mind you, but I’ll have reached into my pocket and turned out everything I owned.”

      Soldiers always need to believe in what they’re fighting for, and we all did. It made it easier for us to look forward, rather than dwelling on what had happened in the past. I was a firm believer that our pasts do more to hold us back than we admit to ourselves. I believed it, but that didn’t mean I had no chains shackling me to what we’d once been part of. They held onto me with the tightest of grips sometimes, and it was all I could do to pretend that I did not feel their weight. Even so, my chains felt lighter than they had for decades and I hoped that one day I would turn around and discover that they had slipped away, vanishing into my history and never to be seen again.

      Lieutenant Craddock told me that we’d see Nightingale by the late afternoon of tomorrow, all being well. I couldn’t recall the time he’d been wrong about such things, so took him at his word. We hadn’t come across any of the three missing scouts, which was a slight concern. Still, the countryside was vast and we might have easily passed in opposite directions without knowing it.

      I spoke to Ploster that evening as we camped on the moors. He’d recovered from the battle against the Hangman and looked as hale and hearty as ever, though his mood was fairly sombre.

      “What do you think we’ll find in Nightingale?” I asked him.

      “Whatever we find, I do not think we are going to like it. I am certain the reports that reached Lieutenant Craddock in Gold are correct. I could see it in our lady’s eyes – she is not happy about what is to come.”

      I stared into the campfire. “That is worrying. Since we first pledged ourselves, she has grown in confidence and stature. Before her death, she had already become a strong and intelligent leader. I could sense her zeal and her yearning to confront her foes. Against this unknown adversary, I felt something else in her. Not fear, but certainly there was reluctance. I must admit that I feel differently – if anything I feel…”

      “Excitement?” asked Ploster, finishing my sentence.

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Yes. That’s what it is. I can tell when there’s a challenge coming, Jon. I can feel it in my bones.”

      “You always did like to test yourself,” he replied. “Though I suspect there is more to it than just that. The thought of an implacable and unknown foe is something to focus on to the exclusion of all else.”

      “You are right, old friend. A part of me wishes to throw myself into the fray, without distraction from anything else.”

      “The oblivion of eternal battle is an appeal you would do well to resist,” he cautioned.

      “I know it. But something has changed within me, Jon. I have felt almost unstoppable at times – as if I could stand in the centre of a thousand of my enemies and cut them down as they advance.”

      “You long for the simplicity of the foot soldier’s life,” he offered. “To live or die by the strength of your arm.”

      “Or that of my fellows,” I finished, aware that in my vision I had been standing alone.

      “It’s not for you Tyrus. You left that life behind long ago, yet you still partake of it whenever you can.”

      “I like the fighting more than anything, I think. I would not wish to give it up, though I am different now. In the past I wished to fight wherever we were directed and cared little for who my foes were. Under our lady, I wish only to fight those I know are my enemy.”

      “And here we are, seeking out a new enemy.”

      “Aye, that we are. I wonder if tomorrow will bring us any answers.”

      He left me, heading over to his own tent. I heard him fending off the usual comments about his beard, responding with his own observations on the men who had delivered them. I felt content at what I felt around me and let the low chatter wash over me for a time as I sat on the grass, with my knees pulled up to my chest. Eventually, the camp fire conversations tailed off and the fires burned down to their embers, popping and snapping as if in anger at their slow, inevitable deaths.

      I crawled into my tent and lay there, letting the comfort of familiarity soothe my mind. I closed my eyes for a time, though was denied the randomness of my brain’s wandering, since no dreams came. Tomorrow would bring answers, I thought, without knowing exactly how I was so certain.
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      We’d been marching for almost eight hours when Nightingale came into view. I remembered it well, which was no surprise since we’d seen action there only a few months before and had barracked in the town hall. An insidious, whispering voice even reminded me that I’d stolen a bottle of wine I’d found in one of the offices. It’s strange what our minds can tell us at the most inappropriate of moments.

      “Looks deserted,” I said. We were in a field near to the town. The land about the place was flat, so we were not afforded the benefits of a clear vantage down into the streets. There was a mist also, thick and damp, which clung to our clothing and left a sheen across our breastplates and shields. This mist hung low, obscuring our vision as it swirled and drifted without any apparent wind to assist it.

      “It’s hard to be sure, Captain,” said Lieutenant Craddock. “I can see no movement.”

      “The refugees mentioned fog,” I said.

      “They told me that it was so thick that they could scarcely see. This is just a mist and nothing like the descriptions I was given.”

      I called Eyeball forward. “Fancy a look?” I asked him. It wasn’t really a question.

      “I’ll give it a go, Captain,” he told me. “But the mist will make it harder for me to remain hidden.”

      I raised a quizzical eyebrow at that, but he just shrugged in response. “It does, Captain,” was all he would say and I had no reason to disbelieve him.

      “Here, take this,” I said, flipping him Leerfar’s second dagger. “It’s yours.”

      He caught it by the hilt without even looking. He’d put the first dagger to good use killing the Gloom Bringer and I couldn’t think of anyone better to have it. I wasn’t looking for thanks and he offered none, simply tucking the weapon away out of sight.

      Eyeball went on ahead as we all stamped and shifted uneasily in our field. I watched his outline as it faded from view, shimmering in the same way that I had seen objects do on very hot days. I squinted into the mist, trying to see any sign of him, but if he was more visible than normal, I couldn’t tell the difference and he was soon entirely gone from sight.

      Eyeball came back within thirty minutes. “They’re all dead, Captain. I didn’t spend long looking for survivors though.”

      “What killed them?” I asked.

      “Looked like swords to me. Some of them weren’t showing any wounds at all. They were just lying there, dead in the road.” He lowered his voice so that it wouldn’t carry to the other men. “It spooked me a bit, Captain. It didn’t look right at all.”

      I dismissed him back to his position. “Come on,” I said to Sinnar and Craddock. “Let’s move in and see what there is to find.”

      I raised my arm and we advanced in a wide column, with our shields ready and hands close to the hilts of our swords. Whatever had frightened Eyeball, the other men could feel it too. The mist continued to drift, though the air was deadly still and quiet. When you have marched for as long as I had, you learn to tune out the associated sounds of tramping feet and other sounds will reach your ears. Here, there was nothing at all, bar the total stillness that came with the absence of life.

      We entered the closest street into the town. It wasn’t a large place and our column was too wide to walk along any of the main streets. Our line narrowed and lengthened and the men looked into the windows and through the open doorways as we proceeded. I was at the front and came across the bodies first. There were three of them and they lay in a pile atop each other. We were not in a defensible position, so I stepped over them and continued walking. The paleness of their skin and the looks of terror frozen upon their faces had been unmistakable.

      “Fuck it, let’s get to the town hall,” I muttered to myself. This close to winter, the days were becoming increasingly short and it was already gloomy. We needed to camp somewhere for the night and I was quite content to hole up in the same building we’d used before, assuming there were no other signs of whatever had killed these people that might make us beat a hasty retreat.

      The town hall was only a few minutes’ walk away and I expected us to reach it quickly. The closer we came to the centre of town, the more bodies we found. Many were twisted, as if their deaths had been in great pain. Others had great slashes across their bodies, huge long cuts that revealed bone and organs beneath. I paused very briefly to look at one, and saw that no blood appeared to have flowed from the wound and the flesh was blackened and shrivelled at the edges. I had Corporal Grief come forward as we continued towards the town hall and he stooped to look at the next of the bodies we came across. He hardly broke stride as he ran fingers over the open neck of a young girl.

      “Cauterised by the cold,” he said after this shortest of assessments.

      We reached the town hall. It had a wide, walled compound outside, accessed through a set of double wooden gates, which were open. There’d been plenty of room for us when we were a full complement and I was sure things would be much roomier with only three hundred to fit inside. I waved the men into the compound, but stood outside for a while as they filed past me. The area around the town hall was fairly open, with a square of sorts – it was one of the places where the people had once gathered to meet and talk. There were benches and the area was well-maintained. At the moment, it was littered with bodies – hundreds of them.

      “It’s like whatever came attacked from all sides at once,” I said to Lieutenant Craddock. “And the people fled towards the centre, hoping to escape from the other side of town, only to find the other townsfolk coming to meet them.”

      “Then, whatever it was, it caught up with them here and slaughtered them,” he said. “You can see that many of them are in their night clothes, as if they were attacked in the evening or the middle of the night.”

      “Is that what your witnesses said?” I asked him.

      “I do not recall them saying as such. Perhaps they did not see it relevant to mention the time of the day and I must confess that I did not think it important to ask.”

      “I doubt it matters little to someone what time of the day it is when they are murdered,” I said. Behind us, the last of the men entered the compound.

      “Coming in, Captain?” asked Lieutenant Sinnar. “We should close these gates.”

      I didn’t answer immediately, since something had caught my eye not twenty paces away. I raised a hand to deflect Sinnar’s question for a second and made my way over to what I’d seen. It was almost dark now, but as I raised my head to the sky to remind myself of the hour, I noticed that the mist had thickened. Almost subtly it had changed, until it was difficult to see more than eighty yards.

      Lieutenant Craddock had accompanied my short walk across the square. “That’s come up suddenly, Captain,” he said. I knew he was worried, since it had turned from mist to dense fog in only a few minutes. It billowed towards us, silent but somehow full of menace. “Shouldn’t have happened like that,” he continued. “It’s like it’s come from nowhere.”

      I’d reached what it was that had caught my eye. There was a wooden bench and on it were two women, one old and the other little more than a girl. They were unmarked by injury and sitting upright, as if they’d been perfectly balanced in their positions. They had their arms wrapped tightly around each other and their eyes were squeezed tightly shut. The older woman rested her head on the shoulder of the other as though she needed to share in the hope of youth. They shared a similar appearance and I knew they must have been related in life. I felt sorrow when I saw them - even in death a hardened man like me could sense the bond of love that had existed between them.

      “Someone you know, Captain?” asked Craddock.

      “The younger one,” I said, pointing uselessly at her. “The justiciars had raped her. I found her in one of the town hall rooms. She escaped them and found only this.”

      My sadness was profound. It seemed to me that this young girl’s escape from misery into death shortly after was somehow an illustration of the pointlessness of everything. Or maybe it was just because I feared being reduced to helplessness myself, where all roads led to unavoidable failure.

      “Come on, let’s get inside,” I told him.

      We walked the intervening few yards towards the gate, the night becoming perceptibly darker by the moment. Darkness always came quickly this far north, but nothing like this. I don’t know what made me turn – I’d heard people talk about intuition and I didn’t dismiss the notion, but never thought myself to be blessed with anything other than my own good luck and my own skills. Behind me, the two figures were almost invisible now, but I swore that the head of the older woman had turned and was now looking at me and Craddock.

      I was not a man to stand still and gawp, so I didn’t slow down, though I continued to look over my shoulder. The gate was close now and as we walked through it, I saw the older woman stand upright, her movement quick and unhesitant. Far from toppling, the young girl remained in her position and I was sure I saw her arm move to steady herself.

      Once inside the safety of the gate, I held up a hand to stop the four men that Lieutenant Sinnar had posted from closing the gate. Craddock turned to see what had got my attention.

      “Shit,” he said. Our vision was obscured by the billowing fog and the night’s early darkness, but we both saw the pale white shapes as they pushed themselves to their feet, their outlines faint and obscured. There had been so many of them in this square that I was sure we’d notice a sound, but there was none to be heard. In their dozens, they rose smoothly to their feet. Not with the laboured struggle of the bodies I’d seen the Flesh Shaper animate to fight for the Emperor. The dead people of Nightingale almost flew to their feet, as if they had a strength far greater than anything they’d possessed in life.

      “Close the gate,” I ordered calmly. “And get inside.”

      The sentries did as they were asked. Only one of them had been looking beyond the gates and I’d seen his eyes widen, but he betrayed no sign of fear. I saw with relief that the men had already started to light the same oil lamps that had festooned the town hall last time we’d stayed here. The ground floor was as well-lit as it could be, and behind one of two of the upper windows there were lights, telling me that some of the men had begun to make the upstairs hospitable as well.

      After the men had barred the gates, we six jogged across the yard. I heard the first thump of something heavy strike the wood on the other side, only seconds after the bar had dropped. I looked behind and saw white shapes appear atop the ten-feet-high compound wall, scrambling over it with hideous ease.

      The door to the main building was open and we went through it, not quite at a run, but at more than a sedate walk. I pushed it closed, noting with relief that it had been made thick enough to deter forced entry.

      “Pass the word!” I yelled. “To your squads. Prepare to fight!”

      The surprise I saw in many faces did not delay their actions. Many of the men had laid their shields to one side as they were permitted to do at the end of the day. There was a period of tumult as the soldiers drew their swords, tried to locate their shields and also to join up with their squads of six.

      The front door shivered in its frame as something collided with it. There were many large windows around the walls, with sturdy wooden frames that held small panes of glass. I saw pale shapes flitting past and I wondered why they had not yet attempted to get within.

      This was a large room. Nightingale wasn’t a big place, but its town hall had always seemed to be larger than it needed to be, as if the builders had expected the population to boom. It hadn’t done so and the citizens were left with a building that had likely been a burden to maintain. There were plenty of chairs and tables upon the wooden floor and I remembered that it had once served as an unofficial tavern of sorts, where men and women could bring their own home-brewed ale to while away a few hours and forget about their woes. The ceiling and upper floors were supported by a mixture of stone columns and heavy wooden beams. Oil lamps hung everywhere. You can never truly stave off the darkness, and the light seemed feeble in the expanse of the room.

      The stone columns interfered with line of sight and I heard a crashing sound from the opposite side of the room. I realised that we were still poorly organised and shouted to Lieutenant Sinnar to arrange the squads evenly around the room. Sinnar opened his mouth to issue orders and the men moved at once, swords already drawn and almost everyone with a shield.

      Craddock was close by, itching to get moving. “I need a hundred men upstairs,” I told him. “You’re in charge of the upper two floors. Let’s see how it plays out.” He nodded and left, calling out squad numbers and leading them towards the wide staircase that led upwards. The building wasn’t made to repel assault and a blind man could have climbed the rough stone of the outer walls. I wanted to be certain that nothing would get to us from the upper levels and hoped that I wouldn’t need to send up more than a hundred men.

      I was standing near to the front door with my squad, when I heard the first signs of engagement. I looked towards the back of the room, but couldn’t see around the stone pillars. There was something visible - the glint of swords rising and falling, near to where I’d heard the sounds of entry.

      “What’s out there, Captain?” asked Tinker. I realised they didn’t know what was coming.

      “The dead,” I replied. “Men and women from the town, risen from the ground and sent to kill us.”

      “Poor souls,” he said with genuine feeling.

      Something banged on the front door again, a solid hammering that spoke of intent. The staccato thumps built in intensity as if there were a crowd of the dead on the other side taking it in turns to strike at it with progressively greater force. The wood held, but I could see that it would not resist for long.

      There were windows to either side of the door and without warning, pale shapes crashed through both, bringing with them wickedly-sharp shards of glass and splintered wood. Beamer was to my right and chopped at one of the shapes where it had landed – it was an old man, naked, withered and thrashing, with glass embedded in his face and abdomen. The soldier’s sword almost cut him in two, and the old man stopped his writhing immediately. No blood spilled from his wounds.

      To the left, the second shape was that of a woman – I couldn’t see her age, but she sprang to her feet with the vigour of an athlete. Trusty knocked her flat with his shield and crunched his sword into her sternum. From the corner of my eye, I could see her arms and legs kick as the magics that had commanded her back to life fought against the destruction wrought upon her body.

      I heard more sounds and within moments there was bedlam in the room. Through one of the broken window frames, I could see the massed bodies of dead as they clamoured to climb inside, fog shrouding them and making their eerie silence all the more appalling. The nearby door racketed open and more of them spilled in, their bodies a ghostly, unnatural white. I saw the face of one man – his skin was smooth and unlined and his features were unravaged by decay. His eyes were open, but there was nothing behind them – I saw no emotion, nor recognition. In a way, it made things easier for me, since I realised that there was nothing left of the people they had once been. Now they were no more than sacks of flesh. I killed this man, pushing my sword into his neck, almost cutting off his head as I drew back the blade.

      Three more of the creatures scrambled through the doorway. Cricks killed the first quickly and I flattened the other two with a shield charge. I saw Weevil finish one of them off, but I didn’t see what happened to the other, as I had to contend with more of them forcing their way through the window close to me. They were dead almost before they’d set foot on the floor. I caught sight of tiny shapes, which floated almost serenely through the air before my brain identified them as severed fingers. They fell silently to the floor, unimportant and instantly forgotten.

      It was the young ones that were the hardest to kill. They were there with the others – with the men and women who could have been their parents in life and cherished them beyond all else. Now, they were driven by nothing more than a need to kill us. Next to me, a dead young boy had fastened on to Beamer’s sword arm and clubbed at the soldier with a small, clenched fist. I saw the look of horror on Beamer’s face and his indecision earned him a hard punch from a stocky man who had used the distraction to get beyond the soldier’s guard. The pale figure of a teenage girl bit him on the arm, pulled and spat out a lump of Beamer’s blue-inked flesh.

      I killed the boy, refusing to let myself see him as anything but a tool for whatever had attacked Nightingale. In fact, it made me furious that I’d been made to do so, and I flung his small body away, watched it crash against a wall ten feet across from me.

      “They’re dead!” I shouted at Beamer, who now grappled with the two others who assailed him. He headbutted one and punched the other with the hilt of his sword. They scrambled to attack again and I slaughtered them in my anger.

      Beamer recovered his balance and I saw that my fury was matched by his own at what we were required to do. His lips were pulled back to reveal his white teeth, the muscles of his jaw clenched and tightened.

      “This is shit, Captain,” he said, as he kicked away another child, his foot connecting with its stomach and sending it to the floor. It sprang up again and Beamer knocked it away once more. I met his gaze for a split second. I knew all the men, but we two had been all the way to Blades and back. We’d learned about each other. He saw my resolve to do what we had to do and I think he took strength from it.

      “You’re doing them a favour,” was all I said.

      He had no time to reply, as the dead townsfolk continued to hurl themselves in through the windows and the open door. I heard Sinnar shout orders and my voice rose to give commands of my own. Still they came at us, throwing themselves at our swords and our shields, fruitlessly trying to destroy us. I rarely got satisfaction out of killing, but I must confess that I enjoyed being the victor. This fight in the town hall gave me no pleasure at all. My mind fell within itself and I hewed left and right, cutting our assailants to pieces. I had sheathed my sword and drawn my dagger instead, as had many of the other men. There wasn’t quite room for swordplay with so many of us close together, but we found a middle ground where some used swords and some used their daggers.

      The bodies of Nightingale’s townsfolk kept on coming, but once we’d got over the shock of who we were fighting, it became such a one-sided battle that I could almost feel our motivation droop. Like a man with a scythe will quickly become bored cutting long grass. Lieutenant Sinnar felt it too, and he did his best to keep his squads keen. If we lost even one man it would be a great failing.

      Across the room, I saw several of Lieutenant Craddock’s squads descend from above, looking for an opportunity to reinforce us if we were pressed. There was nothing for them to do and one man returned upstairs, presumably to let Craddock know that everything was under control.

      After a time, the attacks stopped, or at least they petered out to the level where only the occasional body would attempt entry into the town hall. No one really wanted to kill them now, but we had little choice.

      “Fuck this,” I heard someone behind me say.

      The room was suddenly quiet, or at least as quiet as a room can be with two hundred armed men in it. No one spoke and we contemplated the scene of carnage around us. The dead were everywhere – on the floors, splayed out over tables, slumped in corners and over the windowsills. Their remains were a mess – cut, severed and deprived of any dignity they might have had in life.

      “Clear them out!” I said. The fog continued to drift lazily in from outside, bringing with it an icy cold moisture that settled upon us. “And find something to block up these windows!” I said.

      Men jumped to obey, hoping to find solace in the distraction of work. Some turned over the tables and tried to prop them over windows, while others got down to the dirty work of carrying the bodies outside.

      “Where’d you want them, Captain?” asked Trusty. He had the corpse of an old woman across his shoulders. She was dressed in a shawl, with one leg missing. Her eyes were closed, as if she was finally at peace. Except she was not at peace. Before I could open my mouth to tell Trusty to put her back in the square outside the compound, the old woman’s eyes snapped open and she fixed on me with her pale, green eyes. She started to thrash herself free of the soldier’s grip and his eyes widened at the shock.

      Other men cried out, too. From all areas of the room, they shouted in surprise and disgust. There was a pile of bodies underneath each window, where the destruction of these creatures had been the greatest and within these piles, arms and legs moved. Heads swivelled and turned, looking for us.
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      “Beware!” I shouted. It was the only thing I could think of in the circumstances. At my feet, the body of a young man struggled to rise with both of his arms missing. I kicked at him viciously, striking him the temple and sending him straight back onto the floor.

      Lieutenant Sinnar began shouting too and I heard Lieutenant Craddock’s voice echo down the stair well, as we came to terms with this new surprise. Many of us had already laid our swords and shields to one side, but we had our daggers close at hand. They tucked away easily in their sheaths and we didn’t allow ourselves to be without them.

      Trusty flipped the old woman over his head and dashed her onto the floor. She tried to tear off his ear as she fell, but only managed to pull it half away from his head. He stamped on her chest, buying himself a split second to draw his dagger. I didn’t stand and wait for the killing blow. I felt something punch me in the side of the helmet. I punched it back, smashing my fist into the face of a teenage girl and catapulting her off her feet. Another body jumped onto my back before I could turn to meet it. Arms reached around my neck, but they fell away almost at once. I didn’t know what had happened, but assumed that one of my men had killed it.

      I didn’t try to recover my shield and swung about me as the dead sprang up again. Even where they lacked limbs, they still possessed a repulsive vigour and they used anything they had available to renew the attack. I stabbed at them, again and again as they rose up, knocking them back to the floor as quickly as they could rise. My battle sense took over my actions and provided me with the time to assess what was happening around me.

      We must have killed hundreds of the townsfolk – in reality they’d had no chance at all against trained, hardened soldiers. They were unarmed and we had been defending a position where they had to come through windows and doors to reach us. Now, they were amongst us and we were not so prepared. They had caught us almost completely by surprise, but they were still less than us in their strength and they were entirely lacking in skill. I saw as well that not all of them returned to the fight – those who had been most badly damaged stayed where they’d fallen and did not come at us.

      Ten yards from me, one of my men struggled under the weight of three or four of the town’s citizens. They pummelled at him and tried to pull away his helmet. I saw a dagger in the soldier’s hand, and he plunged it unceasingly into them, leaving long slashes where the steel met flesh. Another man stabbed through the skull of one of the attackers. They all fell in a heap, but by then I was distracted by the sight of five of Lieutenant Sinnar’s squads, who swept across the room in tight formation. Each man had a sword and shield and they inflicted terrible injuries upon our foes.

      My own squad struggled for control. We were hemmed in as more of the bodies punched and clawed at us. Beamer’s helmet was gone and he took several punches as his enemies grappled with him. Tinker was there to assist, cutting through dead sinew and tissue until the dead fell away once more. We held them back and I didn’t see any of my men suffer a serious injury.

      We were brawlers as well as soldiers. Not every fight is a clean exchange of blows until one side runs away. Sometimes it’s the side who are most willing to wade through shit that come out on top. Our opponents punched, bit and kicked at us, but they were disorganised and their attacks futile. Though we were outnumbered, we laid about with our fists and our daggers. Many of us recovered swords and shields and gradually we slaughtered the townsfolk, until they fell back to the ground in crumpled, broken heaps. Any shock we might have felt at having to treat the children with such brutality was gone and they joined the others in death again.

      Someone shouted for me, and my brain recognized the voice, telling me it was time to listen. “Captain! There’s something outside the compound!”

      It was Ploster. He hadn’t made himself clear enough and I shouted back for him to tell me what I needed to know.

      “It’s bringing them back!” he shouted again.

      That was enough for me. “Out! By squad!” I shouted. “Lieutenant Craddock! Down! Now!” I was sure my voice would reach him. I didn’t think they’d been hard-pressed upstairs, so hoped they’d be able to break off the fighting easily.

      I trod on something, nearly slipping over it. I could tell from the crunching that it was fingers or something else fragile and didn’t bother to look down. Three squads had already exited through the front door and it was our turn next. A body flew past, smashing head-first into a wall. There was probably only me or Lieutenant Sinnar left who were strong enough to have done that, now that Heavy was assigned to our lady. The body didn’t rise and I took my squad outside into the compound.

      There was fighting here already. It looked as if most of the dead had got inside, with only perhaps fifty left in the compound. The first three squads were on top of things, hunched behind their shields, thrusting with deadly precision as the pale shapes threw themselves at the unmoving metal barriers. A few of the dead had spilled round to the sides, but my squad caught them in the flank. I beheaded one woman and kicked another in the hip, knocking her over. Two more fell to the ground with her and the other soldiers finished them off.

      More men spilled out of the doorway. “They keep getting back up, Captain,” said Radge as his men filed to one side in order that the next squad could follow. “We chopped them down and now they’re back at us,” I heard him say.

      “Fuck all we’ve not seen before,” growled Beamer. I could tell he hadn’t approved of Radge’s words.

      It was chaos around me, but from where I was standing, I could see back through the windows into the town hall. I suddenly understood what Radge had meant – the bodies were getting up again, for the third time. They might as well have not bothered and I was able to see them butchered once more, by swords wielded in tireless hands. When my squad had exited the building, I reckoned there were still well over two hundred of the dead attacking us – probably over three hundred. If they kept on coming, they’d likely get one or two of us eventually. More if they got lucky, or if one of us made a mistake.

      Ploster had moved next to me and I spoke to him quickly. “What’s doing this?” I asked. “Or do we have to dismember each one of these poor people so that they have no arms or legs with which to attack us again?”

      “It’s outside the compound,” he said, repeating what he’d told me earlier. “Something powerful. I don’t know what.”

      As my men came out of the town hall, they gathered into a single group. We didn’t need anything so defensive as a square and we did our best to maximise our ability to strike at our attackers. Those of our assailants we had left inside rose again and flung themselves through the windows into the compound. Whatever magic it was that animated their bodies, it demanded their obedience and denied them peace until our swords had inflicted so much trauma that the bodies could not rise again. Even so, I saw at least one shattered corpse staring upwards from the ground, eyes open but the body unable to move.

      Lieutenant Sinnar’s squad emerged from the doorway.

      “Where’s Lieutenant Craddock?” I asked.

      “He’s getting here,” called back Sinnar.

      I didn’t want to move towards the compound gates until we’d all escaped. I heard someone call out that more were coming and I saw that he was not mistaken.

      “Watch the wall!” I shouted as pale shapes climbed over, dim and indistinct in the heavy fog. I realised that the corpses we’d fought so far were likely only a fraction of those who had died in the town.

      “We have to get away,” I told Sinnar. He’d evidently come to the same conclusion and nodded his head.

      With relief, I saw the first of Craddock’s squad come through the door and enter the compound. They were dogged by the dead townsfolk, but two other squads nearby moved to assist in Craddock’s safe withdrawal.

      “Are we all out?” I asked him.

      “Everyone’s out, Captain,” he confirmed in a loud voice.

      “Let’s get the fuck away from here,” I said.

      The compound yard wasn’t too wide and we marched across it quickly. The dead continued to spill from the windows behind us and more joined them by climbing over the walls from the town square. We’d soon be outnumbered and I didn’t have the appetite to spend the whole night fending them away. The light from the oil lamps in the town hall was faint in the distance as we approached the gate, and Ploster threw up his own sorcerous illumination so that we could see where we were going. Fog surrounded it in a nimbus, as if it sought to extinguish the magic. The light faltered for a moment and I thought it might go out, but then it shone bright again as Ploster bolstered it with his power.

      “Giving myself away,” I heard him say under his breath. Whatever was out there was definitely much more powerful than Ploster and he wouldn’t want it reading his signature.

      We got to the gate and I was now only faintly aware of the corpses which continued to throw themselves at us. It was as if they were no longer a threat - we knocked them to the ground as quickly as they came, inflicting horrific injuries on their dead flesh in the hope that we’d be able to sufficiently debilitate them that they would stay down and not come back.

      As one man lifted the bar from the gates, three others used their shields to protect him from a pale shape which threatened to jump on him from above. The soldier was able to complete his task safely and he pulled open the twin gates so that we could make our escape.

      We were able to get through four abreast and this we did, holding our shields outwards. The blades of our swords were given no time to rest. The dead knew no pain, nor did they care what damage they suffered. Their onslaught was relentless, but they were not able to slow us significantly, nor prevent us from maintaining our formation as we entered the town square. Ploster’s light hardly reached far enough, but I could see that the two women I’d first noticed on the bench were gone. I wasn’t fanciful enough to think that the connection I’d earlier felt with them would have protected them from the magic that drove the others, but I was still foolish enough to look at the place I’d seen them. Most of all, I was glad I hadn’t faced the body of the young girl. I’m not sure I could have stayed strong if I’d had to do that.

      We gathered in the square, the light suspended above us small and insignificant against the darkness. There were noises all around - footsteps upon stone - as bodies from throughout the town ran towards us at full pelt. They appeared from the gloom, giving us little visible warning about the direction they were coming from.

      I made us form a hollow square, since we didn’t require any weight at the centre. We were two ranks deep on each side and I stood in the middle with Craddock and Sinnar. The townsfolk swarmed from the compound, only to have their bodies struck again. Our opponents were looking ragged and weakened now, with each slash or thrust reducing their ability to rise to the summons of their unknown master.

      “We need to stay here and fight for a time,” I said to my lieutenants. “Else they will harry us all the way to Blades, assuming the magic will take them that far.”

      “If their brains are reduced to mush, they do not rise again,” said Craddock. I’d dimly realised as much already, but cursed myself for not following the thought to its conclusion. I shouted to the men to aim for the heads of the enemy, though I saw that many of them were doing so anyway.

      I pulled Ploster out of his position in the second row. I wasn’t quite sure what he was doing putting himself there anyway. It wasn’t his sword we needed.

      “Where’s their master?” I asked. “I do not wish to stand here all night doing what we are doing.”

      “It is watching us now,” he said, pointing away to one side. I looked into the darkness and the fog, but couldn’t see anything.

      “Is it close?” I demanded, starting to lose my temper. Then, I noticed that his eyes had a glaze over them and swore at myself for not realising that he was defending himself – or us - from its magics.

      “This way! Maintain formation!” I called out, getting us to move in the direction that Ploster had indicated. As we marched, the bodies we’d already slain tried to grasp at our legs and feet as we stepped over and around them. It became difficult to maintain a perfect order as we jumped out of the way or bent down to stab the creatures in their heads.

      “This is no fun,” said Craddock.

      “Yeah, let’s get out of here quickly,” Sinnar replied.

      Though I couldn’t see far in the darkness and fog, I had a mental image of this area and knew approximately where we were. I was sure we’d reach the walls of a building shortly and then there’d be a fairly narrow street that would take us to another town square – the main one. Before we reached this street, something strange happened. The corpses which came so ineffectually at us suddenly stopped moving. Without warning, those which we could see just collapsed to the ground with nary a sigh. They fell away mid-attack, or crumpled in the far reaches of Ploster’s light. It was as though the magic which drove them had gone.

      I looked at Sinnar and Craddock. They returned my gaze with blank looks of their own.

      “Corporal Ploster, what has happened?” I asked.

      He looked suddenly alert, as though he was no longer having to divert all of his resources to his own defence. “It’s gone, Captain,” he said. “I don’t know how or why.”

      I didn’t like the unknown, even when it seemed to be working in our favour. Now that the attacks had stopped, we picked up the pace and completed our traversal of the modest square. We entered the street, only able to go four abreast. Ploster looked relieved to have escaped from whatever had been at him, and he pushed his light ahead of us so that we could see if anything approached. The men at the back had to march in comparative darkness, and I imagined that to their eyes, the fog would shroud most of the light until it was little more than a faint beacon ahead.

      I kept myself near the front. It was a habit of mine which had been called careless more than once, though I was still alive when those who had criticised were long dead. Those men had been correct of course, but I was too stubborn to admit it.

      “Something here, Captain,” said Limpet.

      I called a halt and stood on my toes, trying to look through the first two ranks. There was a shape on the ground in front of them. It was spread across the street, dark and hulking, with the gleam of metal. I pushed my way through to see what it was, bringing Ploster with me.

      The creature was somewhere between seven or eight feet tall and lying on its back. It had arms and legs like a man, but whatever it was, it looked like it had lain in the grave for a thousand years and somehow been preserved by the cold so that its skin hadn’t rotted away completely. But rotten it was, the flesh shrivelled and sunken against the bones, grey as stone and parchment thin. If it had ever had a nose, there was none now, only two holes with parts of the skull visible. Its eyes were open, but they were tiny, puckered yellow orbs, which looked lifelessly at the sky. If indeed it had ever been alive. The creature’s mouth was the same as that of a long-dead man, pulled back in an unwitting grimace, showing filthy and cracked teeth. It was clad in thick, black, stinking furs, wrapped around its shoulders and waist. It had a faceless metal helmet, half dislodged from its head. I saw the iron of a breastplate, cracked and rusted almost through. A sword lay on the pavement next to it – six feet long with a hilt and cross-guard made of ivory-coloured bone. The blade was dull and looked blunt, with notches running along both edges.

      “What the fuck is that?” I heard Grids ask.

      I looked at Ploster and he shrugged in return. “It wasn’t alone, Tyrus,” he said to me softly. “Whatever came with is still in Nightingale.”

      “One other or many others?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said, before giving me his best guess. “More than one.”

      “That’s not what I wanted to hear,” I said in reply.

      I pulled out my sword, noting at once that it was glowing of its own accord. The glow was faint, but as I completed the last two steps towards the dead creature, the runes flared up – not brightly enough for me to avert my eyes, but sufficient to cast shadows on the ground and walls around me. I didn’t pause and drove the sword’s tip straight into one of the eyes. I leaned on the hilt and I heard a dull snap as it punctured through into whatever was left of the brain beneath. I wrenched the hilt, turning it one complete circle and then repeated what I’d done with the other eye socket. I stepped back, satisfied with what I’d done. Then, anger took hold and I thundered a kick into its temple. The head snapped to one side and I kicked it again.

      “At least I can be sure now,” I said, loud enough for everyone around me to hear. I turned to Ploster. “Any idea what killed it?”

      “I don’t know, Captain. Whatever it was, I would tend to favour the idea that we have two enemies awaiting us, rather than one enemy and one friend.”

      “I agree,” I said.

      I left it and took up my position amongst the men, ignoring the questions I heard those at the far ranks whisper to themselves. They’d soon find out what it was when they stepped over it.

      “Let’s move,” I said, raising an arm and waving it forward. “Corporal Ploster thinks there’re more to come.”

      Further back, Sinnar and Craddock copied the gesture for the benefit of those who might not have seen it in the darkness and we followed the street to where it would lead us.
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      There was not far to go until we found what we were looking for. Nightingale’s main square had an ancient clock, so old in appearance that it looked to predate the town itself. A carved wooden bird lived in the clock, appearing for reasons of its own and at times of its choosing. It had sung for us once, long ago, its music sweet and beautiful. I remembered that the clock tower had balls of glass embedded into its sides, which cast out light for the people who would gather here at night to laugh and talk. As we entered the square, I could see the light of the clock tower through the fog, diffuse and weak, but nonetheless more penetrating than that of Ploster’s sorcery.

      The fog was no thicker here, but was possessed of an extra chill. It swirled of its own accord, still without a wind to carry it along. It was heavy with water, but seemed far colder than the temperature at which water would normally freeze. I wondered if I was glad that the blood in my veins had long since gone and that I no longer had to worry about such things. Far better to be alive again, Tyrus, came an answer from deep within.

      It wasn’t the time for introspection. Shapes moved through the fog, the magic of the clock betraying their outlines to us. We moved as one towards them, the men responding to my thoughts almost before I could make them known. Whatever it was that we approached, they were not focused on us, and seemed to cluster around something else. As we drew near, I saw huge swords rising and falling, the blades crashing against another of the figures. The cold was suddenly much greater than it had been even moments before, and I felt it pulling at my muscles, sinew and cartilage, trying to make the tissue of my body contract and stiffen. I ignored the feeling and walked faster, my sword already drawn and my shield raised.

      The sight that greeted me was so far away from what I might have expected, that it was all I could do to stop my mouth from falling open in surprise. The Hangman was there, his bare skull reattached to his neck. He wore the remnants of the same black cloth that he’d worn when we’d defeated him less than two weeks earlier. It hung off him, limp and tattered, doing hardly anything to cover up the bones beneath. He was surrounded by six of the creatures we’d already seen and they swung their bone-handled swords at him, each powerful blow chipping and splintering his skeletal frame. In the middle, the Hangman stood, unmoved by the weight of their strikes. Three of the creatures hung suspended in the air, their legs thrashing as they struggled to free themselves.

      I felt the Hangman’s magic again, in the same way that I had before. This time, I did not interfere with it, though I could sense that his opponents were trying to unravel the sorcery. My sword glowed as I swung it – not at the Hangman, but at the shoulder of one of his assailants. There was a clang, as if the bone underneath the dead flesh was so old that it had become petrified. I had not held back and my strike brought the creature’s attention quickly onto me. Up till that moment, they had ignored our arrival and I didn’t know if it was because they thought us unworthy of their attention, or if they were so involved with the Hangman that they simply didn’t see us.

      The creature I’d struck whipped round with unexpected speed and my instincts were needed to get my shield up in time. I was braced but the impact knocked me back on my heel and I saw that the shield had buckled from that single blow. The huge sword came down at me and I raised my own to block, holding the blade at an angle to deflect the attack. Our two weapons met with a heavy clank and I succeeded in parrying my opponent’s swing.

      By now, the other men of the First Cohort had joined the fray and the night became alight with whirling trails of sparkling runes as we sought to bring an end to the confrontation we witnessed.

      “Not the Hangman!” I bellowed, to forestall any attack on him. I think one of two of the men hit him before I managed to speak the words, but he was unflinching as he held aloft the three creatures. I’d had the feeling that they might have freed themselves before they had succumbed to whatever the Hangman intended, but the blows we rained upon their helpless forms interfered with their ability to combat the Death Sorcerer.

      Our opponents were tough and strong, but we were many in comparison. I don’t know if they were confounded by our ability to injure them, but it was my feeling that normal steel would have bounced away from them. As it was, we had to whittle them down, sliver by sliver. Our stalwart shields were battered by each blocked attack and many would have to be replaced before they became reliable barriers again. But we did it. The first of them toppled over, face first and with a dense thump. A minute later, the other two fell to a multitude of blows, one of them losing its sword arm as it crashed down.

      The three which the Hangman had kept suspended had been destroyed quickly. Unable to avoid our swords, or to strike back, they’d been mercilessly hacked until they’d stopped moving. As the battle ended, I turned my attention to the Hangman. With the smallest of gestures, he let the three creatures drop to the ground, where they crumpled in heaps of fur and sundered armour.

      There was silence for a time as we considered each other. The empty sockets of the Hangman’s skull focused directly on my eyes. He’d taken a beating – his left arm was badly smashed and several ribs had been bent or broken.

      “What now?” I asked out loud. I had never been one to believe that the enemy of my enemy was my friend. Still, there was something in me that thought it would be the wrong move to finish off the Hangman. We were not friends, but there was no requirement for us to fight now.

      “Go,” I said to him.

      He turned and walked away without hesitation. He limped and had a peculiar gait, but he wasn’t slow. I was sure he was badly injured and I didn’t know if he could recover - the most powerful sorcerers always seemed to have their ways. It was only moments before he was lost from our sight.

      I gathered my men once more, pulling them into formation as I marshalled my thoughts on what to do next. A voice came into my mind, whispering and cold, though without malevolence.

      The Northmen are coming, Captain Charing. They gather in the streets of Nightingale, in the fog, in the darkness. Run.

      I am not afraid, Hangman, I said in my mind, picturing the words before me.

      Then you are a fool, came the response. Whatever link there had been was severed and I did not bother to re-forge it.

      Ploster had caught my look. “What is it, Captain?” he asked.

      I didn’t answer him directly. We were ready to go and I pointed south.

      “March!” I called.

      We set off in a column, with me close to the lead. I directed us along a street I knew would lead quickly out of the town, but before we’d left the town’s square completely the sound of the magical bird came to us, singing its heart-wrenching song of unfettered happiness. There was another sound to go with it, heard over our heavy footsteps. It sounded like a giant’s laboured breathing and it brought with it an even greater chill. Whereas before it had been icy, now it was colder than I could ever remember. The fog clutched at our arms and legs, demanding that we give in to its insistence that we lay down and welcome its embrace.

      We were not men to give away our lives easily and we picked up the pace, until we were almost at a run. The buildings to each side seemed to crowd in and the darkness pressed at us from all sides. I did not think the feeling of oppression to be natural, but I could not in all honesty say that it was not. Our visit to Nightingale had been a trying one for us and though we were all hardened against the emotions that relate to death, we were not immune.

      The cold was certainly not a figment of my imagination. Ice crystals formed on our skin, falling away in a fine shower when we moved. I saw a whiteness crust over my knuckles and saw frost on the eyebrows of the men to either side of me. The inside of my shield became covered in ice, which gleamed as it reflected Ploster’s magical light.

      Whatever the sorcery was that sought to kill us, it was not sufficient. We did not slow, nor did we falter in our withdrawal along the south roads of the town. Even before we’d broken free into the surrounding fields, the coldness had started to fade, becoming little more than the normal chill of the fog that we were now familiar with.

      Much against my better judgement, we marched into the night. I would not normally risk such folly, but the risks of being caught within range of whatever remained in Nightingale seemed far more threatening. I knew the fields nearby to be flat and well-tended, but we soon left those behind us, and marched through the rolling hills of rough scrub. One man did twist his ankle, but Sinnar threw him over one shoulder and we continued with our pace more or less unabated.

      When a couple of hours had passed, I decided that we’d come far enough. I wasn’t prepared to keep going until daylight and if we were pursued, then we’d deal with that as it happened. We set camp and I permitted the men to make fires, since we were concealed in a low hollow. I set a treble watch, staging the men in concentric rings around the camp to minimise the chance that we’d be surprised. Ploster was included in the watch and I asked him to use his magic to see if he could detect anything hostile that might be hiding from our sight.

      “That wasn’t much fun, Captain,” said Tinker. He was crouched over a campfire, stretching his hands out hungrily towards the flame. I didn’t think he was cold, but we all took cheer from the warmth.

      I hunkered down next to him. “Have you thawed out, yet?” I asked. I was aware that no one had suffered any lasting effects from the freezing fog, but sometimes people like to be asked how they are getting on.

      “Yes, Captain. Everything’s fine with me,” he said. “Funny thing going on there in Nightingale.”

      “It’s not good news, that’s for certain,” I said.

      “Do you reckon there were more of them about to attack us?” asked Cricks. “Is that what all that cold was about?”

      “I don’t know, Cricks. The Hangman spoke to me before we let him go. He told me that we should run.”

      No one bothered to mention that they hadn’t heard the Hangman talk and I didn’t elaborate.

      “They’re tough fuckers those Death Sorcerers,” said Lieutenant Sinnar, who’d been drawn in by the conversation. “I wonder how much it would have taken to stop the Hangman picking up his head and coming north.”

      “He was hurt,” I said. “I’m not sure how badly, but I don’t think his wounds were light.”

      “A good thing we met him at Gold, if you think about it,” said Beamer.

      “Why’s that, then?” asked Tinker.

      “Well if he’d brought the Duke’s men up here, I can’t imagine them being dressed to fight in this fog. And it’s a long time since we’ve felt the cold, but I can remember the days when my fingers would go so numb that the pain would bring tears to my eyes. I’ve never before felt a cold like what I felt in Nightingale.”

      We fell silent at that and I wondered how many men would have perished if the Hangman had been able to bring his soldiers with him. I doubted very much that he’d have thrown so many men away for nothing, so could only assume that he hadn’t know what to expect either. It was a lesson I was glad to have learned without having to suffer any deaths for it.

      I rose from the fire and went to see how the other men were faring. Corporal Grief was still at work alongside Slicer, in the light cast by another of the camp fires. We hadn’t lost anyone, but a few men had cuts and bruises, along with bites from the dead townsfolk. Harts and Pinky both had broken arms from where they’d blocked the attacks of what the Hangman had referred to as the Northmen. Neither of them would be much use in battle for a week or two, but I was confident they’d be holding a shield soon. Our healing powers still shocked me sometimes and I found it too easy to forget that other men were not so blessed. I didn’t want to fall into the trap of thinking that everyone who fought for our lady was the same as we were. I had my pride, but I had never congratulated myself for the things that I was not responsible for, such as my stamina and unnaturally fast healing.

      Ploster had positioned himself a little way out of camp and was sat on the grass with his legs crossed. Our sorcerer was as well-liked as anyone, but he didn’t always crave company in the way that the other men did. I dropped to the grass next to him and neither of us spoke for a few minutes.

      “Anything coming?” I asked in the end.

      “The night feels empty,” he replied. “But searching has never been my strong point.”

      “I know, Jon, but I feel reassured that you’re looking.”

      “I do not like what we found in Nightingale,” he said. “I have never come across such creatures before. They were tough and their magic was ancient. I don’t know if even the Flesh Shaper could bring back the dead so easily.”

      “The Hangman used the term Northmen,” I said. “It comes as little surprise to discover that the Emperor knows more about this threat than we do.”

      “These Northmen – they did not all have magic. The first one that we found dead in the street. I think that was the one that was raising the townsfolk. The others may have been warriors.”

      “There was something else, wasn’t there?” I asked.

      “Yes, Tyrus. There was something else in Nightingale, which brought with it the cold and the fog. I don’t know what it was, but I could feel it seeking.”

      “Seeking you?” I asked.

      “I don’t think it was looking for me. I don’t know what it was looking for.”

      “If someone is looking for something and they don’t find it, they will normally start to look elsewhere,” I said.

      “That is the worry,” he replied. “Nightingale was destroyed weeks ago. Why would they have remained there?”

      I didn’t know the answer and the only reason I could think of wasn’t one I wanted to contemplate. “Who is to say they remained there? Perhaps the creatures which destroyed the town left it behind soon after they had killed everyone, and went elsewhere.”

      “Where might they have gone?” he asked, knowing that I had no more idea than he did.

      “East? West?” I replied. “Maybe even south, though I would have expected to have met them if they’d done so.”

      “Unless they passed us in the dark, while we waited in our tents for daylight.”

      “At least that would tell us something,” I said, with a degree of bitterness. “It would suggest that they aren’t able to find us either.”

      “That might be the case,” he replied. “Or they might not be interested in us at all.”

      “I’d give your right arm to know what exactly it is that they are interested in,” I told him.

      He chuckled. “I’m sure we’ll find out in the coming days or weeks.”

      I left him to his duties and returned to my tent. My mind was whirling with the possibilities and I found it difficult to achieve a state of tranquillity. Our visit to Nightingale had answered some questions, but raised many others. More and more, I found the frustration of not knowing something to be intolerable and I itched to find out what the Northmen’s purpose was in the Emperor’s lands. While I didn’t come to terms with my lack of knowledge, I did in the end manage to calm my spinning thoughts and settled myself for the remaining hour before dawn.

      We continued at as great a pace as we had initially travelled north. Craddock took us on a new course, almost directly to the south. This would bypass Gold and allow us to intercept our lady as she travelled on her way to Blades. I assumed that the Saviour was still many days ahead of us and I had that peculiar feeling of wading through mud again. It was the same feeling that had beset me when we returned from Blades with Gagnol’s life vial. We had important news, but no way to impart it and on more than one occasion I found myself grinding my teeth at the need for us to reach our destination.

      “How long till we pass Gold, Lieutenant Craddock?” I asked him at one point, knowing we were close, yet still feeling the urge to ask.

      “We should pass it late tomorrow, Captain,” he said. “It’ll be quite a few miles off to our right.”

      “Can we reach our lady before she gets to Blades?”

      “Perhaps – if they dawdle. Otherwise, I think not. Is it important that we do so?”

      “I do not know,” I said honestly. “I would prefer to be in a position where I can influence events, rather than here where I cannot.”

      “If the Emperor gets a lot of men there first, we’re not going to make much difference, I’d say.”

      I had no argument to give him over it. Later that night, we camped as we had done thousands upon thousands of times before. We rose with the light and continued towards Blades. The men felt my tension and I could feel it seeping into them as well. For the moment, I was content for it to happen, since it gave impetus and caused the miles to vanish behind us as if we rode horses instead of walking.

      The following day was as clear as they all had been and colder than most. It was approaching mid-day when Lieutenant Craddock brought something to my attention. There was nothing wrong with my eyes, but his sight was sharp and he was perceptive with it.

      “Look, Captain. Over there,” he said, pointing to the west. We were on the north side of a wide valley, flanked on either side by hills. A broad, shallow river flowed at the bottom, which I guessed to be the Fols, before it reached Gold. The valley afforded us an unprecedented vantage to both east and west and I wondered if it had been formed millennia ago by the movement of a vast glacier as it headed to the sea. If there had ever been ice here, it was now gone, but I could dimly make out a low-lying cloud where Craddock indicated I should look.

      “Cloud?” I asked.

      “Not cloud, Captain. Fog and great banks of it,” he replied. “It’s at Gold, or close to it. Should we head there?”

      I swore, not really knowing what to do. “No Lieutenant,” I told him in the end. “We can’t fight every battle on the way. This is for our lady to decide now.”

      It was at that moment that I was struck by a thought that I hadn’t considered up till that moment. I wondered if the Saviour wasn’t here to free the land from the Emperor and his nobles. Perhaps the real reason she had been born at this time and in this place, was there in the distance around the town of Gold. I didn’t want to think about it, but my brain wouldn’t let go of the idea; maybe the evils of the Emperor were nothing compared to what was coming from the unknown lands to the north.

      I felt a deep shiver run through me and I saw Lieutenant Craddock look at me with concern.

      “We need to move, Lieutenant. We need to reach Blades as soon as we can.”

      We resumed, and this time I didn’t hold us back. Ignoring the weight of our armour and our swords, we ran for the south.
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